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Introduction

This essay will critically review Iamblichus’s arguments for divination found in the third book of De Mysteriis, using the English translation On the Mysteries by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell.[footnoteRef:1] After a biographical sketch of Iamblichus, the following themes will be explored: philosophical dialogues; divination and the human soul; and divine consciousness and human artifice. Within these contexts, Iamblichus’s discussions regarding dream divination, divine possession, and ‘artificial’ divination will be consulted.[footnoteRef:2] [1:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), trans. with intro. and notes by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003). ]  [2:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.2-3 (sleep divination); 3.4-7 (divine possession); 3.15-16, 3.26-27 (‘artificial’ divination).] 


Contemporary academic opinion – outlined by Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell – places Iamblichus’s date of birth in Chalcis ad Belum c.240 C.E. and his death c.325 C.E.[footnoteRef:3] These dates, along with other biographical suppositions, have been excavated from extant sources by what Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell have referred to as ‘reasonable conjecture’ regarding ‘probable data’.[footnoteRef:4] A Neoplatonic philosopher, Iamblichus controversially placed the human soul within the body – as opposed to maintaining the elevated position which was, due to the work of Plotinus (c.205-270 C.E.) and his student Porphyry (c.234-c.305 C.E.), contemporaneously accepted as a standard tenet of Platonic philosophy.[footnoteRef:5] The term Neoplatonist (‘New-Platonist’), as Nicholas Campion has highlighted, has been retroactively applied to describe a group of ‘late classical’ Platonists – including Plotinus, Porphyry, and Iamblichus – who created a synthesized ‘system’ combining philosophical facets from ‘Pythagoras, Plato, Aristotle, and Hermes Trismegistus’.[footnoteRef:6] Iamblichus appears to have been a student of Porphyry in Rome, before leaving and setting up his own philosophical academy in Apamea, a link which may be crucial in understanding the presentation of De Mysteriis.[footnoteRef:7]  [3:  Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, in Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis), trans. with intro. and notes by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon, and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), xviii-xix.]  [4:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xviii.]  [5:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park, PA: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), pp. 4-5.]  [6:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology Volume 2: The Medieval and Modern Worlds (London: Continuum International, 2009; repr. London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2013), p. 260.]  [7:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xix.] 


Philosophical Dialogues

De Mysteriis is the shortened version of the title Marisilio Ficino applied to The Reply of the Master Abammon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo, and the Solutions to the Questions it Contains in his fifteenth-century translated edition.[footnoteRef:8] De Mysteriis is presented as a point-by-point response to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo, whose queries appear directly quoted and answered by Iamblichus-as-Abammon.[footnoteRef:9] Crystal Addey has argued that De Mysteriis and the Letter to Anebo together form a ‘deliberately constructed’ philosophical dialogue of the ‘Problems and Solutions’ genre.[footnoteRef:10] Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell have agreed that De Mysteriis falls into this genre, but suggest this is through Iamblichus’s choice of presentation, rather than by mutually-agreed design.[footnoteRef:11] If considered a deliberately-constructed dialogue, there appears a certain neatness of content matching form which has been highlighted by Addey.[footnoteRef:12] With Porphyry playing the role of philosophical teacher eliciting responses from the student, Iamblichus-as-Abammon, a mirroring occurs of the potentially-lived experience of teacher-Porphyry and student-Iamblichus, whilst the divinatory relationship between the divine and humans is concurrently dialectically reinforced.[footnoteRef:13] According to Addey, Porphyry relied upon his familiarity with Iamblichus’s views in order to create ‘a detailed exposition of “pagan” religious practices’ for use as both a teaching-aid and ‘defence’ against encroaching Christianity.[footnoteRef:14] Conversely, Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell have claimed that ‘a certain amount of tension’ between the two Neoplatonists may be deduced from the fact that Iamblichus set up a school of his own rather than succeeding Porphyry, suggesting hostility beneath diametrically-opposed cosmologies.[footnoteRef:15]     [8:  Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, pp. 6-7, footnote 14 on p. 6; Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 127, footnote 3.]  [9:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 127: as noted in Addey’s footnote 3, De Mysteriis is itself shortened from De mysteriis Aegyptiorum, Chaldaeorum, Assyriorum (On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldeans, and Assyrians).]  [10:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the gods (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 128.]  [11:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xlviii.]  [12:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, pp. 128, 157.]  [13:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 128.]  [14:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 128.]  [15:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xxii-xxiii.] 


