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THEURGY: RITUALS OF UNIFICATION IN THE
NEOPLATONISM OF IAMBLICHUS

By GREGORY SHAW

I. INTRODUCTION

In the late third century of the Common Era, the Platonic tradition was
changed profoundly under the direction of Iamblichus of Chalcis, head of the
Platonic school in Syria. Through the introduction of Egyptian and Chaldaean
religious rites as part of the intellectual disciplines of his school, Iamblichus
was given the honorific title ‘divine’ (feiog) by his Neoplatonic successors.
Modern scholars, however, have generally not seen the head of the Platonic
school’s turning to magic rites as the high point of intellectual progress, and
Iamblichus’ contribution to Platonism has either been dismissed as a corrup-
tion of the tradition or has been left as an irresoluble enigma.

Iamblichus called these rituals ‘theurgy’ (6covgyia), which he described as
divine acts (O¢ia €pya) or the working of the gods (fe@v &oya), The rites them-
selves were performed by men, but Iamblichus maintained that it was the gods
who directed the work. Theurgy was supposed to intensify the presence on
earth of higher beings through the performance of specifically designed rituals,
and though this may sound more magical than Platonic, Iamblichus argued
that theurgy had nothing to do with sorcery (voig ydnow) (De mysteriis [ DM]
161.10-16)! or wonder-working (favparoveyic DM 175.13£).2 Theurgy em-
ployed ritual to subordinate man to the divine will — precisely the opposite of
sorcery. For Iamblichus, theurgic rites revealed the vestiges of a divine pres-
ence. That presence was ineffable, but what lay beyond man’s intellectual grasp
could nevertheless be entered and achieved through ritual acfion, which is why
Iamblichus argued that theurgy transcended all intellectual endeavors. In
his defense of theurgy in the De mysteriis, lamblichus’ description of theurgic

1 De mysteriis Aegyptiorum, cited in the essay as DM. The standard edition is E. des
Places, Jamblique: Les mystéres d’ Egypte (Paris 1966). Also useful is Thomas Taylor’s trans-
lation: Iamblichus on the Mysteries of the Egyptians (2nd ed.; London 1895). The text
of DM 161.10-16 is as follows: IToAdd uév odv dv Tic Bavudoeie xal dAAa T dvridoyuxijc
xawotoplag, drag 01 xai vy &vavrincw tdv dofacudtwy xatarmlyyeln dv eixdrwg, i Tijc
SAng vmoléoews pawouévne udvov mapa toic yénow, odons & oddauds, xal magd Tols éx
ndfovs 7| voorjuaros dounuévors, dmarnids mdvry diaxeiuévors, ToAud Aéyew d¢ &veatt
xal tij¢ aAnlelas adrodg Tvyydvew.

2 Qote eldévar usv yon) xal tadTyy Ty Oavuarovgyiay tiva Exe piow, yefobar 8¢ 7
moTevew avtfj undapuds.
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2 TRADITIO

rituals assumes a perplexing variety of expressions, and the baroque quality
of this text has done little to help solve the enigma of how and why religious
rituals were introduced inte the Platonic curriculum. Hence, the De mysteriis
has elicited many conflicting interpretations of the role of ritual in philosophical
religion.

I will briefly review recent scholarship on theurgy, in order to place Iam-
blichus’ work in a perspective which I hope more genuinely reflects his under-
standing. The enigma of theurgy, unfortunately, has been made even more
perplexing by modern scholars who have imposed their values on it as the
criteria for understanding, distorting Iamblichus to fit the suppositions of our
own world-view. I hope to resolve some of these difficulties by approaching
the problem in a new, and perhaps ‘old,” way, in order that further studies
of theurgy might be based on principles drawn from the work of Iamblichus
himself.

II. Tue TuEURGICAL DEBATE

The confusion surrounding theurgy is not new. Neoplatonic theurgy has been
the subject of controversy and debate from the time Iamblichus integrated it
into the Platonic tradition. Porphyry was the first Platonist to discuss theurgy;
he held that theurgic rites were useful only as a means to purify the lower
soul.® Jamblichus, with a significantly different notion of ‘soul,” believed
theurgic rites possessed the highest degree of initiatory power. Damascius
attests this divergence in the Platonic tradition in his commentary on the
Phaedo, where he says: ‘. . . some, such as Plotinus, Porphyry, and many others
honor philosophy more highly, while Iamblichus, Syrianus, Proclus, and the
theurgists give more honor to the hieratic art.’* Philosophy, for Iamblichus,
meant the art of demonstrating truths through intellectual discourse; theurgy,
however, neither demonstrated nor proved but lifted the soul directly into the
divine. Simply put, philosophy educated and was a human art, theurgy ini-
tiated through the power of the gods.

As Damascius reports, Neoplatonists such as Proclus followed Iamblichus and
believed theurgy to be the crown of Platonic virtues, that which transformed
man into a divine being.® With few exceptions, the leading Platonists after

3 Porphyry, De regressu animae 27.21-28.15.

4 "O7e oi pév Ty plocopiav mgotiudow, d¢ Ioppiptog xai IMAwtivos xai &AAot mwoAloi
@iAddoogor - oi 0¢ T isgazunny, d¢ IduPriyos xal Zvgiavds xai IMpdxios xal of icparixol
ndvres (L. G. Westerink, The Greek Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo 11, Damascius [Amsterdam
1977] 105).

5 In DM 270.14-19 Iamblichus says that in theurgy the soul is lifted up into higher orders
and is ‘entirely separated’ (ywgilerat mavrdmaoct) from its participation in generated life.
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THEURGY 3

JIamblichus held to his view of theurgy, and post-Iamblichian Neoplatonism
should rightly be called a ‘hieratic’ school. It is a curious fact that Neopla-
tonism today is identified with Plotinus and an intellectual mysticism which
denied formal religious worship, for in the history of the tradition Plotinus
stands nearly alone in this attitude.® In fact, Neoplatonism was far more in-
fluenced by the Syrian Iamblichus and his theurgical mysticism than by Ploti-
nus. Yet theurgy strikes the post-Enlightenment mind as a turgid confusion
compared with the ‘anti-ritualist’ stance of Plotinus, whose statement con-
cerning worship of the gods, ‘. .. it is for the gods to come to me, not for me
to come to them,’? resonates with modern sensibilities free from the ‘super-
stitions’ of religion. Consequently, Iamblichus and his school have been con-
demned or ignored.

Outside the Platonic tradition the reports on theurgy are no less diverse.
Augustine, who was familiar with Porphyry’s critique, condemned theurgy
as an invention of lying demons, devised to turn souls away from the wor-
ship of the true god.® For the bishop of Hippo, there was but one sacred
praxis, and this was mediated by Christ and His Church; all others were de-
monic. The pseudo-Dionysius, however, described the same Christian sacra-
ments as theurgic mysteries (za Oeofpya pvoriota)® and Christ as the ‘prin-
ciple’ (doy7j) and ‘essence’ (ovoia) ‘of every theurgy.’’® It may be argued that
Dionysius’ use of the term fcovpyia (which appears 47 times in the corpus)
had a different sense than seen in Iamblichian circles; yet there is strong
evidence to suggest that Dionysius was the student of Proclus,* and if so, his
understanding of the Christian sacraments must have been informed by
Proclus’ hieratic Neoplatonism.

In theurgy the soul exchanges (dAAdretat) one life (in the world of generation and mortality)
for another (in the divine and immortal), and is established there, having entirely abandoned
the former.

6 For the influence of Iamblichus on later Neoplatonism see J. Bidez, La Vie de I’ Empereur
Julien (Paris 1930) chaps. 11 ( ‘Chez les disciples de Jamblique’) and 12 ( ‘Theurgie Chaldaique
et mystéres néo-platoniciennes’). Also see Ilsetraut Hadot, Le probléme du néoplatonisme
alexandrin — Hiérocles et Simplicius (Paris 1978) 94-99, 103-109.

7 Porphyry, The Life of Plotinus 10. A. H. Armstrong’s conjecture that Plotinus’ remark
was directed toward sublunary spirits and not the Gods of the Platonic cosmos is probably
correct: see Plotinus I (Cambridge, Mass. 1966) 34f. Nevertheless, the modern appropriation
of Plotinus’ remarks overlooks the subtlety of Armstrong’s explanation, and Plotinus’ response
to Amelius has been taken as the statement of a heroic rationalist in the face of an increasingly
superstitious age (see E. R. Dodds, The Greeks and the Irrational [Berkeley 1951] 286).

8 De civitate Dei 10.10.

9 Epist. 9.1 (PG 3.11084) cf. Henri-Dominique Saffrey, ‘New Objective Links between the
Pseudo-Dionysius and Proclus,’ Neoplatonism and Christian Thought, ed. J. O’Meara (Norfolk
Va. 1982) 72.

10 Eccl. Hier. 1.1. (PG 3.3724).

11 See Saffrey 72.
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4 TRADITIO

Whatever Platonists or Christians of Late Antiquity thought about theurgy,
all parties spoke of it in extremes: it was the work of Satan or of Christ, it
lifted the soul beyond mortal bounds or tied it to material daimons. Such
strong attestations suggest that theurgy was an issue which defined fun-
damental differences in the attitude of late antique thinkers toward their
place in the world and in their sense of responsibility as embodied souls. Even
today, the topic of theurgy tends to polarize thinkers into opposing camps.
On the one hand, there are those who have embraced theurgic ‘lore’ as their
own, the ‘spiritual underground’ of Western religious traditions: Theosophists,
Rosicrucians, and ‘magicians,” such as the students of twentieth-century
‘magus’ Aleister Crowley, who praise Iamblichus and appropriate theurgy
as a legitimation of their own practices and beliefs.!? These esoteric groups,
particularly those who specialize in ritual magic, see themselves within the
tradition of Iamblichus, and it may be due in part to their overzealous appro-
priations of theurgy that the school of Iamblichus has received such bad press
in the scholarly world.

