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‘Does the Work of C.G. Jung Contain Gnostic Overtones?’
Word Count: 2679

Introduction
This essay responds to the question, “does the work of C.G. Jung contain Gnostic overtones?”. The examination of this question adopts a metaphorical structure of a partial musical tone poem insofar as it comprises two commentaries which serve as harmonics. The two harmonics derive from two specific works of Jung (1875-1961), namely: the Septem Sermones ad Mortuos (Seven Sermons to the Dead) which is the literary harmonic and the Systema Munditotius mandala which is the illustrative or pictorial harmonic. Selected from the vast Jungian corpus, these works are considered here in their potential to illustrate the more fundamental question of whether the use of Gnostic motifs are symptomatic of the condition that Jung’s archetypal approach to psychology developed within a close, explicit intellectual relationship with Gnostic characters or symbols, or whether that relationship was one of subtlety and cautious exploration. Within the approach adopted here, a close relationship with Gnostic motifs would be considered as a fundamental harmonic, hence tonal; the latter as less so, being more illustrative, interpretive, and therefore over tonal. 
In musical theory, the ‘overtone’ is an integer number multiple of any fundamental frequency, or tone. Oxford Languages defines overtone as ‘a subtle or subsidiary quality, implication, or connotation’ and this definition guides the use of the word here.[footnoteRef:1] Upon extending the tone poem metaphor to Carl Gustav Jung’s works selected here, an examination of evidential arguments of these works as containing Gnostic overtones considers whether such evidence is explicit for all to see or is subsidiary, implied, or perhaps a distant echo. As a caution in seeking after a grail of defining Jung as Gnostic, Sonu Shamdasani – editor of the 2009 type edition of Jung’s Liber Novus (The Red Book) – excoriated certain scholarship about not recognizing the ‘tendentiousness’ of understanding Jung, claiming that ‘C.G. Jung has become completely fictional’.[footnoteRef:2] Consequently, the arguments presented here do not constitute a separation of fact or fiction about Jung as having embraced Gnosticism, for he wrote but one essay which overtly treats of it.[footnoteRef:3] Here, evidence is sought that Jung was listening to the tonal qualities of Gnosticism, that Gnostic themes were foundational to the development of his thinking, that he was versed in Gnostic texts, and thereby used Gnostic motifs by writing about them; or drawing them. [1:  Oxford (UK) Dictionary. Online https://www.lexico.com/definition/overtone . [Accessed November 8, 2021].]  [2:  Sonu Shamdasani, ‘Misunderstanding Jung: The Afterlife of Legends’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 45 (2000), pp. 459.]  [3:  C. G. Jung, ‘Gnostic Symbols of the Self’, (from Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9, Part 2: Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self), ed. Gerhard Adler and R. F. C. Hull, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), pp. 184–221.] 



First Harmonic – Jung’s Septem Sermones ad Mortuos (Seven Sermons to the Dead)
In his introduction to The Gnostic Jung, Robert A. Segal describes Jung’s Septem Sermones ad Mortuos (hereafter, Sermones) as both ‘his own Gnostic myth’ and ‘the most entrancing expression of Jung’s attraction to Gnosticism’.[footnoteRef:4] Priscilla Costello – a contemporary of Segal – claimed that  ‘C.G. Jung transmits and transforms Gnostic ideas such as the pleroma, the aeons, [and] the Demiurge into modern terminology , and [his own] concepts of the collective unconscious, the archetypes and the opposites.’ [footnoteRef:5] Costello devotes a significant portion of her dissertation to ‘Gnostic elements’ in the Sermones.[footnoteRef:6]  Considering the turn of phrase involving entrancement, Segal reminds us that in Memories, Dreams, Reflections, Jung’s autobiographical account vividly recounts a parapsychological event or phenomenon which occurred at his home on January 30, 1916. Jung recalls: [4:  Robert A. Segal, ‘Introduction: The Gnostic Jung’, The Gnostic Jung (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 35.]  [5:  Priscilla Anne Costello, ‘Gnosticism Then and Now: From the First Centuries A.D. to the Psychology of C. G. Jung’, (unpublished doctoral thesis, Toronto ON: York University, 1993), pp. ii.]  [6:  Priscilla Anne Costello, ‘Gnosticism Then and Now: From the First Centuries A.D. to the Psychology of C. G. Jung’, pp. 164-209.] 

