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Divination in late antiquity is usually defined as a way to communicate with the gods (Struck,2017 p.75) More than just techniques to understand them, it was a subject widely studied too in the ancient world (Struck,2017 p.75) Therefore, philosophers were constantly trying to understand how divination and magic worked, having noticed that sometimes people had capacities stretching beyond comprehension (Struck,2017 p.75-76)  In the second century, philosophy saw the rise of a new school of thought, based on Plato’s philosophy about divination, that brought new theories and practices called ‘’theurgy’’(Tanaseanu, 2013) This theurgy, meaning ‘’divine work’’ (Addey,2007 p.1) was based on ritual practices. It was used by Neoplatonists, such as Iamblichus, to help the theurgist to bring one’s soul in union with the gods. In this line of thinking, Porphyry, a philosopher, had indeed a vast interest in rituals and theurgy. It is thought that his ideas were probably based on the ‘’Chaldean oracles’’. To better understand divination, he decided to challenge his student, Iamblichus, in a rhetorical text called ‘’A letter to Anebo’’. Iamblichus, thus, answers this letter and arguments his view about divination under the pseudonym of Abamon, an Egyptian priest (Addey,2007 p.2) This writing became known later as ‘’On the mysteries’’ and was an important work for Neoplatonist philosophy. This essay will therefore aim to review Iamblichus’s ideas on divination as a mean to connect directly with the divine. To do so, I will first give a brief overview of Porphyry’s ideas about divination and place its context within ‘’De Mysteriis’’, then I will present Iamblichus’s arguments and classification of divination for a better understanding of his philosophy.
Something not always discussed is that Porphyry was a student of Plotinus in the second century (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.46) The community around the teachings of Plotinus are thought to have had ideas similar to the ancient Pythagorean, a popular school of thought at that time (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.47) Porphyry followed many ideas that Plotinus had regarding rituals but added practices with oracles, similar to the  ‘’Chaldean oracles’’ (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.53) Plotinus considered that the highest god could be reached by the ‘’flower of the Intellect’’ (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.53) Which, it is said, to describe the Intelligible one step further than the ‘’Chaldean Oracles’’ (Tanaseanu,2013 p.53) Anyhow there was a similarity to Plotinus ultimate ascent to the divine and the oracles; that the highest god could be reached by the union of human and divine beyond knowledge (Tanaseanu,2013 p.53) So the spirituality of the Chaldean oracles did fit within the philosophy of Plotinus’s followers such as Porphyry. However, Porphyry seemed to give some importance to varied rituals in his writings, such as sacrifices, fabrication of ritual statues (symbols) and conjuration of the gods to be possessed (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.61) So it can be observed in ‘’Philosophy from Oracles’’ that Porphyry considers that the gods can be controlled to do human’s will, something that will be condemned by Iamblichus. Porphyry’s ‘’Letter to Anebo’’ presents the opposite to what he wrote in his ‘’Oracles’’, was it on purpose? It is not impossible, since the rhetorical style in Greek dialogues was a way to develop argumentation. But since the ‘’Letter to Anebo’’ reflects argumentations against his own philosophies, it also was suggested that it could have been an attempt by Porphyry to denounce Iamblichus’s different views about philosophy and theurgy (Tanaseanu,2013 p.83)
Indeed, as will be demonstrated, Iamblichus had a different view about divination and theurgy but still followed general Greco-Roman ideologies. Iamblichus starts his argumentation, in book III, about divination by answering Porphyry’s question: ‘’What happens in predicting the future?’’ (Clarke,2003 p.119) Iamblichus answers that this kind of knowledge does not come from the human ability but is of divine nature, as he states : ‘’ Divination is accomplished by divine acts and signs, and consists of divine visions and scientific insights’’ (Clarke,2003 p.119) So from the start it is possible to see that Iamblichus’s view on divination follows Plato’s and general Greeks conceptions that divine inspiration is sent by the gods (Addey ,2014 p.217) Iamblichus seems to separate two kind of divination, one that is inspired by the gods and one that is human-induced and therefore artificial (Addey,2007p.2) This separation of divination type is something that was quite common in the ancient Greek world ( Addey,2007 p.2) But it was also a categorisation made in the ancient Mesopotamian world (Glassner,1999) Iamblichus considers the ‘’provoked’’ way of doing divination, reading signs from entrails, birds and stars (Clarke,2003 p.157) as a lesser form of divination, one that is only based on human’s ability to guess (Addey,2007 p.3) But that matter will be discussed a little further.