A study of Iamblichus and theurgy cannot avoid treating, if only indirectly,
these modern spiritualists and ‘magoi,” who believe themselves heirs of heiratic
Neoplatonism. It is not surprising, then, that the first modern scholar to
study later Neoplatonism carefully was a life-long member of Britain’s Psy-
chical Research Society and attended many spiritualist seances: the classicist
E. R. Dodds, author of what is still the most influential study of theurgy,
‘Theurgy and its Relation to Neoplatonism.’®* Dodds seems to have accepted
the interpretation of theurgy alleged by modern magicians, for he explains
the sacred rites of Iamblichus’ school by comparing them to modern spiritualist
phenomena.’* For Dodds, himself a skeptic of the claims of spiritualists,’s theur-
gy was the ‘spiritualism’ of Late Antiquity and represented the corruption of

12 Tsrael Regardie says, ‘... I hope to show that the technique of Magic is in closest
accord with the traditions of highest antiquity, and that it possesses the sanction, expressed
or implicitly, of the best authorities. Iamblichus, the divine Theurgist, has much to say in his
various writings about Magic . . .” (The Tree of Life [New York 1969] 36). Among occultists,
however, there are disagreements as to the uses of theurgy, and Regardie used the writings
of Iamblichus to defend his practice of ritual magic against the charge of ‘psychism’ brought
by Theosophist critics. The weakness of such appropriations of theurgy is the lack of regard
for intellectual and historical contexts, and what results is often an eclectic mix reflecting the
personal interests of the author. Nevertheless, such works should not be ignored by scholars,
not only because they evidence modern appropriations of theurgy, however distorted, but also
because of the sometimes valuable insights of authors such as Regardie. See, for example,
his interesting discussion of the dangers of intellectualizing theurgical practice (op. cit. 801f.).

13 Journal of Roman Studies 37 (1941) 55-69; cf. The Greeks and the Irrational 288.

14 The Greeks and the Irrational 2971f.

16 See Missing Persons (Oxford 1977) 97-111.
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THEURGY 5

Platonic rationalism with Oriental superstitions. He sums it up as a misguided
attempt to control the gods and fate through magic: ‘As vulgar magic is
commonly the last resort of the personally desperate, of those whom man and
god have alike failed, so theurgy became the refuge of a despairing intelligentsia
which already felt “la fascination de 'abime”’%. Dodds, however, acknowledged
the ‘theoretical’ contributions of Iamblichus to be of fundamental importance
to the vitality of Neoplatonism.'” In a mathematical context, Samuel Sam-
bursky praises Iamblichus as a ‘theoretic genius.’®® Yet, his mpa&us, theurgy,
is dismissed by Sambursky as the cultural baggage of a superstitious age, and
condemned by Dodds as the ‘corruption’ of Plotinus’ rational mysticism.1®
This is the pejorative perspective in which scholars have been working for over
thirty years; only recently has the Iamblichian school of Neoplatonism been
studied as a legitimate development within the Platonic tradition.

Recent studies of theurgy are distinguished by their effort to render more
intelligible the mpdéis of later Neoplatonism. Festugiére suggested a psy-
chological hypothesis: that theurgy, cast in the figurative imagery of tradi-
tional myths, fulfilled a need felt by Platonists for exercising a child-like piety
that would complement the ‘reflective’ piety of philosophic contemplation.20
Festugiere and Hans Lewy argue that there were two kinds of ‘ascent’ to
union with the divine recognized by the Neoplatonists: philosophic, by way of
contemplation, and theurgic, by means of ritual.2! Lewy’s distinction, however,
is less clear than Festugiere’s, because he contends that the stages of con-
templation had already been conflated with ritual language by the Chaldaean
Platonists of the second century.??

The weakness of Festugiére’s analysis is that it contradicts what both Iam-
blichus and Proclus said of the relation between theurgy and philosophy;2?

18 The Greeks and the Irrational 288.

17 Proclus, The Elements of Theology (Oxford 1963) xix.

18 The Physical World of Late Antiquity (New York 1965) 47.

19 Dodds, ‘Iamblichus,’ Oxford Classical Dictionary (Oxford 1970) 538.

20 Festugiere asserts that his distinction between ‘reflective piety’ and ‘popular piety’
‘peuvent se rencontrer en une méme ame’ ( ‘Proclus et la religion traditionnelle,” Etudes de
philosophie grecque [Paris 1971] 577). He says that theurgy was a form of ‘popular piety’
fulfilling ‘la nostalgie d’une piété toute simple’ (ibid. 584).

21 Festugiére, ‘Contemplation philosophique et art théurgique chez Proclus,’ ibid. 596;
Hans Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy (ed. Michel Tardieu; Paris 1978) 462.

22 Lewy 175.

23 The value of theurgy in post-Iamblichian Neoplatonism is demonstrated in their dis-
cussion of the hierarchy of virtues. Porphyry systematized the four virtues on the basis of
Plotinus’ discussion of them; in his treatment, the highest virtue was called ‘paradigmatic,’
and was ranked above political, cathartic, and contemplative virtues. Iamblichus, however,
called the highest virtue ‘theurgic’; he was followed in this by his successors. See Ilsetraudt
Hadot’s discussion of the ‘virtues’ in Neoplatonism, Le probléme 152f.
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6 TRADITIO

in this regard, Jean Trouillard’s two studies on Proclus as Platonist and theur-
gist are a great help.2* Contrary to Dodds’ position as well as to Festugiére’s,
Trouillard argues that theurgy did not in any way reflect a softening of Neo-
platonic thinking, but arose out of the Neoplatonists’ profound reflections on
the limits of rational understanding and the consequent need for man to have
a discipline which carried him beyond those limits.?5 Trouillard’s chapter ‘La
théurgie’ in his study L’un et I’dme selon Proclos?® is probably the best intro-
duction to the world-view of Neoplatonic theurgy. Against the background of
his analysis of Plato’s dialectic in Proclus, Trouillard shows how theurgy was
understood — and remains understandable — as an outgrowth of this dialectic
and as a development of negative theology by the Neoplatonists. He stresses
theurgy’s non-manipulative aspect, and uses Plato’s myth of the procession
of the gods in the Phaedrus to explain the cosmological structure in which
theurgy worked.?” The hypothesis of ‘two ways’ of ascent was rejected by
Trouillard, who sees, in later Neoplatonism, one integral path leading from
moral purifications to contemplation and finally to theurgy, which brought
about the unio mystica.?® To Trouillard’s credit, this is precisely what the
Neoplatonists themselves said.?® Rather than standing outside their thought-
world and judging it with post-Enlightenment criteria, Trouillard enters the
subtlety of the Neoplatonists’ philosophical reflections and reveals the limits
of the reflective process that they discovered. It was this discovery which led
to the introduction of theurgic rites, whose validity Trouillard accepts without
embarrassment, because he understands the thinking which led to it.
Trouillard’s invitation to enter the world-view of later Neoplatonism, how-
ever, has not been entirely well-received, in part because his scholarship
bears much similarity in style to the Neoplatonists he studies. So his work
has been criticized, as well as praised, for its Neoplatonic tone.?* With regard
to theurgy, Trouillard has never attempted to make an exhaustive study of the

24 Les merveilleux dans la vie et la pensée de Proclos,” Revue Philosophique 163 (1973)
493-52 (= La mystagogie de Proclos [Paris 1982] 33-51); ‘La théurgie,” L’un et I’dme selon
Proclos (Paris 1972) 171-89.

2 L’un et I’dme 171.

26 See above, n. 24.

27 Ibid. 186-89.

28 Ibid. 177.

29 See above, nn. 5 and 23.

30 A, H. Armstrong has praised Trouillard’s work repeatedly, and finds that his supposed
‘invention’ of a ‘neo-Neoplatonism’ reflects the depth of Trouillard’s insight into Neo-
platonic thought. See ‘Negative Theology, Myth and Incarnation,’ Neoplatonism and Chris-
tian Thought 213. For a more critical appraisal of Trouillard’s ‘Neoplatonizing,’ see A.
Charles, ‘La Raison et le divin chez Proclus,’ Revue des Sciences Philosophiques et Théologiques,
53 (1969) 412f.
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THEURGY 7

subject, but has simply outlined its principal theses.®®? A more exhaustive
study of theurgy, one that pays special attention to Iamblichus’ arguments,
is the exellent work of Andrew Smith, Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic
Tradition, in which he corrects the distorted impression of Iamblichus as
depraved occultist and gives the De mysteriis more serious attention than it has
yet received.?? Smith’s work is probably the study of theurgy that has been
most influential among Anglo-American scholars, because he provides a
vocabulary by which the seeming chaos of Neoplatonic hieratic practices are
given a semblance of order. Smith borrowed his terms from Laurence Rosan,
who divided theurgy into practical and theoretic modes, which he called
‘lower’ and ‘higher’ theurgy.?® In Rosan’s model, lower theurgy included the
use of ritual objects and gestures, whose sensible affects made it suitable for the
common man still bound by gross appetites and sensations. Higher theurgy,
however, transcended the use of objects and gestures, and was a theoretical
activity more or less like Plotinian Oewpia.?* Smith found Rosan’s division too
simplistic, and bases his critique on a careful reading of the De mysteriis, which,
he says, suggests that there was some kind of ritual element even in higher
theurgy. Rather than distinguishing theurgy simply by its ‘ritual’ component,
Smith emphasized the ‘direction’ of its activity, so that higher theurgy,
equivalent to Plotinian 0zwola, moved vertically, linking man with the gods
through the power of @iiia, while lower theurgy moved horizontally and was
restricted to the material world of humans and daimons bound by cvund-
fera.3s

Smith’s description of the underlying similarities in Plotinus’ and Iambli-
chus’ approach to mystical union suggests persuasively that their differences
were more semantic than substantive. Both emphasized that the &vwoig of
the soul with the divine was caused entirely by the divine, while the soul’s ac-
tion was merely receptive or preparatory.’® Smith follows Iamblichus’ ex-
planation of theurgy in the De mysteriis, which supports neither Dodds’
portrayal of theurgy as an attempt to manipulate the gods, nor the views of
Rosan and perhaps Lewy,® who relegated ritual to lower theurgy only. Yet

31 L’unet ’dme 173.

32 Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition (The Hague 1974) 81-99.

33 The Philosophy of Proclus (New York 1949) 213ff.

34 Rosan 213ff.

35 See Smith 90: ‘. .. It seems better to define lower theurgy as restricted to the area of
ovundbeia, the material world of humans and daemones. It is essentially a horizontal re-
lationship. Higher theurgy involves the linking of man with his superiors, the gods, not
through cvundbeia, but through giiia.’

