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Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis is a work written as a response to Porphyry’s Letter to Anebo. The Letter to Anebo sets out a series of questions relating to theurgic beliefs, rituals and the nature of the Gods. 
De Mysteriis is now separated into books, each examining a specific topic in response to the Letter. Clarke notes, however, in the introduction to the translated text, that this division of De Mysteriis occurred during the renaissance.
Book I sets out Iamblichus’ philosophy on Gods, daemons, heroes and the purpose and place of theurgy. 
In Book III, Iamblichus delves further into divination specifically. He examines what he terms inductive versus intuitive divination, exploring human limitations and the necessity of the Gods for the purposes of divination. It is in Book III that Iamblichus’ views on theurgy and relationship between gods and the realm of generation become clear. 

In this critical review, the aim is to examine why Iamblichus has chosen to respond to Porphyry’s Letter in this manner and his responses to Porphyry’s questions. To do this, it is necessary to make clear the context in which Iamblichus and Porphyry were writing, the rise of Christianity and its influence on Porphyry’s Letter, as well as the core differences in each of their philosophies. While both wrote in a Neoplatonic framework, they held different views on soteriology; that is the doctrine of salvation, and the role of theurgy and theology in the ultimate salvation of the human soul. 

The context of ‘Iamblichus’, theurgy and religion in Late Antiquity

The exact birth date of Iamblichus is not known, but it is thought to be before 260[footnoteRef:1], with De Mysteriis written in the late third century. Clarke notes that it is likely that Iamblichus and Porphyry were close in age, attributing Iamblichus’ style of response to the ‘uneasy pupil-teacher relationship they appear to have enjoyed.’[footnoteRef:2] It will become clear later, however, that their relationship as Neoplatonist philosophers, and students and teachers themselves is not one of animosity, but one that strives to the salvation of the soul in different manners.  [1:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De Mysteriis): Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and J.P. Hershbell (eds.), Iamblichus: On the Mysteries, Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003. xxi]  [2:  Clarke. xix] 


Michael Bland Simmons notes that ‘these philosophers … lived during some of the difficult times in the history of the Roman Empire’[footnoteRef:3] and that this would ultimately affect the evolution of their ontological and eschatological views.[footnoteRef:4] He writes that the rise of Christianity coincided with a difficulty in maintaining the economic demands of Pagan religion and rituals, directly affecting the way in which ordinary people engaged with religion. Both Iamblichus and Porphyry demonstrated the importance of a unified religion in society. Porphyry saw a unified religion as the lowest act towards salvation of the soul which could be performed by the common man through ‘the knowledge of the importance of honoring ancestral religious customs, worshipping the gods of his/her city, and practicing the basic ethical behavior commensurate with good citizenship … which helped it to achieve the initial phase of the goal of the virtuous life.’[footnoteRef:5] At this level and this level only, was theurgy necessary according to Porphyry. On the contrary, Iamblichus argues for a consistent use of theurgy. Iamblichus makes a call to theurgy in the process of obtaining knowledge. Iamblichus briefly denounces the use of private magic in Book III ‘those who conjure up spirits secretly without these sacred visions, grope… in the darkness … and know nothing of what they do’.[footnoteRef:6] It may be argued that this brief note on conjuring spirits ‘secretly’ as an ill-informed and relatively useless form of divination, is mentioned as a reference to the civic virtues and their importance in Roman theology. Theurgy as a practice, for Porphyry and Iamblichus was essential, but Iamblichus saw theurgy as a way to further inform practices such as divination. In Book III, Iamblichus addresses Porphyry’s inquiry into another type of private practice; divination through the standing on magical characters. Iamblichus acknowledges that this type of divination has been misused, but attributes any divinatory power occurring from it to a ‘motion of the soul, contrary to the gods’.[footnoteRef:7] Iamblichus refers to the importance of following sacred rites and rituals. The act of divination cannot simply be achieved by standing on a magical character, and Porphyry is missing the point if he believes this. Iamblichus writes ‘there are some who overlook the whole procedure of effective contemplation… and they disdain the order of the sacred observances, its customs prayers and other rituals… when they have done this for a mere hour, they believe that they have caused some spirit to enter.’[footnoteRef:8] Iamblichus denounces this practice, as it overlooks the theurgical necessities of divination. By referring to it as a ‘motion of the soul’, Iamblichus demonstrates that there is no godly hand in this matter, it is an act from within. For Iamblichus, theurgy was a part of divining and public magic with the aim of preparing the soul for salvation, some of which required participation in civic life, and those who overlooked or thought it unnecessary, were not truly participating in divination or theurgy.  [3:  Simmons, Michael Bland, ‘Porphyry and Iamblichus’, in Universal Salvation in Late Antiquity (New York: Oxford University Press, 2015)]  [4:  Simmons, 3]  [5:  Simmons. 6]  [6:  DM. III.5-6. 133]  [7:  DM. III.11-13. 151.]  [8:  ] 


