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Erika GIELEN

The Synopsis of Joseph Racendytes:
like a two-faced Egyptian Hermes?

Abstract: In the introduction of his Synopsis Variarum Disciplinarum, the late-Byzantine monk and scholar Joseph Racendytes
compares his work with a two-faced statue of the god Hermes, “as represented by the Egyptians” with a young and old face.
The present article tries to find out the origin of this rather obscure and unexpected statement, by taking into account literary,
archaeological and socio-cultural evidence.

In the late 13™, early 14™ century, the cultural —and political — scene in Constantinople was dominated
by illustrious figures like Nicephorus Choumnus, Theodorus Metochites and Nicephorus Gregoras.
Among them was also the monk and philosopher Joseph Racendytes (ca. 1260-1330 AD), who de-
voted the last years of his life to writing a vast “Synopsis Variarum Disciplinarum”, discussing all the
topics dealt with in higher education, from rhetoric and logic to ethics and theology.!

In the introduction, which contains some autobiographical information on the author and in which
the actual purpose of the Synopsis is set out, Joseph states the following about his work:

Muncetan 6’ avtn (i.e. BiProc) v map Atyvrtiolg 10D Eppod durpdowmov gikdva, VEOVIKO HEV
Kol yevvaio amoavtoyod kektnuévn ta Oeopnpata, tpecfutata 6 ve Kol xpdve kol T kol &t
eépovoa T vonpoto.?

Joseph’s Synopsis does indeed contain ideas and quotations taken from early sources (npecfotata),
like Cyril of Alexandria (4"—5™ ¢. AD) and Maximus the Confessor (67" c. AD), as well as from
more recent authors (veavikd), like Nicephorus Blemmydes (13" ¢. AD) and George Pachymeres
(131-14t™ ¢. AD), the latter of whom died even only ca. twenty years before Joseph.® Yet, where did
our author get the comparison with an Egyptian two-faced Hermes from, with one face being young
and the other old?

In Greek mythology, the god Hermes is connected to Egypt as being the liberator of To, the Argive
princess who was loved by Zeus, but, due to Hera’s jealousy, had to flee to Egypt. Moreover, the
Greeks who settled in Egypt equated the local, Egyptian god Thoth with ‘their’ Hermes, probably
especially because of their similar function as divine mediator and their relation with the deceased:
whereas Hermes was also venerated as yoyoaywyog, leading the souls of the dead to the under world,

' On Joseph the Philosopher, see especially M. Treu, Der Philosoph Joseph. BZ 8 (1899) 1-64; PLP 9078. For more infor-
mation on the peculiar structure and aim of Joseph’s Synopsis, see F. TINNEFELD, Zu Begriff und Konzepten des Enzyklo-
padismus in Byzanz, in: Artes im Mittelalter, hrsg. von U. Schaefer. Berlin 1999, 143—150 (especially 148-150); E. GIELEN,
Ad Maiorem Dei Gloriam. Joseph Rhakendytes’ Synopsis of Byzantine Learning, in: Encyclopaedism from Antiquity to the
Renaissance, eds. J. Konig — G. Woolf. Cambridge 2013, 259-276.

2 Treu, Philosoph 37, 1. 32-38, 1. 3.

3 For the sources of several parts of Joseph’s Synopsis, see G. ViTELLL, Indice de’codici greci Riccardiani, Magliabechiani e
Marucelliani. Studi Italiani di Filologia Classica 2 (1894) 490—493; N. TerzacHI, Sulla composizione dell’Enciclopedia del
filosofo Giuseppe. Studi Italiani di Filologia Classica 10 (1902) 121-132 (reprinted in N. TErzaGHI, Studia graeca et latina
[1902-1956] I. Torino 1963, 588-599); R. CriscuoLo, Note sull’Enciclopedia del filosofo Giuseppe. Byz 44 (1974) 255-281;
E. GieLEN, A New Source of the Synopsis of Joseph Rhakendytes. REB 69 (2011) 265-270.
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Thoth was said to assist the souls at the ‘judgement of the dead’.* Because of this equation, the most
important place where Thoth was worshipped, Khemenu or Khmun in Middle Egypt, was renamed
Hermopolis Magna.’