  Iamblichus is defining what he considers to be the types of ‘’inspired’’ divination. The first form of divination that he mentions is the dream divination (Clarke,2003 p.127) Where he explains that the state between sleep and awareness is when the gods will send messages that are clear, like a voice or an image that differs from regular dreams (Clarke,2003 p.123) Here it is clear that his ideas joins the Greek conceptions of sleep, conscious that the nature of divine messages is different than regular dreams (Addey,2007 p.10) Although he notes that the dreams that comes from human imagination can be false because they can concern everyday lives , what he considers as a divine message in dreams happens when the mind is ‘’in-between’’, maybe he makes reference to what we call today sleep paralysis that occurs in the morning. Indeed, he clearly says: ‘’when sleeps departs, just as we are awakening, it is possible to hear a sudden voice guiding us about things to be done’’ (Clarke,2003 p.123) But he also refers to the state when we fall asleep, that is also known to be a moment where ‘’hallucinations’ ‘ occur (Clarke,2003 p.123) In any case, for Iamblichus, inspired dream divination is not something that just happens in sleep, but when the mind is in the right state, the soul can hear or see messages from the gods. Making it evident in his theory that the soul is connected to the divine.
Following this explanation about dreams, he then mentions that intellectual life is also of divine origin: ’’this form of life, whether it is intellectual or divine, which is the same thing’’ (Clarke, 2003 p.125) This statement presents the divine nature of the soul and Iamblichus seems to believe that this nature makes it possible for the soul to know some things from the future by accessing the universals ‘’ of total knowledge’’(Clarke,2003 p.127) Because of this divine nature of the soul, sometimes the divine dreams will give some indications on how to cure some diseases. It might look like a paradox that Iamblichus seems to put dreams into two different categories. Indeed, the visions mentioned were evidently from the ‘’inspired’’ category, but then the inspiration coming into sleep fits more into the category of ‘’deductive’’ divination (Addey, 2007 p.11) But it does overall make sense with his whole idea that everything is united and divine (Athanassiadi,1993 p.120) The subtle differences does not seem to be that important to him.
After his speech on dreams, Iamblichus describes what seems to be different forms of divination that are happening in ‘’trance-like’’ altered state of minds. He defines this state of mind as:’’ true knowledge of the gods’’(Clarke,2003 p.129) It is explicit here that he refers to spiritual possession, the body being a vessel for the divine, as he stated: ‘’ There are therefore, many kinds of divine possession’’(Clarke,2003 p.131) Once again we can see that the divination occurs because the body becomes one with god. He then adds something that is interesting. Indeed, he mentions techniques to induce this change of consciousness. Music is considered by him as a way to achieve the ‘’trance’’ to let the gods enter the body and be divinely possessed (Clarke,2003 p.131) In that line of thinking, some musical tones are better to induce the mind and body into a divine receptacle. It is so because music can reflect the divine harmony of the celestial spheres (Clarke, 2003 p.141) This reflect a belief  present in Pythagoreanism (Tanaseanu, 2013 p.112) Since the soul is of divine origin, when the body hears the celestial harmony, the soul is reminded of its divinity and is able to let divine knowledge enter the body of the person (Clarke,2003 p.139) That way the prophetic power is possible (Clarke,2003 p.145)
 The last argument for divination that is inspired are the oracles. Some oracles mentioned by Iamblichus are possessed when drinking water (Clarke,2003 p.145) or when purified by the fire (Clarke, 2003 p.149) His explanation for this is that since the divine lies in the water or the fire, the soul is purified and therefore makes the body ready to receive the divine knowledge(Clarke,2003 p.149) For Iamblichus the divine is in everything and when the body is well purified and prepared by the divinely nature of some elements, the knowledge can come. He also mentions the invocation of the gods by the technique called ‘’evoking the light’’ (Clarke,2003 p.155) The light would appear to call upon the gods so the person, always in a pure bodily and mind state, would then see the image of the divinity and hear its message. So, his idea of proper divination is clearly linked to a mental and physical unity with the gods. It appears that his theory on divination is not so much a ‘’communication with the gods’’ but more a communion with the divine as ‘’the universe is a single living thing’’ (Clarke,2003 p.221) Therefore nothing is really divided (Clarke,2003 p.221)