Clarke also notes that Iamblichus’ focus is not on teaching Porphyry solely through his responses, but guiding Porphyry to recognize true theurgy.[footnoteRef:9] Writing further, Clarke explains ‘With Iamblichus there is an earnest emphasis on ritual’[footnoteRef:10], with an ‘advocacy of theurgy over theology’[footnoteRef:11] and ‘the author of the ramified hierarchy of levels of being’[footnoteRef:12]. The goal of theurgy is not to ‘bind or compel the gods’ [footnoteRef:13], but rather to respect the hierarchy of beings. This can be seen in Iamblichus’ denial of his students claims that ‘he rose into the air and turned golden’[footnoteRef:14]. Iamblichus strictly states that any true divination came from the God’s themselves, and the purpose of De Mysteriis is not to question, as Porphyry’s letter does, the legitimacy of divination, as it is not his place as a human to do so. Iamblichus further expands on this is Book III stating that if ‘someone, then, straying from the primary causes, downgrades the skill of divination to secondary operations … either activities of human life or other psychic or physical explanations … he has wholly erred in supposing that he has given an accurate account of divination.’[footnoteRef:15]  [9:  Clarke. xlix]  [10:  Clarke. xxi]  [11:  Clarke. xx]  [12:  Clarke. xx]  [13:  Clarke. 59.]  [14:  Clarke xxvi]  [15:  DM 121] 


In De Mysteriis, Iamblichus often writes of ‘atheists’, i.e. Christians. Porphyry was considered a notable anti-Christian philosopher, with the lost work Against the Christians written by him. Why then, in the Letter to Anebo, are there apparent Christian sympathies, or at least a questioning of aspects of Egyptian religion, which led Iamblichus to denounce certain questions as having an atheistic view? Specifically, Porphyry asks of the potential of corruption in process of divination, and the place of evil daimones. Addey posits that Porphyry actually already knew the answers to the questions he poses in the Letter, and was in fact ‘an educational and didactic tool for pagans and philosophers and… as a defence of paganism against contemporary Christian accusations’[footnoteRef:16]. [16:  Crystal Addey. Divination And Theurgy In Neoplatonism: Oracles Of The Gods. [2014]. 128.] 


Platonic Dialogue 

De Mysteriis can be located in the genre of ‘Problems and Solutions’ and Platonic dialogue[footnoteRef:17]. Iamblichus often quotes directly from Porphyry’s Letter. Clarke writes that the tradition of the ‘Problems and Solutions’ goes back beyond the early Hellenistic period.[footnoteRef:18] Both Porphyry and Iamblichus choosing to write according to this genre can show the function of both texts. Addey states that it is ‘the teacher as the central protagonist’[footnoteRef:19] in the genre of Problems and Solutions.  [17:  Addey, Crystal, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods (Farnham, Surrey, [England]. Ashgate Publishing Group, 2014)]  [18:  Clarke. xlviii]  [19:  Addey. Oracles. 133] 


