Chapter 6

Divine Inspiration, Possession and Contact
with the Gods in Iamblichus’ De Mysteriis

Among the Neoplatonists, the most extensive, surviving discussion of the nature
of divine inspiration (év9ovotaopoc; Entmvota) and possession (Yeopopta;
xotonwyn), the process of consulting oracles, the nature and operation of
oracles and, in a wider sense, the phenomenon of divination (pavtixm)
occurs in lamblichus’ De Mysteriis 3." As a response to Porphyry’s request for a
clear description of ‘what happens in predicting the future’ (tt T0 yLyvopevov
€oTLy &v T1) ToU pwéAhovtog mpoyvmoet), lamblichus’ exposition centres on
what causes divine inspiration and divination and their possible classification.? He
offers a typology of diverse types of divination, categorising them into ‘inspired’
and ‘inductive’ modes. Using this typology, Iamblichus classifies oracles and
certain types of dream divination (oneiromancy) as ‘inspired’ divination, but also
discusses the nature and operation of various types of inductive divination, such
as augury.’ By using this traditional Greek system of classification (of divination),
he presents a view of ‘inspired’ modes of divination as caused by (at least in a
partial sense) and based on states of divine inspiration and possession. Given that
Tamblichus values ‘inspired” modes of divination more than inductive types and
views the former as the basis for the use of divination within theurgy, it seems
important to undertake a comprehensive examination of Iamblichus’ views of
the states of divine inspiration and possession and the way in which these states
fit in with his broader views on the nature of contact with the gods.* lamblichus
identifies three cumulative types of contact with the gods — participation
(uetovota), communion (xotvevia) and union (Evwotg) — which operate
whenever communication is established between humans and the gods, such as
in prayer and sacrifice, as well as in divine inspiration, possession and divination.’

! Jamblichus also discusses divination in DM 6 and 10: see Chapter 7, pp. 248-250;
264-266; 269-273.

2 Tamblichus, DM 3.1 (99.9-10).

> Oracles of Delphi, Didyma and Claros: DM 3.11; Dream Divination: 3.2-3;
‘inductive’ types of divination: 3.15-17.

* Tamblichus’ valuation of different modes of divination and the role of inspired
divination within theurgy: see Chapter 7, pp. 240-243; 264-275.

5 Cf. Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.10-13); 5.26 (238.6). 'These three stages of contact or

connection are also used by lamblichus (DM 5.26 (237.12-238.5)) to characterise the three
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Meanwhile, lamblichus’ views of divination are based on three key axioms, the first
two of which are cosmological and metaphysical, and the third psychological: (1)
the simultaneous transcendence and immanence of the gods, the latter of which
(that is, immanence) is characterised through the idiom of divine illumination;
(2) a conceptual framework of a hierarchical, multiple schema of causation, with
multiple causes conceptualised as operating simultaneously; and (3) a theory of the
receptivity of the prophet(ess), ritual practitioner or theurgist, which is envisaged
as being developable through ritual, ethical and intellectual means. The first and
third axioms are particularly important for understanding Iamblichean views of
divine inspiration and possession and will be examined in this chapter.®

The Relationship between Divine Inspiration, Possession and Oracles

[amblichus’ comments on divine inspiration and possession form the basis and
foundation for his views of inspired divination, particularly oracles. This is because
divine inspiration is the phenomenon experienced by the prophet(ess) (Lavteg)
which causes him or her to prophesy; in a direct sense, divine inspiration and
possession inform poavtixy).” lamblichus’ claim that those who are inspired
or possessed do not use their sense perception but instead have submitted their
own life to the gods as a ‘vehicle’ (6ymuat) or ‘instrument’ (Bpyavov) echoes
Plato’s Jon, which also postulates a view of divine inspiration as entailing total
possession which overrides the sense perception of the initiate.® Furthermore,
Iamblichus’ assertion that divine inspiration does not come from daimones, but
from the gods, also alludes to Plato’s Joz, where the same assertion is made against
the common view that inspiration was solely daimonic.” lamblichus’ concept of
divine inspiration as total possession by the gods is also identical to the concept of
‘prophetic madness” expressed in Plato’s Phaedyus: it is sent directly by the gods as
the ‘greatest of goods’ (ta pwéytota T@v ayad@v) to humans and Plato gives
the examples of the Pythia at Delphi and the priestesses at Dodona, who were
completely possessed by the god when they gave oracles.' Like Plato, Jamblichus

cumulative stages of prayer — introductory (Guvarywy6v), conjunctive (xotveviag) and that
characterised by ineffable union (1) &ppmtog évmots). Cf. Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell (2003),
275,n.355; Dillon (1973; repr. 2009), 407-411; Addey (2012), 133-150. On the inextricable
links between sacrifice and prayer see DM 5.26 (237.6-10; 238.9-12; 239.10-240.8).

¢ The second axiom will be examined in Chapter 7, pp. 240; 243-250.

7 Tamblichus, DM 3.27 (167.3-4); 3.8 (115.12-116.3); 3.10 (120.11-12); Sheppard
(1993), 140, notes this important link between DM 3.4 and 3.11.

8 Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (109.11); 3.1 (101.2-6); 3.7 (115.4-5); 3.11 (125.9); 3.14
(132.10); Shaw (1995), 8; Plato, lon 534c—d.

?  Plato, lon 536¢; lamblichus, DM 3.7 (114.7-8).

19 Plato, Phdr. 244a8-b3, trs. Fowler (1914; repr. 1982). Cf. Sheppard (1993), 139-140.
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links the idea of total possession by the gods and divine inspiration with oracles
and the oracular prophet(ess). De Mysteriis 3.4 (on divine inspiration) and 3.11
(on oracles) clearly demonstrate that ITamblichus’ conception of inspiration is
not only the same as Plato’s, but also a traditional Greek conception.! Indeed,
Iamblichus consciously links his discussion of inspiration with the preceding
philosophical tradition by using various well-known phrases: Plato’s 9eta
povto (divine madness) and Heraclitus” powvopévey  otopatt  (frenzied
mouth).”> Thus lamblichus’ views on divine inspiration, while appropriate and
consistent for the theurgist, follow the Greek philosophical tradition, especially
Plato’s concept of ‘prophetic madness’ in the Phaedrus and the concept of ‘divine
inspiration” expressed in the Jon.

Preliminary Observations on Divine Inspiration and Possession

[amblichus uses various terms to denote divine possession and inspiration,
including évdovotacuog, Yeogopta and Emtmvora, which are generally
translated as ‘divine inspiration] while xatoxmy) in the passive sense means held’
or ‘owned’ and is akin to the English term ‘possessed’ Iamblichus generally uses
these terms interchangeably and does not treat ‘divine possession’ and ‘inspiration’
as distinct states.”” However, his claim that ‘the manner of inspiration in
its different alterations makes the divine possession also different’ (6 Te6T0G TGV
EvdouoLaouey TapaAAETT®Y TTOLEL Xal THY Yeopoplay ETépav),suggests
that these terms can sometimes be applied to the same phenomenon but as viewed
from different perspectives: ‘inspiration” (2vBovotacpoc) is sometimes applied
specifically to the phenomenon as described from a transcendent perspective (that
is, from above or ‘top-down’; the pure illumination of the gods) while ‘possession’
(Yeogpopta) can sometimes be applied specifically to the phenomenon as viewed
from a human perspective (that is, from below or ‘bottom-up’; the experience
of the human ritual practitioner).” Tamblichus also claims that cults of different
deities produce different kinds of possession states and experiences.” He includes
an extensive discussion of the diverse types of possession produced in initiates by
Dionysus, Pan and Cybele, as well as the possession of the Corybantian initiates.'¢

1" Tamblichus, DM 3.4; 3.11; Sheppard (1993), 140, 142; Dodds (1951), 68-75; 87,
n. 41.