36 Smith 85ff.

37 Lewy 462.
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8 TRADITIO

Smith retains the most significant part of this model, the high~low terminology,
which leaves several problems unsolved:

1. First, high-low terminology seems to indicate there are better and worse
forms of theurgy; if so, it calls for a clear criterion on which to base this dis-
tinction. Smith begins his treatment by discussing the ‘direction’ of theurgy,
vertical or horizontal; he then speaks of the ‘ontological level’ of the operation
and the ‘inner disposition’ of the theurgist,®® and finally attempts to explain
the role of ritual in magic, in contrast to its role in lower and higher theurgies.
However, his remarks are sometimes contradictory and remain inconclusive.?®

2. Second, even if Smith’s equation of high theurgy with Plotinian fecwpia is
accepted, we are still left with the task of explaining low theurgy. Though he
appears to solve the problem of theurgy’s status vis-a-vis Plotinian contempla-
tion, Smith’s solution simply shifts the locus of the problem to that of low
theurgy’s relation to high theurgy. He fails to explain what unites the ritual-
laden, horizontal rites of the common man with the less material and vertically
oriented cult of the élite. Thus we are brought back to the problem of ex-
plaining how a Platonist philosopher could have practiced a ‘low’ theurgy;

38 Smith 99.

3% By adhering to a distinction of high and low theurgy, Smith seems to me to be forced
into making contradictory statements. For example, after distinguishing high and low
theurgy on the basis of the distinction between a ‘horizontal’ relation of the believer to
divine reality (cvumdfeia) and a ‘vertical’ one (piAla) (90), Smith notes that without the
connective presence of giAla lower theurgy would have no basis, for it is gtAla which connects
the gods with the world (94). Since the only means for manifesting the supra-cosmic gods
was through the unity and sympathy of the material world, the theurgies which worked in
both orders (supra- and en-cosmic) had the same divine cause and were integrally related.
Yet because Smith accepts Dodds’ view that theurgical divination was merely mediumistic
(89) and thus unworthy of comparison to Plotinian v»dnoig, he is forced to emphasize low
theurgy’s diminished status, geared to material needs, etc., in order to save the exalted
status of high theurgy.

Smith distinguishes lower theurgy from the sympathetic magical rites criticized by Ploti-
nus: ‘Magic in Plotinus is not really the same as even the lower theurgy of Iamblichus, since
it is not really concerned with the salvation of the soul in any sense’ (122). Yet in his conclu-
sion, where he discusses the presence of ritual in high theurgy, Smith says: ‘It is not enough
to say that they [Iamblichus and Proclus] adopted a higher theurgy which was non-ritual.
Although there is less direct manipulation of the forces in material objects in what we are
calling the “higher” theurgy, there does remain a ritual element in at least some of its branches.
The real distinctive mark is found in the difference of goal. There is a theurgy which concerns
itself with worldly or material benefits from the intramundane gods working through sym-
pathy, and another higher type of theurgy which makes use of the lower level of reality but
which transcends it. The human agent is raised to the divine level by @ti{a and communes
with the transcendent gods for immaterial benefits which concern the very salvation of the
soul and union with the divine’ (149, my emphasis). What Smith has done is to distinguish
lower theurgy from higher by using the same criterion with which he distinguishes lower
theurgy from magic,
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THEURGY 9

for Iamblichus admits to practicing such rites and, moreover, asserted that
all theurgy transcended intellectual comprehension.

3. Third, Smith’s division of theurgy into high and low forms is based on his
assumption that Iamblichus ‘believed and accepted the magico-religious prac-
tices of his times and attempted to incorporate them into Neoplatonism.’#® The
admission of these ‘sinister rites,’®* Smith contends, was a ‘regrettable corol-
lary’ of Iamblichus’ otherwise ‘genuinely spiritual tendencies.’42

In response to Smith’s work, Anne Sheppard has recently added one more
level to his two-tiered model of theurgy.®* Sheppard limits her discussion to
Proclean theurgy and finds a correspondence between his description of the
degrees of theurgy and the uavia described in Plato’s Phaedrus, as interpreted
by Syrianus.# Sheppard understands Proclus to have described three levels
of theurgy: 1) theurgy concerned with human affairs, ‘white magic’ ; 2) theur-
gy that makes the soul intellectually active; and, 3) theurgy that brings about
mystical union, for which there is no ritual component.#* Sheppard’s work is
influenced by her studies of Proclus’ commentaries on poetic inspiration in
the Republic; her description of the ‘theoretical basis of theurgy’ is especially
valuable in showing how the contemplative experience of unification was
amenable to a theurgical explanation, albeit a ‘lofty’ one.

Though both Smith’s and Sheppard’s work on theurgy has corrected Dodds’
summary condemnation, they continue to accept unexamined his basic prem-
ise that ritual is inferior to rational contemplation. This, I believe, reflects
a post-Enlightenment prejudice that ritual behavior exhibits a more ‘primi-
tive’ and ‘lower’ stage in man’s evolution than ‘pure‘ thought, one from which
Western man has already evolved. Smith’s otherwise careful study of theurgy
is hindered by this presumption, for it has led him to adopt a methodological
structure inadequate to the material he has examined. Due to his thoroughness,
however, Smith’s study remains valuable, because he unwittingly proves the
inadequacy of his own analysis. His division of theurgy into high and low
forms simply does not help to explain how Iamblichus and other hieratic Neo-
platonists could have practiced ‘lower’ theurgy in a ‘genuinely spiritual’
way; nor do I think we can assume, with Smith, that these lower theurgic
rites were ‘sinister’ or ‘regrettable.’?

40 Smith 89.

41 Ibid. 90

42 Jbid.

43 ‘Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy,’ Classical Quarterly 32 (1982) 212-24.
44 Tpid. 214ff.

45 [bid. 217.

46 Ibid, 221.

47 Smith 891,
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10 TRADITIO

Sheppard is right in saying that Iamblichus’ and Proclus’ theurgy ‘deserve
separate treatment,’#® yet she, even more than Smith, reduces theurgy to a
mysticism imagined as progressive mental abstraction, denying materiality
and corporeality to advanced degrees of spiritual union. This kind of sche-
matization ignores the emphasis made by both Proclus and Iamblichus on
moa&g, the theurgical action which traces the descent of the divine into matter:
a descent which, in any context, transcends intellectual schematization. I am
not suggesting an entirely agnostic attitude toward Neoplatonic theurgy.
But in order to understand it properly, we should, like Trouillard, follow the
principles of the Neoplatonists themselves as guides for studying their work.
This demands that we learn to share their sacramental world-view, not in
opposition to the intellectual rigors of Platonism (or of scholarship), but as the
matrix which, they believed, nourished their intellectual tradition.

Some of the questions raised by modern scholars can best be treated by turn-
ing to Iamblichus himself, for these were the kinds of issues Porphyry had
raised in his letter to Anebo, to which the De mysteriis was an extensive reply.
In an often-quoted passage which outlines the theurgic method, Iamblichus
writes:

Intellectual understanding does not connect theurgists with divine beings,
for what would prevent those who philosophize theoretically from having
theurgic union with the gods? But this is not true; rather, it is the perfect
accomplishment of ineffable acts, religiously performed and beyond all
understanding, and it is the power of ineffable symbols comprehended by
the gods alone, that establishes theurgical union. Thus we do not perform
these acts intellectually; for then their efficacy would be intellectual and
would depend on us, neither of which is true. In fact, these very symbols,
by themselves, perform their own work, without our thinking; and the
ineffable power of the gods to whom these symbols elevate us, recognizes

by itself its own images. It is not awakened to this by our thinking. (DM
96.13-97.9)%°

Tamblichus emphasizes here that theurgic union is not an intellectual enter-
prise. Through the performance of ineffable acts endowed with powerful
symbols, the soul is granted a divinization that would remain a mere speculative

48 Sheppard 214.
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ofrws * GAN 7 1w Epywvy T@Y deeriTwy xal vmég ndoay vénow Oeompendc Svegyovudvaw Tede-
arovpyla 7] Te T@Y voovuévaw Toig Beoic udvov cvufdiwy depbBéyxtwy dvauis évtibnot Ty
Ocovgyueny Evwow. Aiudmeg 0908 @ voelv adtd dvegyodusey * éoTal yag o¥tw voega adTdy
1} 8vépyeia xal @’ fudv évdidoudvn * 1o & 09détepdy doTw aAnbés. Kal yag ur voodvrwy
fu@v adza Td ovwdiuara 4’ favtdv dpd To oixeiov Epyov, xai 1) T@v Oedv, mpds ofic dvijxel
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THEURGY 11

possibility for the intellect. Trouillard has noted hat the ex opere operafo
understanding of the efficacy of Christian sacraments is prefigured in this
passage, and he contends that theurgy and the sacraments respond to the
same problem: how to provide the human person with a bridge to the absolute
which remains beyond the grasp of human intellect.5

The similarity to Christian sacramentalism has caused scholars such as
Bidez, Wallis, and de Vogel to speculate that theurgy may have been the way
Neoplatonists attempted to compete with the sacramental cult of Christianity
and the revealed logia of Jesus. With theurgy, the Platonist also could offer
to the common man a divinely revealed cult, and a sacred text in the Chal-
daean Oracles.® Admittedly, it would seem that Iamblichus’ apology for
animal sacrifice (DM 215.3-7),52 for chanting unintelligible vowels (DM 254.
15)% and ritually arranging stones and herbs (DM 166.16£.),5 implied theurgy
was in some way a concession to the religious needs of the common man, a
‘Platonism’ tailored for a popular audience, of which Platonism proper had no
need. This is the kind of thinking that underlies the contemporary division
of theurgy into high and low forms; but it contradicts the general view of
Iamblichus, Syrianus, Proclus, and other hieratic Neoplatonists, who believed
that theurgy was the result of a more unified insight into the mysteries of the
One, not a concession to lesser minds.%