Dialogues were repeatedly employed by Plato as a device for drawing-out cosmological ‘truths’ into philosophical language and forms. I. C. Lieb has claimed that Platonic dialogues form the ‘carefully directed interplay of souls in which the whole soul of man is exhibited…in a world dimensioned by discourse’.[footnoteRef:16] In writing character/soul driven dialogues, Plato was perhaps, as Kent F. Moors has concluded, seeking to ‘complement his teaching’.[footnoteRef:17] Both teachers themselves, it appears plausible that Porphyry and Iamblichus may have concluded similarly and sought to mirror Plato. By assuming the role of Abammon, Iamblichus was able to embody a mantle of knowledge which would seem appropriate for somebody with what Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell have dubbed ‘an Egyptian-sounding name’.[footnoteRef:18] In this way, even though the dialogue of the Letter to Anebo and De Mysteriis occurs between two philosophers, at least one embodies a role, potentially echoing Platonic character-selection as described by Lieb. Polymnia Athanassiadi has argued that Iamblichus was ‘pleased to receive the Letter to Anebo’, although ‘shocked by Porphyry’s naivety’ and ‘irreverent questions’, implying that she shares Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell’s views on its construction.[footnoteRef:19] Richard J. Evans has argued that the perception of historical narratives relies as much upon ‘the historical past’ as ‘the historian’s own mind’. [footnoteRef:20] The lack of scholarly consensus regarding the relationship between Porphyry, Iamblichus, and their views on divinatory practices therefore highlights a wider difficulty involving the historiographical application of personalities and beliefs to individuals based on extant sources attributed to or regarding them. [16:  I. C. Lieb, ‘Philosophy as Spiritual Formation: Plato’s Myth of Er’, International Philosophical Quarterly, vol. 3, no. 2 (1963), p. 273.]  [17:  Kent F. Moors, ‘Plato’s Use of the Dialogue’, The Classical World, vol. 72, no. 2 (1978), p. 77.]  [18:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xxxvii.]  [19:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 83 (1993), p. 119.]  [20:  Richard J. Evans, In Defence of History (London: Granta Books, 1997), p. 147.] 


Divination and the Soul

The active role of the divine within divinatory practice appears crucial to Iamblichus. ‘Divination’ he wrote, ‘is accomplished by divine acts and signs, and consists of divine visions’, underlining that ‘foreknowledge’ is a ‘gift…sent down by the gods’.[footnoteRef:21] In the Timaeus, Plato has the eponymous character – under Socrates’s direction – invoke the gods, as all sensible people ‘must needs invoke Gods and Goddesses’ in order gain their approval ‘at the outset of every undertaking’.[footnoteRef:22] This relationship between Socrates, Timaeus, and the gods was perhaps the archetype for the relationship between Porphyry, Iamblichus-as-Abammon, and the gods presented within De Mysteriis. Reading the necessity of divine invocation as Plato’s own belief perhaps galvanised Iamblichus’s theurgical practice. Gregory Shaw has argued that the ‘divine principles invoked’ during theurgy (god-working) represented a culmination of the abstract theories of ‘Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle’, whilst E. R. Dodds dismissed theurgy as a ‘technique’ from the ‘manifesto of irrationalism’.[footnoteRef:23] Athanassiadi has argued that theurgy  ‘is not just a technique…but rather a dynamic state of mind’[footnoteRef:24] Thus, Iamblichean theurgy might tenuously be defined as ritual through which the human soul might reignite its connection with the divine, as long as appropriate philosophical study has already been undertaken. [21:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.1 (100-101), p. 119.]  [22:  Plato, Timaeus, trans. by R. G. Bury (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1929), 27 B-C, p. 49. ]  [23:  Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, p. 5; E. R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplatonism’, The Journal of Roman Studies, vol. 37 (1947), pp. 59, 64 – where ‘manifesto of irrationalism’ was dismissively applied to De Mysteriis.]  [24:  Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams’, p. 116.] 


