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Cosmology, Magic and Divination

Assignment one:

A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination.

Introduction

Emma C.  Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell’s translation of  Iamblichus,’ On the Mysteries, was published in 2003 by the Society of Biblical Literature.
 The translators’ aim was to produce a work that whilst remaining true to the essence of the original Greek of Iamblichus, would be more readily accessible to a more modern-day English speaking audience than those catered for by the earlier translations into the English language namely those by; Thomas Taylor (1821) and Alexander Wilder (1911).
Iamblichus,was  a Neoplatonic philosopher. He was born in around 245 CE in Syria to a wealthy family, he studied under Anatolius of Loaodicea and later under Porphry, a pupil of Plotinos who is considered to be the founder of Neoplatinism. The biographer of Pythagorous, hence his educational credentials are well established. He held the view that divine knowledge could be accessed through omens and theurgy, essentially ritual and magic, this was contrary to the views held by Porphyry, who believed reason and logic were the route to divine wisdom.

Summary
The ‘De Mysteries’, is written in the style of a conversation with a purpose.  Porphyry poses a series of questions, which Iamblichus answers in a manner that explores Porphry’s opinion, whilst rigorously defending his own stance.  The responses are deeply searching, detailed, well- constructed and firm, but not unpleasant. Iamblichus states that he will answer Porphyry’s questions appropriately with reference to theology, philosophy and theurgy and that he intends to give the least amount of time to theological questions, as they require less examination, that philosophical questions are complex and require more thought, but that questions regarding theurgy require a detailed exposition of all the rites, these questions will therefore have lengthy and eclectic responses.
 This laying out of the ground rules for engagement feeds what appears to be a healthy debate between two respected men, not all out war. The process is undertaken using a format whereby Porphry addresses his questioning of divination and theurgy to Anebo and Iamblichus responds to each and every point using the pseudonym of the Egyptian priest Abammon. However Iamblichus after dissecting the questions, reframes them to reflect what he assumes Porphyry meant to ask, but didn’t, ‘I prefer to take it that you are asking this’.

De Mysteries is divided into ten sub-books, each addressing specific issues : Book I attempts to define various entities; Book II details divine epiphanies; Book III concerns predicting the future; Book IV discusses evil, human justice and divine justice; Book V explores sacrifice; Book VI further explores the effects of sacrifice; Book VII explores symbolism (Egyptian, zodiacal and barbarian; Book VIII Egyptian theology and Hermetic astrology and fate; Book IX explores the personal daemon; Book X  Abamon’s conclusions regarding fate and union with the gods.

Analysis
Iamblichus is considered to be one of the foremost writers on divination; in which he disagreed with Porphyry, his former tutor, over the practice of theurgy, which he defended in the book De Mysteries. Campion describes ‘De Mysteries’ as a ‘theurgy of Neoplatonic astrology’, emphasising Iamblichus’s rejection of what he perceived to be the mistaken dogma of Hellenistic astrology.
 

Theurgy is described as literally god-work.
 Campion describes this as meaning ritual and magic.
 Finamore in his introduction to Philosophy and Theurgy considers that Iamblichus took the term ‘theurgy’ from sacred texts known as the Chaldaean Oracles.
 Iamblichus employs theourgia to describe religious rituals, prayers, sacrifices and divinations performed by the theurgist. He employs strong, carefully worded arguments for the importance of undertaking these sacred rites and ceremonies
 
  Iamblichus considers theurgy to be the cultic working of the gods, divine acts in a metaphysical sense, which reveals the hidden manifestation of being, thereby revealing the divine presence which without this process would remain occult. 
Divination
Divination is a way to access divine knowledge and thereby the decisions of the gods. 
Book 111 focusses on divination, Porphyry asks for a ‘clear ‘description of what happens in predicting the future. The emphasis on ‘clear’, leads one to believe that despite these two men having been tutor and pupil that there is possibly a degree of distrust, or certainly a difference of opinion. Iamblichus responds thus; …..’it is a thing divine, supernatural, sent from heaven above…….it takes priority by its own nature’. Iamblichus further expounds that all of the power is given by the gods and that divination is achieved through divine acts, or signs and visions. He concludes that foreknowledge is derived solely from the gods who have no limit to their knowledge.
  