One of the epithets of Thoth was the twice-great® — which, perhaps, might explain the two faces
of the Egyptian Hermes we read about in Joseph? However, Hermes, the Greek counterpart of Thoth,
does not seem to have adopted this honorary title, but in the Graeco-Roman period, Hermes-Thoth
was only addressed as Hermes Trismegistus, ‘trice greatest’.” Moreover, there seems to be no evi-
dence, as far as we know, of Thoth being represented with two faces.® His most common iconogra-
phic forms were, on the other hand, a squatting Kvvoképarog baboon and an anthropomorphic body
with an Ibis-head on top.

There are, however, Greek and Roman examples of two-faced herms. In most cases, it does not
concern a sculpture with at both sides a face of Hermes, but it is often a conjunction of Hermes
with another deity, like Apollo, Dionysus or Hercules.” According to Henning Wrede'?, especially in
Roman imperial times, a special predilection was shown for combinations emphasizing the contrast
between young and old. In these cases, the young Hermes was distinguished from the older (beard-
ed) god by his boyish, beardless chin — which fits in well with the old and young Hermes’ face in
Joseph. There is, however, no evidence that such two-faced pillars were most popular especially in
Hellenistic and Roman Egypt.

* According to Derchain-Urtel, another aspect which might have facilitated the identification of Thoth with Hermes, was
their habileté and penchant for tricks and cunning schemes. See M.-T. DErcHAIN-URTEL, Thot a travers ses épithetes dans
les scénes d’offrandes des temples d’époque gréco-romaine (Rites égyptiens 3). Bruxelles 1981, 136—146. For Thoth as one
stealing the offerings of another god (resembling the cattle raid by Hermes), see also S. Scnotr, Thot, le dieu qui vole des
offrandes et qui trouble le cours du temps, in: Comptes-rendus des séances de I’Académie des Inscriptions et Belles-Lettres.
Paris 1970, 547-556.

On Thoth, see A. Rusch, Thoth. RE VI A1, 351-388; P. BoyLaN, Thoth, the Hermes of Egypt. A Study of Some Aspects of
Theological Thought in Ancient Egypt. Chicago 1922 [reprint 1979]; C.J. BLEEkER, Hathor and Thot. Leiden 1973, 106-197,
G. Harr, A Dictionary of Egyptian Gods and Goddesses. London 1986, 214-218; D. Kurts, Thot, in: Lexikon der Agypto-
logie, 6. Wiesbaden 1986, 497-523; Dhwty, in: Lexikon der dgyptische Gétter und Gotterbezeichnungen, ed. C. Leitz VII
(Orientalia Lovaniensia Analecta 116). Leuven 2002, 639—644. On Hermes, see, ¢.g., A. J. VAN WINDEKENS, Réflexions sur
la nature et I’origine du dieu Hermes. Rheinisches Museum 104 (1961) 289-301; H. HerTER, Hermes. Ursprung and Wesen
eines griechischen Gottes. Rheinisches Museum 119 (1976) 193-241.

See, e.g., BoyrLan, Thoth 182. Thoth was even called five-times great; see R. K. RiTner, Hermes Pentamegistos. Géttinger
Miszellen 49 (1981) 73-75.

On Hermes Trismegistus, see, e.g., W. KroLL, Hermes Trismegistus. RE VIII, 792-823; G. FowpeNn, The Egyptian Hermes.
A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind. Princeton, N.J. 1993; The Way of Hermes. New Translation of the Corpus
Hermeticum and The Definitions of Hermes Trismegistus to Asclepius, transl. C. Salaman — J.-P. Mahé ez alii. London 2000;
F. EBELING, Das Geheimnis des Hermes Trismegistos. Geschichte des Hermetismus von der Antike bis zur Neuzeit. Miinchen
2005. On the Egyptian origin of Hermes’ epiteth tpiopéyiotog, see J. QUAEGEBEUR, Thot-Hermes, le dieu le plus grand! In:
Hommages a Frangois Daumas, 2. Montpellier 1986, 525-544, where we also find an overview of previous studies on this
Egyptian origin.

