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A critical review of 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Iamblichus On the Mysteries : Book 3 On Divination
By Sian Humphries
Word Count = 2045
 	Divination is defined by the Oxford English dictionary as being “the skill or act of saying or discovering what will happen in the future”.[footnoteRef:1]   The earliest forms of divination have been found in Mesopotamia. Tablets found in excavations in Sultantepe show that divination by extispicy, was a popular form of divination at this time.[footnoteRef:2]    Throughout Ancient Greece divination was seen to be one of the most prominent techniques used to both understand the will of the Gods and to change fate, by knowing the future and manipulating it by magical means. [footnoteRef:3]  The connection between magic and religion seems to be very fluid in Ancient Greece as demonstrated by the variety and number of magical working connected with divination seen in the Greek Magical papyri.  Spells ranging from petitions for oracles to requests for supernatural assistants to aid with the divinatory process abound.[footnoteRef:4]  This paper will discuss the views on divination held by Iamblichus, which are expressed through his book “On the Mysteries, Book 3” and go on to suggest that the process that Iamblichus defends has more in common with the methods of prophecy found in near eastern  communities than with the deductive divination being commonly used in Greek society at the time.[footnoteRef:5]  [1:  https://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/english/divination: Accessed 24/5/2018.]  [2:  Erica Reiner, Fortune telling in Mesopotamia, Journal of Near Easter Studies, Vol. 19 No 1(Jan 1960) pp23-25.]  [3:  Peter Struck. Divination and Human Nature: A Cognitive History of Intuition in Classical Antiquity. Princeton University Press, 2016. ]  [4:  Hans Deiter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, including demotic spells. (University of Chicago Press, 2nd ed, 1992)]  [5:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p119] 

 Iamblichus conducts an extensive review of divinatory techniques in response to a letter from Porphyry, a student of Plotinus, in which Porphyry argues against the divine status of the divination utilised in Iamblichus’ philosophy, Theurgy.[footnoteRef:6]  Struck describes Porphyry’s view “In his critique, Porphyry preserves what I have characterized as the general outlook that traditional mantikê is operated via bodily processes. He characterizes the kind of knowing in which diviners are engaged as one derived from humans’ physical natures, which now rest at an opposite pole from what is truly divine”.[footnoteRef:7]   Iamblichus argues against this in his answer to Porphyry’s first question “What happens in predicting the future”.[footnoteRef:8]  Iamblichus insists that all true divination is of the gods, and that when others discuss the material notion of divination have made a “grave error”.[footnoteRef:9]    He constantly returns to this theme throughout the exchange.  Iamblichus uses the terms “Primary” and “Secondary” to distinguish between what Struck calls “Authentic” divination, which descends from the Gods themselves and “Non-Divine” divination which comes from the material world and is the remit of mankind.[footnoteRef:10]   The latter is seen to be a lesser version of the primary type.  Iamblichus appears to consider it a perversion of the truth and counsels against it strongly.[footnoteRef:11] [6:  Pophyry, Letter to Anebo, http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/porphyry_anebo_02_text.htm.  Accessed 15/5/2018.]  [7:  Peter Struck. Divination and Human Nature: A Cognitive History of Intuition in Classical Antiquity. Princeton University Press, 2016]  [8:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p119]  [9:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p119
]  [10:  Peter. T Struck, Iambilichus on Divination, Divine Power and Human Intuition, ]  [11:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P121] 

After discussing the general nature of divination, he moves on to discuss the different types of divination raised by Porphyry’s questions.  He starts by describing divination by dream.  Describing  “normal” dreams as “fantasies arising from our daily concerns”, he distinguishes them clearly from those dreams that he considers “God- sent”.[footnoteRef:12]  He describes the type of sleep which is necessary to receive these dreams as being in the space where sleep is departing, Clarke describes this state “Hypnogogic”.[footnoteRef:13]  Iamblichus then goes on to describe physical symptoms associated with the god sent dreams, these include hearing voices and a whooshing sound when the dream or god is entering the body.[footnoteRef:14]   Iamblichus proposes that the soul leads a double life when it is involved with this type of dream divination, where the soul of the person occupies the body during its corporeal daytime, but the body then becomes the vessel of the Divine during its sleep.[footnoteRef:15]   This would agree in part with Plato’s idea of the intellectual part of the soul being an extension of the Divine.   Plato describes the soul as follows “The human soul is also seen to be of divine origin and as such is immortal, not requiring a physical body to exist.[footnoteRef:16]    This would elucidate the ability of the Divine to descend into a material body and then withdraw again, as the intellect is but an extension of the divine  [12:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P121]  [13:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P121 foot note]  [14:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3P123]  [15:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P123]  [16:   Lorenz, Hendrik, "Ancient Theories of Soul", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Summer 2009 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2009/entries/ancient-soul/[Accessed May 2018]] 