Theurgy was, for them, the highest virtue, that which lifted men up to the
gods; its articulation by Iamblichus was understood by his school to come out
of his reflection on Platonic themes in light of Neopythagorean arithmology,
and, more importantly, out of his direct experience of these principles as they
were concretely embodied in Egyptian and Chaldaean ritual. Theurgy was the
fulfillment and the embodied complement of the law of procession, developed
by Proclus in Proposition 57 of the Elements of Theology: the higher and more

50 Jean Trouillard, ‘Sacrements: La théurgie paienne,” Encyclopaedia Universalis (Paris
1968-73) 582.

51 See Joseph Bidez, ‘Le philosophe Jamblique et son école,” Revue des Etudes Grecques
32 (1919) 35; R. T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London 1972) 105ff.; Corneilia de Vogel, ‘Plotinus’
Image of Man: Its Relationship to Plato as well as to Later Neoplatonism,’ Images of Man
in Ancient and Medieval Thought, ed. G. Verbeke (Louvain 1976) 167f.
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Ta adra Tf] To¥ mpds dvaywlij TH meoc To wig Enayouévn xai dvedxodon TA xATAYWYA
x#avritvna meoc Ta Oeia xal ta odgdvia. Cf. Tadra Tolvvy xatidotioa 1) Ocovoyixn Téxvy,
>0 @G TE 00TWO!L %aT’ 0ixeldTnTa fxdote TdY 0edv Tac moospdgovs vrodoyag dvevpioxovoa,
ovumAéxer moAddxis Aifovs fotdvac {Ga doduara dAla toradra icpa xal Télea xal Oeoeldd,
xdmetra Ao vty TovTeY vrodoyny 6Aotedi] xal xabagay dregydleTar (DM 233.11-16).
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55 See above, nn. 5 and 23.
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12 TRADITIO

unified a principle, the wider its extent.”® Because theurgy provided souls with
a more direct, simplified participation in the One, it had a wider circle of appli-
cation, as much available to the common man as to the intellectual. So,
rather than falling outside the circumference of Platonism, theurgy was under-
stood by Iamblichus and Proclus to penetrate to a deeper center, which ex-
tended the boundaries of the Platonic world. As a Platonist, Iamblichus was
concerned that theurgical mpa&ic did not contradict the authority of Plato;
his portrayal of theurgy may be appreciated as the development of certain
principles in the dialogues, in order to reach new dimensions in their applica-
tion. It is only in this sense that we may understand the respect rendered to
Ociog *IduBruyoc by his successors, some of whom put Plato and Iamblichus
in a class by themselves.5?

Certain themes from the Platonic dialogues may indeed serve as a bridge for
understanding Neoplatonic theurgy, for they provided Iamblichus’ theoretic
justification for his bringing Egyptian and Chaldaean rites into the Platonic
curriculum. Theurgy, in turn, throws light on some Platonic themes, because
it provided a concrete and practical solution to the problem of embodiment
which Plato left unsolved.?® This theme of embodiment, and of the descent of
the soul, lie at the heart of understanding theurgy; depending on one’s solu-
tion to this problem, the world and matter, all one’s embodied existence, could
be seen either as a punishment and burden or as an opportunity to cooperate
in manifesting the divine.®® Theurgy (Ocovgyia), as its etymology suggests,

56 See E. R. Dodds, Proclus, Elements of Theology 54-57 and 230ff. John Dillon discusses
this theme in greater detail ( ‘Origen’s Doctrine of the Trinity and Some Later Neoplatonic
Theories,” Neoplatonism and Christian Thought 22f.), and draws a distinction between
Iamblichus’ view that all higher principles are present in lower levels, though the higher a
principle the more ‘piercing’ or ‘intense’ its presence, and Proclus’ view that higher prin-
ciples extend further in proportion to their elevation. For both Iamblichus and Proclus, this
theme would provide justification for ‘material’ theurgy. So Dillon writes: ‘The theory
speculates that, in a powerful sense, the lower down the scale of nature an entity is situated,
the more closely it is linked with higher principles. This provides excellent philosophical
justification for making use of stones, plants, and animals in the performance of magical
rituals; they are actually nearer to one god or another than we are, being direct products of
the divine realm’ (22f.). An example of this principle may be seen in DM 59.9-15.

57 See, for example, Julian, Oration 146B. On the exalted status given Iamblichus by
Priscianus, Carlos Steel, The Changing Self (Brussels 1978) 142ff.

58 E. R. Dodds, Pagan & Christian in an Age of Anxiety (New York 1965) 1-37, esp. 24f.

59 De Vogel has written an important article correcting misconceptions in our understanding
of Plato’s view of the body as a ‘tomb.’ She argues that, for Plato, the body was not simply
the soul’s prison but provided the soul with its limits, its enclosure (zeg{foAo¢), ‘in order that
it might be saved’ (Crat. 400c). See C. J. de Vogel, ‘The soma-sEmMa Formula: its Function
in Plato and Plotinus Compared to Christian Writers,” Neoplatonism and Early Christian
Thought (London 1981) 79-99.

This content downloaded from
212.219.61.210 on Wed, 05 Apr 2023 17:57:17 UTC
All use subject to https://about.jstor.org/terms



THEURGY 13

exemplifies the latter solution, for in theurgic rites man became the instrument
and beneficiary of the gods.®

I1I. EMBODIMENT OF THE SoUL AND THE ROLE oF THEURGY

In his Commentary on the Soul, ITamblichus discusses the views of Numenius,
Porphyry, and Plotinus, who believed that the soul leaves a portion of itself in
the divine world when it becomes incarnate. Subsequently, as Porphyry said,
one need only purify the ‘lower’ soul in order for it to be lifted into the ‘higher’
soul, which never fell from the divine.®® Iamblichus attacks this view as un-
platonic, citing the passage in the T'imaeus where the soul is described as the
mean between intelligible and sensible realms»$? containing the proportions
whereby the intelligible is allowed to enter the sensible and the sensible is
allowed to receive it. Functioning as a kind of cosmogonic prism, according
to Iamblichus, the soul embraces the sum total of universal reasons, as it ex-
tends them into manifestation, and thus aids the god in the creation and
salvation of the world.®

In his commentary on the passage in the Timaeus that describes the soul’s
embodiment, Iamblichus again argues for the complete descent of the soul
and cites a passage from the Phaedrus in which the soul’s charioteer — its
highest part —is said to ascend and descend alternately:

And if the charioteer is the highest element in us, and he, as is said in the
Phaedrus, sometimes is carried aloft and raises ‘his head into the region
outside’®* while at other times he descends and fills his pair with lameness

and moulting, it plainly follows that the highest element in us experiences
different states at different times.%

In short, the soul does not leave a portion of itself behind unchanged when it
is embodied.

The debate on the soul’s embodied status was central to Iamblichus’ justi-
fication of theurgy, for if the soul never completely descends, then it already
has the means to reascend and has no need of divine assistance through theurgic

60 Trouillard, ‘Sacrements’ 582.

61 Porphyry, De regressu animae 27.21-28.15.

62 Stobaeus 1.365.5-366.11 (Wachsmuth). See Festugiére’s translation and commentary:
La Révélation d’Hermes Trismegiste 111 (Paris 1953) 184f.

63 Stobaeus 1.365.5-366.11 (Wachsmuth).

64 Tamblichus says that the soul’s ‘vision on its divine circuit should not be understood as
the gaze of one to another. ... The term “spectator” is used not to signify that it [the In-
tellect/helmsman of the soul] directs its gaze on this object of intellection as being other than
it, but that it is united with it and appreciates it on that level ...’ (Frag. 6; tr. J. Dillon,
Iamblichi Chalcidensis Opera [Leiden 1973] 97).

85 Tr. Dillon 97.
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14 TRADITIO

rites. If the soul completely descends, however, its access to the divine must
be detoured though the Many. Since the soul’s task, according to Iamblichus,
was to extend limit and form into unlimited matter, it could return to its
origin only by fulfilling all of its charges: by allowing the One to return to
itself through every mode of concealment which it has assumed in its manifest
expression. Thus theurgy is necessary, from the embodied soul’s point of
view, because of the limitations imposed on it in manifesting a body, which
separate it from immediate contact with the gods. Yet theurgy expresses a
larger cosmogonic function as well, and its salvific power for embodied souls
is complemented by its expression of cosmogonic principles. For Iamblichus,
the psychological problem is also cosmological, since the Platonic soul has a
necessary role in perfecting the work of the Demiurge. The soul’s ascent and
salvation is necessarily the salvation of the world.

A Neoplatonist cosmogony, after all, may be described as the successive
inversion of higher principles; the Neopythagorean model for this was the un-
folding of numbers from the One.®® As principle and root of numbers, the
One could bring them into exixtence only by inverting itself, by becoming
‘not-one,” but ‘two,’ ‘three,” and so on, thus generating the entire series of
numbers in a concealed way. Iamblichus believed that the Egyptians had
preserved the traces of the manifestating One in rites of initiation, so that by
means of ritual the soul could re-enter its participation at more archaic levels
of existence and awaken to its role in cosmogony: the simultaneous veiling and
revealing of the One. As Neopythagorean arithmology showed that the One
was inverted to generate numbers, so the World Soul and individual souls
were inverted to bring about their embodied manifestations: the soul con-
cealing and revealing itself in a body in the same way that the One concealed
and revealed itself in numbers.

The theme of inversion is central to Plato and recurs throughout the dia-
logues. Most significantly, in the Timaeus the soul is said to be turned ‘upside-
down’ in embodiment, with the result that it sees everything in an inverted

66 For a discussion of Neopythagoreanism and its influence on Neoplatonic thought, see
Festugiére, La Revelation d’Hermes Trismegiste IV (Paris 1953) 33ff. See also Iamblichus’
discussion of the significance of ‘one’ (év) in Theologoumena arithmeticae (ed. de Falco;
Stuttgart 1975) 1-8. Trouillard explains how the mathematical model of creation allowed
for a greater intimacy of the soul with the One. The Neoplatonists ‘. . . ont préféré le schéme
mathématique & I'image artisnale d’abord parce que ce schéme suggérait une intériorité plus
stricte entre les dérivés et leur principe, comme entre le nombre et I’unité. Ensuite, il élimi-
nait la distinction du possible et du réel, de la finalité, de I’efficience et de la causalité formelle.
I1 fournissait la loi de séries ordonnées. Enfin, il figurait le déroulement d’une intuition que,
partant de plus simple, progresse du tout aux parties et du centre a la périphérie, alors que la
démarche artisnale semble ceuvrer par analyse et synthése discursives’ (La mystagogie de
Proclos).
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THEURGY 15

way (Timaeus 43e). The moral equivalent of this inversion is exemplified in the
Gorgias where the man of self-interest, Callicles, says that if he were to follow
the advice of Socrates his whole life would be turned ‘upside-down’ (Gorgias
481c). In the Republic, the critical moment of dialectic ascent is described as
the ‘turning around of the soul’ (Republic 521c). This reversion of soul, Plato
says in the Timaeus, is its true education, one which culminates in a mystical
vision, which he evocatively portrayed in the myths of the Phaedrus, Sumpo-
sium, and Republic. lamblichus inherited this notion of Platonic matdeia®” and
transformed the mythic function into theurgic rituals, which allowed souls to
enact concretely their return to the divine.

