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	For completion by the first marker:

Comments:     This dissertation is an excellent, sophisticated and outstanding piece of research, which demonstrates originality and an extensive, comprehensive coverage of the topic. The argument is clearly structured, analytical and critical throughout, engaging with scholarship in the field comprehensively, including new developments in the field. The dissertation examines human and divine interaction as it is presented in Iamblichus’ De mysteriis [henceforth, DM], particularly focusing on astrology as a representative and paradigmatic example of such interaction.   The dissertation examines two key issues: firstly, the stages and phases through which divine-human interaction is envisaged as occurring through the utilisation of astrology within Iamblichus’ philosophy and, secondly, an investigation and analysis of the place of astrology within theurgic ritual practices.  Although Iamblichean notions of divine-human interaction have been examined by Gregory Shaw (theurgic practice), John Dillon (prayer), John Finamore (the vehicle of the soul and its role in theurgy), Dorian Gieseler Greenbaum (the personal daimon) and myself (divination and divine possession), this dissertation is the very first work to examine Iamblichus’ construction of divine-human interaction in theurgy through the idiom of astrology in any depth.   To date, there is very little work on this topic and so the dissertation exhibits originality.  Although Jose Manuel Redondo has examined Proclus’ approach towards the roles of astrology (PhD UNAM) in theurgy and Marilynn Lawrence has recently examined the place of astral rites in theurgy (forthcoming 2018 in Addey and Leonard (eds), Divination and Knowledge in Greco-Roman Antiquity, London: Routledge), these works have yet to be published and are not available to date .  Moreover, this dissertation examines different issues to those analysed in the work of Redondo and Lawrence, containing many original insights into Iamblichus’ approach towards astrology and the place of astrology within theurgic practices.  Therefore the dissertation is extremely original and contributes significantly to existing scholarship on theurgy, Iamblichus’ DM and Iamblichean philosophy in a broader sense.  As such, I highly recommend publication of this thesis (with some revisions for publication).

The dissertation contains an introduction, three chapters and a conclusion, as well as several appendices which add crucial information about issues which are tangential to the main argument, but important for any detailed treatment of Iamblichus’ work.    The introduction sets the scene very well, examining the dating, scope and content of Iamblichus’ DM, and contextualising the work within Neoplatonism and late antiquity.  A more detailed discussion and definition of theurgy (on pp.2-3) would have improved this contextualisation.  However, the introduction locates theurgy carefully and rigorously within the historical, intellectual and cultural landscape of late antiquity and the later Roman Empire.  The introduction also examines the religious and philosophical background of Iamblichus’ DM, including setting it within the context of Neoplatonic metaphysics, Chaldean, Hermetic and Egyptian religious traditions and practices, and in relation to the prominence of solar cult in the late antique period.  The key metaphysical and cosmological notions which underpin the text, such as the simultaneous transcendence and immanence of the divine, are examined in detail (and much additional material is included within Appendix II of the dissertation).  There is some brief discussion of the place of the DM within Iamblichus’ oeuvre and some methodological discussion of the fragmentary survival of many of Iamblichus’ works.  The introduction also defines and discusses ancient astrology in relation to late antique theurgic practices.  This includes sophisticated analysis of the elusive and complex approach towards astrology displayed by Iamblichus, who seems to locate astrology at several different levels and within differing ritual contexts (including as a type of inductive, artificial divination but also as an important theurgic tool, as elaborated particularly within Chapter 3).