Porphyry further questions about divination in sleep; In response Iamblichus proceeds to differentiate between dreams that come from thoughts, fantasies or everyday concerns, essentially man-made dreams and those that occur just before awakening, or just as one is falling into sleep, in essence the in-between period of wakefulness-sleep- sleep-wakefulness which he describes as dream sleep, where sometimes a voice can be heard, or an intangible spirit be found to  encircle the supine form sensed only as an otherworldliness. This state according to Iamblichus shows a readiness to receive the dreams given by the gods. Porphyry counters this with descriptions of ‘mortal’ dreams that come to be, Iamblichus responds that Porphyry should apply himself to the ‘fundamentals of a true knowledge of dreams’.
 
Iamblichus proceeds to describe how those in a wakeful state can be truly possessed by the gods. Iamblichus believes in many different types of possession, each applicable to a different god and uses this as a basis to respond to Porphyry.
For Iamblichus divination is a process that links the person through a mystical event to the god. He cites examples of oracles using different mediums for divination; the oracle of Delphi who sit over fume propelling apertures, ‘ the fiery spirit, dense and abundant, envelops her…she is filled by it, with a divine brightness , she is in harmony with the divine, unwavering oracular power’.
 What he is saying is that the actions she has undertaken have prepared her to receive the divine spirit, just as the oracles who inhale the water induced vapours and the priest who is inspired by drinking water prepare themselves by their actions. He further elucidates on these three oracles, explaining again that they are not personally foretelling the future, neither is the water, or the gas capable of foretelling the future, Iamblichus is simply emphasising that these are merely tools that enable the oracle to give themselves to the god and to receive from without, the god’s wisdom.
 
Porphyry seeks answers to why some diviners become possessed ‘on hearing pipes, cymbals, tambourines or some other tune’, Iamblichus responds that these sounds are consecrated to each of the gods and that possession of the diviner follows.

The divinatory process is ritualistic in that a set of actions are initiated to facilitate the gods informing the diviner from without. As discussed earlier these rituals vary, perhaps in part as a consequence of the vagaries of location, e.g. the gases facilitate the Oracle at Delphi, however if the divine knowledge comes from without, then the gods would be responsible for directing the oracle to Delphi in order for the oracle to consumed by the gases to facilitate the pleasures of the gods.
These formally identifiable rites grow from ritualization, rite is a sequence of actions rendered special by a community or tradition
 
Iamblicus’s responses to Porphyry’s questions are located in ancient wisdom, he declared that he would refer to the writings of Chaldaean sages and hermetic philosophers and this is reflected in his responses, along with the appeal for Porphyry to experience through participation divine rites, as this was the only way Porphyry could truly experience the divine process.
Iamblichus was a learned man, he utilised respected academic, philosophical and religious texts in his debate with Porphyry, but he struggled to get Porphyry to experience theurgy and this in his opinion hampered his ability to fully explain theurgic actions and responses, as these he believed needed to be lived experiences. 

In considering the arguments played out between Porphyry and Iamblichus one needs to reflect on the meaning of the words spoken in the context of not only the subject being discussed, but also the cultural understanding of the words in relation to the period they are spoken/ written, and in this instance translated, as time changes culture and meaning can be lost over time, becoming skewed or misconstrued. Despite this Iamblichus’s responses to Porphyry’s questions are discernible and at times appear to be sharp, for example in book x Iamblichus responds to porphyry thus; ‘…the other slanders which you direct against divine foreknowledge’.