In theurgy, the soul participates in perfecting the divine descent by putting
on the ‘final touches’ that transform manifest chaos into cosmos; this cos-
mological transformation is the correlate of its task as embodied soul, since
its healing, as soul, is realized only through its participation in perfecting the
demiurgy of the world.®® Although the principle of inversion in the realm of
Being simply unfolds the One into existence, in the context of the individual
soul it brings about the personal confusion and suffering of embodied experience.
Iamblichus says, in the De mysferiis, that the expression of continuity and con-
nection is entirely good in the ‘whole cosmos,” but in individual parts ‘con-
tacts are experienced with passion and exaggeration’ (DM 196.10).%° It was
precisely in order to integrate and balance these passions that much of the
Platonic argument — and Neoplatonic theurgy — was developed; in Plato,
however, this was described as a process of recollection awakened through sen-
sible objects, while in Iamblichus it was formally developed into theurgic
rituals.”

Theurgic ascent is not an escape from the body and matter, but the fulfill-
ment of corporeal ‘measures’ pre-established by the Demiurge in creation

67 Polymnia Athanassiadi-Fowden, Julian and Hellenism (Oxford 1981) 125f.

68 Stanislaus Breton discusses this theme in a short essay on the Chaldaean Oracles: ‘Plus
exactement, et si séparée qu’on supose, I’ame, en sa singularité psychique, ne peut parvenir
4 son ultime individualité anthropologique, bref ne peut se définir comme “homme,” qu’en
traversant, et en faisant advenir, un interval d’univers. Elle doit se faire monde, avant et
pour se faire homme’ (S. Breton, ‘L’homme et I’Ame humain,’ Diotima 8 [1980] 21-24).

89 pera mdBovs mosivar Ty GAAnlovyiay *

70 Describing a similar development among Neoplatonizing Muslims, Henry Corbin says:
‘There appears to be no need to oppose this, as an inconsistency, to Platonism, which ad-
mitted a simple “excitation” on the part of the sensible, provoking the intellect to remember
the knowledge that the Ideas had originally caused in our soul. For the fact is that, in our
philosophers, the Platonic ideas have given place to angelology; . . . each sensible thing or
species is the “theurgy” of its Angel . ... The sensible species does not divert from the Angel
but leads to the “place” of the encounter on condition that the soul seeks the encounter’
(H. Corbin, Avicenna and the Visionary Recital [tr. Willard Trask; Dallas 1980] 115£.).
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16 TRADITIO

(DM 65.6-14)." This allows souls, in their embodied descent and submission
to fate, to be liberated from the constraints of matter and fate through theurgic
rites. ‘The gods,” Iamblichus says, ‘. .. habituate the souls of theurgists,
while still in bodies, to be detached from their bodies and be led round to their
eternal and intelligible root’ (DM 41.5-11).72 Theurgic rites are not designed
to combat fate, for the dictates of fate are the manifest expressions of the same
divine law (Oeoudc) that liberates souls from their embodied confusion. It is
not fate or embodiment which souls need to overcome, but their inverted condi-
tion, and even this is the expression of a divine plan which includes their return.
The liberation from fate, says Iamblichus, ‘is not effected contrary to any
original sacred law, causing gods to be changed by the performance of a sacred
rite, but from their first descent, God sent souls here in order that they would
return to him’ (DM 272.6-10).® Thus, the soul’s ascent was already realized
when it learned to descend within the ‘eternal measures’ (DM 65.6)% es-
tablished by the Demiurge, measures preserved in the theurgic symbols and
rites of sacred races such as the Egyptians (DM 249.12-250.8).”> For Iam-
blichus, the embodiment of the soul was no more a ‘fall’ than was the manifes-
tation of the One-Being from ineffable unity; though its corporeal medium of
expression included more plurality, discontinuity, and suffering than it had
previously known, all of this was not evil in itself but simply the cosmological
terrain over which the soul was given charge (DM 35.8-36.5).7
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THEURGY 17

IV. NeGATIVE THEOLOGY AND ITS RELATION TO THEURGY

As a consequence of embodiment, the soul is unable to return to the divine
by its own power, intellectual or otherwise. The replies of Iamblichus to Por-
phyry in the De mysteriis constitute a rigorous critique of the intellectual
¥fotg on this issue which Iamblichus sensed in Porphyry’s questions. Because
theurgy deified the soul through unification, it could not be defined as an in-
tellectual activity; writes Iamblichus:

.. contact with the divine is not knowledge. For knowledge is separated
from its object by a kind of otherness. But prior to this knowledge which

understands the other as other, there exists a self-generated, . .. uniform
embrace, suspended from the gods. (DM 8.3-6)7

Theurgy awakened this pre-existing contact through rites which, by defini-
tion, were ineffable; if they could be understood, Iamblichus says, they would
become a matter of conjecture, ‘taking its point of departure in time’ (DM
9.15).” Since the presence of the gods in souls was innate, their contact was
pre-intellectual and could only be awakened through specific pre-intellectual
acts.” Thus lamblichus says:

ayew * 10 0 altiov odx EoTe Orjmov T adro Smep TO droTelovuevor. "QRomep oy yryvousvaw,
ve xal pheipouévar TdY cvvbétwy [Bwy yéveois odoa medTn 1) Yoy adry xald’ éavriy doTww
ayévvnroc xal dybagros, oftw xal macydvTwy TOY ueTexdvTwY THC YuYfic ®al uy xabélov
8ydvrw T0 [y xai To elvat, ovumhaxévtwy 0é mpds TO ddptoTov xal TR ErepdTnTa THS
FAngs, avry) xald’ Eavriy dotw drpentog, dg xpeitTwy odoa xat’ odoiav Tob mdoyew dAAAN
ody d¢ & mpoawpéost Twi Tfj gemoboy meog dupdrega To dumadéc 09d dg v perovaiq
&&cwe 1) dvvduews mooorafoiioa énixtyrov To droemrov. Although the soul, in itself, is
free of suffering it is nevertheless the cause of suffering for composite lives (DM 35.9-12) and
shares in this suffering due to its being inclined and turned toward those generated and
composite lives which it sustains (DM 21.6-7).
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78 .. dgyouévoig moté Gmé yodvov.

7 Trouillard has discussed the notion of anteriority and the ‘pre-intellectual’ (not supra-
intellectual) element in the soul with clarity and insight: ‘... selon le meilleur néoplatonisme,
le plus élevé est toujours le plus fondamental. ... La démarche regressive étant cotteuse
et son terme impensable, il est normal que le 7pd soit figure par vzmép 'originel par 1’ulte-
rieur. . . . Le suressentiel est la projection de I'initiative absolue dont procédent toute es-
sence et toute forme de vie. Le “préessentiel” est ainsi ce qui fait tout apparaitre, mais de-
meure nécessairement en deca de toute appartition, parce qu’il est préalable a I’intelligibilité
méme. Il n’est pas méme caché, ce qui supposerait encore une clarté voilée, mais, quoi qu’on
fasse, il est “déja 1a,” puisqu’il est par toute question’ (J. Trouillard, ‘Note sur JIPONOIA
et ITPOOYZIOX chez Proclos,” Revue des Etudes Grecques 73 [1960] 87).
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18 TRADITIO

One must not suppose that one has the power to recognize or not to recognize
this contact, nor represent it as ambiguous (for it has always been uniformly
established in activity). (DM 8.6-9)8

The emphasis on not-knowing in theurgy suggests that it was integrally
related to negative theology, which developed out of the Neoplatonists’ sys-
tematic reflection on the function of Socratic dzopia in the Platonic dialogues.
Negative theology served as a safe-guard against reifying the Absolute in in-
tellectual structures. As an apology for nearly every kind of religious expres-
sion of Late Antiquity, the De mystferiis seems to have little to do with negative
theology; yet it should be remembered that it is an apology for ineffable rites,
and Iamblichus’ critique of Porphyry always focused on the latter’s tendency
to reify the gods in intellectual structures. The fact that Iamblichus defends
all manner of rituals in the De mysteriis may, indeed, be the strongest possible
statement of his apophatic position. The discipline of negative theology, which
finds its Platonic model in the first hypothesis of the Parmenides, demands the
negation even of one’s negations. This results in a return to a kind of positive
theology, but one based on henological ineffability rather than on ontological
perfection. As A. H. Armstrong rightly suggests, the divine attributes, ‘puri-
fied’ by negative (henological) analysis, were no longer taken as descriptions
of the divine — which would leave them as obstacles and idols — but were
transformed into icons which allowed souls to enter the ineffable activity of
the One.’! The purification of the soul from intellectual idols in negative
theology worked on the same principles as its purification from corporeal
idols, and it is in this sense that the De mysferiis should be understood. The
entire cosmos and its daimonic powers are both obstacles to the soul and
vehicles of transcendence, depending on the souls’ relation to them. Theurgy
establishes a proper relation, providing souls the means to transform their
obstacles into icons, whether they were painted in the fine medium of interior
prayer or in the darker colors of animal sacrifice.

