On Translating Ancient Greek

Given that I have numerous times over the past ten or so years been asked by
various individuals (including Greek scholars) about my Greek translations,
and given that it seems some of my translations (such as parts of the Corpus
Hermeticum) are regarded as "iconoclastic and controversial", it seems
ﬁtting to provide a rather more detailed explanation of my methodology over
and above my few, short, previous remarks.
When studying New Testament Greek while a monk in a Christian monastery
in the 1970s - and being already familiar (from schooldays and later studies
including at that monastery) with Homer's Greek and the way that Aeschylus
often omitted 'the article' and invented new words to express his meaning - I
began to wonder, in respect of translations, about what I have since termed
'retrospective re-interpretation'. As I mentioned in my essay Some Examples
Regarding Translation and Questions of Interpretation, included as an
Appendix to my Poemandres translation and commentary:
"I incline toward the view that in translations into English it is
often best to avoid words that impose or seem to impose a meaning
on an ancient text especially if the sense that an English word now
imputes is the result of centuries of assumptions or opinions or
inﬂuences and thus has acquired a modern meaning, or an
interpretation, somewhat at variance with the culture, the milieu,
of the time when the text that is being translated was written.
Especially so in the matter of religious or spiritual texts where so
many people rely or seem to rely on the translations, the
interpretations, of others and where certain interpretations seem
to have become ﬁxed.
Thus, it may be helpful if one can suggest, however controversial or
iconoclastic they may seem in their time, reasoned alternatives for
certain words important for a speciﬁc and a general understanding
of a particular text, and helpful because such alternatives might
enable a new appreciation of such a text, as if for instance one is
reading it for the ﬁrst time with the joy of discovery.
For example, one of the prevalent English words used in
translations of the New Testament, and one of the words now
commonly associated with revealed religions such as Christianity
and Islam, is sin. A word which now imputes and for centuries has
imputed a particular and at times somewhat strident if not harsh
moral attitude, with sinners starkly contrasted with the righteous
and the saved, and with sin, what is evil, what is perverse, to be
shunned and shudderingly avoided."
I then proceeded to give various quotations and argued that the original
sense of the English word 'sin' was

"the sense of doing what was wrong, of committing an error, of
making a mistake, of being at fault; at most of overstepping the
bounds, of transgressing limits imposed by others, and thus being
'guilty' of such an infraction, a sense which the suggested
etymology of the word syn implies: from the Latin sons, sontis."
Hence why in translating John 8.7 I eschewed the much overused and now
often pejorative word sin:
So, as they continued to ask [for an answer] he straightened
himself, saying to them: Let he who has never made a mistake
[Αναμαρτητος] throw the ﬁrst stone at her.
ὡς δὲ ἐπέμενον ἐρωτῶντες αὐτόν, ἀνέκυψεν καὶ εἶπεν αὐτοῖς· ὁ
ἀναμάρτητος ὑμῶν πρῶτος ἐπ’ αὐτὴν βαλέτω λίθον.
While such a translation may well be controversial, to me it imparts
something important regarding the teachings, and the life, of Jesus of
Nazareth: something quite human, something rather diﬀerent from a stern
preacher preaching about 'sin'; something which to me seems to express
what the Beatitudes express, and something which individuals such as
George Fox and William Pen many centuries later tried to say and write
about Christianity and about the teachings and the life of Jesus of Nazareth.
This seeking after meaning beyond what a particular English word now often
denoted - in common usage or otherwise - I applied to my translations of
some fragments of Heraclitus, to my translations of three tractates of the
Corpus Hermeticum, and am applying to my on-going (as of 2016) translation
of and commentary on the Gospel of John. I also used this principle, albeit
then in a mostly intuitive way, when undertaking my translations, decades
before, of Sophocles and Aeschylus.
Thus I saught to try and understand - to apprehend, both intuitively and by
scholarly means - what the author was expressing or saught to express all
those centuries ago; which necessitated understanding the milieu, the ethos,
the culture, of the time and the place where the author lived. My approach
was therefore more than strictly grammatical; more than lexicographical.
Why is why, in the Hermetic tractates the translation of such words as
ἀγαθός and εὐσεβέω and θεός were considered in the necessary context. {1}
What, for example, did θεός mean and imply in the Hellenic times that the
texts were written? My view is that to translate as 'god' is to miss the variety
of possible meanings, since 'god' to so many people in the West imparts the
sense of, if not the God of Christianity, then of 'the one deity' of
neo-pythagoreanism and gnosticism. This then leads and has led to
speculation as whether God and 'the one deity' are the same and whether the
texts are neo-pythagorean and/or gnostic and/or possibly inﬂuenced by early
Christianity. The texts under consideration, however, are unclear as to
exactly what and who θεός is, especially given (i) that in the Poemandres
tractate θεός is described as being both male and female (ἀρρενόθηλυς) and