	The whole house was filled as if there were a crowd present, crammed full of spirits.
	As for myself, I was all a-quiver with the question: “For God’s sake, what in the world
	is this?” Then they cried out in chorus, “We have come back from Jerusalem where we
	found not what we sought”. This is the beginning of Septem Sermones.[footnoteRef:7] [7:  C.G. Jung, ‘VII Sermones ad Mortuos’, in C.G. Jung, Memories, Dreams, Reflections (New York: Pantheon Books, 1961) quoted in Jef Dehing, ‘Jung and Knowledge: From Gnosis to Praxis’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 35 (4) (1990), pp. 379.] 

In Sermo I of Sermones, Jung begins with ‘the dead came back from Jerusalem, where they found not what they sought. They prayed me let them in and besought my word, and thus I began my teaching’; the story now a distant echo in his later recollections.[footnoteRef:8]  Whether fantasy or hallucination, this event amidst disembodied spirits suggests an early, embryonic expression of Jung’s development of ideas related to the collective unconscious. Perhaps these spirits sought after (unsuccessfully) their soter, their saviour, or a teacher as we read ‘now the dead howled and raged, for they were unperfected’.[footnoteRef:9] [8:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 181.]  [9:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 188.] 

There are recent arguments considering that Jung’s Sermones ‘formed a prelude to everything he was to communicate about the unconscious… [In] other words, a form of the principal tenets of analytical psychology can be found in a Gnostic-inspired text.’[footnoteRef:10] In addition, some writers consider the events which precipitated the writing of Sermones as possibly symptomatic of how Jung may have been dealing with his ‘period of disorientation and inner uncertainty that followed his break with Freud in 1912’.[footnoteRef:11] Curiously, Gilles Quispel in his 1968 essay, C.G. Jung und die Gnosis, muses about the Latin title of the Sermones and recollects what he refers to as ‘an oral tradition which reached me; it is said that at the time Jung’s father was a priest in Basel, one occasionally gave sermons to the dead’.[footnoteRef:12] If true, this offers a clue that Jung may have been predisposed to an acceptance of sermonizing to the dead (or from the dead) as therapeutic. Jef Dehing’s perspectives are explicit in this regard by declaring the Sermones was ‘an attempt at self-therapy’ (Jung’s crisis), ‘a period of restlessness, inner uncertainty, disorientation, constant inner pressure and delusional phenomena’; and that ‘it (the Sermones) was a gnostic text that inaugurated the solution of Jung’s major crisis’. Dehing further claims that ‘references to Gnosticism appear in Jung’s work from 1912 on’.[footnoteRef:13]  Over a period of three nights, the Sermones was written, but Jung denied publication of this ‘sin of my youth’ until 1957 and had it excluded from the Collected Works.[footnoteRef:14] Was Jung embarrassed by this work? Were the events on that evening in 1916 indicative of a Freud-precipitated psychosis? This remains undetermined, but it seems that ‘when he finished writing, the atmosphere returned to normal’ and that ‘Jung shows that even today there are experiences which lead man to make use of Gnostic symbols in order to make himself understood’.[footnoteRef:15],[footnoteRef:16] [10:  Clyde S. Douglas, ‘The Seven Sermons to the Dead and the Transcendent Function: The Gnostic Roots of Jungian Psychology’, (unpublished doctoral thesis, Sofia University, 2015), pp. xi.]  [11:  Judith Hubback, ‘VII Sermones ad Mortuos’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 11 (2) (1966), pp. 95.]  [12:  Gilles Quispel, ‘C.G. Jung und die Gnosis’ (Jung and Gnosis), in The Gnostic Jung, trans. by Robert A. Segal (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 222.]  [13:  Jef Dehing, ‘Jung and Knowledge: From Gnosis to Praxis’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 35 (4) (1990), pp. 379.]  [14:  Robert A. Segal, The Gnostic Jung (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 36.]  [15:  E.M. Brenner, ‘Gnosticism and Psychology: Jung’s Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 35 (4) (1990), pp. 398.]  [16:  Quispel, Gilles, ‘C.G. Jung und die Gnosis’ (Jung and Gnosis), in The Gnostic Jung, trans. Robert A. Segal (Princeton NJ: Princeton University Press, 1992), pp. 238.] 