Iamblichus was praised by Damascius as the only one of his Neoplatonic
predecessors to have had a sufficiently radical conception of the ineffable.82 It
is unlikely, then, that Iamblichus understood the theurgic rituals described in
the De mysleriis as anything less than icons. This explains why he stressed
that these rites were to be performed, not understood. Damascius showed
the utter contradiction involved in making positive statements about the One,
including those expressed in negative terms; he argued that the goal of negative

80 Odx dpa ovyywesiv xon dc Svvaudvovs adriy xai Sibdvar xai un diddvar, 0B d¢
dupifolov tibecbar (fornre yap del xav dvépyeiay Evoelddg).

81 ‘Negative Theology,’ Downside Review 95 (1911) 176-89.

82 J. Combes, ‘Damascius et les hypothéses negatives du Parmenide,” Revue des Sciences
Philosophiques et Théologiques 61 (1977) 104 n. 147.
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THEURGY 19

theology was not to reach the purity of the One, because there was no ‘one’
to reach. The word &v itself was merely a symbol for the ineffable.?®> Yet the
humiliation of the soul in the awareness of its intellectual limits allowed it to
experience the One, not as a unity — something known — but as unifying.s
This, in Iamblichus’ view, was theurgy’s specific responsibility: to initiate souls
into a unifying, and thus deifying, activity.

The One’s radical ineffability did not allow it to be opposed to plurality and
matter; thus, Iamblichus argued, its unifying power was no more or less
present in the intelligible than in the sublunary world (DM 27.8-17).8% The
opposition of ‘the One above and matter below,” which Porphyry implied in
his question on the location of the gods (DM 23.9-13), suggests a reification
of the One that Iamblichus believed unworthy of its transcendence, and that
would have left the soul trapped in intellectual otherness. Iamblichus criticizes
Porphyry’s cosmography, which limited the presence of the gods to certain
parts of the world. This, he says,

would entirely subvert sacred ritual and the theurgic communion of the gods

with men by rejecting from the earth the presence of superior beings. (DM
28.6-9)86

Negative theology was a guarantee against reifying the gods. It insured that
the intellect, no less than the body, accepted its proper limits, for the unchecked
exercise of discursive thought was as much an obstacle to the soul as its un-
checked indulgence in corporeal passions.®” It was undisciplined discursive

83 Damascius, Dubitationes I (tr. Ruelle [Paris 1889] 104.16), quoted by Trouillard, L’'un
et I’dme 113.

84 Proclus, In Parmenid. 6.1088.33,1095.23; In Plat. Theol. 2.4.95; quoted by Trouillard,
L’un et I’dme 108. Trouillard says that the word ‘One’ functioned as an evocative symbol
for the Neoplatonists, a ‘conceptual icon’ in Armstrong’s terminology. ‘Si I'un se justifie
comme le meilleur symbole de la divinité sur le plan speculatif, il est aussi le plus incantatoi-
re. Car la théologie néoplatonicienne n’est pas simple théorie, mais également conversion.
Elle ne peut étre entiérement détachée de la théurgie et du mythe “intiatique” dont elle sort
et vers lesquels elle nous tourne. Son efficacité déborde le langage rationnel pour employer
celui de la poésie inspirée’ (La mystagogie de Proclos 991.).

85 7{ 8¢ 09 xal T6 StaxwAddy éoTi Tovs Oeods mpolévar mavrayod xai Td dveipyor adrdy
Ty Odvauw dote idvar uéyor Tijs odgaviag dyidog; ioyveotégas ydp dv eln Toito aitiac
&oyov, Tijc xataxleobons adtods xal meguypapodons &v tior udpeow. Kal 0 uév dvrwg
&v xal xal’ favto doduarov mavrayod éoTw Srnovmeg dv BodAntar, T 0é Osiov xal mdvra
Dmegéyov, &l vmegéyetar Vo Tic Tod SAov xdopov TeAsiérnTog xal dg v udper Twi
adtod megielAnmrar dlarrottar doa xal Tod xatd 10 odua ueyéhovs.

86 “Odws 8¢ tijc iepdc Gytotelas xal Tiic Osovpyuxiic xowwviag Oedv mpds avbodmovg
avaigeosic éotw ality 1) §éka, Ty T@Y xgetTTdvay magoveiav Eéw i yijc ééopilovaa.

87 In Neopythagorean terms, it was the principle of &meipor unchecked by mépag. These
principles were present as the fundation in every context of the cosmos; it was the task of the
soul to find and establish itself within the propre measures of these dgyat.
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20 TRADITIO

thinking that constituted the ‘double ignorance’ Plato condemned as the ‘root
of all evil’ (I Alc. 117¢), and Iamblichus repeats Plato’s critique in the De
mysteriis.®® The notion that the soul could ascend to the One by its own power
reflected, for Iamblichus, a habit of thinking with material self-interest and of
improperly translating this into a spiritual context. Such thinking made the
ascent to the One a discursive fantasy, a mere abstraction of conventional
security. In Iamblichus’ view, the soul can never accomplish its own ascent
through discursive thought, nor did it need to try, since a means of ascent
was already given in embodied experience if the soul were to integrate it prop-
erly. Theurgic rites effected this integration through concrete acts that awak-
ened the divine symbols embedded in the soul, drawing the believer to recog-
nize and worship their corresponding expressions in nature (DM 136.7-10).%°
As the One transcend all measures of value, being their source, so theurgy
was seen to transcend all human virtues and could not be measured according
to human values. Theurgy, like the gods who worked through it, was ineffable.
It was not a human response to the call of the divine but was the divine call
itself, manifest in the sacred rites (DM 46.16-47.11).20 Theurgy was misunder-
stood, Iamblichus said, because men believed they could penetrate divine
mysteries intellectually:
Being unable to lay hold of knowledge of the gods by reasoning, but believing
they are able to do so, men are completely carried away by their human

passions and make assertions about divine things drawn from their personal
experience. (DM 65.16-66.1)%

It was precisely Porphyry’s attempt to understand theurgy as if it were an
ordinary dialectical problem to which Iamblichus objected.

You seem to think that knowledge of divine things and of anything else is
the same, and that each step is derived from oppositions, as is usual with

88 DM 65.15-66.16.

89 Kafdmep odv 8¢ eixdvav yewvdor mdvra, xal onualvovew doadtws [#al] dia ovvby-
udrov * lowe 0¢ xal Ty fuetépay ovvleow dnd Tijc adrijc dpoguils eis d&vTnTa mAclova
Gvaxwodow.

90 Ei ¢ oot dmioTov elvar xatapalverar nd¢ pawijc Grovel 16 doduaroy xal d¢ aichi-
cewg mpoodenoetar xai 01 drwy Ta Asydueva @’ Hudv év tais edyals, éxdv émidavidyy
Tijc TV medTwY altiowy megioveiag &v Te TP eidévar xal TP mepLéyew v favtois Ta VY’ Eav-
TdY mdvra * &v &vl yag drmov ovvellnpey dv favroic 6uod Td SAa * odire O9) oy dua Svvdusawy
ofite 8¢ dgydvaw elodéyovrar eig Eavtods of Oeoi Tdc edydg, v éavtois 8¢ megiéyovar T
dayabdy Tac évegyelas Tdv Adyww, xal udAiora dxelvwv oitwes dua Tic icpds dyiatelag
évidguuévor Tolg Oeoic xal cvvnrwuévor Tvyydvovow *© drexvds yde THvixaitta adrd TO
Octov meog Savtd avveott, xal 090’ d¢ Eregov medg Etegoy xowwvel T@Y év Tals edyais vor)-
Gewy.

91 °4§vvaror yag adtdv of dvbowmor Aoyioud Ty yvdow émirafeiv vouilovres & elva
dvvatov pégovrar bAot mpog Td oixeia favtdy Td dvlgdmwa mdon, xal drwd TV nag’ éavrols
ta Oecia Texpaigovrar.
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THEURGY 21

dialectical propositions; but it is nothing like that at all, for the knowledge
of divine things is entirely different and is separated from all contradic-
tion. (DM 10.1-7)%2

Porphyry’s tendency to separate gods and men, to oppose the higher and
lower worlds, reflects a literal adherence to the discursive mode of thought,
which necessarily expresses itself sequentially, separating in thought what is
inseparable in reality. Though discursive thinking is an important aspect of
the soul’s experience and is a necessary aid, Iamblichus says, in preparing the
soul for theurgy (DM 98.8ff.),% it can never initiate the concrete transforma-
tion of the soul to union with higher principles, because it lacks the necessary
power that comes only from those principles.

Theurgy, in the later Neoplatonist system, was not simply man’s effort to
purify his lower soul, as Porphyry held; it was man’s way of participating in a
cosmological procession and conversion that included every part of nature.
Proclus said that even plants and animals performed theurgical acts in modes
appropriate to their orders.* Following Neopythagorean teachings, Iamblichus
saw the cosmos as the measured expression of the principles zépac and dmerpov;
even matter was not evil, in this scheme, but was divinely created (DM
265.6-10).%5 In this sense, every expression within the Whole contained the
Whole in a different manner and measure of the négpag/dmeigov formula. Thus,
every soul was able to embody a cosmological return through the theurgic rites,
which properly situated it in the ‘world’ with which it was identified. By
being ‘upside-down’ in the appropriate way, by descending into matter in the
measures established by the Demiurge, the embodied soul itself became a
direct participant in the perfection of the cosmos.

Theurgic rites transformed the soul from being its own idol, in an inverted
attitude of self-interest, into an icon of the divine, with its very corporeality
changed into a vehicle of trancendence. So Iamblichus writes:

All of theurgy has two aspects. One is that it is a rite conducted by men,

which preserves our natural order in the universe; the other is that it is
empowered by divine symbols and is raised up on high through them and

92 g9 & Zowxag fHyciclar Ty adry elvar T Oelwv xal Tév dAAwy dmoiwvody pvdow,
didoalal Te amo TdY dvTixeusvwr To ETepoy udgiov, donep siwle xal éni Tdv Ttaic Staléx-
Totg mpotewoubvwy * 1o & odx EoTw oddauds magamiijoiov © dErjAdaxTar ydg adrdv 1)
eldnoug, dvriféoeds te mdong xeydoioTar.