I came across one Egyptian example of a two-faced human figure, a mummy actually, of which both faces are bearded and
have a lock of hair that symbolizes youth. Since the figure also wears a crescent moon on his head, E.A.W. Budge was of
the opinion that it is a special representation of Thoth, also being moon-god. Since others remain silent about this kind of
representation in relation to Thoth and I myself am not specialized in Egyptology, I am unable to pronounce upon this matter,
although, of course, it would go very well with Joseph’s statement about the Egyptian Hermes. See J.-F. CHAMPOLLION, Pan-
théon égyptien. Collection des personages mythologiques de 1’ Ancienne Egypte. Paris 1823 [reprint 1992], tav. H 14; E.A.W.
Bubck, The Gods of the Egyptians or Studies in Egyptian Mythology, I. London 1904, 411-412; R.V. LaNzoNE, Dizionario di
mitologia egizia, I. Torino 1881-1884 (reprint Amsterdam 1974), 89 and tav. XXXVI 3.

See P. Paris, Hermae, Hermulae, in: Dictionnaire des antiquités grecques et romains, I1I/1. Paris 1900 (reprint Graz 1963),
130-134; G. SieBERT, Hermes, in: Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, V/1. Ziirich — Miinchen 1990, 285-387;
E. SiMoN — G. BaucHHENSS, Mercurius, in: Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, VI/1. Ziirich-Miinchen 1992,
500-554; M. HarARI, Mercurius, in: Lexicon Iconographicum Mythologiae Classicae, Suppl. 1. Diisseldorf 2009, 277-281.
10 H. WrEDE, Die antike Herme (7rierer Beitrdge zur Altertumskunde 1). Mainz 1985 (see especially 19-20,52-54).
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As for the literary sources, whereas several late-antique and medieval encyclopedias, like He-
sychius’ Lexicon, the Etymologicum Magnum and the Suda'', do contain a lemma entitled ‘Eppufg
TpkéPaAog, there is no trace of double-faced Hermes. Or, the Suda explains @6 (or @®0) with 6
‘Epufic, but without any additional mention of two faces.!

There actually are some references in other sorts of ancient literature to a dutpocwmoc ‘Epufig,
but they are short and scare. Leonidas of Tarentum (4P 9, 316) (3rd c. AD), e.g., gives the following
description of a two-faced herm along the road, of which, apparently, the two different, yet connected
faces are always quarrelling:

Q tavde oteiyovieg drapmitdv, oite ToT dypodg
daudbev ait’ am’ dypdv veiche ot akpOmTOALY,
dupeg Spwv eOAokeg dioooi Geoi, v 6 usv Epudc,
olov opiic 1i”, ovtoc 8’ drepoc Hpariéne:

dupm pév Ovoroic eddcoot, GAAG o0’ ovToC,
ailt’ OpaG Tapadifg dypadag, EyKEKapey:

voi pov doadTog ToVg fOTpuog, aite mElovTal
dp1ot aite YOOV SUPUKES, EDTPETIKEV.

GE® TAV PETOYXAV 00O Hidopar AAL’ O PEPp®V TL,
apeic, un kowd 1ol duot mapTiféTo

kai Aeyéto® Tiv tov0’, ‘Hpakieeg, GAlote Tovto
‘Eppd kol Aot tav Epv AUEOTEPOV.

Or, in Lucianus’ Juppiter Tragoedus'?, a herm is described, of which both faces are — as opposed to
those of Joseph’s Hermes — completely identical, thus leaving the passers-by totally confused:
ap’éxeivov (i.e. xpnopoc) ov ¢ Avd@ 6 TTH0oc Expnoey, ¢ dkpPGS ApEHKNg NV Kol dimpdowmog,
o010l ¢iol T@v Epudv évior, dittol kol Apeotépwbev Opotot mpog OmdTePoV Gv adTdV UEPOG
EMOTPAPTG;

The image of a two-faced Hermes (to clarify a statement) was, long before Joseph, adopted by other
Christian writers. In one of his poems, Gregory of Nazianzus tries to persuade a friend named Nem-
esius to be converted to the Christian faith.'* He explains that, just like statues of Hermes have two
faces, the Holy Scriptures have a double meaning, at two different levels:

Hesychius, Lexicon, s.v. Epufic tpwcéparog (IT 196 LATTE): Apiotopdavng &v Tpipdint. Todto Epn mailwv kopukds, Topd-
cov tetpakiéearog Epuiig év T 1p1odo T £v Kepapewd dpvto. Etymologicum Magnum, s.v. Tpiképaiog (766 GAISFORD):
‘O ‘Eppiic Aéyetat, domep S13G0KOV TAG 0300G Kol Eyv DTOypaeny, mol Hev obtn eépet 1 680¢, ol d¢ avtn® Tomg 3¢ TPOg
£kaoTNV 080V Keparny eiyev. "Eott 8¢ 6 dvadeic tov tpiképarov Epuiv Ipordeidng; Suda, s.v. tpicéparog (IV 590 ADLER):
0 ‘Epuiig, domep 18046KmV T0G 0300G Kol Exv DTOYPAPTV, TOD HEV abTn QEPEL 1] 000G, TOD O¢ EKeiv® iomg 6€ TPOg EKdoTNV
630v kepaly elyev. "Eott 8¢ 6 dvadeig tov tpucéporov ‘Epuiv, bg Dhdyopdc enot, Tporkieidng Tandpyov épactig. Toaiog
&v 1@ mept Evidkeidon’ pikpov 8’ dve tod Tpwkepdiov, mopd v Eotiav 086v. To mAfipég €0t 10D Tpikepdiov Eppod.

12 Suda, s.v. @00 (II 725 ADLER).

Lucianus, Juppiter Tragoedus 43, 6-9.

Gregorius Nazianzenus, Carmina II 2,7. PG 37, coll. 1551-1577, 1. 4. See also K. DeEmMOEN, Pagan and Biblical Exempla
in Gregory Nazianzen. A Study in Rhetoric and Hermeneutics (Corpus Christianorum. Lingua Patrum 2). Turnhout 1996,
220-221.
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[...] oeuvOTEPOG, TIVVTOIGIY OPDOUEVOS, GUPITPOCDTOC,
Epudc 0iylogog, ol ipdow to ey, Giio 0 omiobey,
60pet kavOade pot Adyov drpomov, dGomep Olw-

€0t Kol Npetépotot SmAovg Adyog, Evoobt oemtod
TVeEdUATOG, 0¢ & dp” mepOe, yopdyuatog nyadéoto
duow, 6 pev mavpototy, 6 8€ TAedvesat BenToc.

Yet, in none of these cases the two-faced Hermes is associated with Thoth or Egypt, and with, expli-
citly, a young and old face. Is this, then, some awkward invention of Joseph, to show off his extensive
knowledge? Certainly not.

I found just one passage containing the very same information as in Joseph’s introduction, i.e.
in which — as opposed to the other fragments on a double-faced Hermes — all the different elements
are present: Hermes, Egypt, two-faced, young and old: in his fourth peiétn, entitled Ztpatnyog
TLPTOANCAG TG VaDG O¢ EEm ypelag do&aoag, Kai d10 TaDTA VIKNOOG, KPIVETOL SNUOGIOV ASTKN LA~
tov. Meletdpev 10v pedyovta, George Pachymeres lets a general, brought to trial, conduct his own
defence, describing his army’s touchy situation before battle:

Ti 10 évtedBev; maporoppdve ToOG GTPATIOTAG £YM, TAVTOV & lmelv Kol T THG TOAEWS TPAY-
pata. ‘E&Epyopan, mapatdttopatl. BAET® Tovg ToAgpiovg d1xd0ev PaAlovtog, Kav Emexeipovy T®
vavpayetv, yiev dnodvtag ta KOKA®, kav €ml yi|g H0elov pévely kol Tpog Tovg EEm melopoyely,
003EV O W) AmoAAOVTAG TAV Katd OdAoTTay. A1mpdowmov Gy Tic sime TV udyny éketvyy, kai dimpo-
omwv avipdv, oroiov tov Epuijv Atydrtior thdtrovot, yprilovoay, iRy 66ov 00 OImARY ExOvTmwy
1060V YEPOVTOC OO, Kol VEOD, GAL Gu@OoTv yepovtmy Kkal véwy toowv. "Edel yap ov Batépa i naym,
T pev avopeiag, T 0& cuvécemc, AAL dppotépalg apupoiv. Tote yodv Povific £€del BedBev Muiv,
TG AV StabopaL TO Koo TOV SmAoDV EKEIVOV TOAELOV. S

