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 ‘Critical Review of Iamblichus - Arguments for Divination in De Mysteriis (On the Mysteries)’ 
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Introduction 
This essay critically reviewed Iamblichus arguments for divination ‘On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians’. 
 This important work of Neoplatonic philosophy from the beginning of the 4th century is primarily concerned with theurgy, which can be defined as the practice of rituals with the goal of invoking the presence of the gods to achieve union with the divine.
 

On the Mysteries was described very differently amongst scholars over the last two centuries. Whilst Athanassiadi described it as a ‘treatise on divination’ 
 Dodds described it as a ‘manifest of irrationalism’
. There seems also to be little to no agreement with regards to the nature of the exchange between Porphyry and Iamblichus, the central aspect of the narrative style commonly adopted by ancient Greek philosophers.

Whilst Taylor defined the exchange between both philosophers as a constructive, philosophical inquiry from the dialogue tradition, entirely based on a series of replies to a set of problems proposed by Porphyry, 
Clarke considered that there was a considerable tension between the two philosophers. 
 Clarke did not account for the fact that philosophical dialogue was central to the teaching methods of the Neoplatonists and this aspect may also have influenced the translation with regards to choice of semantics. 
The selection of which translation On the Mysteries would be more suitable for this essay had therefore to be carefully considered. After comparing Taylor and Clarke’s translations it was clearly noted that Taylor had a better understanding of Iamblichus, particularly with regards to important concepts in ancient theology such as divination, a central topic under analysis for this essay. 

A clear example of the differences between both translations can be seen in Taylor when Iamblichus said with regards to dream divination that, ‘Inaccessible places become accessible to those that are divinely inspired’
, whilst in Clarke about the same topic Iamblichus said, ‘what is inaccessible becomes accessible under divine possession’.
 

Whilst it was not the objective of this essay to discuss exhaustively the choices of each translator with regards to the words that can better describe the original concepts, it was considered that Taylor’s translation went above and beyond the mechanical aspect of translating a text because Taylor also considered an essential aspect of ancient Greek philosophy, the genre of philosophical dialogue.

In Taylor the reader was invited to be part of the dialogue when Iamblichus stated that new possibilities would be given to the ones ‘divinely inspired’
 , however in Clarke new possibilities were only given to those ‘under divine possession’
 which positions the reader outside of the possibility if the external cause for inclusion, being under possession, is not met. Being inspired suggests an action that starts from the individual and being possessed suggests an action that may happen voluntarily or involuntarily to the individual. 
The historical and religious context in ancient Greece of the 4th century was marked by the rise of Christianity and so modern scholars’ interpretation of the times often place theurgy as a branch of magic. That aspect is clear in Dodds when he stated that ‘the creator of theurgy was a magician, not a Neoplatonist.’ 
. Magic in its depth is about understanding natural patterns and intentionally interact with them to trigger change, so seeing theurgy as a branch of magic would make sense, if it wasn’t for the definition of magic being negatively charged by scepticism and often used as a source of social manipulation like in Dodds.

Since there is not a definition of magic that places the magician outside of what Iamblichus would characterise as inductive divination
, this essay will only focus on inspired divination arguments
, with the goal to further contribute to a definition of magic that sits above primary rational dimensions of human discourse, narrative and condition. The three arguments for divination analysed in this essay were:

· Theurgic Divination

· Oneiromancy Divination

· Oracle Divination – The Delphic Oracle
On the topic theurgic divination the analysis was centred on the concept of divine light. On the topics oneiromancy and oracle divination the focus was in the analysis of how imagery was used as a medium to connect with the divine. 
Theurgic Divination 
Iamblichus discussed various types of divination On the Mysteries, but to fully understand the importance he placed on theurgical practices and on its divine nature, it was essential to analyse the concept of divine light. For, according to Iamblichus, when the light of the sun permeated nature the physical manifestation could be seen and felt and likewise ‘when the power of the gods, which fills all things with good, abundantly shines forth, no place is left for the tumult of evil spirits’. 
 Iamblichus emphasised that in the presence of light there was no place for darkness which further clarified how an authentic connection with the divine could take place. Authentic connection being the point by which there was no doubt about the truth and reality of the divine connection being established. 

The phenomenon of light as described by Iamblichus also illustrated the perspective on the division of the one into various parts and how the divine light permeated everything in nature. Furthermore, the divine light can be drawn specifically for the purpose of divination during theurgical practices. 

Nor are theurgists disturbed by pride, or flattery, or the enjoyment of exhalations, or any violence; but all these, as if struck by lightning, yield and recede, without touching the theurgist, or being able to approach to them. Hence this genus of divination is undefiled and sacerdotal and is truly divine.
 

Iamblichus defended the impossibility of the light ‘to be separated and cut off from the whole, nor to be inclosed in a circle, nor at any time to depart from its illuminating source’, suggesting that the divine light is everywhere and united to itself and that the ends and the beginnings are one and the same, which was according to Iamblichus, an aspect only fully understood by the intellect, rather than by analytical thinking.
 

Another important aspect to highlight, is that Iamblichus extended the Platonic divine connection with the soul into practice through theurgy. According to Iamblichus theurgical invocations adapt the various parts of the divine so that the work can be perceived by humans.
 In Athanassiadi, it is further confirmed that it is through theurgy that the mystical union with the divine can take place with the goal of achieving henosis and perfecting oneself.