98 "AAX’ odx dvev uev Tod yvdvar magayiyveral mote 1) dpacTixt) Evwaoig, ob uny Exet ye
7pog avTRy Tadrdrnra,

9 See Catalogue des Manuscripts Alchimiques Grecques VI, ed. J. Bidez (Brussels 1928)
139-51.

95 YAy 8¢ magiyayev 6 0edg dnd Tijs odoidryTog Vmooyieeions bAdtyTog, v magala-
Paw 6 dnuiovgyds LwTixny odoav Tag drnAds xai draleic opalpas anw’ adrijc édnuiodgynoe,
70 8¢ Eoyavov avrijs eic Ta yevvnra xai phagta cduara diexdounoey.
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22 TRADITIO

joined to the gods and proceeds harmoniously toward the fulfillment of
their purposes. This latter aspect can rightly be [called] ‘putting on the
form of the gods.” (DM 184.1-8)%

Certainly there were different contexts in which theurgic rites were performed.
Iamblichus said that different kinds of rituals were suited to different types
of souls, which he distinguished by their involvement in matter and multi-
plicity (DM 5.18-20). Smith’s division of theurgy into high and low forms is
based, in large part, on these remarks.”” Yet if theurgy itself is defined as high
or low because of the degree of materiality involved in the ritual, we fall into
the same error as Porphyry did, defining the transcendent — of which theurgy
is a concrete expression — according to the parameters of a spatial scheme
that places souls on a track leading them from matter to the One above matter.
Iamblichus, and later Damascius, remind us that the One has no such place,
and was as present in matter as in the intelligible world.

It is necessary, therefore, to distinguish clearly between theurgical activity
and the contexts in which theurgy is performed. To employ Smith’s ‘vertical’
and ‘horizontal’ terminology, but with a significant change, I believe that
according to Iamblichus all theurgical activity should be defined as ‘vertical’:
it was the thread which passed through all spheres of the manifestation of
reality, and of souls’ involvements in that manifestation. Theurgy provided
a path of unbroken continuity; its unifying power remained the same, while
being expressed differently in different psychological and material contexts.
To consider these contexts specifically, however gross or spiritual they may
be, is to consider the ‘horizontal’ aspect of theurgy, the environments in which
its unifying (vertical) power was expressed; but to define theurgy by the ma-
teriality of those contextswould reduce it toa ‘natural’ art, whose power would
be present in greater or lesser degree in different souls. Iamblichus firmly op-
poses this kind of reduction. In his distinction of divine yavz} from humanly
derived forms of divination, he argues that natural divination is a gift of nature
that comes under the principle of ‘more and less’ (u@idov fjrrov) (DM 165.9-
17);% hence, it is measured out differently with different people. Theurgical

98 Tic 6Ang Ocovgylac diTTdy d0TL mEdoynua, T6 uév d¢ mae’ avpdrwy meocayduevoy,
Smeg 89) Tnoet xal Tiw fuetépay TdEw d¢ Exel pYoews &v TG mavti, T6 8¢ xpaTvvduevoy Toig
Osiois ovvbrjuact xai dvw petéwgov 6’ adTdv Tolc xpeitTooL CVvamTdUEVOY, TTEQLAYSUEVEY
Te 8uuedds éni Ty dxelvoww dwaxdounow, 6 O ddvatar eixdrws xai T T@Y Oedv oyfjua
negiriBecbat.

97 Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition 90-94.

98 Ei 87) TototTdy o 1O SvTews pavtixdy Oeiov Egyov, Tig 0dx dv aloyvwbein oy dvev dia-
voiag xal o9 Ta yryvdéueva droteloloay plow magapéoew, d¢ xartacxeviy Twa dregyalo-
pévnw &y fuly pavtiay, xal toic uév udilov évtibeioay vois 6 frrov TiY dmirndeidryra
TadTny; év ol uév yap dvlgwmor meos Taw oixelay teldeidrnra dgoguds eidfpact magd
Tijc ploews, év TobTows xal Thc @voews mponyoitvral Twes émiTndedrnres
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THEURGY 23

divination, on the other hand, is not a human work, nor does its end pertain to
our concerns. Divine upavtins), Iamblichus says, is not present in souls in
greater or lesser degrees, as with natural divination, but is derived from a divine
principle ‘more ancient than our nature’ (DM 165.17ff.)* and equally present
in all souls.

From the perspective of the One, if we can speak in this way, there is nothing
better about silent prayer than animal sacrifice. What is important is the
degree to which the ritual unifies the soul, and this depends on its suitability
to the soul who performs it. Iamblichus succinctly expresses this point in the
De mysteriis:

Each man performs his service to the Holy according to what he is, not ac-

cording to what heis not; after all, the sacrifice must not surpass the proper
measure of the worshiper. (DM 220.6-9)100

For his own part, Iamblichus says that he sometimes engaged in material rites:

Let us not, then, disdain to say this also: that we often have occasion to
perform rituals, for the sake of genuine bodily needs, to the body’s tutelary
gods and to good daimons. (DM 221.1-4)101

Indeed, it was necessary for the theurgist to be thoroughly integrated with
material daimons and their gods in order to extend his participation in the
spiritual realms of the cosmos. Iamblichus stresses that theurgy was a ‘life-
long labor’ (DM 92.8ff.);192 starting from the particularity of one’s embodied
condition, the soul had to render service to all the daimons and gods, as it
extended itself to become united with greater wholes and eventually with the
all-containing Demiurge.

99 &y olc 0¢ dvBocbrivoy v 0B8év Boyov mpdueitar 0908 TéAog Hiuéregov, Ociov 3é 71 mpoTé-
Taxtatr neecfvTegoy THc picews Hudv dyabdy.

100 Kai dua 8xactos xabdve éotiv, 0d pévror xabo uij éote, moteirar Tijc Ovolag Ty dmuué-
Asway * odx dpa el adty Ymegaloew TO olxeiov uérgov tod Oepamedovrog. I follow the
emendation by Gale and Sicherl of fvoiag for doilag. The odoiac preserved in V was probably
a copist’s error due to the similarity of omicron and theta in the uncial script (O, @). The
6olac preserved in M, therefore, represents a subsequent attempt to emend the error of
odgias. On the confusion of theta and omicron in uncials see R. Renehan,  Isocrates and
Isaeus: Lesefriichte,’ Classical Philology 75.3 (1980) 253, who was kind enough to direct me
to his article.

101 M) dripdowpey Tolvow 8rt xal Td Towadta sinely, d¢ molddwic THic Tob cduarog fvexa
dvayxalag yoelag drampaypuarevduedd Tv mpds Tovs épdgovs Tod oduarog Beods xal daiuo-
vag dyabodc

102 M5y volvvw und évratba vd udtic xal Sid uvolwy dydvwy xatopbobusva dmod Ty 8&
émidpopijs duabds émimnddviwy tff Ocaywylq yapaxtioile. Cf. DM 131.9f.: &v moAAd
206ve THY mévwy Eupoviy driudoavteg, Becuods Te xal dvrvyiag xal tag dAdag dyiotelag
TAPWoduEYOL.
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24 TRADITIO

He who does not pay to all [these powers] that which is fitting, and who does
not show to each the appropriate honor, will depart imperfect and destitute
of the participation of the gods. (DM 229.1ff,)108

Those who aggressively ‘leap after the gods,” Iamblichus observes in another
passage, fail to reach them, and the violence of their efforts only makes them
morally more perverse.1%

According to Hierocles, initiations into theurgical mysteries worked on the
same principle as purifications in mathematical analysis.’®® Like breaking
down a complex number to its roots, the theurgic process moved the soul to
greater simplicity, while integrating all steps in the process. Just as mathema-
tical analysis preserved the continuity from simple root numbers to their
complex expressions, theurgy accomplished a continuous movement from the
multiplicity of a partial perspective to the simplicity of wholeness. Iambli-
chus says:

The more we go up to the peak and sameness of those things that are first
in form and essence, and lead ourselves up from parts to wholes, so much
the more do we discover the eternally existing union, and see that it is the

anterior and commanding principle, which contains in and around itself
otherness and multiciplicity. (DM 59.9-15)106

Having brought the passions of its particular embodied condition into equilib-
rium, the soul is drawn into a proportionately wider participation in the
cosmos as it is led into that ‘anterior and commanding’ principle that con-
tains otherness and multiplicity. Although the theurgist did not cut himself
off from material life, in Iamblichus’ view, he was nevertheless freed of its
constraints by awakening in his soul the divine measures that sustain, and
are independently present in, matter.

V. CoONCLUSION

It should be clear by now that ‘high-low’ terminology is methodologically
unsuited as an explanatory structure for theurgy, not only because of the pe-
jorative connotations associated with ‘low’ theurgy, but also because such

108 5 uéy ury dmovelpag mdot T medopogov xai xata Ty émifdAlovoay Tiunwy Exadtov
deliwaduevog, drelc andoyetar xai duotgos T7c petovalag Ty Osdw. . . .