2 Tamblichus, DM 3.8 (117.1), echoing Plato, Phdr. 244a; DM 3.8 (117.6), echoing
Heraclitus, F92 d-k, which describes the Pythia. Cf. Sheppard (1993), 140-142.

13 Sheppard (1993), 138-139; Clarke (2001), 70, 86, n. 1.

" Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.6-7).

15 Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.3-7).

!¢ Dionysus: DM 3.9 (118.5-6), 3.10 (123.2-5); Pan: 3.10 (122.4-5); Cybele:
3.10 (121.11-122.3); the Korybantes: 3.10 (121.7-8). Iamblichus uses these cults as key
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Once again, he alludes to Plato’s account of divine inspiration in the Zoz, which
also refers to the Corybantian and Dionysiac initiates. Socrates argues that Ion is
inspired solely by Homer (a case of poetic inspiration) and makes an analogy with
the Corybantes: the Corybantian initiates are inspired by their god alone, just as
Ion is inspired by Homer alone."” Plato’s statement implies that different deities
produce diverse types of inspiration, a notion further elaborated by Iamblichus.

Divine inspiration and possession are examined initially from a theoretical
perspective in 3.4-8."* lamblichus quotes Porphyry, who argues that those who are
divinely inspired and apprehend the future often do so in a waking state, and so they
act and operate with their sense-perception. He also suggests a contradiction, since
at the same time they are not conscious of themselves as they were before, perhaps
implying that they have an inferior state of awareness.”” Iamblichus’ response
emphasises that those who are truly possessed by the gods do not act according
to sense-perception, and they are not conscious of themselves in the sense of using
their personal knowledge or experience.® To prove his point, Iamblichus gives a
list of ‘evidence’ or ‘characteristic signs’ (ta. Texpmpta) which demonstrate that
those who are possessed do not utilise normal human consciousness or sensation.
These signs involve anaesthesia and resistance to injury. Many of them are not
burned even when fire is applied to them on account of their divine inspiration;
those who are burned do not react ‘because at this time they are not living the life
of an animate being’ (tétt 00 v tob L{pou Lwny Lot trvixadra) and
many who are pierced with spits, struck on the back with axes or cut with knives
do not feel it at all.** Self-harming with knives was a well-known feature of the
Corybantic rites, which Iamblichus saw as an exemplary cult of divine possession.”
He ends his list of examples as follows:

Al te &vépyetar adtév oddaudc elowy dvdpdmivar: td te yop
&Bata Pata yiyverar deopopovueva, xal elg Tho @épovtaL xal Tl
dramopedovtal ol ToTapovg dtamepdoLy, donep 1 év Kaotafdihorg
¢ S AL NL . e . -
tépeta.” Ao 8¢ toltmv detnvutar g od mapaxorovdolory Eautolg

examples of different types of possession, rather than postulating that they constitute an
exhaustive account, because Porphyry had asked specifically about these cults (although he
asked about Sabazios, whom Iamblichus equates with Dionysus): Porphyry, Lezter to Anebo
in lamblichus, DM 3.9 (117.10-118.1).

17 Plato, lon 536¢.

18 Cf. Sheppard (1993), 138-143, for a comprehensive discussion of DM 3.4-8.

¥ Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (109.6-9).

2 Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (109.1-110.3).

2l Cf. Clarke (2001), 77, who cites modern psychological reports which detail similar
phenomena.

22 Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (110.4-9). Cf. Shaw (1995), 82-83; Clarke (2001), 77.

2 Tamblichus, DM 3.9 (117.10-118.1); 3.10 (121.7-8); Clarke (2001), 77.
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évdouotavteg, xal 6t odte v avdpwnivny olte v Tob (dou
\ ~ > ¥ N e 4 bl ’ ’ \

Loy Coor, »at’ alodnow 1) bpuny, dAAyy 8¢ Twa Jetotépay Lwny

avTahhdGoovTaL, ap’ g EmLmvéovTal xal ag’ 1) TEAEWS KATEYOVTAL.

Their actions are in no way human, because what is inaccessible becomes accessible
under divine possession: they cast themselves into fire and they walk through fire,
and they walk over rivers like the priestess at Kastabala. From these examples it is
clear that those who are inspired have no consciousness of themselves, and they
lead neither the life of a human being nor of a living animal so far as concerns
sensation or appetite, but they exchange their life for another more divine life, by
which they are inspired, and by which they are completely possessed.**

Tamblichus™ concept of divine inspiration rests on two central points: (1) the
recipient is wholly possessed by the gods and (2) consequently, he or she does not
act or experience in a human manner using sense perception.”> Does this mean that
the inspired individual has no consciousness at all, according to Iamblichus? A
common conception in anthropological scholarship is that all cases of possession
necessitate the complete expulsion of the host individual out of their own body
by a wholly alien agency.® According to Iamblichus, it is not the case that the
recipient has no consciousness at all, though: the central point is that the inspired
individual is not conscious of anything else exceps the gods.”” As Clarke has noted,
‘the human individual is eclipsed, not annihilated, by the divine force’* Tamblichus
repeatedly emphasises the fact that those who are possessed exchange their human
life for a divine life.”” According to Iamblichus, inspiration is emphatically not
a transport of the mind, for the mind is not carried or swept away during the
experience of true possession.’® Rather the human individual consciousness is

% Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (110.9— 11.2). Cf. DM 3.6 (113.5-114.2); Shaw (1995), 82-83.

% Cf. Clarke (2001), 77.

26 Cf. for example, De Heusch (1962), 129-133; Lewis (1971; repr. 2003), 40.

7 Cf.Iamblichus, DM 1.10 (34.6-35.6), which examines ‘the least of divine beings) the
soul pure from contact with body which does not ‘have need of the experiences which control
sense-perception, for it is not at all confined within abody’ (098¢ T@Gv mponyoLpévav THg
aloPoews madnudtev mpocdeltar, 0088 Yoo GAwg &V GALATL XUTEYETAL...).

2 Clarke (2001), 83.

¥ Tamblichus, DM 3.4 (109.10-13; 110.9-111.2). Cf. also 8.7 (270.10-14); 8.8
(272.1-4); Shaw (1998), 248.

30 Tamblichus, DM 3.7 (114.5-8): ‘So, then, it [divine possession] is falsely believed to
be a transport of the mind by daemonic inspiration. For the human intellect is neither carried
away if it is really possessed, nor does inspiration come from daemons, but from the gods’
(Dopo. pev obv i dravolag petd Sopoviag Emimvotas Yeudie dofdletar.
Olte vop # dtdvora 7 dvdpwrivy @épetar, el ye dvtwg xatéyetar, obte
datpdvav, dedv 8¢ yiyvetar Eminmvora.).
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replaced or enhanced by a kind of super consciousness. lamblichus implies that the
degree of connection to or contact with the god, as well as the extent to which the
prophet(ess) or theurgist remembers the possession experience, depends partially
on their cultivation of their receptivity (Emttndetétrc). lamblichus’ specific
conceptions of this process will be explored further below.

Possession and Ecstatic Trance

Many scholars now associate possession states with ecstatic trance. Indeed, this was
often thought to be the case in Graeco-Roman religious tradition and Iamblichus
too accords a role to ecstasy in possession states, but he is keen to emphasise that
divine possession is not simply the same as ecstasy (ExoTacLs):

PANY 00’ Exotacig dmhdc oltwg Eotiv, GAN émi TO xpeitTov
avarywyr %ol  UETAOTAGLE, 1) O Topamopd %ol EXGTAGLG
gupatver xal THV éml T yelpov avatpormhy.”Ett totvuv 6 tolto
amopatvopevos Aéyet pév TL mepl TGV ouwBelnurétev  Tepl
Toug évdouciévtag, o0 pévtor TO Teonyoluevov dvadiddoxet.
R4 \ ~ \ ’ o 3 \ 4 \ ~ ’ i
Eott 3¢ tobrto 10 xatéyeoVar 8houg adrtovg Umod Tob Hetov, ©
3 ~ o \ \ 3 ’

éraxohovdel Jotepov xal to EEiotacdal.