Conclusion
It is clear that Iamblichus was frustrated by what he perceived as the misunderstanding or misinterpretation of the divine way of life as embraced by Platonists and Pythagoreans by Porphyry.  Iamblichus is of the opinion that Porphyry is rejecting the direct experience of the gods in favour of abstract thought, whereas Iamblichus would have encouraged theurgists to receive the gods into their bodies, as a means of embodying the god. He believed that divine possession changes human life to a divine life, where the person being possessed no longer experiences or responds to the human sense of perception. He supports this stance by citing examples of a those being possessed by the gods walking on hot coals without hesitation and not suffering the pain of burning, ‘The fire does not touch them on account of their divine inspiration’.
 This lack of sensory stimuli forms one of the tenets of his belief in divine possession, the other being that the individual is totally possessed by the gods and unaware of anything other than the gods.
 Throughout  De Mysteries, Iamblichus asserts that all things come from the gods, he repeatedly appeals to Porphyry to experience a revelation, rather than write or discuss what is possible or not.
Iamblichus defends his position clearly and strongly throughout De Mysteries, He connects platonic doctrine with older Chaldaean wisdom.  Campion describes Chaldaean sciences as, ‘astrology, astronomy, divination ..’.
 Iamblichus’s choice of the pseudonym ‘Abamon’ is no mere accident, Abamon is presented as a combination of the attributes of the Greek god Hermes and Hermes Trismegistus.
 Iamblichus final line in De Mysteries having replied to all of Porphyry’s questions, beseeches the gods to sanction a harmonious friendship between the two men, this action gives credence to the belief that the discourse although at times difficult and somewhat tense was considered to be of a academic/professional nature and separate from any personal relationship.
References
Addey, Crystal,’Ecstesy between Divine and Human: Re-assessing agency in Iamblichus Divination’. 2013
https://web.standrews.ac.uk/ecstesy-between-divine-and-human. 
Bibliography
 Campion, Nicholas, A History of Western Astrology Volume 1, The Ancient World (London: Continuum, 2008)
Clarke Emma, Dillon, John, Hershbell Jackson, Iamblichus: On De Mysteries (Atlanta: Society of  Biblical Literature, 2002)
 Davies, Owen, Magic; A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2012)
 Stephenson, Barry, Ritual A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University press, 2015)
Uzdavinys Algis, Philosophy and Theurgy In Late Antiquity (U.S.A: Angelico Press 2010)
Willis Roy, Curry Patrick, Astrology, Science and Culture; Pulling Down the Moon (Oxford: Berg 2004)
� Emma Clarke, John Dillon and Jackson Hershbell , Iamblichus: On De Mysteries (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2002) p. xvi-xxv.


� Nicholas Campion, a History of Western Astrology, Volume 1, The Ancient World (London: Continuum, 2012) p. 264.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p xLix


� Clarke, Dillon and hershbell, p.39.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p.Li-Lii.c


� Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology; Volume 1, The Ancient World (London: Continuum , 2008), p. 264.


� Roy Willis and Patrick Curry, Astrology, Science And Culture: Pulling Down The Moon (Oxford:Berg, 2004) p.67


� Campion, p 264.


� Algis Uzdavinys, Philosophy and Theurgy In Ancient Antiquity (United States of America: Angelico Press 2010). P.ii-iv.


� Uzdavinys, p 81.


� Uzdavinys p.234.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, pp119-121.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, pp.121-126.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p 149.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p 147


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershnell, p 139.


� Barry Stephenson, Ritual: A Very Short Introduction (Oxford: Oxford University Press 2015). P 74-75.


� Clarke, Dillon, Hershbell, p.347.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p 129.


� Crystal Addey, ‘Ecstesy between Divine and Human: Re-assessing Agency in Iamblichean Divination’, 2013. � HYPERLINK "https://web.standrews.ac.uk/ecstesy-between-divine-and-human" �https://web.standrews.ac.uk/ecstesy-between-divine-and-human�. Accessed May 2018.


� Nicholas Campion, and Liz Greene, Sky and Symbol,  (Chippenham: Sophia Press 2013) p.93.


� Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell, p.5.





 PAGE 
2
[Type here]