Conceptualising the human soul appears to have been paramount in such philosophical study. P. Merlan has argued both Plotinus and Porphyry portray the human soul as ‘not really descended’, continuing ‘its “higher” life’ despite human association.[footnoteRef:25] Thus, what Shaw has described as their combined lack of interest in (Porphyry) or downright rejection of (Plotinus) ritual practices may begin to be understood: if the human soul is already freely mingling with the divine, there seems little point in actively attempting to unite the two.[footnoteRef:26] Shaw has claimed that Iamblichus viewed the concept of an undescended soul as antithetic to the sacred cosmos described in the Timaeus, concluding that Iamblichus presented theurgy as ‘the antidote to restore’ divine contact.[footnoteRef:27] Following Shaw, Iamblichus’s fully-descended human soul required theurgic ritual practices to reintegrate it with the divine. Ritual practices had long been part of  everyday polytheistic religion, but during Iamblichus’s lifetime the spread of Christianity presented an external challenge to the theology/theurgy (‘god-talk’/‘god-work’) tension within Platonism.[footnoteRef:28] Therefore, theurgy may be considered significant not only as a central, orthopraxic tenet of Iamblichean philosophy and as the framework beneath his arguments for divination, but also due to its integration with commonly-practiced polytheistic religion.  [25:  P. Merlan, ‘The Pythagoreans’, in The Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy, ed. by A. H. Armstrong (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1967; repr. with corrections 1970), pp. 103-104.]  [26:  Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, p. 11.]  [27:  Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, pp. 4-5, 11.]  [28:  Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul, pp. 5-6.] 


Underpinning his response to Porphyry’s overarching query regarding divination – ‘what happens in predicting the future’ – Iamblichus reinforces his relationship with Plato’s Timaeus.[footnoteRef:29] Central to Plato’s cosmology is the theoretical differentiation between ‘that which is Existent always and has no Becoming’ and ‘that which is Becoming always and never is Existent’.[footnoteRef:30] The Platonic ‘Existent’ is the remit of the divine, whereas that which is ‘Becoming’ must be ‘brought into being’ by the divine.[footnoteRef:31] Porphyry’s quoted statement that divination ‘can come into being’ is refuted by Iamblichus, who argues that ‘it is not one of the things coming into existence’, neither a ‘natural change’, nor ‘invented’.[footnoteRef:32] Instead, divination is ‘divine…both unbegotten and eternal’.[footnoteRef:33] As a divine ‘gift’, Iamblichus makes explicit that divination’s ‘origin and governing principle’ cannot originate within the human body, nature, or ‘any skill…concerned exclusively with some aspect of human existence’.[footnoteRef:34] Truths gained through divination, then, embody what the gods want a person to know, not necessarily what that person wants to find out from the gods. This distinction between human-created, false divination and the divine-sent, true divination is emblematic of Iamblichus’s at times pejorative dismissal of the former and key to his arguments in favour of the latter.  [29:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.1 (99), p. 119.]  [30:  Plato, Timaeus, 27D-28A, p. 49.]  [31:  Plato, Timaeus, 28A, pp. 49-51.]  [32:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.1 (100), p. 119.]  [33:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.1 (100), p. 119.]  [34:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.1 (100), p. 119.] 


Divine Consciousness and Human Artifice

The specific states of consciousness within which true divination – including dream-divination and divine possession – may occur appear intrinsically connected with this distinction. Iamblichus distinguishes between ‘human dreams’ and ‘Dreams called “god-sent”’.[footnoteRef:35] The former, whilst ‘Sometimes…true’, concern day-to-day occurrences and subsequent fantasies; whilst the latter do not even occur during sleep.[footnoteRef:36] Divinatory, ‘god-sent’, dreams either occur in the liminal time between being awake and asleep or ‘when wholly awake’.[footnoteRef:37] The complete lack of consciousness that sleep requires appears oppositional to divine dreams, yet an altered perception of consciousness appears a requirement of divine possession. Signs of this seem hinged upon a human becoming cloaked in divinity and thus unable to perceive themselves as they once did: either through internal ‘personal intelligence’ or externally-projected ‘personal knowledge’.[footnoteRef:38] This accepted, words spoken during divine possession must originate from the divine possessor as opposed to the possessed. Addey has argued that this does not make a ‘victim’ of the possessed, rather it exhibits the actualisation of an internal soul capable of receiving the divine.[footnoteRef:39] That human consciousness is required at the outset of this interaction – rendering the sleeping human incapable – underlines that human intention is presented as a key feature of ‘true’ divination. [35:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.2 (103), p. 121.]  [36:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.2 (103), p. 121 and underlined 3.2 (105), p. 125 ‘Remove, then, from divine dreams in which divination especially occurs, “sleep” in any way whatsoever’.]  [37:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.2 (103), pp. 121-123.]  [38:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.4 (110), p. 129.]  [39:  Addey, Divination and Theurgy, p. 228.] 