Yet it [i.e. divine possession] is not even ecstasy pure and simple, but an exaltation
and transference to what is superior, whereas frenzy and ecstasy actually reveal a
perversion toward what is inferior. Still more, the one who represents this ecstasy
says something about the incidental feature of those who are inspired, but does
not put his finger on the main point. Zhat is, they themselves are wholly possessed by
the divine, the consequence of which is ecstasy. [my emphasis] *!

Iamblichus is not simply opposing inspiration to ecstasy, but rather saying
that ecstasy is only a symptom and consequence of possession, not proof of
its occurrence, and may sometimes occur through human actions.” Thus, in
Tamblichus’ schema, an individual exhibiting the traits commonly conceived
as ‘ecstasy’ (Exotaots) could be in a state of divine possession, but they could
alternatively be experiencing a state such as drunkenness or madness. Ecstasy is
thus not a defining characteristic of possession, but only a symptom of possession
in some cases. This is reinforced by lamblichus’ explicit rejection of the idea that
possession is identical or similar to the ecstatic state caused by drunkenness or
madness: the latter states are purely human and they divert the human to inferior

31 Tamblichus, DM 3.7 (114.8-13).
32 Shaw (1998), 249-250; Clarke (2001), 75.
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states which are contrary to nature, whereas divine possession is superior to nature
and leads the human being to be united with divine entities which are superior.”®

Simultaneous Divine Descent and Human Ascent

Tamblichus’ discussion of divine possession and inspiration is paradoxical: the
human soul rises to the gods while simultaneously the gods descend to the human
soul to possess it. Jamblichus argues that divine possession involves the human
agent subsuming their consciousness to that of the gods, so that their soul is
possessed by the divine. Thus the human soul, while possessed, sees through the
eyes of a deity. Crucially, however, this is only possible because the soul contains
a pre-ontological connection to the divine: Iamblichus states ‘earthly things,
possessing their being in virtue of the totalities of the gods, whenever they come
to be ready for participation in the divine, straight away find the gods pre-existing
in it prior to their own proper essence (‘COC d émi yic v ‘COLQ Tt)\v]pmp.cxm
TV dedv EZXOV‘CO( TO elvat, OTOTAV €TCL‘CY]8€LO( Ttpog ‘tv]v Yetav
p.s’cox_“f)v st]‘tou. su%ug EZX_EZL TEO THG OLXELAG EQUTGY 0VGLOG
TpoUTapyovTag év adTi Tovg Yeovg).* lamblichus is not generally explicit
regarding the simultaneous ascent of the soul with the descent of the gods in
possession rituals. This is because he is so concerned to emphasise the divine as
the ultimate and primary cause of divine possession.”> However, as we have seen,
he delineates some of the key features of possession in explicit contrast to ecstatic
states caused by drunkenness and madness. He maintains that:

A&t Ttotvuv € dpyfic drehéadar Suyf to eldn tic éxotdocng... kol
T pev mapa eboty, ta 8 OmEp ThHY QUoLy: xal TO P&V RaToYWYd
Juydic, Ta O dvarywyd. xal to piv Stlotnowy Ew mavtdmwact Tig
Delag polpag, o 8¢ mPOg adTHV GUVATTEL.

It is thus necessary initially to distinguish two forms of ecstasy ... one is contrary
to nature [ie. ecstatic states caused by drunkenness and madness], the other
superior to nature [i.e. divine possession]; one causes the descent of the soul, #he

33 Jamblichus, DM 3.25 (158.6-159.4); Shaw (1995), 234-235; (2003a), 56-57,
makes the important observation that ‘fmspcpt’m; is accurately translated as “supernatural’,
but the lamblichean supernatural should not be confused with its later Christian expression.
As a Pythagorean, Jamblichus’ OTT spcpt'mg was never removed from nature but was invisibly
present in it as its principle. Indeed, material nature is rooted in the immaterial even as it
unfolds its powers into temporal reality’ (57, n. 19).

3 Tamblichus, DM 1.8 (29.1-3).

3 Cf. Chapter 7, pp. 240-241.
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other its ascent; and one separates it [i.e. the soul] wholly apart from participation in

the divine, while the other unites it to it [my emphasis].*

It may be instructive to examine how this paradoxical situation of simultaneous
divine descent and human ascent occurs, according to lamblichus. The philosopher
describes states of divine possession which occur in cults where musical instruments
(such as pipes, cymbals and tambourines) are used to encourage or induce a state
of receptivity in the human being. In explaining the reasons for the use of music
in these possession rituals, lamblichus maintains that the harmony and rhythm
of the music which induce the state of possession do not primarily belong to the
soul. Rather, they are a reflection of the divine harmony; they are infused and
permeated with divinity. The soul bears a memory of the divine harmony which
it heard before incarnating in a human body; in this sense, the soul is closely allied
with the divine harmony.*” lamblichus’ theory is based on the Platonic theory of
Recollection: Plato had discussed the way in which the human soul travelled in
the train of the gods and glimpsed the divine realm before descending into a body
in the physical world.*® While Iamblichus is concerned to emphasise the ultimate
importance of the divine as the primary cause of the possession, the soul’s memory
of the divine harmony and its receptivity to the trace of the divine harmony (t0
Yetov Uyvog Tiig appoviag) act as an ‘ascent’ allowing the soul to receive the
inspiration of the deity.

Divine Descent and Illumination

Itis clear that Tamblichus’ conception of the ‘descent’ of the divine is not to be taken
literally as implying a descent in physical, spatial terms. Rather, he conceptualises
the divine as giving off emanations which eternally illuminate the whole of the
physical world with no diminution. This notion was common to Neoplatonist
philosophers. They compared this process to the light of the sun whose rays
light up external phenomena without any kind of detraction.”” This idea clarifies
Tamblichus’ frequent descriptions of divine manifestation and power in terms
of illumination. John Finamore notes that, Tamblichus defends the view that
although the gods are superior to us and exist separately, they illuminate this realm
with their light. It is this light that allows the gods’ presence in this lower world.*
For lamblichus then, the divine illuminates the whole world perpetually: divine
illumination is the idiom through which lamblichus iterates the gods’ immanence.

3¢ Tamblichus, DM 3.25 (158.8-9; 159.2-4).

¥ Tamblichus, DM 3.9 (120.3-10). Cf. also lamblichus, VP 15.64-66.

38 Plato, Phdr. 250b-251a; Resp. 402a.

¥ Cf. lamblichus, DM 1.9 (30.9-31.8); Johnston (2008), 47.

% Finamore (1999), 87. Cf. also Johnston (2008), 47, and especially Finamore (1993),
55-64.
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The divine is primarily located in the divine realm (and is thus transcendent)
but is simultaneously manifested throughout the physical cosmos. The idea of
the simultaneous transcendence and immanence of the gods forms the central
foundation of Jamblichus’ cosmology and religious conceptions:

oVte yap ot Yeol xpatolvrar &v TLoL TOU ®60UoU PEPEGLY, OUTE
T mepl YAV dpotpa adTav xadéotnnev. AN ol wév xpelttoveg év
adT®, o5 O pndevodg mepLéyovtal, TEQLEYOUGL TAVTA &V EQUTOLG

For neither is it the case that the gods are confined to certain parts of the cosmos,
nor is the earthly realm devoid of them. On the contrary, it is true of the superior
beings in it that, even as they are not contained by anything, so they contain

everything within themselves ...*!