With regards to perfecting oneself, Iamblichus further added the concept of divine light within and called it ‘the fire that is with us’, also stating that the fire within us imitates the ‘ energy of divine fire’.
 According to Athanassiadi the distinction between human and divine prophecy is a fragile one and yet, the author added that Iamblichus conceived theurgy ‘not so much as an end to itself, but as a stage on the way to mystic union, a goal which may be reached either consciously or unconsciously’.
 

Oneiromancy Divination 

Athanassiadi, considered that Iamblichus ‘lived in a world where prophecy by dreams was both traditional and popular’. 
 In Vaschide and Pierron it was revealed that the distinction of what was a simple dream from what could be considered a dream with ‘prophetic significance, was not established until a late period’.
 But whilst in antiquity all dreams were apparently a potential ‘telepathic revelation of the future’, Cicero seemed to have a different point of view. 

Cicero in Vaschide and Pierron questioned why, ‘the gods should be at pains to give us the power to foresee the future during the night, and not during the day’.
 Despite Cicero’s apparent disbelief of the dream divination process by suggesting that dreams were formed by images collected during the day,
 he also seemed to be agreeing simultaneously with the soul process as it was described by Iamblichus. 

Iamblichus defended that the embodied soul was able to return to the divine during sleep and ‘be energized in a way that is conformable to its nature’, the nature of the soul.
 The understanding of future events would therefore happen naturally according to Iamblichus, because the soul was able to combine ‘the various portions of life and intellectual energy to the wholes from which it was separated’ in the first place.
 So, it was clearly stated by Iamblichus that images were formed during the day, and that the soul would then combine them to understand future events, or in different words, the soul would combine them to perform divination of possible future events. 

Divination through dreams was seen by Iamblichus as the divine process by which the divinity in us is re-established but most importantly, Iamblichus also reminded us that divination in itself belongs to the gods, it is ‘divine and supernatural, and is supernally sent to us from the heavens’.
 This is an important aspect as it positions gods’ answers to human invocations as part of a voluntary process and not as a manipulative technique as described by Plotinus in Merlan when he stated that ‘god must respond according to the rules of universal sympathy’.

The body and soul, according to Iamblichus, sympathise with melodies and collaborate on a mutual participatory experience so that ‘the inspiration of the Gods is not separated from divine harmony’.
 Vaschide and Pierron mentioned how dreams could be induced by creating specific types of baths and fumigations, and the authors also suggested that the dreamer could agree in advance of the dream how certain signs could be interpretated, by defining for example if he or she would recover from a particular illness or what would need to happen to see manifested a particular intention, but there was no mention to harmony being used as one of the methods available to induce dreams. 

Oracle Divination – The Delphic Oracle

Iamblichus explained that the prophetess in Delphi, also commonly known as Pythia
, ‘gives herself up to the divine spirit, and is illuminated with a ray of divine fire’ for the purpose of making prophetic utterances.
 

After having performed a group of ‘preparatory operations’, which would include a group of tasks executed with the purpose of separating her from human concerns, Pythia would be in her prophetic power, a condition beyond the visible aspects of the actual place she was actually in. 
And to this purpose Maurizio also added that ‘The Pythia’s behaviour at Delphi falls comfortably into Plato’s typology about the effects of spirit possession on human behaviour’, since Pythia was ‘articulate, fluent and knowledgeable almost beyond comprehension’, reciting her oracles in prose or in verse.

The messages sent by the gods may take any form. It may be a description of the past, present, or future. It may be a warning, an admonition, a command, or advice. This communication, however, must be marked as different from ordinary discourse. 

There seems to be common understanding amongst scholars that Pythia played a vital role in the divinatory session at Delphi, despite some differences of opinion on how coherent her message was, but a more important aspect is to note that whilst divination was seen as a form of communication between the spirit world and humans, according to Maurizio, ‘however close to the human world the spirits may come, they are not part of it’.
 Most of the communication between the god and Pythia seemed to be based on imagery which ‘resembles the allegorical and metaphorical communications of the spirit world in dreams’.
 

The oracle sessions themselves were according to Lloyd-Jones about ‘practical problems and about what results would follow a particular course of action’
 , and just like the Pythia had to go through a series of preliminary rites to prepare herself for the session, so had the people consulting the oracle. Maurizio stated that the preparations for the attendees would involve aspects like purification ‘in holy water (…) offer a sacred cake (…) sacrifice a sheep or a goat.’

The Delphians had priority in the queue and’ could determine the order of other inquirers, granting the more important ones permission to go first’.
 But, independently on the plans that the consultants had for the session, the Pythia was the chosen instrument of god and so she was in the position to ‘either approved or disapproved them’. 

Conclusion 
Theurgical practices were of the utmost importance for Iamblichus and so he placed in them the key that holds together the nature of connection with the divine. The light permeating the various parts of nature enables the theurgic facilitator to develop his or her soul and with that evolution connect more deeply with the divine. In this virtuous cycle of communication between God and humans, imagery is the preferred medium as we could infer when analysing oneiromancy and oracle divination methods. 
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