Who was the teacher in the Sermones? Jung is explicit on this in identifying the Sermones as ‘written by Basilides in Alexandria, the city where the East toucheth the West’.[footnoteRef:17] According to Brenner, Basilides was a pseudonym Jung chose - ‘a Gnostic who taught in Alexandria between AD 117-161’ and ‘only one of many Gnostic writers whom Jung could have read before writing the Seven Sermons’.[footnoteRef:18] Of what does Basilides the Gnostic ‘teacher’ refer, arguably acting on Jung’s behalf? This is made clear in Sermo 1 when Basilides makes three fundamental statements: 1) ‘Harken: I begin with nothingness….[this] nothingness or fullness we name the PLEROMA’; 2) ‘CREATURA is not in the pleroma…[our] essence as creatura is confined within time and space’, and; 3) ‘the natural striving of the creature [is] called the principium individuationis’.[footnoteRef:19] Jung further clarifies his use of such Gnostic symbolism in Sermo II in three parts: First, ‘god and devil are the first manifestations of nothingness, which we call the pleroma’;  Second, the cosmogony continues with the created order as creatura, comprising an enantiodromia of pairs of opposites (e.g., light and darkness, force and matter, good and evil, etc.) which are subsumed by the pleroma, and; Third, the principium individuationis equates to Jung’s notion of individuation which has its culminating moment when the dead have ascended, each travelling to their own particular star. It is of interest that the culminating ‘star’ occurs in Sermo VII, providing echoes of a seven-planet Ptolemaic cosmogony, the theosophical ‘star’ of Alan Leo, the fulfillment of the seven sacraments of Catholicism, the theurgy of the neo-Platonists, and the evil half-artisan Demiurge of Plato’s seven-sphere Timaeus. Jung writes of the Star: [17:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal, pp. 181.]  [18:  E.M. Brenner, ‘Gnosticism and Psychology: Jung’s Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 35 (4) (1990), pp. 399.]  [19:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal, pp. 182-183.(emphases in original).] 

At immeasurable distance standeth one single Star in the zenith. This is the one god of this one man. This is his world, his pleroma, his divinity. In this world is man Abraxas, the creator and
destroyer of his own world. This Star is the god and the goal of man.[footnoteRef:20] [20:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal, pp. 193.] 

With the introduction of the character of Abraxas in Sermo II and III, Jung’s appeal to Gnostic themes is now solidified, declaring that ‘this (Abraxas) is a god whom ye knew not’ as the ‘dead now raised a great tumult, for they were Christians’.[footnoteRef:21] Here is Jung apparently making overt references to Basilidian Gnostic themes and weaving these into his early-stage development of the concepts of individuation and the unconscious. Douglas also alludes to such an hypothesis when he writes: ‘Gnostic philosophy appears to be the inspiration and is the crucial link that confirms the relationship; correspondences between both Jung’s works with the classic Gnostic texts of the Nag Hammadi library, paying particular attention to the theme of the opposites.’[footnoteRef:22] In the metaphor of the harmonics, the Sermones can reasonably be considered foundational to Jung’s emerging analytical psychology, and is therefore tonal not subtle, subsidiary, or merely an echo or an overtone.  [21:  C.G. Jung, ‘Septem Sermones ad Mortuos’, in The Gnostic Jung, ed. by Robert A. Segal, pp. 186.]  [22:  Clyde S. Douglas, ‘The Seven Sermons to the Dead and the Transcendent Function: The Gnostic Roots of Jungian Psychology’, (unpublished doctoral thesis, Sofia University, 2015), pp. iii.] 

Second Harmonic – Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala
While struggling with the symptoms of his paroxysmal rupture with Sigmund Freud (1856-1939), it was noted of Jung that he ‘turned to mythology’ in order to find external confirmation of his inner experiences and that ‘he (Jung) was never to cease in this quest; all his life he scrutinized mythology, Christianity, Gnosticism and alchemy.[footnoteRef:23] Jung also chose to paint his mythologies - as mandalas. In this second harmonic, one Jungian mandala in particular will be examined – the Systema Munditotius (A Complete World System). [23:  Jef Dehing, ‘Jung and Knowledge: From Gnosis to Praxis’, Journal of Analytical Psychology, 35 (4) (1990), pp. 390.] 