According to the philosopher, the gods are transcendent in a causal and
ontological sense: they exist in a superior, eternal realm and so do not ‘move’
from one location to another, as a partial and temporal being such as a human
soul does. However, through their causal superiority and power, the gods are also
immanent throughout the lower world, the material cosmos, through their divine
illumination which permeates all things, even material objects.”* This notion of
divine illumination is dependent upon the concepts of divine love (Yo pLitar)
and sympathy (cuprtadeta) and encapsulates the idea of an animated cosmos,
permeated by providential divinity. The ‘descent’ of the divine refers to this process
of emanation or illumination and also implicitly refers to the superiority of the
divine in a causal sense. lamblichus frequently states that divine illumination and
divination comes from ‘without” (8£w9ev): this refers to the gods’ transcendence
and causal power rather than to the outside world.*

[amblichus consistently maintains that the divine illumination which enables
theurgic divination and ascent is caused by and sent from the gods as an expression
of their divine will and love.* Because of divine will, love and providence, the
gods unceasingly shed their illumination on humans and orchestrate the union
of theurgists with the divine; this union is considered to be a gift of the gods.”

4 Tamblichus, DM 1.8 (28.11-29.1).

2 Tamblichus, DM 3.12 (128.8-129.11). CE. also 1.8 (27.7-28.10); 1.9 (31.9-32.6);
5.23 (232.9-12).

# Tamblichus, DM 3.23 (155.12-156.2).

“ DM 1.12 (40.14-41.8). Cf. also 3.14 (132.9-133.3; 134.10-15); 5.9 (209.9-11).

% Tamblichus, DM 3.18 (143.14-144.3); 3.20 (149.4-150.2); 323 (156.1-2); 4.1
(181.6-9); 5.9 (209.9-11); 5.10 (211.10-14); 5.25 (236.1-8); 5.26 (238.6-9; 240.3-6).
Cf. VP 1.1-2 on Pythagorean philosophy as a gift of the gods which can only be understood
by humans with the assistance of the gods; Shaw (1995), 51; 92-93; 141; Finamore (1999),
87; 90; Feichtinger (2003), 133.
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In response to Porphyry’s questions regarding the role of the gods within the
operation of divination, JTamblichus repeatedly insists that the divine power of
illumination is never controlled by human beings, but is #/timately caused by the

goodness of the gods:

"Enetta dmopeic el dypt ToooUTOU natdyeTal elg UTrpesloy
ey T6 Yelov o Wi OXVELY TWag Kol GAPLTORAVTELS
elvar. To 3¢ o0 nahde OmorapfBdvers, v meprovslav  Tig
duvdpeng TAv Yedv nal Ty VmepBditovoay dyadbdtnTo nal TRV
T T nspuéxouoow attioy ansptovz’.ocv Te ﬁp&v %ol Tcpom'owiow
unnpscz.ow érovopalov. Kal Ete owvostg TOV ‘tponov e svspysuxg,
¢ote o0 xadéhxetatl odte smcﬂ:pscpsﬂ:ou. outog elg muxq, mez.c‘tog
3¢ mpomyeltar xal StdwoL pév Tolg petéyouoty Eautéy, adTOg
3¢ oVte EEiotatal 4o’ Eautol olte AdtTov yiyvetar ol bmmpetel
TOLG PETENOUOLY, GAAG TOUVAVTLOY TEGLY UTTpeToloL Tpooypfital.

Then you raise the question whether the divine is brought down for the service
of human beings, to the extent that it does not hesitate even to take on the role of
those who divine with barley meal. But you don’t properly understand what you
call ‘service’ when applying this word to the overwhelming power of the gods, and
their superabundant goodness, and their all-encompassing responsibility, their
care and patronage. Moreover, you ignore the manner of their activity, that this is
neither drawn down nor turned toward us, but, being transcendent, it guides and
gives itself to its participants; and is neither altered in itself nor made less, nor is
it subservient to its participants, but, on the contrary, it makes use of all that is

subservient to it.*¢

Iamblichus’ view of the gods and their divine will is paradoxical: their divine
illumination is constant and will always manifest itself if the appropriate conditions
and receptivity are in place, yet simultaneously it is, in an ontological and causal
sense, superior to necessity and is viewed as encompassing a spontaneous and
creative graciousness and benevolence.”” This reflects Tamblichus’ paradoxical
notion that the gods are both transcendent (and thus superior to necessity) and
immanent (through their benevolence, will and love) throughout the cosmos,
simultaneously.*®

% Jamblichus, DM 3.17 (139.8-140.4).

7 Lamblichus, DM 1.4 (11.12-12.5); 1.8 (27.7-28.3); 1.12 (40.14-41.8); 1.14
(44.8-45.6); 3.18 (145.6-146.4); 3.19 (146.5-9; 147.3-11); 3.23 (155.10-156.2); 3.31
(176.3-6); Feichtinger (2003), 134.

% Tamblichus, DM 1.8 (27.7-29.7); 1.9 (29.13-30.2); 5.23 (232.11-12; 233.2-8);
Shaw (1995), 29-30, n. 6; Van Liefferinge (1999), 82-85; Struck (2004), 220; George
(2005), 293, n. 33.
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Iamblichus’ terminology of divine illumination and radiance is applied to both
dream divination and oracles, showing a common mode of receiving the divine
in different types of inspired divination. In his account of dream divination,
Tamblichus states:

v \ N ~ v ; ,
Alrote 3¢ putog émddudavtog Aapmeol kol HEERLLOV XATEYETAL
pev 7 Tav 0pdadpdv Sdig wal cupplel Te, dvamenTapévy oloo
npdtepov: al 8 dAhar alo9oeig Steynyepuévar Tuyydvoust, kol
ocuvatodavovtar mag elg TO @ic ol Yeol Exgalvovtal, Hoa TE
AévouoLy axolouot xal Boo dpdoLy loaot mapaxoiovdoloat.

At other times, however, when a light shines brightly and peacefully, not only is
the sight of the eye possessed, but closed up after previously being quite open.
And the other senses are awake and consciously aware of how the gods shine forth
in the light, and with a clear understanding they both hear what they say, and
know what they do.*’

The terminology of light and illumination utilised by Iamblichus in his description
of this type of divine dream bears striking similarities to his description of
the operation of the Oracles at Claros and Delphi.*® In Iamblichus™ account of
the oracular procedure at Claros, the prophet drinks water from a spring in a
subterranean chamber, undergoes various ritual preparations and then delivers
his oracles. Tamblichus asserts that the water has oracular power, but refutes
the idea that some prophetic spirit passes through the water. Rather the divine
illuminates the spring, thus filling it with prophetic power.>® He also maintains
the prophet’s drinking of the water from the spring and other ritual preparations
purify the soul-vehicle and make it receptive, allowing it to receive the divine
illumination fully.>* Divine illumination emanates from the god’s ethereal vehicle
to the human’s ethereal soul vehicle, which is wholly taken over by the gods and
the oracular message is pictured in the soul’s imagination: these ‘pictures  or images
come from the gods; thus, divine illumination irradiates the vehicle, causing
divinely inspired images in it.** lamblichus concludes by applying the terminology
of divine illumination to the soul of the prophet: ‘he has the inspiration of
the god illuminating the pure sanctuary of his own soul, and providing for it
an unhindered divine possession, and a perfect and unimpeded presence’ (... eig
rnadapay Edpav THe Eawtol duydic EANdumoucav Eyet THV TOL

#© Tamblichus, DM 3.2 (104.4-8).

50 Tamblichus, DM 3.11; Finamore (1993), 58-59.

51 Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (124.8-125.3); Finamore (1993), 58-59.

52 Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (125.3-6); Finamore (1985); Addey (2013a), 149-167.
53 Finamore (1999), 89-93; Shaw (1995), 87; Addey (2013a), 155-156..
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eol Emimvolay, axwAVTOV Te adTT TAEENEL TNV KATOXWYTY %ol
Ty moapovctay Tehetav GvepmddiaTov.)>* The terminology of divine
illumination is similarly utilised by Iamblichus in his discussion of the prophetess
at Delphi: his account of the Pythia as, ‘illuminated by the ray of divine fire’
(a6 te T¥c Tob Yelov Tupog axtivog atauydletar) as the fiery spirit
rises from the aperture and envelops her entirely in a circle, filling her with divine
brightness, is remarkably similar to the description of the spirit which encircles the
dreamer and the light which shines brightly on the dreamer.”® In a similar sense,
Tamblichus comments that the woman at Branchidae, the prophetess at the Oracle
of Didyma, is ‘filled by the divine radiance’ (thnpobtar t¥jc detag adyfic).
The references to ‘divine radiance’ and the encircling of the prophet or dreamer by
the divine illumination refer to the soul-vehicle, which was thought to be made
spherical through its contact with the gods.””

