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A Critical Review of Iamblichus’ arguments for divination in his De mysteriis
Introduction
The aim of this paper is to critically review the arguments for divination posited by Iamblichus in Book III of his work entitled ‘The Reply of the Master Abamon to the Letter of Porphyry to Anebo, and the Solutions to the Questions it Contains’, known more commonly by its short title ‘On the Mysteries’ or De mysteriis. Little is known about Iamblichus’ life, therefore dating issues abound surrounding his life and work. However, we do have some detail from Eunapius of Sardis, a late fourth-century sophist, who states that Iamblichus was ‘of illustrious ancestry and belonged to an opulent and prosperous family. His birthplace was Chalcis, a city in the region called Coele Syria.’[footnoteRef:1] Regarding his birth, Emma Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell state that ‘the date of his birth is uncertain, but the tendency in recent scholarship has been to push it much earlier than the traditional date of c. 265 CE.’[footnoteRef:2] Nicholas Campion notes that he died in or around 330 CE.[footnoteRef:3] Similarly, it is unknown exactly when De mysteriis was written. According to Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘[i]t is impossible to date the De mysteriis on other than internal criteria. […] Both the fact that Porphyry addressed so important a questionnaire to Iamblichus, and the self-confident tone of the latter's answer, suggest that by then Iamblichus was an established master. A date around 300 or slightly later is therefore probable.’[footnoteRef:4] Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell propose that De mysteriis was composed by Iamblichus ‘sometime between 280 and 305 CE […]’[footnoteRef:5]. One of the most well-known scholarly descriptions of the aim of De mysteriis comes from E.R. Dodds who describes it  as ‘[…] a manifesto of irrationalism, an assertion that the road to salvation is found not in reason but in ritual.’[footnoteRef:6] According to Campion, ‘Iamblichus engineered a revolution in elite Platonic circles by rejecting the standard view, espoused by Plotinus and Porphyry, that the divine should be accessed through reason and logic’.[footnoteRef:7] Book III in particular deals with the subject matter of divination in which lamblichus ‘deals in a highly critical, if unsystematic, fashion with the different kinds of divination practised in his day […].’[footnoteRef:8] According to Campion, it is ‘a theurgy of Neoplatonic astrology, a comprehensive rejection of what he [Iamblichus] saw as the stilted, precise, mistaken dogma of Hellenistic astrology.’[footnoteRef:9] De mysteriis was a significant piece of work for its time, with Athanassiadi stating that it ‘[…] influenced both the actual development of divination, and public opinion on the matter […].’[footnoteRef:10] According to Gregory Shaw, ‘[t]he great influence Iamblichus exercised over subsequent Platonists was due, in large part, to the theoretical framework he outlined in the De mysteriis for a wide variety of divinational rites practiced in the late antique world.’[footnoteRef:11] Campion indicates that ‘[…] by the time that Iamblichus was setting out his pagan path to salvation, the Christians were on the way to theological control of the empire.’[footnoteRef:12] As such, as Iamblichus was writing when Christianity was gaining popularity, and so the audience for De mysteriis were polytheists, philosophers and members of the literate upper class, including women, to give them a deeper understanding of their own religion as a defence to growing Christianity. Later in time, De mysteriis also exerted ‘a strong influence on Renaissance occultists like Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa (1486-1535), Marsilio Ficino (1433-1499), Giovanni Pico della Mirandola (1463-1494), and Giordano Bruno (1548-1600)’.[footnoteRef:13] De mysteriis was originally written in Greek and translated into Latin by Ficino, who was in fact responsible for the coinage of its short title. It has been translated into English by numerous individuals, but most recently by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell and published by the Society of Biblical Literature in Atlanta. This is the translated edition that I will be referring to for the purposes of this essay.[footnoteRef:14] [1:  Eunapius of Sardis, Lives of the Philosophers and Sophists, trans. by Wilmer Cave Wright (1921)
 p. 363, http://www.tertullian.org/fathers/eunapius_02_text.htm#IAMBLICHUS accessed on 1st June, 2018. ]  [2:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), p. xviii.]  [3:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology - Vol. 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (New York & London: Continuum Books, 2008), p. 264.]  [4:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), pp. 115-130, p. 116, fn. 13.]  [5:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003)., p. xxvii.]  [6:  E.R. Dodds, ‘Theurgy and its relationship to Neoplatonism’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 37 (1947), pp. 55-69, p. 59.]  [7:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology - Vol. 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (New York & London: Continuum Books, 2008), p. 264.]  [8:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), pp. 115-130, p. 117.]  [9:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology - Vol. 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (New York & London: Continuum Books, 2008), p. 264.]  [10:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), pp. 115-130, p. 116.]  [11:  Gregory Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus, (Pennsylvania: Pennsylvania State University Press, 1995), p. 6.]  [12:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology - Vol. 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (New York & London: Continuum Books, 2008), p. 264.]  [13:  Iamblichus, ‘Introduction’, Theurgia or On the Mysteries of Egypt, trans. by. Joseph H. Peterson, http://www.esotericarchives.com/oracle/iambl_th.htm accessed on 30th May 2018.]  [14:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003).] 


