Chapter 8

In a series of vivid images and allusions Plotinus exhorts us to “escape”
from the world of lower beauty. The stress is on our own efforts to use the
faculty of vision that we all possess.
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8,1. Note the tricolon with the third member of increased length: tig

. Tlg ... m&s.... In the opening two lines Plotinus playfully combines
two Platonic passages: Phileb. 16b7, where Protarchus begs Socrates to
tell him what Tpémog or pyyavy he would recommend to extract him-
self from the difficulties of the argument in which he finds himself; and
Resp. 509a6, where the Idea of the Good is compared with the sun and
is described as a xaMog auyyavov, exploiting the “paradox” afforded by

uxavh/&uixavov.

8,2-3. olov ... &w. The sustained imagery of religious ritual strengthens
the continuity of this with the previous two chapters.

8,5. avtov with reflexive meaning.

8,7. mpoatpéxew. We should supply an object: “rush up to them?” The word
is found only here in Plotinus and is clearly pejorative. Could this be a
reminiscence of Plato, Resp. 440a2: mpoodpapwy mpds TovG vexpous?

8,8-9. The reference is to the myth of Narcissus, on which see Hadot 1976.
For the myth itself, see Ovid, Metam. 3.339-510; Pausanias, Descr. 9.31.7-
9; and Philostratus, Imag. 1.23. In Plotinus’s version Narcissus does not die
but simply slips into the water after his image. He probably has the same
myth in mind in 5.8[31].2,34-35 (On Intelligible Beauty): “like someone
who sees his own image but does not know where it came from and chases
after it”
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8,10-11. The tentative way (mov, dox@ wot) in which Plotinus introduces
his interpretation of this well-known myth suggests that it is original to
him.

8,13. xai un adtels (“and not letting go”) is to be taken along with €yduevos.

8,13-14. 00 ¢ cwyatt, Tfj 0¢ Yuxf. These two contrasting phrases (o0 ...
%) are to be construed with xatadboetat.

8,15. xat évtaiba xaxel. évtaiiba and éxel refer respectively to life in this
world and in the next. Both are designated as Hades but in a metaphorical
and a literal sense: Hades is a metaphorical way of describing the life in
this world of the nonphilosopher who sees only images (shadows) of true
reality; the real Hades is peopled by “shadows” (the shades of the dead).
Plotinus thought that the soul of the philosopher would escape the real
Hades, which would remain the location of unenlightened souls after their
death.

8,16. The quotation is from Homer, II. 2.140. As often, Plotinus ignores the
context of the lines (it is uttered by the Greeks in their wish to abandon
the siege of Troy and return home). But the phrase biAny é¢ matpida occurs
frequently in the Odyssey (interpreted in general by the Neoplatonists as
an allegory of the return of the soul to its heavenly home) and links the
quotation more effectively into the context of the Odyssey references in the
following lines.

8,18. The subject of ¢noiv is Homer. Understand dwiyfyn with ‘Odvooels.
See Homer, Od. 5.77-268 for Calypso and 10.133-574 for Circe. There was
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in antiquity a long tradition of allegorizing Homer as here, for example, in
interpreting the journey of Odysseus as the return of the soul to its origi-
nal home (see Lamberton 1989). Although Odysseus is not mentioned by
name, Plotinus probably has him in mind when describing the sort of man
who succeeds in reaching the intelligible world of the real self, as being
“like a man who arrives in his well-governed land after a long journey”
(5.9.1,20-21). Porphyry discourses on the nature of the souls of Odysseus’s
men who had been transformed by Circe into animals (F.382 Smith), and,
in his Cave of the Nymphs, a discourse on the meaning of Homer, Od.
13.102-112, Odysseus’s arrival at the harbor of Phorcys is interpreted as
symbolizing the end of the soul’s journey (chs. 24-25). In the same passage
Porphyry expresses his general approval of Numenius’s allegorization of
the Odyssey: “For it is my opinion that Numenius and his school were cor-
rect in thinking that for Homer in the Odyssey, Odysseus bears a symbol
of one who passes through the stages of genesis and, in doing so, returns
to those beyond every wave.” For Calypso, see also the Nag Hammadi trac-
tate Exegesis of the Soul (NHC 11 6) 136.27-35.