Human Ascent and Receptivity (¢mitnderdtng)

In a similar sense to divine descent, the ‘ascent’” of the soul was clearly not
conceptualised by lamblichus in spatial, physical terms but as an ‘abstract’ ascent of
the soul to its own causal origins through its receptivity (¢t t18et6t7¢); in other
words, the ascent refers to an ascent of consciousness to the gods. Speaking of the
divinatory power of the gods, lamblichus maintains that ‘existing itself prior to the
totality of things, it is sufficient, by its own separateness, to fill all things to the extent
that each is able to share in it” (017 pévrtor mpEod TAY HAwv TEOUTAEYOVGA
0T T YWELOTH EAVTTIC Lravr) YEYOVEY ATOTANEGOUL TAVTA, %o
8oov Exacto Suvatar abthic wetéyetv).® The first part of this statement
emphasises the causal superiority and power of the gods, while the latter part (‘the
extent that each is able to share in it’) refers to the ‘receptivity’ or ‘suitability’ which
enables the prophet(ess) or theurgist to share in divine power.”” Through ritual,
intellectual and moral means, the human being can increase the receptivity of his
or her soul to these illuminations so that they can become possessed by a deity.
Tamblichus’ account of oracles includes an examination of the ritual preparations
and procedures which the prophet(ess) undergoes in order to increase his or her
receptivity to divine illumination so that he or she can become possessed and utter

the oracles of the god: the prophet at Claros purifies himself through drinking

>t Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (126.1-3), trs. Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell (2003), with
emendations.

> Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (126.8-12); 3.2 (103.11-104.5).

¢ Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (127.5).

57 Tamblichus, In. Tim. F49; Shaw (1995), 89-92; Addey (2013a), 152-153.

8 Tamblichus, DM 3.12 (129.9-11).

> On receptivity, cf. Chapter 1, pp. 26-28.

% Shaw (1995), 84-87; Addey (2013b), 7-24.
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the water from the spring, withdrawal to solitary places, meditation and fasting,
while the prophetess at Didyma undergoes ritual bathing, fasting for three days
and withdrawal and meditation in the innermost sanctuaries of the temple.®’
Elsewhere, Iamblichus seems to suggest that different levels of ascent are involved
in different cases of divine possession:

"H vyap 6 9eoc mMpdc Eyer, 7 Muels 6io tob Beol yiyvopeda,
) wowny Torovpeda TEOg adTOV TNV EVEpyElav: nal TOTE UEV TT¢
¢oydtne duvdpewns Tol deol petéyopev, mote & ab tic péomng,
dviote 8¢ Tiic mpdTng xal mote wev petouvsta Yuhd yiyveta,
ToTE 8¢ xal xolvevia, Eviote 0 xal Evaolc...

For cither 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 sometimes in his primary
power. And sometimes there is a mere participation, sometimes a communion,

and sometimes even a union ...

According to lamblichus’ schema, different states of divine possession can involve:
participation sharing in the god’s lowest power, communion sharing in the god’s
intermediate power and union sharing in the god’s primary power. The level of
ascent involved in these types of possession seems to be partially dependent upon
the receptivity of the possessed human being: the greater the capacity or receptivity
of the human being, the greater the level of ascent. However, participation,
communion and union are a// conceived as types of ascent to the divine within
a continuum of ascent, conceptualised philosophically as reversion to the causal
origin of the human being.

The soul is seen as the receptacle of the gods, a conception which seems
similar to Mary Keller’s notion of the ‘instrumental agency’ of the possessed.®®

' Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (125.11-126.3; 127.10-13). At 125.4-6, lamblichus states
that the prophet’s drinking of the water from the oracular spring ‘bestows the receptivity
and purification of the luminous spirit in us, through which we are able to receive the god’
(abtn pev émitndetdTnra wévov xal dmoxddapoty tob v Nulv adyoetdolc
mvedpatog dumotel, O’ v Suvatol yryvéueda ywpelv tov Yedv). Cf. Clarke,
Dillon and Hershbell (2003), 147, n. 200: ‘the luminous spirit within us’ refers to the soul
vehicle; Finamore (1985), 128-129.

¢ Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.7-11).

6 Jamblichus refers to the ‘divine element of the soul’ (which acts as a receptacle for
the gods) at DM 1.15 (46.9); 5.26 (239.6); 7.4 (255.13-256.2); 8.7 (269.11-13; 270.6-14).
The ‘One of the soul’ (the same pre-ontological connection with the divine): Tamblichus,
In Phaedy. F6; Dillon (1973, repr. 2009), 253. The notion of instrumental agency: Keller
(2002) primarily focuses on the role of women in possession cults in postcolonial contexts,
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Keller maintains that instrumentality in possession states refers to the power of
receptivity, comparable metaphorically to a hammer, flute or horse that is wielded,
played or mounted, while agency implies action as well as ‘a place where exchanges
occur’® Tamblichus too focuses on the receptivity of the possessed, describing
them as an ‘instrument’ (6ymua) and ‘vehicle’ (Bpyavov) of the gods.® Divine
possession for Tamblichus is not a matter of a totally alien agency overcoming
its human victim. Rather, it is conceptualised as a phenomenon involving a
transcendent and simultaneously immanent deity working #hrough the soul of the
possessed. The deity is conceived as beingalready linked to the human soul causally
and pre-ontologically and so the possession experience is seen as enhancing and
transforming the soul. Thus, receptivity to the divine is seen as enhancing the
human beingand is a source of power.% This conceptualisation of divine possession
can be more fully explored using Keller’s notion of instrumental agency, since the
notion of instrumentality entails a far more subtle conception of the agency of
the possessed individual: ‘the instrumental designation indicates that the subject
exercises a unique type of agency that is neither autonomous nor passive.”” Keller
maintains that ‘the concept of instrumental agency serves to highlight the way
that receptivity has often been evaluated as an extremely powerful capacity
among possession traditions. Rather than coding receptivity negatively as a type
of passivity, instrumental agency accounts for this revaluation; one’s receptivity
marks a developable sacred space.® This notion of instrumental agency allows
us to appreciate the nuances of lamblichus’ account of divine possession and to
reassess his conceptualisation of the receptivity (émtt1deL6t7¢) of the possessed
as a developable sacred space — a ‘space’ where the individual can develop his or
her discipline and contemplation using intellectual, ritual and moral means to
increase his or her capacity to receive the divine. Thus possession itself is reassessed
as a sacred space which necessarily entails the involvement of both divine and

but many of her theoretical observations on conceptions of agency in spirit possession are
relevant to scholarship on divine possession and divination in ancient religious contexts. Cf.
also Addey (2013b), 7-24.

6 Keller (2002), 9-10.

¢ Jamblichus, DM 3.4 (109.11); 3.1 (101.2-6); 3.7 (115.4-5); 3.11 (125.9); 3.14
(132.10).

6 Tamblichus, DM 1.8 (29.1-3); 1.12 (41.9-13); 3.2 (105.5-8); 3.5 (111.11-13);
3.31 (179.3-8); 4.2 (184.1-6); 4.3 (185.9-12). Cf especially DM 3.25 (158.9-159.4):
divine possession ‘furnishes goods more precious than human good sense’ and causes the
ascent of the soul by uniting it to participation in the divine; 3.25 (159.10-11): ‘divine
possession is a perfection and deliverance of the soul’ (] 8¢ Ycopopio Tehetdtng xal
cotnpla tHe duydic).