Structure and the Use of Dialogue
Structurally, De mysteriis was written by Iamblichus under the persona of an Egyptian prophet called “Abamon”, where he answers Porphyry’s questions as set out in the latter’s ‘Letter to Anebo’. According to Jeremy M. Schott, ‘[i]n the late third or early fourth century, […] Porphyry sent a letter to an otherwise unknown Anebo, purportedly an Egyptian priest. The letter is an example of the popular genre of erotapokrisis, or “question-and-solution literature.” Porphyry poses a series of metaphysical and theological zetemata, “questions,” that anticipate a reply on the part of Anebo that will supply luseis, “solutions.”’[footnoteRef:15]  There are some differing views amongst scholars as to the underlying rationale behind the use of the question and answer session between the two figures. Some, such as Dillon, see it as ‘a comprehensive attack [by Porphyry], through the medium of a series of innocent-sounding questions […] [on the] distinction between religion and magic: religion seeks to please or propitiate a higher power, or powers; magic aspires, through the manipulation of natural forces, to dominate it or them, and bend them to the magician’s will.’[footnoteRef:16] This argument is illustrated by the fact that an underlying theme throughout Book III of De mysteriis is that Iamblichus distinguishes between divine divination coming purely from the gods and mundane divination coming from mere human interpretation:  [15:  Jeremy M. Schott, ‘Philosophies of Language, Theories of Translation, and Imperial Intellectual Production: The Cases of Porphyry, Iamblichus, and Eusebius’, Church History 78:4 (December 2009), pp. 855-861, p. 855.]  [16:  John M. Dillon, ‘Iamblichus’ Defence of Theurgy: Some Reflections’, The International Journal of the Platonic Tradition, 1 (2007) 30-41, p. 31.] 

‘[…] the divinatory power of the gods is bounded by nothing divisible […] but being separate by itself and indivisible, it is wholly present everywhere […] it both illuminates from without and fills all things […].’[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, Chapter 12, p.151.] 

Therefore, a tension is apparent between Iamblichus and Porphyry in their disagreement regarding religion, with Iamblichus maintaining a positive stance regarding religion, but Porphyry remaining sceptical about it.

Athanassiadi takes a different view. She says that Porphyry’s questions:
‘[…] do not seem to have upset lamblichus, who was not in the least angry at such irreverent questions. Occasionally, it is true, he was shocked by Porphyry's naivety, especially when the latter echoed Christian propaganda unawares but on the whole he was pleased to receive the Letter to Anebo. For lamblichus, like Plotinus, was above all a teacher. Consequently he set out patiently to elucidate obscure points, answer questions, dispel doubts. What resulted is a treatise on divination.’[footnoteRef:18]  [18:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), pp. 115-130, p. 119.] 

This view seems to allude to the fact that such philosophical dialogue involving posing questions and finding solutions was central to the teaching methods of Neoplatonic philosophers. It is noteworthy in this context that Iamblichus was writing contemporaneously with the publication of the Corpus Hermeticum which is evidenced by Iamblichus’ dedication to the god Hermes outlined in the first chapter of Book I of De mysteriis: 
‘Hermes, the god who presides over rational discourse, has long been considered, quite rightly, to be the common patron of all priests; he who presides over true knowledge about the gods is one and the same always and everywhere. It is to him that our ancestors in particular dedicated the fruits of their wisdom, attributing all their own writings to Hermes.’[footnoteRef:19]  [19:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book I, Chapter 1, p. 5.] 

Campion argues that Iamblichus ‘looked to the popular traditions of magic current in religious Platonism, amongst the followers of the Hermetic teachings, and argued that divine wisdom could be understood both through omens and through theurgy – literally god-work – meaning ritual and magic.’[footnoteRef:20] Addey argues that the exchange ‘comprises a mystagogic dialogue and a type of philosophical and religious discourse with protreptic, educational and initiatory functions.’[footnoteRef:21] She further notes that ‘since divination plays a key role in theurgy and since divination always involves dialogue, the dialogic structure involving question and answer is particularly suitable for such a discussion.’[footnoteRef:22] Therefore, the philosophical dialogue between Iamblichus and Porphyry, including the use of the personas of the prophet and the student, may not have been a negative exchange at all, but used for the sake of promoting education and gaining wisdom which was central to theurgical practice and the Hermetic doctrine elucidated by the Corpus Hermeticum.   [20:  Nicholas Campion, A History of Western Astrology - Vol. 1: The Ancient and Classical Worlds, (New York & London: Continuum Books, 2008), p. 264.]  [21:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 128.]  [22:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 128.] 