(ii) that 'archetypes'/deities from classical Greek culture are mentioned, from
Psyche to Hermes, and (iii) that Poemandres is described as 'changing their
form/appearance' (shapeshifting) in the manner of Greek divinities such as
Athena in The Odyssey and Demeter in mythological poems and legends, and
(iv) the mention of 'daimons'. This θεός might thus refer to a deity in a
classical sense, with the texts describing a mysticism that is essentially a
development of existing and past Greek ideas.
To translate θεός as god is therefore, in my view, not helpful given that 'god'
is not, in our milieu, a neutral world and therefore tends to impose a certain
meaning on the text. In contrast, the transliteration 'theos' is neutral and also
aids the curiosity of the reader who might well then ask: what and who, here,
is theos?
In regard to εὐσεβέω, is what is meant what we understand by terms such as
reverent and pious? Again, given the inﬂuence of Christianity over the past
two millennia, what such terms now so often denote is redolent of that
religion so that such words are not neutral in respect of understanding the
spirituality of such ancient Greek texts. Hence why my choice was for an
expression: 'awareness of the numinous', which expression encompasses - or
seems to me to encompass - an essential aspect of all spirituality, from
ancient Greece to Greco-Roman times to Christianity and beyond. There is
therefore, yet again, no retrospective re-interpretation of the text resulting
from a poor choice of English words.
In considering ἀγαθός my basic guide was ἀγαθός contrasted with κακός in
ancient Greece and Greco-Roman times with the sense being not some
abstract god-given 'what is good' and 'what is evil', nor of some impersonal
idea of 'good' contrasted with some other impersonal idea of 'evil', but rather
the diﬀerence between good (noble) and bad (rotten) individuals, and which
diﬀerence (according to so many authors of those times) was revealed,
became known, through the deeds done by individuals. An interesting
passage illustrating ἀγαθός contrasted with κακός occurs in section eight of
the fourth tractate of the Corpus Hermeticum:
τούτων δὲ οὕτως ἐχόντων, ὦ Τάτ, τὰ μὲν παρὰ τοῦ θεοῦ ἡμῖν τε
ὑπῆρξε καὶ ὑπάρξει· τὰ δὲ ἀφ' ἡμῶν ἀκολουθησάτω καὶ μὴ
ὑστερήσατω· ἐπεὶ ὁ μὲν θεὸς ἀναίτιος, ἡμεῖς δὲ αἴτιοι τῶν κακῶν,
ταῦτα προκρίνοντες τῶν ἀγαθῶν
Nearly all past translations have opted to use the English words 'good' and
'evil', as did John Everard and G.R.S. Mead whose respective translations are,
These things being so, O Tat, that things have been, and are so
plenteously ministered to us from God; let them proceed also from
us, without any scarcity or sparing. For God is innocent or guiltless,
but we are the causes of Evil, preferring them before the Good.
This being so, O Tat, what comes from God hath been and will be
ours; but that which is dependent on ourselves, let this press

onward and have no delay; for 'tis not God, 'tis we who are the
cause of evil things, preferring them to good.
A more recent translation is that of Brian Copenhaver,
Since this is so, Tat, what proceeds from god has been and will be
available to us. May what comes to us be suited to it and not
deﬁcient. And the evils for which we are responsible, who chose
them instead of good things, are no responsibility of god's.
In contrast, I interpret as,
Because of this, then - Thoth - what is from theos can be and has been ours
So let what accompanies us be that now instead of later.
For it is we who select dishonour rather than honour
With theos blameless in this.