7 Keller (2002), 77.

6 Keller (2002), 82.
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human agency.” While Iamblichus makes it clear that the divine agency is
hierarchically superior (as the ultimate and primary cause), human agency is
marked by a subtle (yet crucial) blend of humbleness or openness and activity:
receptivity has to be developed through assimilation to the divine in ethical,
ritual and intellectual spheres.”

Levels of Ascent and Connection to the Gods: Participation, Communion
and Union in Dream Divination (oneiromancy) and Oracles

Iamblichus claims that divine possession and inspiration can involve three
cumulative stages or types of connection to the gods: what exactly are the
distinguishing features of (and differences between) participation (petovata),
communion (xotvwvta) and union (Eveotg)?”! These cumulative stages of ascent
are clearly linked with the prophet(ess)’s receptivity, but can we be more specific
about them? Firstly, the stages of connection correlate with the type of possession
experience: participation involves the god completely possessing the prophet(ess)
(6 9eog Ndg Eyet), communion involves the prophet(ess) becoming ‘wholly of
the god’ (uele 6ot Tob Yeol yryvopeda), while ‘union’ involves exercising
‘our activity in common with him [ie. the god]” (xotvry ToLobpeda mpog
adTOV TNV évépyetav).”? lamblichus’ characterisation of the state of ‘union’
(Evootg) offers a vital clue: ‘exercising our activity’ in common with the god
implies divine work (theurgy) and suggests the attainment of vision of intelligible
reality, since truth co-exists ‘in essence’ with the gods because it is based in the
intelligible realm. This suggests that the levels of contact and ascent are connected,
at least partially, with the individual soul’s memory of intelligible reality.”* Yet

® Cf. DM 5.23 (232.5-7) on the conjunction of divine causal agencies and human
preparations aligning themselves with the former in the operation of efficacious sacrifices
which confer great benefits, a statement which encapsulates lamblichus’ attitude towards all
efficacious types of ritual.

7 The humbleness and openness which form a vital component of receptivity
are characterised by lamblichus as ‘consciousness of our nothingness’ (1) suvatodnoLs ¢
mepl Eautodg oddevetag) in comparison with the gods which naturally makes humans
turn to prayers to the gods: DM 1.15 (47.13-48.3). Cf. Feichtinger (2003), 123-160; Shaw
(1995), 111-112.

7t Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.9-11). These three stages of contact with the gods which
characterise the possession experience parallel the three cumulative stages of prayer set out at
DM 5.26 (237.12-238.5). Cf. pp. 215-216, n. 5 above.

72 Tamblichus, DM 3.5 (111.7-9).

7> A vital caveat must be mentioned: I am not suggesting that theurgy was conceived
as simply dependent upon intellectual thought nor that possession states are caused by

intellectual thought, both of which Iamblichus repeatedly denies. Rather, possession
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this type of memory is memory in a Platonic sense (that is, memory of the eternal
realities experienced before the first descent into the body) which draws on (and
develops) the theory of Recollection.” Those ritual practitioners who have trained
their consciousness and contemplated intelligible reality while simultaneously
developing their receptivity (through ethical and ritual means) may attain a
greater level of connection to the gods through their assimilation to the divine
vision and are more likely to remember their possession experience because of their
conscious familiarity with the intelligible world of noetic reality. Consequently, it
seems that the levels of ascent also correlate with the prophet(ess)’s or theurgist’s
memory of the possession experience: the degree to which they remember the
prophetic visions experienced during the possession states depends on whether
they experience participation, communion or union. Iamblichus implies that
participation involves experiencing divine consciousness but not remembering the
experience, while communion and union imply increasing familiarity and affinity

states are conceptualised as the individual receiving divine illumination and experiencing
a simultaneous ascent of consciousness, to a greater or lesser degree. Yet intellectual
contemplation is a vital prerequisite for theurgy and an important component of the
individual’s receptivity; thus, repeated and habitual contemplation of intelligible reality (if
practised alongside ritual and ethical practices which allow the cultivation of receptivity)
is conceived as potentially enabling an affinity or familiarity with intelligible reality which
aids memory of subsequent visions attained through divinatory experiences: see below for an
examination of lamblichus” account of the role of intellectual activity and consciousness in
dream divination in DM 3.2-3.3.

7% There may be an important parallel with the salvific function of Memory
(Mnemosyne) in the tradition represented by the Orphic gold tablets here: Pinchard
(2012), 1, states: ‘Authentic Orphism may be defined as the cultural process ... that leads
from the positive valuation of external memory concerning epic or theogonic old patterns
... towards the positive valuation of the internal memory which is conceived of as bringing
the philosopher’s soul in touch with eternal realities’ and ‘Plato goes one step further in the
identification between the one who remembers and the object that is remembered in the
salvific remembrance. Whereas in the gold tablets Mnemosyne’s water is for the initiate
the only means to reach his own divine centre, the Platonic anamnésis is already the real
immortality itself. Henceforth the internal life of the soul is an aspect of intellectual
activity ... the salvation is somehow obtained through remembering memory ... The act of
remembering is from now on the aim as well as the means, the goal as well as the road. For
the intelligible Forms stand inside the remembering intellect ... The divine part of the soul,
the intellect, is not something which can accidentally remember, but is the remembering
itself. In this case the subject and its act are not to be separated ... The zoesis must be a circular
movement because the intelligible Forms which the intellect can grasp stand at the centre
of the soul since its origin. So the act through which the intellect returns to itself is its very
essence. Anamnésis is nothing less than such a return, such a connection between end and

beginning’ (15).
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with, and consequently memory of, the divine visions experienced during the
possession state.

This characteristic of connection with the gods is implied in Iamblichus
comments regarding a difference in the level of conscious awareness between the
dreamer and the oracular prophet(ess). The dreamer’s senses (although his physical
eyes are closed) are consciously aware of how the gods shine forth in their light,
and he or she has a clear understanding of what the gods say and do.” According
to Jamblichus, certain dreamers have an even higher level of conscious awareness
where their intellect (voUc) is engaged:

Tehetdrepov 8 EtL T008e Jewpeitar, Hvina dv xal ¥ 8ig BArémy
%ol 6 volg Eppmpévog maxohoudd tole dpwuévore, xiviols te TV
Yewpodvtoy cuvuTdeyy.

This is observed even more fully when the sight is active and also the mind (vobg),
with full vigour, understands the things done, and there is a response at the same

time in those 0bscrving.76

Since lamblichus states that the mind has ‘full vigour’ (6 volc éppwpévog),
presumably ‘active sight’ () &Ytg [BAémn) has a metaphorical sense, referring
to the dreamer’s wisdom. Iamblichus is clearly alluding to the theurgist, since the
idea of the mind of having full vigour is reminiscent of the instructions given to
the theurgist in the Chaldean Oracles.”” It is the theurgist who would comprehend
the ‘things done’ (t6ig dpwpévors) or, in other words, the process of receiving
a god-sent dream. In other words, the philosopher-theurgist is fully aware and
fully understands the divinatory dream. The understanding of the philosopher-
theurgist dreamer will be discussed further below.

When Iamblichus turns to his description of Oracles, he comments on the
consciousness of the prophet of Claros:

Lyefitar  @g  dpydve TG TpognTy oUte  Eautol  GvtL  olte
mopaxohovdobvtl 00dEv olg Aéyer 7 8mou YHic oty dote xal
PETA TV Yenopedtay péyls mote Eautov AapPdver

... [the god] uses the prophet as an instrument while he is neither himself nor
has any consciousness of what he says or where on earth he is, so that even after
prophesying, he sometimes scarcely gets control of himself.”®

7> Tamblichus, DM 3.2 (104.4-10). Cf. Finamore (1998), 161.
76 Tamblichus, DM 3.2 (104.8-10).