Chapter 1 examines the epistemological and ontological status of astrology for Iamblichus, setting out his notion of astrology as a ‘divine science’ (epistême).   The analysis includes some important observations regarding the synonymous nature of astronomy and astrology in antiquity.  Furthermore, this chapter sets Iamblichus’ account of astrology (in DM 9, an investigation of the personal daimon) within the context of Plato’s works and fully investigates philosophical precedents and influences upon Iamblichus.  This includes an examination of Iamblichus’ astrology as a divine science utilising the concept of mathêmatikê as set out in Plato’s Timaeus, where the soul is presented as a mixed entity, composed of numbers and ratios, and placed between the sensible and intelligible realms.  The cosmology of the Timaeus is examined as important background material for Iamblichus, in addition to Plato’s Republic 5 (with its definition of epistême).  This chapter then sets out Iamblichus’ view of astrology as ‘a body of knowledge of philosophical significance which seeks to unveil the metaphysical dimension of the manifest cosmos by means of abstract metaphysical symbols.’  The chapter contains crucial discussion of Iamblichus’ own methodology in his account of astrology and its role within theurgy – Iamblichus offers specific arguments to provide proof for the efficacy of astrology – the first argument is empirical and concerns the mathematical aspect of this science (pertaining particularly to Egyptian and Babylonian observation and recording of celestial phenomena over extended periods of time).  Moreover, Chapter 1 also examines other sections of the DM (beyond book 9, including Book 3 (on divination), Book 5 (on sacrifice and other communication with the gods) and Book 7 (on Egyptian symbols)) which clarify Iamblichus’ attitude towards the scientific validity and status of astrology and which confirm the essential epistemological presupposition of astrology, that there is a link between the physical cosmos and its metaphysical dimension (and origins) and the place of humans as a mediating link between these ontological strata.  Here, the chapter is original in emphasising and elucidating Iamblichus’ use of Plato’s portrayal of the Demiurge and the creation of the cosmos in the Timaeus, as well as examining Iamblichus’ use of the Phaedrus myth.  Again, although these Platonic precedents for Iamblichus have been examined by scholars (particularly by John Finamore), the dissertation adds very significantly to the scholarship by setting out how Iamblichus utilises Plato’s Timaeus and Phaedrus to frame his definition and conceptualisation of astrology.  The chapter examines the way in which Iamblichus uses the sun as a reflection of the Demiurge and as a symbolon of the One.  The chapter then examines the scientific foundations of Iamblichus’ astrology as resulting from the symbolic method of signification of the sun’s powers as they activate the zodiac.  The symbolic signification of the sun’s powers clarifies the scientific validation of astrology, which expresses in language the different qualities ascribed to time (related not only to ordered and measured chronos but also the kairos).  Iamblichus refers to the movement of the sun through the signs of the zodiac and the perpetual change of the horoscopos (Ascendant): the dissertation examines both the symbolic significance of this relationship and Iamblichus’ ascription of its origins and nature to empirical observation and mathematical calculation.  From this perspective, the chapter concludes (in a nicely-phrased summary) that ‘astrology emerges as an epiphany of the divine, and the powers descending from the sun designate the constantly changing face of the gods emanating from the One.’  In relation to this, the chapter refers to Neoplatonic ‘monotheism’ in relation to the powers of the sun as a symbolon of the One and (on a lower level) to the noetic demiurge.  Here, some discussion of ‘henotheism’ (rather than monotheism) would have been useful.  More generally, further examination of the existing body of scholarship on ‘pagan monotheism’ in late antiquity would have enhanced this analysis further.  

Chapter 1 also examines Iamblichus’ conception and use of the kairos (the critical, best or most appropriate time) as a crucial component of theurgic ritual and relates this to katarchic astrology.   The scientific foundation which Iamblichus attributes to astrology relies on the inextricable relationship between its physical components (observations and mathematical calculations) and its metaphysical dimension (divine epiphany of the sun as measured through the interaction with the degrees of the zodiac; and beyond this the use of the sun as a symbolon of the noetic realm and the One).  There is also examination of the divinity of the planets and the connections between sensible and intelligible realms, drawing on the fragments of Iamblichus’ Commentary on the Timaeus.  The spherical shape and circular revolutions of the planets manifest the power and activity of the noetic deities on a lower ontological level; this is examined in relation to Iamblichus’ notion of the soul vehicle.

Chapter 2 examines Iamblichus’ approach towards astrology and his categorisation of different types of astrological practices as inductive divination (with some excellent comparison with the approach towards astrology which is evidenced in the Chaldean Oracles) and as a form of inspired divination used within theurgy, arguing that the latter is conceptualised as entailing the metamorphosis of the ritual practitioner’s identity through the attainment of divine assimilation.  In a sophisticated and accomplished manner, this chapter draws out parallels in Iamblichus’ cosmology, psychology and theology, examining the supra-rational cognitive states associated with the consciousness of the prophet-theurgist which reach the level of Nous (Intellect) and beyond, aligning the theurgist closely with the harmony of the spheres (and thus with the movement of the planets, which Iamblichus considers to be the bodies of the gods). Thus, the chapter argues for the cosmogonic dimension of theurgic practice, arguing in an effective manner that the theurgist acts in an active manner to synchronise their soul (and intellect, which underlies all soul) with the heavenly revolutions.

Chapter 3 examines Iamblichus’ daimonology, particularly the relationship between astrology, the personal daimon and theurgy, analysing DM Book 9 with clarity and sophistication.  This chapter argues for the importance of katarchic astrology (particularly for some form of interrogational or horary astrological practice) within theurgic practice.in order to locate the personal daimon through their ruling or leader god.  The chapter also raises the intriguing possibility that the natal horoscope may also operate as a material sunthema within theurgy.  Moreover, the chapter skilfully and rigorously examines the connections between the personal daimon, fate and divine providence in Iamblichus’ philosophy.  Astral divination and the planets are identified as an intermediate phase in the process of divinization.  The chapter also argues that astrology may also be conceived as a noetic synthema (an incorporeal, intelligible symbol) within the DM, where astrology emerges as a dialogue with divine providence.  Finally, the conclusion summarises the main arguments of the dissertation concisely and with rigour.