Iamblichus engages with ‘the mode of divination accomplished by human technical skill’ to strengthen his arguments against its legitimacy, being ‘largely…guessing and superstition’.[footnoteRef:40] This dismissive tone is reminiscent of his treatment of ‘human dreams’, underlining their unreliability. As dreaming is hard to avoid but ‘artificial’ divination involves intention, Iamblichus appears more implicitly disapproving of the latter. Techniques involving ‘entrails, birds, and stars’ are accepted by Iamblichus as exemplars for ‘every artificial kind of divination’.[footnoteRef:41] Ultimately, these are classified similarly to the calculated observations of nature, where ‘sympathy’ and ‘intuition…received from nature’ should not be mistaken for ‘foreknowledge’.[footnoteRef:42] Again, accessing the intention of the gods appears key. Through these discussions, Iamblichus appears to suggest that ‘artificial’ divination is divorced from divine will: a magical pretender to the throne of theurgy and a potential affront to the gods. He explicitly warns not to ‘compare the clearest visions of the gods to the images produced artificially from magic’ due to the latter’s lack of ‘truth’.[footnoteRef:43] Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell have highlighted this tension, arguing that Iamblichus strove to ‘distinguish between worthless magic and divine theurgy’.[footnoteRef:44] Perhaps due to these very attempts to distinguish between magic and theurgy, Campion has called Iamblichus ‘the major theoretician of magic in the ancient world’.[footnoteRef:45] In his vehemence to highlight that in practicing theurgy he neither approved of nor associated with magic, Iamblichus made concerted attempts to define its limits. This concurrently reinforced magic’s pejorative connotations. By underlining that through theurgy the gods willingly offer their knowledge, Iamblichus implies that ‘artificial’ divination either ignores the gods entirely or attempts to bend them to the will of a human practitioner through ‘magical’ techniques. [40:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.15 (135), p. 157.]  [41:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.15 (135), p. 157.]  [42:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.26 (163), p. 185.]  [43:  Iamblichus, Mysteries, 3.25 (160-161), p. 183.]  [44:  Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell, ‘Introduction’, xxvi.]  [45:  Campion, Western Astrology 2, p. 264.] 


Conclusion

This essay has explored the arguments which Iamblichus presents for divination within book three of De Mysteriis, specifically those concerning dream divination, divine possession, and ‘artificial’ divination. Iamblichean divination has been shown to rely upon a framework of philosophical study together with positive human intention in accessing the will of the gods through theurgy. That Iamblichus conceptualised an internally-housed human soul has been considered intrinsic to theurgical divination. In describing ‘true’ divination, Iamblichus offers warnings against the inconsistent and potentially hubristic ‘artificial’ divination, which both helps to define the boundaries of ‘true’ divination and aids the thrust of his argument. At all times, Iamblichus underlines that divination is an example of the Platonic ‘Existent’ and as such must express the will of the gods. His argument logically continues in strict adherence to this fact. Formulaically, quotations from Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo – to which De Mysteriis is a response – are used as examples of the ‘human’ divination against which Iamblichus ultimately warns. Reading the dialogue between Porphyry and Iamblichus as a deliberately-constructed echo of a Platonic dialogue has been argued to be particularly productive if viewed alongside the parallels between Plato’s Timaeus and De Mysteriis. In this reading, Porphyry mirrors Socrates, and Iamblichus Timaeus – the former drawing out the already-known metaphysics of the latter, where human intention in channelling divinity in order to receive divine truths is paramount. This discounts the tension evident in Clarke, Dillon, and Hershbell’s envisaged relationship between Porphyry and Iamblichus. Instead, it follows Addey’s theoretical presentation of an intentionally-constructed vehicle capable of both teaching and defending the theurgic relationship between divination and the divine. 
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