When discussing divine inspiration in the waking state Iamblichus describes several different divination techniques which he believes are wholly divine.  He describes ways in which a possession by the gods may be physically seen, these include movements of the body, the “madness of words” and inability to feel pain when stabbed or burnt.[footnoteRef:17]   He discusses several different divinatory techniques used by Oracles such as those of Delphi, Sabazios and Korybantes.[footnoteRef:18]    Here he describes the way that practitioners of these divinations give up their lives to the service of the gods and in doing so become a vessel for the divine power.  This requires days of preparatory techniques and ritual which allow the oracle to speak for the gods. Iamblichus then goes on to discuss the various divine actions that people in this state can perform, including the curing of diseases and foretelling future events.  This is all possible because of the nature of the interaction between the divine soul and the person who is providing the access to the material world for the divinity.  Curing disease is possible as all knowledge of disease is within the divine knowledge and the same is to be said for the future which is already known by the Gods.[footnoteRef:19]   [17:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p129.
]  [18:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p143]  [19:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p127
] 

Porphyry, in contrast, describes the possibility that these “ecstasies” are caused by mental illness or by the person being under the influence of intoxicants.[footnoteRef:20]  Iamblichus argues that these types of non-divine “madness” as being “turned to the Lower forms as opposed to the Higher and being caused by the excesses of black bile.[footnoteRef:21]  However oracular techniques were not exclusive to these types of grandiose ritual , the magical Greek papyri are full of oracles of different types which require no extended preparation or the dedication of one’s life to the Gods, and still appear to  yield usable results.  One example is a request for a dream oracle, PGM V11,73-26, in this magical spell a request is written with myrrh to the Universal gods. Invocations and vowel intonation are used to invoke a dream oracle.  After the magical name is written in a V formation it is placed under the lamp and the person is instructed to go to sleep and await the oracle.[footnoteRef:22]  These invocations appear to be in general use and do not indicate the need for the intervention of properly prepared priesthoods to conduct the ritual.  These were the type of divinations of which Iamblichus disapproved and indeed he raises concerns about performing divination with what he terms “magical characters”, stating that this is a form of divination which has been put to “bad use by the vulgar throng”, but they would appear to be far more common than the inductive divination of which he did approve.[footnoteRef:23]  He also goes on to criticise the use of images in talismanic magic, where he describes how the practitioner “undervalues”  their own divinity by trusting what he terms “lifeless” images infused by the appearance of life, he claims that “nothing shaped by human skill are simple and pure”.[footnoteRef:24]  This appears to suggest that Iamblichus believed that the magical procedures outlined in many of the papyri and which were in common use at the time are invalid and did not work. [20:  Pophyry, Letter to Anebo, http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/porphyry_anebo_02_text.htm.  Accessed 15/5/2018.]  [21:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P181]  [22:  Hans Deiter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, including demotic spells.  PGM:VII 703-26, p 138. (University of Chicago Press, 2nd ed, 1992)]  [23:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P151]  [24:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P193] 

Iamblichus appears to contradict this when speaking later of other forms of popular divination which he says are made largely of “guessing and supposition”  suggesting that he would  disapprove of their material basis.[footnoteRef:25]  He seems, however, to accept this form of divination as “god sent” due to the fact that the diviner is using inanimate objects which he believes are actively under the control of divine influence.[footnoteRef:26]  It seems that he  has no issue with this type of divination, citing Augury and extispicy as being acceptable forms of divination as they are not influenced by the lower mind of humans.[footnoteRef:27]  [25:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P157]  [26:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P158]  [27:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 P163] 