Categorisation and Classification of Divination

At the outset of Book III, Iamblichus stresses the importance of discerning what divination is from what it is not: 
‘The greatest talisman [antidote] […] against all such difficulties is this: to know the principle of divination […] all of its supreme power belongs to the gods, and is bestowed by the gods. Divination is accomplished by divine acts and signs, and consists of divine visions and scientific insights. All else is subordinate, instrumental to the gift of foreknowledge sent down by the gods […].[footnoteRef:23]   [23:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 1, p. 119. ] 

Iamblichus also gives a warning to the reader: 
‘[…] never to derive divination of the future from those things that have no foreknowledge as such, but to derive it from the gods who in themselves possess the limits of all knowledge of existing things, from whom the mantic power is distributed throughout the whole cosmos, and among all the different natures found there.’[footnoteRef:24]  [24:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 1, p. 121.] 

These passages suggest that Iamblichus is referring to the existence of a hierarchical approach relative to divination, an approach that is maintained throughout Book III of De mysteriis. Ultimately, Athanassiadi states that ‘[h]e never tires of repeating that true prophecy is the gift of the gods alone […].’[footnoteRef:25] As such, Iamblichus’ arguments supporting divination are of a divine, god-centred practice. 	 [25:  Polymnia Athanassiadi, ‘Dreams, Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus’, The Journal of Roman Studies, Vol. 83 (1993), pp. 115-130, p. 119.] 


According to Addey, Iamblichus essentially divides divination into two main genres: ‘inspired’ divination and ‘inductive’ divination.[footnoteRef:26] He then evaluates the different types of divination that were practised at the time, such as dream and oracular divination and categorises them under one of the above two genres. Iamblichus speaks at length about divination by divine possession and inspiration. He sets out the characteristic signs of those truly possessed by the gods who are practising true divination:  [26:  Crystal Addey, Divination and Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods, (Farnham: Ashgate, 2014), p. 215.] 

‘[…] they have subjected their entire life as a vehicle or instrument to the gods who inspire them, either they exchange their human life for the divine, or they direct their own life towards the god; they neither act according to sensation, nor are they awake in the manner of those who have their senses aroused; neither do they themselves apprehend the future, nor are they moved like those who act according to purpose […] they are not even conscious of themselves […] nor do they project any personal knowledge.’ 
He again posits a threefold graded system for divine possession: ‘For either the god possesses us, or we become wholly the god’s property, or we exercise our activity in common with him. And sometimes we share in the god’s lowest power, sometimes in his intermediate, and sometime in his primary power. And sometimes there is a mere participation, sometimes a communion, and sometimes even a union […]’[footnoteRef:27] (emphasis added). Again, for Iamblichus, it is via the possession by a god that legitimate divination truly occurs.  [27:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 5, p. 131.] 


In contrast to this, Iamblichus illustrates the features of those who are not truly divinely possessed: ‘[…] those who conjure up the spirits secretly, without these blessed visions, grope, as it were, in darkness, and know nothing of what they do, except for some very small signs which appear in the body of one divinely inspired […] ignorant of the whole of divine inspiration […]’[footnoteRef:28] He also re-iterates the subservient role of the soul or body in divination: ‘[…] the entire activity of divination comes to its fulfilment through the god acting by himself, purely detached from other things, without the soul or body moving in any way.’[footnoteRef:29] Iamblichus even goes so far as to state that the body and soul can be essentially fatal for the practice of divination: ‘But when the soul takes the initiative, or is disturbed during the divination, or the body interrupts and perverts the divine harmony, the divinations become turbulent and false, and the possession is no longer true nor genuinely divine.’[footnoteRef:30] Overall, proper divination is that which comes from the divine without any undue interference from the soul or body of the practitioner.  [28:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 6, p. 133.]  [29:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 7, p. 135.]  [30:  Iamblichus, On the Mysteries (De mysteriis), trans. by Emma C. Clarke, John M. Dillon and Jackson P. Hershbell (Atlanta: Society of Biblical Literature, 2003), Book III, chapter 7, p. 135.] 


Conclusion
This essay considered Iamblichus’ arguments for divination contained in Book III of his De mysteriis. The philosophical dialogue form used by Iamblichus emphasises his views for the practice of divination and is a useful aid by which he strives to comprehend and unravel the fundamental nature of divination. By his use of categorisation and classification, he is being supportive of the practice of divination by outlining and distinguishing what divination is from what it is not. Overall, Iamblichus’ views for divination provided a necessary and helpful framework and a more transparent understanding of the nature of true god-centred divination of that time and which has maintained its influence even today. 
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