In his essay Gnostic Inner Illumination, John Pennachio states that ‘Jung’s work with his patients and his own unconscious led him to an exploration of Gnosticism’ and that ‘Jung understood many Gnostic images as an aspect of inner experiences in connection with individuation’.[footnoteRef:24] Though the chronology of Jung’s works suggest that it was the exploration of Gnosticism which preceded its therapeutic usefulness, or was contemporaneous with it, there is a noteworthy and very visual set of representations which are evident in Jung’s work. These representations are the many and varied instances of Jung expressing his ideational abstractions through sketched or painted mandalas. As the word ‘mandala’ is Sanskrit for ‘circle’, such images are circular in aspect and often contain a multitude of nested circles in order to characterize the themes which the mandala is intended to convey.[footnoteRef:25] Donald Harms states that ‘the mandala as a psychic phenomenon is familiar to anyone who has experienced its imagery in dreams or visions; and brought into contemporary consciousness by C.G. Jung, who spent considerable time painting his own mandalas’.[footnoteRef:26] The geometrical properties of the mandala contained in the Systema Munditotius are germane to Jung’s use of its symbolism as a ‘basic motif, as a premonition of a centre of personality, a kind of central point within the psyche, to which everything is related’.[footnoteRef:27]  [24:  John Pennachio, ‘Gnostic Inner Illumination and Carl Jung’s Individuation’, Journal of Religion and Health, 31 (3), pp. 241.]  [25:  C.G. Jung, ‘Concerning Mandala Symbolism’ (from The Archetypes and the Collective Unconscious, Vol. 9i of the Collected Works of C. G. Jung), trans. and ed. R.F.C. Hull, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1969), para. 629, pp. 71. ]  [26:  Donald Harms, ‘Geometry of the Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (2) (2011), pp. 84. ]  [27:  Jung, C.G., ‘Concerning Mandala Symbolism’, para. 634, pp. 73] 

In terms of that geometric conception, Jung maintained – echoing the Enneads of Plotinus (ca. 205-270 CE) – that ‘the soul’s natural movement is not in a straight line; on the contrary, it circles around something interior, around a centre’.[footnoteRef:28] The Systema Munditotius mandala comprises three nested systems with the figure of the Abraxas – as dominus mundi (Lord of the World) – in a kind of exterior nether-world. Opposing Jung’s “Frog god” Abraxas is the “Lord of Light” – Φάνης or Phanes and also Ἠρικαπαῖος or Erikapaios – who is the golden-winged hermaphroditic Son.[footnoteRef:29] (See Appendix ‘A’).[footnoteRef:30]   [28:  Jung, C.G., ‘‘Gnostic Symbols of the Self’, from Collected Works of C.G. Jung, Volume 9ii: Aion: Researches into the Phenomenology of the Self, ed. Gerhard Adler and R. F. C. Hull, (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 1959), pp. 224, para. 342.]  [29:  Harms, Donald, ‘The Geometry of C.G. Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (3) (2011), pp. 151.]  [30:  Appendix ‘A’ includes a reproduction of Jung’s Systema Munditotius mandala. Source: Harms, Donald, ‘The Geometry of C.G. Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala’, fig. 3, pp. 149.] 

Apparently, at the time Jung was writing the Sermones, the characters and phenomena of the pleroma were being drawn into the Systema Munditotius and these were placed in the outer circle in which he was sketching the ‘nested worlds’ at the time.[footnoteRef:31] Harms describes this outermost section of the circle as considered by Jung to be outside of sense perception and related to the unconscious and is the logos (reason). The innermost, geometrically and visually dense circle constitutes a similarly dense and tumultuous Self; the intermediary circle is that of eros, natural love and scientia (knowledge).[footnoteRef:32] It appears as if the Systema Munditotius is the pictorial representation of the cosmos described in the seven-part Sermones. Visually, this mandala mirrors much of the imaginary cosmogony as depicted in the mandalas of the twelfth-century mystic and Benedictine abbess Hildegard of Bingen (1098-1179 CE). It could be conjectured that Jung had some familiarity with Hildegard’s art, theology, music, and mystical revelations for there are seven references to her among seven different volumes of his Collected Works.[footnoteRef:33] An argument can be put forward that Jung has not merely juxtaposed the Gnostic symbols of the Sermones into his mandalas – especially the Systema Munditotius – but has demonstrated an artistic and cosmogonic synthesis which pulls together Gnostic themes, the Medieval scholasticism of Hildegard’s period, and his notions of where the Self is centred and where the ultimate refuge is for the unconscious. To illustrate this point, in Concerning Mandala Symbolism, Jung provides no less than fifty-four examples of mandalas from a variety of his analysands and from cultures spanning Egypt to the Navajo to the great rose windows of the Gothic cathedrals. Moreover, Jung connects these to the sacred geometry of antiquity (e.g., squaring the circle) and to Hildegard of Bingen herself.[footnoteRef:34] In his own words: [31:  Donald Harms, ‘Geometry of the Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (2) (2011), pp. 95.]  [32:  Harms, Donald, ‘The Geometry of C.G. Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (3) (2011), pp. 149-152.]  [33:  Avis Clendenen, ‘Encounter with the Unconscious: Hildegard in Jung’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 3 (1) (2009), pp. 39. ]  [34:  Jung, C.G., ‘Concerning Mandala Symbolism’, para. 703, pp. 97.] 