As for his argumentation about the human induced practices of divination, it is hard to not notice that practices made to gain an answer or invoke the gods are not the right way to proceed, according to Iamblichus. Indeed, he qualifies the reading of signs as ‘’artificial kind of divination’’ (Clarke, 2003 p.157) Because humans are drawing conclusions from the signs, they are not bringing down the gods, as Porphyry seemed to suggest, but they can only try to understand what the gods are saying, as Iamblichus states: ’’For the god does not suffer division in consequence of the diverse modes of divining, but without division produces them all ‘’ (Calrke,2003 p.163)  Therefore Iamblichus is still bringing that notion that everything is done by the gods, and that guessing the signs is not a precise form of divination (Clarke, 2003 p.161) Whether it is invoking the gods or daemons, casting stones, woods or other objects, divination is possible because ‘’the divine work cannot be accomplished with due propriety without some presence of superior beings’’(Clarke, 2003 p.165) 
So, it seems that it is not possible for someone to gain foreknowledge without the gods, as the divine work is entrusted by a supreme being (Clarke, 2003 p.167) And he even explains the difference between foreknowledge and human intuition. Although he agrees that they look alike,  the ‘’real’’ foreknowledge of future events is confirmed by: ‘’ unshakeable assurance deriving from the causes, an indissoluble comprehension connecting all things to all’’ (Clarke, 2003 p.185) This explanation, that is trying to point out how human skills are not efficient to gain knowledge from the future, is not a strong one. But it does, once again, demonstrates that Iamblichus considers that the divine is in everything and that human arts, crafts, magic and mechanic rituals are not ‘’real’’ divination that can gain access to the divine. This is proved by his statement saying that: ‘’ we must combat this suggestion vigorously, if someone says that divination comes from ourselves’’ (Clarke, 2003 p.187) It appears that he critiques what theurgists usually did as rituals, such as the creation of seal and images called ‘’symbols’’. Indeed, Iamblichus affirms that the things made by human’s skills are not simple and pure (Clarke,2003 p.193) And as seen previously, the only way to access the divine, according to him, is to be pure and simple.
[bookmark: _GoBack]In conclusion, divination in the view of Iamblichus is a form of communion with the supreme god. As Porphyry may have thought, Iamblichus seemed to be against the many ‘’artificial’’ rituals that theurgists at that time were known for, a Platonic idea that spiritual ascent can be done without rituals (Tanaseanu,2013 p.118) As suggested by Iamblichus, to achieve divine inspiration and foreknowledge of the mysteries of the cosmos, various purification rituals and practices can be accomplished by the theurgist to become a proper vessel to the gods. Therefore, these kinds of rituals do not have the same purposes and brings a whole religious dimension to Iamblichean theurgy. It has been said that altered state of mind such as in-between sleep, trance and oracles are ways that can help the body and soul to unite with the gods. Foreknowledge of the future or events is not based on human skills but caused by the gods. Therefore, is has been said that the forms of divination based on human induction are lesser forms and are not recommended by Iamblichus to gain real knowledge. In any case, even those forms of divination are part of the whole scheme of unicity of the cosmos. Nothing exists without the gods and the theurgist shall aim to unite his soul to god. This is an interesting view on divination, since it is often considered only a mean to ask questions to the gods as if they were subordinate to us. Today both kind of divination are still used to gain knowledge from the future. Iamblichus has clearly brought new ideas and rituals to theurgy (Addey,2007 p.7) bringing innovation to his time 
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[bookmark: _Hlk11694009]Tanaseanu-Döbler, Ilinca. (2013) Theurgy in Late Antiquity: the invention of a ritual tradition. Göttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht.
Struck, P.T. (2017). Iamblichus on Divination: Divine Power and Human Intuition. In Viltanioti, I. & Marmodoro, A. (Eds.), Divine Powers in Late Antiquity, 75-87. Oxford University Press.



image1.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