77 Chald. Or. F1; F2.

78 Jamblichus, DM 3.11 (125.9-11).
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Clearly there is a marked difference between the ecstatic trance of the oracular
prophet and the full and clear understanding of the dreamer, in Iamblichus’
view. The prophet at Claros does not remember and is not conscious of his
prophetic utterances while experiencing divine inspiration; this implies that his
connection to the god is conceived as ‘participation’ (etouota). The extent
to which Tamblichus’ comments on the consciousness of the prophet of Claros
are applicable to all oracular prophets and prophetesses is somewhat unclear:
for example, lamblichus™ description of the Pythia at Delphi becoming ‘wholly
the god’s possession’ (6A7) ytyvetar Tob deod) utilises the precise terminology
which he applies to the intermediate state of ‘communion’ (xotvemvta) and thus
suggests the need for some caution.”” It is probable that Iamblichus assumed
that the receptivity of cach specific prophet(ess) could vary widely depending
on the individual’s capacities and their active cultivation of their receptivity, so
that generalisation according to the type of divination utilised or according to the
precise divinatory context is not possible.

A vital caveat must be also be mentioned, with respect to the differences
adduced between the conscious awareness of the dreamer and that of the oracular
prophet: Tamblichus justifies his comments on the clarity of the dreamer’s
conscious understanding in the context of Porphyry’s challenge that our level of
consciousness while asleep must be less than when one is awake, and therefore
our waking consciousness and understanding is superior to that experienced in
divine ‘god-sent’ (Yebmepmtor) dreams. By pointing to the dreamer’s clear
understanding, lamblichus is refuting Porphyry’s challenge:

003¢ yap 00de olov Té €otL TV EvapyT mapousioy TAV dedv
~ o 3 4 ! b ’ 3 5 b
Tiig Umap &yyLyvopévne Tapaxohovdnocws amolelmecars ahk’ et
¥en TahnVec eimelv, xal cagecTéoay adTHY €lvol Gvdyny %ol
axpLPBeotépay Exelvng %ol GUVEGLY EUTOLOUGOY TEAELOTEQAY.

For it is surely impossible that the gods’ clear presence could be inferior to
that of wakeful consciousness. And if we are to speak the truth, the divine
presence must be even more clear and distinct than that, and produce a more
perfect understanding.®

The distinction in terms of conscious awareness may be related to the relevant
ritual context: the dreamer would have to remember their divine vision themselves
whereas the oracular prophet(ess) (£@vttg) may have had an interpreter to record
and interpret the oracles issuing from them.

7 Tamblichus, DM 3.11 (126.12-13); 3.5 (111.8).
8 Tamblichus, DM 3.2 (105.5-8).
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In another sense too, the difference in conscious awareness between those
experiencing dream divination and oracles may be related to the specific nature
of dreaming. Jamblichus quotes Porphyry’s statement that the soul has a double
life, one with the body and the other apart from the body. When one is awake
one mostly uses the life in common with the body, apart from when thinking or
engaging in pure thoughts, when one detaches oneself from the body. In sleep,
Tamblichus postulates, we are completely freed from the chains of the body and
engage in a life detached from generation.*! This purification from generation is
similar to the state cultivated by the philosopher in his waking life, which may
account for the high degree of awareness of the dreamer.

Iamblichus then sets out the philosophical basis and a hierarchy of different
types of dream divination:

Téte 37 olv, elte voepdv elre Jelov tadtov Omdpyov elte xol
&v Exdrepov L8lg xad Eowtd &v, 16 tiic lwfic cidoc dveyelpetar
&v Nulv xal evepyel 7 mépurev.’Emed® odv 6 pév volc ta dvta
Jewpel, Adyous & % Juyn TAV yiyvopévev v adTi mavTwy
mepLéyeL, elxdtag On nata THY mepLéyoucay altloy TAoCOUEVA
€V TOLG TCPOTYOUREVOLE aDT@Y AGYOLE TTROYLYVQOXEL TA UYENAOVTA.
Kot tadtng 8 &tt tehetotépay moteitar poavteloy, fvine &v Toig
8oL, 4@’ Gv amepeptodn, cuvanty tog polpag tiic lofic xal T
voepdc évepyelag: TAnpoltaL yop &mwo Tev Ghav TOTE TG Tao™g
eldfioeng, oc ént T mhelotov EEtxveladar Taic Evvolalg TGV mept
TOV XOGPOY ETLTEAOUUEVOY.

At this time, then, this form of life, whether it is intellectual or divine, which is
the same thing, or each one separately, it is aroused in us, and energises according
to its own nature. Since the intellect, then, contemplates real beings, and the
soul encompasses the reasons in itself of everything coming into existence, it is
reasonable that it should know beforehand future things arranged according to
their predominant reasons, and the first cause which encompasses them. And it
produces an even more perfect divination, surely, when it unites its apportioned
lots of life and intellectual activity to the universals from which it had been
separated. For it is then filled from the universals of total knowledge, so that, for

the most part, it arrives at conceptions of what goes on in the cosmos.*?

81 Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (106.3-9); 5.15 (219.1-5). Cf. Shaw (1995), 82; Finamore
(1998), 157, points out that this passage of lamblichus clearly echoes Plato’s Resp. 571b,
since Plato had emphasised that the person who had trained reason to command irrational
impulses in the day is the one who keeps them from interfering with dreams at night.

82 Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (106.9-107.4), trs. Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell (2003), with
emendations. Cf. Finamore (1998), 161-162, for the excellent suggestion that Iamblichus’
DM 3.3 presents a hierarchy of different types of divination based upon the source of the
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Tamblichus first sets out a general theory of the operation of dream divination: he
argues that in sleep, the human body is detached from the chains of generation
and, therefore, can potentially contemplate real beings (tac 6vta).® This idea is
based on the Neoplatonist principle that ‘like attracts like} since Iamblichus states
that the soul encompasses the reasons of everything coming into existence (in a
manner appropriate to soul): thus, the soul can contemplate real beings because
it contains the principles of all things. Jamblichus’ explanation is also clearly
based on the Platonic theory of Recollection, the theory that the human soul
has seen the Forms before it first descended into a body. Iamblichus maintains
that since the soul encompasses the reasons of everything coming into existence,
it is reasonable it should know beforchand future things arranged according to
their first principles, and the first cause which encompasses them. This is based
on the Neoplatonist concept that all things are contained in potentiality in
that which causes them, a notion that is fundamental to the later Neoplatonist
metaphysical structure of the cosmos. Thus, lamblichus asserts, by knowing the
principles, the soul can know future matters which arise from specific principles.
The first principles of future things are, according to Iamblichus, encompassed
by the first cause. As we have already seen, for Iamblichus, the first, or highest
cause is divinity. So, by knowing the divine, which is eternal and unchanging,
humans can know the future.

Iamblichus claims that the intellect produces an ‘even more perfect divination’
when it unites its apportioned lots of life (rotpac T7c Lufc) and intellectual
activity (voepdlc &vepyelag) to the universals: when it is filled with the
universals of total knowledge, it can arrive at conceptions of what goes on in the
cosmos. Finamore claims that by using the term ‘universals, Tamblichus refers
here to contact with the visible gods, who fill the soul with knowledge of future
events that the soul discovers with its own thoughts.* It is somewhat unclear as to
whether this stage of dream divination is envisaged as ‘communion’ or ‘union) for
the dreamer uniting his ‘activity’ to the universals is similar to, but not quite the
same, as ‘exercising one’s activity in common with the god; the characterisation of
‘union’ In his subsequent comment, lamblichus clearly refers to ‘union’:

5 AN 24 te NI R ,
ANV éav pév T voepodv Eautiic 7 Yuyn xal to Yelov cuvupaivy
TOLg %PELTTOOL, TOTE %ol Ta pavtdouata adtiic Eotal xadapatepa,

divination and the level of psychic involvement. Finamore claims that five types of dream
divination are presented here.

8 Cf. Finamore (1998), 162, who comments: ‘By 72 onta lamblichus means, of course,
the Forms, which reside at the level of the Demiurgic Intellect; the Jogos are the active reason
principles of the Demiurge at work within the cosmos.