104 See DM 176.13-177.6.

105 Hierocles, In Carmen aureum 26.116.21ff. (Kohler); quoted by Hadot, Le probléme
105 n. 112,

106 o & @v avimpey émi o Jyoc xal Ty TadrdinTa TAY mEdTWY *atd T elddc TE xai
v odoiav, dnd TE TGV pepdv ta dla dvaydywuey favtods, Too0vTE mAdoy THY Evwow THY
Gidiov vmdpyovoav evgioxouey, moonyovuévny Te adtiy xal xvgiwtéoay Oewgotuey xai
negl Savty xail év avtyj Egovoay Ty EregdrnTa xal To nAjbog.
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THEURGY 25

a structure reduces theurgy to the sort of schematization against which
Iamblichus so strongly objected in Porphyry’s critique. Nor does a distinction
on the basis of cvundfeia and @idia hold, for Iamblichus says clearly that
although gvumdfeia is present in the generated world and is included within
theurgic rites, the ‘sympathies’ (whether attractions or repulsions) are merely
auxiliary components of theurgy, never its cause or goal (DM 207.10-208.1).107
Iamblichus says that reference to the ocvumdfeia which exists throughout the
cosmos does not explain theurgy, because the power of theurgy is rooted in the
gods, who utterly transcended the sympathies of which they are the doyai
(DM 208.1-6).1%% In another passage, Iamblichus says that the kind of divini-
zation which works with ‘sympathies’ is ‘entirely different’ from real theurgy
(DM 244.13f.).19

Tamblichus explains in fascinating detail what is not theurgy. This makes it
easy to overlook that his extensive discussions of natural sympathies — for
example, his explanation of the effects of the soul of a sacrificed animal on
humans and daimons (DM 243.18-244.6)'° — are intended as confrast to
his theurgical explanations, which always emphasize the piety of the ritual
performance and its connection with the gods who transcend the complexities
of the cosmos. Iamblichus wanted to stress the difference between theurgic
rituals, whether divinization or sacrifice, and merely human rituals based on
natural sympathies. In this regard, I believe Smith was correct in finding the
‘inner disposition’ of the performer to be a critical criterion of theurgy, but
it is one which distinguishes theurgy from non-theurgy rather than high
theurgy from low.!* In an effort to find different ‘theurgies’ to match the
types of men, who, Iamblichus said, have different cultic needs, Smith mis-
takenly assumes that the theurgic rites performed by physically-oriented men
was a ‘lower’ theurgy, was merely sympathetic ritual and hence no theurgy at

107 *Egy 8¢ Adywpey ds &v évi Ldo t@ mavti xai ulay Lwfy Ty adriy navrayod Exovte
xowwvia T@Y dpoiwy dvvducwy 7 T@v évavtiowy didotacis 7] Tic dmitndedTns Tod mototvTog
7P0c TO Ao yov ovyxwel Ta Suota xal dmitideia, ®oavTws xata ulay cvundfeiay dujxovoa
»al v Tois moppwTdtw d¢ Eyyiota odot, AdyeTar uév i oftw Ty dAnbdw xal T@v cvvemo-
névaw vais Qvolas & dvdyxngs, od unw 8 ye aAndnc tedmos tdv Quoidy dmideixvvrar.

108 O3 ydp &v 7 piicet xal Taic puoixais dvdyxatg 7 T@v Oedv xeivar odala, dote ndfeot
puoxoic ovveyelpeabat 7 Taic diatewodoais Ov §Ang T ploews dvvdueow, dAL Ew TobTwy
xal’ éavtny doiotat, 0908y Egovoa meos adTa xowdv ofte xat’ odoiav ofite xazrd ddvauw od-
e xat’ dAAo 099 STioDv.

109 257 uév odv S Tedmog Tijc wavrelag odrog TotobTrog udvry SieaTnxds Tob Oelov xal
dAnbwot Tedmov

110 4§rn ydo &xer Twva olxeidrnra modc avleddmovs uév St o Suoyevés i Ewdjc, mEdS
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111 See Smith 99.
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26 TRADITIO

all, if we follow the rigor of Iamblichus’ distinction. What Iamblichus in fact
was pointing out in his discussion of different sacrificial modes for different
types of people was that the ritual performed should be suited to the person
who performs it. For a rite to be theurgically effective, it had to unify the soul;
it could only do this if it had elements that corresponded to the qualities of that
soul, and that perfectly contained its attention. In theurgy the soul becomes
the ritual; since the ritual is the revelation of the god, man becomes divinized
in the rite. As Iamblichus says, ‘he takes on the shape of the god’ (DM
184.8).112

If a theurgic rite must be perfectly suited to its performer to unify his soul,
Iamblichus also says that theurgy ‘imitates the order of the gods’ (DM 65.4).113
Inasmuch as the god invoked in the rite is its administrator (fjysudv) (DM
236.5),14 there is no place for innovation or for the service of personal whims
in theurgy; one simply obeys the choreography of the rite, as established by
the Demiurge in his creation. The ‘imitation’ of the order of the gods demands
that attention be shifted from one’s particularity and from one’s passionate,
‘horizontal’ relation to other lives (DM 196.10f.)1'5 to the ‘whole’ that is
anterior to parts and yet vitally revealed through them. Iamblichus reiterates
that unless a rite embraces all orders and gods in an appropriate way, it fails
to be theurgic (DM 230.10-13).1® The expression in theurgic ritual of the
incomprehensibility of the Whole was the only way to make accessible the
ineffability of the One. In accordance with a soul’s context and condition, the
theurgy would be performed with different emphases, calling for different
‘steps’ to involve the soul in the rhythm of creation; prescribing the right
steps was a diagnostic skill known only to theurgists (DM 229.17-230.2).117

The law of theurgy was the law of cosmogony in ritual expression; hence one
could never ascend to the gods by favoring one ‘part’ of the soul over another,
however transcendently the soul was imagined (DM 231.14).1®8 To do so was
to be fixed in horizontal particularity and caught in the veils of the indefinite
dyad, opposing one’s ‘self’ to an ‘other’ (DM 8.3-6).1*° In this sense, Neo-
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THEURGY 27

platonic theurgy was profoundly anti-gnostic, for it never allowed the disorient-
ed condition of the embodied soul to be projected on the cosmos as an ‘onto-
logical’ conflict. Iamblichian theurgy was even less dualistic than the spiritual-
ity of Plotinus, who spoke of matter as ‘evil in itself’ (xal’ ad7o xaxdv)
(Enn. 1.8.3.39-40) — something hieratic Neoplatonists would never have said.12

Nevertheless, the question remains how we might understand the differ-
ences in theurgic rituals, for their contexts at least determined their particular
expressions. I would suggest that the most appropriate methodological
structure to describe these differences may be drawn from Iamblichus’ Neo-
pythagoreanism. For Iamblichus, Pythagoras was the exemplary divine man ;
in his Syrian school, a series of books on Pythagoras and his mathematics was
read as part of the Platonic curriculum.*® Recent scholarship on Pythagoras
has portrayed him as both Antiquity’s ‘shaman’ and its ‘scientist,’*?? and
Tamblichus — as ‘theurgist’ and ‘mathematician’ — may be seen as Late
Antiquity’s Pythagorean counterpart.!?®> Because of this imifatio Pythagori,
Iamblichus has been said to have a ‘double personality,’?* but rather than
implying a disorientation in Iamblichus, I believe these apparently divergent
aspects of his life were integrally related, and that his mathematical teachings
may hold an important key for understanding his theurgy. In turn, theurgy
may put some flesh on Iamblichus’ arithmological writings.

I would like to suggest two directions where further studies might proceed
in this regard. Neopythagorean teachings helped Iamblichus to resolve the
problem of embodiment by allowing him to see the presence of numbers in
corporeality, and to understand that the unfolding of geometric measures into
manifest spatial volumes was the measured ‘flow’ that expressed the benefi-
cence of the Good, a ‘geometrizing’ or ‘numbering’ of the cosmos that could
not be considered complete or perfect until it achieved corporeality. The Py-
thagorean tradition symbolized this process in the geometric progression from
point to line to plane to volume, with the pyramid as the first ‘body’;1?® the
problem of matter’s association with evil, its opposition to good, was resolved
by Neopythagoreans by transforming the conflict of good and evil into the gen-
erative principle of the cosmos, expressed as #égpag and dmetpov, the first deriv-

120 See Trouillard, La mystagogie 50f.

121 For a discussion of the place of Pythagoras and Pythagorean teachings in the school
of Iamblichus, see Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis Opera 18-21, and B. D. Larsen, Jamblique
de Chalcis, exégéte et philosophe (Aarhus 1972) 66-147.

122 Walter Burkert, Lore and Science in Ancient Pythagoreanism (tr. E. L. Minar, Jr.;
Cambridge, Mass. 1972) 120-65, 208-17.

123 From the evidence of Iamblichus’ extant works, he was certainly as much a mathema-
tician as a theurgist; on his ‘scientific genius,’ see Sambursky, n. 18 above.

124 E,. des Places, ‘La religion de Jamblique,’ De Jamblique & Proclus (Geneva 1975) 77-78.

125 See A.-J. Festugitre, ‘La pyramide hermétique,” Museum Helveticum 6 (1949) 211-15.
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28 TRADITIO

atives of the One and Good.!?¢ These teachings provided Iamblichus with a
metaphysical solution to the problem of embodiment, and as an essential
part of his understanding of the soul form the background to his theory of
theurgy. This metaphysical solution, however, would not have been complete
without its ritual complement.

In the De mysleriis, lamblichus says that the gods themselves were the ad-
ministrators of theurgic rites, and in his Theologoumena arithmeticae Iambli-
chus identifies the gods with dg:fuoi.'?” From the monad through the decad,
numbers were deities, each revealing specific characteristics and functions in
manifestation. Since theurgy ritually imitated the laws of cosmogony, it
necessarily imitated the laws of arithmogony, which was the Neopythagorean
way of explaining creation. Thus to account for the differences in theurgy while
retaining its universal transcendent effect as unification, the Pythagorean no-
tion of distribution referred to in Plato’s Gorgias may be suggestive. Socrates
mentions the ‘great power of geometric equality amongst gods and men’: that
to each there was an appropriate measure, and that this proportionality was the
law of justice and friendship, which gave order to the world and made it a
‘cosmos’ (508bc). Applied to theurgic experiences, this principle retains the
transcendent sameness of the rites while taking into account their contextual
difference. We may, then, speak of geomelrically equivaleni theurgies, be-
stowing porportionately the same degree of unification in each ritual. Such
unifications could be represented arithmetically, using quantitative °differ-
ences’ to represent the degrees of involvement in multiplicity, while following a
law of proportionate ‘sameness’ and thus preserving a geometric equality.
In this way, one could account for different individuals’ having equally ef-
fective unifications, though the ‘instruments’ of their theurgic rites and their
modes of action were vastly different. This speculation, of course, calls for
corroboration and correction by a careful study of Iamblichus’ arithmological
writings. However, I believe it is now time to study these writings, in order to
establish a more appropriate vocabulary — one capable of explaining theurgy
in a manner that Iamblichus himself would have recognized as consonant with
his own.

University of California,
Santa Barbara

126 See Festugiére, n. 18 above.

127 1 have retained the Greek word dgtfuoil because modern associations with the word
‘number’ are antithetical to the Pythagorean understanding of number. Plato used the
term Aoytotixr} for the kind of number with which we are familiar, e.g., the use of numbers
in keeping accounts in our business affairs. Their use was for the service of empirical man.
Arithmology | dotfuetixij, however, was the contemplative — and perhaps ritual — use of
numbers which served no ‘practical’ end but the purification of the soul (Republic 525cD).
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