In Book 1 Iamblichus, writing under the name ‘Abamon’, states that it does not matter who Porphyry, or other readers, imagines who is responding but rather the goal is to ‘consider what is said … rousing up your intellect to the task with a will’[footnoteRef:20]. A.K Cotton writes on the development of forms of Platonic dialogue, especially in the teacher-student relationship: [20:  DM. I.I. 7] 


‘Socrates’ comparison of himself to a gadfly in Apology forms part of his attempt to explain and defend his practice as a teacher, in Plato’s account of his speech at his trial. In using this image, Socrates assigns to himself a crucial, yet facilitating role. His aim is to waken the drowsy horse, and to motivate the horse to autonomous and self-propelled movement… once awake, the horse will of course provide the energy and power to move himself—the gadfly is only a motivating impulse.’[footnoteRef:21] [21:  Cotton. A.K. ‘Platonic Dialogue And The Education Of It’s Reader’] 


Continuing with Cotton’s line of thought, it may be possible that by assuming the role of the Egyptian ‘Abamon’, Iamblichus sets himself up as the ‘crucial, yet facilitating role.’[footnoteRef:22] Iamblichus, however, wants his identity to be secondary to the true purpose of De Mysteriis, that is to ‘rousing up your intellect to the task with a will [my emphasis].’[footnoteRef:23] The role of Porphyry, or anyone reading De Mysteriis, is not a passive one. Indeed, Iamblichus states in the opening of De Mysteriis that some of Porphyry’s questions cannot be answered through words alone, and require ‘experience of actions for their accurate understanding’[footnoteRef:24]. These actions Iamblichus speaks of is theurgy. This will be further examined in the next section, however for the purposes of this section, it can be linked to the development in Socratic and Platonic dialogues. Addey argues that viewing De Mysteriis as a platonic dialogue is ‘more in line with the self-identity of both philosophers.’ As Platonists, education was of utmost importance, and this is seen in multiple places, both in De Mysteriis, and in Iamblichus’ and Porphyry’s general approach to philosophical life. Simmons cites fragments of Iamblichus’ letters, where Iamblichus writes on the importance of educating children; ‘they must be educated through logical arguments, laying down clearly the definitions of virtues.’[footnoteRef:25] Iamblichus takes a very logical approach to Porphyry’s arguments in De Mysteriis; ‘We will provide, in an appropriate manner, explanations proper to each, dealing in a theological mode with theological questions and in theurgical terms with those concerning theurgy, while philosophical issues we will join with you in examining philosophical terms.’[footnoteRef:26]  [22:  Ibid. ]  [23:  DM. I.I. 7. ]  [24:  DM. I.2-3. 11. ]  [25:  Simmons. Porphyry and Iamblichus. 17.]  [26:  DM. I.1-3. 11.] 



De Mysteriis as a call to theurgy

Iamblichus appears to be influenced heavily by the Chaldean Oracles. The Chaldean Oracles, E.R Dodds writes, provide ‘a prescription ‘for the magical evocation of the gods’.[footnoteRef:27] Dodds goes on to argue that Neoplatonism was not clearly linked to theurgy, and Porphyry, studying under Plotinus, did not subscribe to theurgy either. Iamblichus, however, clearly demonstrates a belief in theurgy as the road to unification with The One, or nous. In Book I, Iamblichus states that knowledge of the gods does not come from any form of ‘syllogistic reasoning’, and that Porphyry ‘seems to think that knowledge of divinity is of the same nature as a knowledge of anything else’[footnoteRef:28] and that it is by ‘dialectical discussions’[footnoteRef:29] that a ‘conclusion is reached.’[footnoteRef:30] Iamblichus distinguishes knowledge of the gods from knowledge gained through traditional study. Knowledge of the gods, to Iamblichus, is eternal and humans have ‘innate cognition of them.’[footnoteRef:31]   [27:  Dodds, E. R, ‘Theurgy And Its Relationship To Neoplatonism’, The Journal of Roman Studies, 22.I (1947), 49–69]  [28:  DM. I.3-4. 15.]  [29:  DM. I.3-4. 15.]  [30:  DM. I.3-4. 15.]  [31:  DM. I.3-4. 15.] 