Did Joseph take his information from Pachymeres? Of course, one cannot know for sure, yet it is
very reasonable. Pachymeres was still alive, when Joseph, looking to continue and perfect his higher
studies, arrived in Constantinople. Undoubtedly, Pachymeres’ work was still circulating and may
have attracted the attention of Joseph — not in the least because Joseph seems to have used Pachy-
meres’ Compendium for his own Synopsis. Moreover, the image of the two-faced Egyptian Hermes
is found in one of Pachymeres’ so-called meletai. These were some sort of rhetorical exercises, that
were already amply used for education in the classical and Hellenistic world. Especially in imitation
of the famous orators of the second sophistic, Byzantine /iterati adapted this genre to their own edu-
cational needs.'® Pachymeres was the most prolific Byzantine “meletai-writer”, and it is very plausi-
ble that his texts were read and reread as rhetorical examples, also by Joseph.

As expounded by Gaul, the meradevpévor of the early Palaeologan period formed an elite sub-for-
mation, characterized by a shared world view, cultural identity and habitus.'” They used a specific
“pseudo-attische Soziolekt”, inspired by the second sophistic, in order to clearly distinguish them-
selves from the uneducated masses and allegedly barbarian foreigners.'® They were keen for dis-

Georgius Pachymeres, Declamationes 4, 1 (ed. J. Fr. BoissoNaDE, G. Pachymeris Declamationes XIII quarum XII ineditae. Hie-
roclis et Philagrii grammaticorum ®udyehog longe maximam partem ineditus. Paris 1848 [reprint Amsterdam 1966], 145-156).
16 See N. GauL, Thomas Magistros und die spétbyzantinische Sophistik. Studien zum Humanismus urbaner Eliten in der friihen
Palaiologenzeit (Mainzer Verdffenlichungen zur Byzantinistik 10). Wiesbaden 2011, 129-130, 170-172.

GauL, Thomas Magistros 276: “Paideia (coio, Adyoc) erscheint hier als Inbegriff eines miteinander geteilten Weltbildes,
einer gemeinsamen Identitét, eines gemeinsamen Habitus®.

Gaur, Thomas Magistros, passim, but especially 125-128.
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playing their high level of maideia, for example by presenting and reading aloud their newest literary,
rhetorical and scientific compositions in so-called 6¢atpa, regular gatherings of influential scholars
and politicians.” It was here that new ideas, fancy imagery etc. were shared and discussed. Taking
these socio-cultural particularities into account, if Pachymeres’ meleté was not Joseph’s direct or
primary source, the fact that Pachymeres as well as Joseph, both pervaded by this ideal of exclusive
nowdeia, used the same antiquarian image in two completely different kinds of texts, is at least an
indication that such opinion on the Egyptian Hermes — whether truthful or not — was circulating in,
or may have been even common knowledge among those highest cultural ‘gatherings’ in 14®"-century
Constantinople. Anyway, Joseph’s immediate readers would have probably understood his intriguing
imagery right away.

19 On Béatpa, see 1. P. MEDVEDEV, The So Called Béatpa as a Form of Communication of the Byzantine Intellectuals in the 14"
and 15" Centuries, in: E epikoinonia sto Byzantio, ed. N. G. Moschonas. Athens 1993, 227-235 (he disregards the political
meaning of 6éatpa); P. MARCINIAK, Byzantine Theatron. A Place of Performance, in: Rhetorische Kultur in Spitantike und
Mittelalter, ed. M. Griinbart (Millennium-Studien zu Kultur und Geschichte des ersten Jahrtausends n. Chr. 13). Berlin—-New
York 2007, 277-285; 1. TotH, Rhetorical Theatron in Late Byzantium: the Example of Palaiologan Imperial Orations, in:
Rhetorische Kultur 429-448; Gaur, Thomas Magistros 17-53. Matschke and Tinnefeld also point at the important role the
exchange of manuscripts and epistolography played in the interchange of ideas and in the creation and maintenance of this
intellectual elite group, see K.-P. MarscHkE — F. TINNEFELD, Die Gesellschaft im spiten Byzanz. Gruppen, Strukturen und
Lebensformen. K6ln—Weimar—Wien 2001, 247-251.