Overall, the dissertation exhibits a comprehensive and extensive awareness of research in this area and an impressive use of primary sources, analysing all relevant sections of Iamblichus’ DM and evidencing an impressive awareness of Iamblichus’ philosophical precedents and influences, particularly the works of Plato and Plotinus (but also noting where Iamblichus’ metaphysics and cosmology differ from those of his predecessors).  The appendices also exhibit a rigorous awareness of the structure, format and cross-cultural influences of Iamblichus’ DM.  This work comprises a rigorous yet sensitive analysis and investigation of the roles of astrology within theurgy and within Iamblichus’ DM.  The quality of writing and expression is exceptional, clear and fluent, with some beautifully phrased expressions and comments in places.  The quality of this dissertation is outstanding and sophisticated to the extent that the student exhibits great potential as a future scholar in this area of research. This is the finest Masters-level dissertation that I have marked to date. I highly recommend publication of this work.

The minor suggestions for revision and elaboration below represent advice for publication rather than any kind of criticism of the dissertation itself (since the dissertation is comprehensive and further coverage would not have been possible within the limits of the dissertation word count): 

Introduction, pp.2-3: a more detailed definition and examination of the nature of theurgy would be helpful here.

Chapter 1: In relation to the discussion of the sun as a symbolon of the One in Iamblichus’ metaphysics and cosmology, a more extensive analysis of this concept against the background of the prominence of the cult of Sol Invictus (and solar cult more broadly) in late antiquity would be helpful - this is examined briefly in Appendix II, but a much more detailed analysis would be needed for publication.  In relation to this section, further analysis of the concepts of ‘henotheism’ and ‘monotheism’ and their applicability to Neoplatonism is also needed (with reference to recent scholarship on this issue).

Ch. 3, p.74: it would be useful to note here that Iamblichus’ division of souls entering generation matches not only the stages of divine possession, but also the different stages/types of prayer as set out in the De mysteriis.
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Comments: This dissertation may be the most original piece of work that I have read as a tutor on the MA in Cultural Astronomy and Astrology. It is written with consummate skill, with deep and cogent analysis of the topic. It presents primary material in a new light, and deeply delves into the importance of astrology, on a physical level, but more importantly on a metaphysical and theurgic level, in De Mysteriis and generally in the thought of Iamblichus.

Your work has persuaded me to see Iamblichus’s assessment of astrology in a new light; indeed my perception of Iamblichus has changed after reading your dissertation.

Your close analysis of specific portions of a primary text has shed new light on what it means and how it may be interpreted. This is creative and original research.

There are occasional minor lapses (mostly typos) which can be easily fixed in preparing the dissertation for publication. I whole-heartedly recommend this be published.

Your writing style is fluent, very readable and organised, and your command of English exemplary. Your introduction is excellent, and lays out the parameters to be covered in the dissertation in a clear and lucid manner. The conclusion is an excellent recapitulation of the themes of the dissertation, and ties together the topics of the dissertation, and their analysis, in a cohesive and clear way. The bibliography takes into account all relevant primary and secondary sources. Below I provide some comments on the various sections of the body of the dissertation for more specific assessment of the topics covered in your work. 

You have fulfilled every requirement for a distinction to a very high degree, and I am happy to recommend this dissertation for a distinction. Well done!

Comments on specific sections of the dissertation:
pp. 14-15: mathematike episteme: this is a brilliant analysis of these two words that Iamblichus uses to describe astrology. Astrology is commonly called a techne, not an episteme (cf. Ptolemy, Tetr., who refers to it as a ‘stochastic art’), so the fact that Iamblichus uses a different designation shows that he is thinking of it in a way different to others who would commonly think of it as a techne.

pp. 16-17: scientific validation of astrology. In your first assessment (the first two paragraphs), it seems as if Iamblichus is here validating the astronomical side of astrology, not the interpretive and divinatory side. It would be good to point this out specifically.

pp. 32-36: brilliant analysis of the soul-vehicle and its similarity to the planets, and the subsequent absorption of astrology within Iamblichean metaphysics. The analysis of the divine harmony of the planets and the soul’s recollections of these harmonies is also excellent.

pp. 40-51 Your analysis of astrology as both inspired and inductive forms of divination, according to Iamblichus, is thorough and well-reasoned. You clearly point out the salient issues of the practice of astrology as both divinely inspired and humanly interpreted. Your hypothesis of the soteriology of astrological theurgy is well-argued and convincing.

p. 50, n. 194: Porphyry’s chapters 53-54 are not genuine, but probably the work of Demophilus. See Pingree, David. 'Antiochus and Rhetorius'. Classical Philology 72, no. 3 (1977): 203-23.
 p. 54, n. 217: Dancing in association with stars and planets also appears in Plato’s Timaeus, 40c.

pp. 60-61, Interesting and provocative idea that ἀποπληρόω can mean both ‘fulfil’ and ‘pay a debt’.

pp. 63-75   The section on the personal daimon and astrology is superb, and complements my own work in a very organic and expansive way. Your argument on human identity and its intellectual double, weaving together different parameters of nous, the daimon, fate and providence, is persuasive and original.

Your appendices supplement and enhance the body of the dissertation.
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