	There are innumerable variants of the motif shown here, but they are all based on the 
	squaring of the circle. Their basic motif is the premonition of a centre of personality, a
	kind of central point within the psyche, to which everything is related, by which everything
	is arranged, and which is itself a source of energy. The energy of the central point is
manifested in the almost irresistible compulsion and urge to become what one is, just as every organism is driven to assume the form that is characteristic of its nature.[footnoteRef:35] [35:  Jung, C.G., ‘Concerning Mandala Symbolism’, para. 634, pp. 73. (emphasis in original).] 

Jung was ‘astonished to see how these symbols are governed by the same fundamental laws observed in individual mandalas, and driven to the conclusion that there must be a transconscious disposition in every individual … [to] produce very similar symbols at all times and in all places…I postulate the existence of primordial images, the archetypes.[footnoteRef:36] In the metaphor of the harmonics, the mandala acts as a representation of the cosmic realm of the psyche and are to be considered as imaginative, elegantly drawn overtones of Gnostic themes. An overtone such as the Systema Munditotius, however, is deemed rooted firmly in the tone of the Septem Sermones ad Mortuos, the teachings of Basilides, and paints three gnostic ‘chronological worlds’ which are the three eras of human experience.[footnoteRef:37]   [36:  Jung, C.G., ‘Concerning Mandala Symbolism’, para. 711, pp. 100. (emphasis in original).]  [37:  Harms, Donald, ‘The Geometry of C.G. Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (3) (2011), pp. 151.] 

Concluding Remarks
This essay responded to the question, ‘does the work of C.G. Jung contain Gnostic overtones?’ by juxtaposing two works: a literary mythology of C.G. Jung, the Septem Sermones ad Mortuos and; a corresponding Jungian example of the geometrical artform of the mandala – his Systema Munditotius. These two complementary and contemporaneous works of Jung were described metaphorically as harmonics, implying that there exists in them an appeal to some foundational theme. That foundational theme is Jung’s use of Gnostic motifs and is not a claim that Jung himself was a gnostic nor ever considered himself as so. It is preferred that Jung demonstrated an orientation to Gnostic themes and this is made evident in the two works examined here. In the musical metaphor, the tone, or fundamental frequency (harmonic) is the Septem Sermones; the second harmonic, or overtone, is the illustration and pictorial representation of that fundamental frequency and characterizes the structure and characters in the mandala Systema Munditotius.
By situating the origin of the Sermones at the cultural, philosophical, and cosmological crossroads of Alexandria in Egypt and adopting pseudonymously as the “teacher” the character of Basilides, Jung explicitly addresses both the living (us?) and the dead (us?) through Gnostic motifs. If the notion of motif is interpreted as imagery which is decorative, intentionally designed, or recurs in different forms it is proposed that the Systema Munditotius provides a non-Euclidean instance of a numinous artform – suggestive of a Gnostic heuristic device. If the two works examined here are viewed as complementary and indistinguishable from one another, there is an expectation of synthesis and harmony; the tone and the overtone are heard (and/or seen) together as one in both time and space. Only C.G. Jung knows if these works are truly Gnostic in origin and embedded in a new era of gnosis. We are left with the speculative task of deciding among tones and overtones. 
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Appendix ‘A’ 

[image: A picture containing text, device, barometer, compass

Description automatically generated]
Image: – The Systema Munditotius of C.G. Jung (ca. 1916), from Harms, Donald, ‘The Geometry of C.G. Jung’s Systema Munditotius Mandala’, Jung Journal: Culture & Psyche, 5 (3) (2011), pp. 149, Fig. 3.
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