Which interpretation emphasises the personal origin of what is done and why
what is bad, in personal terms, is - as the author of the text later writes, αὕτη
διαφορὰ τοῦ ὁμοίου πρὸς τὸ ἀνόμοιον, καὶ τῷ ἀνομοίῳ ὑστέρημα πρὸς τὸ
ὅμοιον - a privation of what is good:
This is the distinction between what is akin and what is diﬀerent
With what is diﬀerent having a privation of what is akin.
Which contrast between personal honour (a nobility of character) and
dishonour (a doing of rotten deeds) is rather diﬀerent from abstract "evil
things", and well expresses an important aspect of the ethos of ancient
Greece and of Greco-Roman culture; an aspect well-expressed by Sophocles:
πόλεμος οὐδέν ̓ ἄνδρ ̓ ἑκὼν αἱρεῖ πονηρόν ἀλλὰ τοὺς χρηστοὺς ἀεί
battle does not willingly take cowards, but - as of old - the honourable
Philoctetes, v.437

This interpretation of ἀγαθός - in the personal terms of such an ethos, rather
than as some abstract existent external to the individual as posited by Plato,
ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ ἰδέα - is why the author of text also writes ,
ὁρᾷς, ὦ τέκνον, πόσα ἡμᾶς δεῖ σώματα διεξελθεῖν, καὶ πόσους
χοροὺς δαιμόνων καὶ συνέχειαν καὶ δρόμους ἀστέρων ἵνα πρὸς τὸν
ἕνα καὶ μόνον σπεύσωμεν; ἀδιάβατον γὰρ τὸ ἀγαθὸν καὶ
ἀπέραντον καὶ ἀτελές, αὐτῷ δὲ καὶ ἄναρχον, ἡμῖν δὲ δοκοῦν ἀρχὴν
ἔχειν τὴν γνῶσιν. οὐκ αὐτοῦ οὖν ἀρχὴ γίνεται ἡ γνῶσις
Do you, my son, apprehend how many celestial bodies we have to traverse How many groups of Daimons and sequential constellations So that we hasten to the Monas.
For the honourable is unpassable, without limit, and unending
Even though to us its origin appears to be the knowledge.
But even though such knowledge is not the origin of it
It yields to us the origin of our knowing. {2}

For Plato's explanation requires a questioning, a philosophical search for
ἀληθεία, a type of anados, resulting in a knowing of 'the good', ἡ τοῦ ἀγαθοῦ
ἰδέα, and which knowing - which knowledge - is the source, the origin, of all
other knowing. Here, the opposite is clearly stated: that such knowledge of
'the good', of what is honourable, is not 'the knowledge' - the conclusion of
our anados - but instead only the source of what we know about ourselves
and about others.
This understanding of 'the good', of ἀγαθός, is indeed somewhat
controversial - the opposite of what Plato et al theorized and what some seem
to have assumed regarding the Corpus Hermeticum - but one which presents
an alternative (a somewhat paganus) understanding of such hermeticism as
is described in the three tractates under consideration. And an interesting
alternative that, to my knowledge, has been long neglected, given the various
and the numerous assumptions made regarding the meaning of certain Greek
words in texts such as the Corpus Hermeticum.
David Myatt
2016

{1} In order to elucidate my methodology I for brevity only consider here
three Greek terms.
{2} As I noted in my commentary on tractate IV:
Reading ἀδιάβατον, which implies that what is honourable is
always there, always around, always noticeable when it is
presenced by someone. In other words - given the following καὶ
ἀπέραντον καὶ ἀτελές - there are always some mortals who will (qv.
sections 5 and 8) select honour rather than dishonour: who will (as
described in section 4) "receive the perceiveration," having won
that prize gifted by theos [...]
The expression ἡμῖν δὲ δοκοῦν ἀρχὴν ἔχειν τὴν γνῶσιν is
interesting given that it refers to 'the knowledge', which some have
construed to refer to the gnosis of certain pagan
weltanschauungen. However, since what this particular knowledge
is, is not speciﬁed, to translate as 'the Gnosis' would be to impose a
particular and modern interpretation on the text given what the
term gnosticism now denotes. All that can be adduced from the text
is that this particular knowledge may refer to and be the
knowledge imparted in the text itself: the knowledge that Hermes
is here imparting to Thoth.