The seemingly contradictory points of view of Iamblichus and Porphyry appear to stem from their different understandings of Theurgy itself.  Porphyry, argues against Iamblichus’ theurgical philosophy as it appears to move away from the rationality of their teacher Plotinus’ more mystical approach of philosophy.[footnoteRef:28]  Gregory Shaw states that “Porphyry was the first Platonist to discuss theurgy; he held that theurgic rites were useful only as a means to purify the lower soul, Iamblichus, with a significantly different notion of 'soul,' believed theurgic rites possessed the highest degree of initiatory power”.[footnoteRef:29]    Iamblichus’ understanding of the soul was that there were intermediate levels between the lower, subservient human soul, and the higher soul of the divine world.[footnoteRef:30]     These intermediate levels are  unlike those in other Platonic or Neoplatonic theologies and was made of spiritual beings such as daemons, the souls of heroes and angels.[footnoteRef:31]   Athnassiadi discusses Iamblichus’ view that “only by negating himself can man become aware of the Divine spirit within him” and describes how the intermediary stages are merely symbols of the developing human soul[footnoteRef:32].  This may have caused difficulties for philosophers such as Porphyry who would have found the subservient nature of Iamblichus’ human soul to be incompatible with their understanding of the divine source and nature of the human soul.  Moore quotes Plotinus, the teacher of Iamblichus, saying that “Plotinus had scorned "Let the gods come to me, and not I to them," he had once said (cf. Porphyry, Life of Plotinus 10)”.[footnoteRef:33]    There is an irony to this statement as Iamblichus spends most of the discourse arguing that the use of Theurgy to bring the Gods down into the physical realm, as described in the magical papyri spells, as being incorrect and that ritual to ascend to the realms of the Gods is essential for man’s development.[footnoteRef:34]  This apparent aversion for the physical or material nature is counterintuitive to the Platonic idea of the soul as being immersed in nature as opposed to imprisoned by it.  That nature itself has a divine root.[footnoteRef:35]    Iamblichus seems to agree with later Neoplatonists such as Proclus whose philosophy was slightly gnostic in nature, using descriptions such as “Feeble and Puny” when describing humans.[footnoteRef:36]   He seems to see the material world as one which was impure, something, that man needs to move from to unite with the wholly non-corporeal divine.[footnoteRef:37] [28:  Anne  Sheppard. “Proclus' Attitude to Theurgy.” The Classical Quarterly, vol. 32, no. 1, 1982, pp. 212–224]  [29:  SHAW, GREGORY. “THEURGY: RITUALS OF UNIFICATION IN THE NEOPLATONISM OF IAMBLICHUS.” Traditio, vol. 41, 1985, pp. 1–28. ]  [30:  Edward Moore, Neoplatonism, Internet encyclopadia of philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/neoplato/#H3, accessed 24/5/2018.]  [31:  Edward Moore, Neoplatonism, Internet encyclopadia of philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/neoplato/#H3, accessed 24/5/2018]  [32:  Polymia Athanassiadi. “Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus.” The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83, 1993, pp. 115–130,]  [33:   Edward Moore, Neoplatonism, Internet encyclopadia of philosophy, https://www.iep.utm.edu/neoplato/#H3, accessed 24/5/2018
]  [34:  Polymia Athanassiadi. “Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus.” The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83, 1993, p120]  [35:  Wildberg, Christian, "Neoplatonism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.),  https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/neoplatonism Accessed 20/5/2018]  [36:  Iambilichus, On the Mysteries. Trans by E Clarke,John Dillon and Jackson P Hershbell (The society of Biblical Review, Atlanta,2003)Bk 3 p167]  [37:  Wildberg, Christian, "Neoplatonism", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Spring 2016 Edition), Edward NZalta (ed.), https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2016/entries/neoplatonism. Accessed 20/5/2018
] 

This then accounts for Iamblichus’ ideas of divination being purely of the inductive type and this understanding differs extensively from the common understanding of divination and its role in both religion and magic in Ancient Greek culture.  Lange reports that the main type of “manteis” in use at this time is deductive in nature, employing material things to deduce the will of the gods.[footnoteRef:38]   The myriad spells in the Greek magical papyri would suggest that the seer could then offer services to counter this fate with offerings and incantations to placate the gods.[footnoteRef:39]   Lange goes on to argue that the inductive divination techniques, advocated by Iamblichus, have more in common with the prophetic techniques used in ancient near eastern cultures such as the Israelite – Jewish communities.[footnoteRef:40]  There appear to be definite similarities between the “symptoms” of divine expression seen in the two systems, with comparable statements such as “ audition and audio-visual experience, ecstasy and physical body movements ” been seen in both methods.[footnoteRef:41]    The common philosophies of theological distance from the divine and the use of intermediary beings such as angels suggest that the defence of divination seen in “On The Mysteries” might be better described as a defence of prophecy.  Using divination to become one with your Gods, receiving the words of the Gods, as unchangeable fate is a far different understanding of the physical deductive mantic techniques which allow the manipulation of the material world by magic, supplication and offerings to the Gods to alter that fate.   [38:  Lange, Armin. “Greek Seers and Israelite-Jewish Prophets.” Vetus Testamentum, vol. 57, no. 4, 2007, pp. 461–482. ]  [39:  Hans Deiter Betz, The Greek Magical Papyri, including demotic spells. (University of Chicago Press, 2nd ed, 1992)
]  [40:  Lange, Armin. “Greek Seers and Israelite-Jewish Prophets.” Vetus Testamentum, vol. 57, no. 4, 2007, pp. 461–482. .]  [41:  Lange, Armin. “Greek Seers and Israelite-Jewish Prophets.” Vetus Testamentum, vol. 57, no. 4, 2007, pp. 464. ] 

The arguments demonstrated by Iamblichus in response to the Letter to Anebo give us one of the fullest accounts of divinatory techniques available to us.  Although Porphyry and Iamblichus believe that Theurgy is of great importance for the ascent of the soul to the divine, they come at the problem from two distinct philosophical viewpoints.  Iamblichus arguing that the use of ritual and inductive divination is essential for the union with the Gods whilst Porphyry relies more fully on the earlier form of rational mystic philosophy espoused by his teacher Plotinus.  Iamblichus theurgical philosophy has gone on to influence the Western magical system and is still practised today by many magical schools.  
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