Simmons notes that ‘Porphyry stressed philosophy via discursive thought, and Iamblichus focused on the power of theurgic rituals.’[footnoteRef:32] In Book III, Iamblichus writes that ‘divination does not come from “human faculties”’ and thus it is wrong of Porphyry to go about obtaining knowledge of the gods as he would any other knowledge, as it is an entirely different form of knowledge. Further to this, in response to Porphyry’s question on dream divination, Iamblichus makes distinct that which is human and that which is divine; ‘these dreams… do not resemble anything human.’[footnoteRef:33] Again, Iamblichus demonstrates his respect for the hierarchy as ‘Dreams called “god-sent” do not, however, arise in the way you describe’[footnoteRef:34], that is through ‘human faculties’[footnoteRef:35]. The knowledge granted during dream divination is not acquired in any human manner, but rather it is the gods choosing to bestow it upon the recipient. The role of theurgy in dream divination is not the divination itself, but again the ability to recognize true characteristics of divine knowledge. Explaining a form of dream divination, Iamblichus writes ‘they both hear what they [the gods] say and know what they do. This is observed even more fully when the sight is active and also the mind, with full vigour, understands the things done’.[footnoteRef:36] Addey writes that this line is alluding to the ‘theurgist philosopher’[footnoteRef:37] who has ‘through profound contemplation, ritual and rational, discursive thinking.’[footnoteRef:38] Again, Iamblichus is stressing that knowledge from divinity or of divinity cannot be attained in a manner appropriate to knowledge of the corporeal world. The philosopher must also be a theurgist to have a true understanding of divine inspiration.  [32:  Simmons. Porphyry and Iamblichus. 2. ]  [33:  DM. III.2. 123. ]  [34:  DM. III.1-2. 121]  [35:  Addey. Oracles. 43.]  [36:  DM. III.2. 123. ]  [37:  Addey. Oracles. 45.]  [38:  Ibid.] 


Porphyry also questions the practices of oracles, and how divination can occur through the use of water or vapours, citing ‘the priest of Clarian Apollo… the women who prophesy at Delphi … the prophetesses of the Branchidai’[footnoteRef:39]. To this, Iamblichus first examines why Porphyry has chosen to focus on these oracles; ‘you were concerned with the mode in which divination is imparted to human beings by the gods’[footnoteRef:40]. Iamblichus also repeats that these are not the only oracles present in the world, however he concedes to only examine these three as Porphyry has chosen to focus on them.[footnoteRef:41] The modes of divination are many, and Iamblichus seems keen to remind Porphyry that understanding divination requires a deep understanding of all these modes. Iamblichus notes that it is not simply a case of ingesting water or vapours, but in fact  [39:  DM. III.10-11. 145. ]  [40:  DM. III.10-11. 145.]  [41:  Ibid. ] 

‘the prophet drinks on certain appointed nights, after performing many preliminary ceremonies’[footnoteRef:42] and  [42:  Ibid. ] 

‘Even before drinking, he fast the whole day and night, [after] he withdraws by himself to sacred, inaccessible places, and by this withdrawal and separation from human affairs, he purifies himself for receiving the god’.[footnoteRef:43] [43:  Ibid. ] 

Participation in divination requires these ‘preliminary ceremonies’ to make the human body fit for the purposes of divination. For Iamblichus’ philosophy proposed that the whole soul was descended from the heavens, contrary to Porphyry’s philosophy that a part of the soul remained undescended. 