8 Finamore (1998), 162 and n. 18, claims that the ‘universals’ mentioned here are the
visible gods, referring to the whole souls of the visible gods as differentiated from ‘partial’

human souls (citing Proclus, I Tim. 3.276.19-22).
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ftor mepl Yedv N TéV xad Eavtac dowudTeov 00GLAY, T O¢
e ~ b ~ \ ~ b b ’ ’ \ \
anhég elmely mepl TAV elg arndetay ouvpPariopévey TNV TEEL
TGV VONTGY.

But if the soul weaves together its intellectual and its divine part with higher powers
(tole xpettrtoot), then its own visions will be purer, whether of the gods, or of
essentially incorporeal beings, or, generally speaking, of whatever contributes to the
truth about intelligible things.®

This passage clearly refers to ‘union” because the soul exercises its activity in
common with the god, weaving together its intellectual and divine part with the
‘higher powers’ or ‘greater kinds, Ilamblichus’ habitual designation for the gods and
divine orders.* lamblichus later adds:

"Eov 8¢ todg Adyoug tav yLyvopévev dvayr meos Ttols altioug
oadtav  Jeovg, dVvaury am’ adtdv mpocAaufdver xal yYvéoLv
avaroyilopévny 8o te v xol oo Eotar, Yewplov Te TMavTOHC
¥EOVOU TOLELTAL XAl TGY &V TG Yeove cuuBatvévtwy EmLoXOTEL
to Epya, TAEwy Te adTév nal émipéhctav xol Emavépducty THY
TPOGAXOUGAY LETAAAYYAVEL

If, however, it refers accounts of things happening to their causes, that is, to the
gods, it receives from them a power and knowledge embracing things that were
and will be, and takes a view of all time, and surveys events happening in time, and

it participates in their order, care and appropriate improvement.87

This section reflects the task of the theurgist, for theurgy involves referringaccounts
of things happening to their first, highest causes, that is, the gods. In dream
divination, the theurgist-dreamer can survey all events happening in time and
thereby participate in their order, care and appropriate movement.* The theurgist

8 Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (107.7-11).
8¢ Finamore (1993), 163, makes the excellent suggestion that this type of dream
divination connects the recipient to the intelligible gods, basing his argument on Iamblichus’
description of this type of dream as providing ‘the truth about intelligible things’ (tepl t&v
elg aAnBetav ovpBarropévey THY TERL TEV vonTav. DM 3.3[107.10-11]). The
argument is also based on his identification of the preceding type of divination at 107.4-7
as uniting the dreamer with the ‘intellectual gods’ because it is said to receive the ‘totality of
intellections’

87 Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (107.11-108.3), trs. Clarke, Dillon and Hershbell (2003), with
emendations.

%8 Finamore (1998), 163, describes this type of dream divination as follows: ‘Here the
soul, existing out of time, attains a synoptic view of things existing in time and even shares in
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seeks to unite his soul to the highest cause, the gods, and thereby participates in
the order and care of the universe, imitating the creative action of the Demiurge.

Yet although ‘communion’ and ‘union’ are conceived as being the states most
commonly attained by the theurgist, it is difficult to establish a firm differentiation
between the theurgist and the oracular prophet or dreamer in relation
to their experience of the stages of connection to the gods (participation —
communion — union). In fact, following the discussion of the philosophical basis of
dream divination, Jamblichus immediately offers the example of dream incubation
as it was practised in Asclepius’ sanctuaries and its power to cure diseases (which
he follows with other examples of divine dreams and their practical benefits).”
In doing so, he refers to a traditional (and public) oracular institution associated
with dream incubation. He concludes his list of examples by stating, ‘But why go
through such occurrences one by one, when daily events offer a clarity greater than
any story?” (Kol tt 8ei »ad’ Exactov emefibvte pnmvlewy, tav xad’
NUEQAY GEL CUUTLTTTOVTOV XQEELTTOVAL TOU AGYOU TNV EVAQYELAY
TTAPEYOLEV®Y;), a comment which seemingly alludes to the theurgists.” In terms
of the stages of connection to the gods experienced by the ritual practitioner, no
clearcut differentiation between theurgy and traditional religious practices can be
observed in Tamblichus’ account, pointing to the philosopher’ insistence on the
line of unbroken continuity and community which extends throughout all cultic
ritual and worship in which human beings receive the gods.”

Conclusion

Iamblichus” views on divine inspiration and possession, while appropriate for
the theurgist, follow the Greek religious and philosophical tradition and accord
especially with Plato’s concept of ‘prophetic madness” delineated in the Phaedrus,
and the notion of ‘divine inspiration’ expressed in the foz. Thus, Iamblichus
notions of divine inspiration and possession directly inform his account of
oracles and other forms of inspired divination. Although Iamblichus’ account
emphasises that the possessed individual does not act or experience in a human
manner involving sense perception, this does not entail that he or she has no
consciousness at all. The central point is that the inspired or possessed individual
has no consciousness of anything else excepz the gods. This implies a replacement
or enhancement of human consciousness by divine consciousness in possession

the rank (zxis) of the intelligible gods themselves.

% Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (108.6-8).

% Tamblichus, DM 3.3 (109.1-3); Shaw (2012) 96-97.

' Cf. Chapter 1, pp. 32-34; Chapter 7, pp. 277-280; ITamblichus, DM 1.9 (31.9-
32.6); 5.10 (211.12-14); 520 (227.1-10); 5.21 (228.11-229.6; 229.10-230.11); 5.24
(235.7-11); 5.26 (240.914); Shaw (2012), 97.
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rituals. Jamblichus’ account rests on the notion of simultaneous divine descent
and human ascent: the human soul ascends to the gods while the gods descend to
the human soul to possess it. Yet the divine descent is envisaged in terms of divine
illumination (constantly available and present throughout all ontological levels),
which is the idiom through which Iamblichus iterates the immanence of the gods.
The terminology of divine illumination is applied by Iamblichus to oracles and
dream divination. Meanwhile the human ascent partially depends on the ritual
practitioner’s capacities and active cultivation of his or her receptivity. Receptivity
is implicitly coded as a developable sacred space which is marked by a subtle blend
of openness and humbleness combined with an active and simultaneous cultivation
of intellectual, ritual and ethical discipline and praxis. Iamblichus envisages
the ascent of the soul as an ascent of consciousness to the gods which is partially
dependent on the individual’s cultivation of receptivity, although primarily and
ultimately dependent on the will of the gods themselves. Thus, the god works
through the soul of the possessed, replacing or enhancing the consciousness of the
ritual practitioner. The level of contact or connection with the gods (and thus, the
level of ascent) is designated in three cumulative stages: participation, communion
and union, all of which involve receiving and manifesting the divine illumination
of the gods. Yet, the extent to which the prophet(ess) or theurgist has cultivated his
or her receptivity will affect the type of connection or contact experienced: those
who have trained their consciousness and contemplated intelligible reality while
simultancously developing their receptivity through ritual and ethical praxis may
attain a greater level of connection to the gods through their assimilation to and
alignment with the divine vision and are more likely to remember their possession
experience because of their conscious familiarity with the intelligible world of
noetic reality. Consequently, it seems that the levels of ascent also correlate with
the prophet(ess)’s or theurgist's memory of the possession experience: lamblichus
implies that participation involves experiencing divine consciousness but not
remembering the experience, while communion and union imply increasing
familiarity and affinity with, and consequently memory of, the divine visions
experienced during the possession state. In terms of the stages of connection
to the gods experienced by the ritual practitioner, no clearcut differentiation
between the theurgist and the prophet(ess) of the oracular sanctuary can be
observed in Iamblichus” account, pointing to the philosopher’s insistence on the
line of unbroken continuity and community which extends throughout all cultic
ritual and worship in which human beings receive the gods. The line of unbroken
continuity and community uniting theurgy with traditional religious practices
will become even clearer in Iamblichus’ account of oracles and other forms of
inspired divination.
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