8,21. mat)p is often used by Plotinus of Intellect or the One, a usage that
probably reflects Homer’s way of referring to Zeus and, more immediately,
Plato, Tim. 28c3 and 37c7, where the demiurge who creates the world is
called matyp. For Intellect, see Enn. 5.1.1,3 and the image of ourselves as
“children” separated from their fathers (1,9-10); see also 2.9.2,4 and 16,9;
for the One, see 5.8.1,3.

8,23. ce. Note the way in which the tone becomes more intimate in the
course of the exhortations in this chapter. It begins with the third-per-
son (Itw), then moves with the quotation from Homer to the first-person
plural (dva&dueba, Huiv, mapnrbouev) before concluding with the second-
person singular (o).
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8,25. wioavta (shutting the eyes) shares the same root as puotrptov,
uuatids, although Plotinus here is probably thinking primarily of the
physical metaphor of shutting the eyes. See Celsus (Origen, Cels. 7.39):
“Only then will you see god, if you shut your eyes to perceptions [aicf)oeat
uooavteg] and look up with your mind and, turning away the eye of flesh,
awaken the eye of the soul” The idea of linking improved inner vision
with diminished external vision also recalls Plato, Symp. 219a2-4: “A
man’s mental vision does not begin to be keen until his physical vision is
past its prime.”

8,26-27. Plotinus here affirms that the highest level of contemplation
is accessible for all people—there is no elite—even though few in fact
manage to attain it. This optimism is supported by his doctrine that part
of our soul remains undescended (see note on 6,13), thus providing us
with a link that we can use to reach the transcendent. Later Platonists
strongly rejected the notion of an undescended part of the soul and cor-
respondingly reduced the status of the human soul and its possibility of
reaching the Intelligible.



Chapter 9

The faculty of vision alluded to at the end of the previous chapter is now
more fully explained by referring back to the idea of inner sight that is
awakened by viewing external beauty, which in turn leads us to find true
beauty both within external objects and within our own selves. When we
have fully identified ourselves with the beauty within, we no longer need
instruction or philosophical discourse to assimilate ourselves with the
ultimate principle, the One. This naturally leads to the question whether
Intellect or the One is to be identified with Beauty itself.
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9,1. éxeivy % &vdov. Understand &g from 8,25.

9,2. 00 mavv & Aaumpa ouvatar PAémew recalls the experience of the newly
escaped prisoner from the cave in Plato’s Resp. 516a, where we have a simi-
lar hierarchy of objects to observe before it is possible to view the sun
itself. This culminating vision is, in fact, for Plotinus a complete identifica-
tion of the self with the light of the sun, as expressed in line 18: 6Aog adTog
big aAnfvdy wévov.

9,5. {0e. Note how once again the use of the intimate second-person sin-
gular is resumed.

9,7. &varye émi gautdy xal 10e. With this important injunction Plotinus tells
us that intellectual and spiritual awareness are produced not merely by
external stimuli but, more importantly, by looking into our inner selves
and making the soul like its objects, in this case by making the soul beauti-
ful so that it can more fully perceive beauty. This idea has already occurred
in 1.3,3-4, where soul is said to “make a statement by fitting [what it sees]
with the form in it” We can compare this with Plotinus’s ethical theory,
which implies that ethical conduct is both a prerequisite and a consequence
of contemplative progress. See Smith 1974, 76-77. See also 5.8.2,41-46 for
the same idea of seeing oneself beautiful within.

9,8-15. The long flow of this sentence expresses well the long, continuous,
and relentless effort required to bring the inner self into harmony with the
divine. It is not without rhetorical flourishes:
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tricolon with lengthened third member:
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9,13. textaivwy T aov dyaiua. Cf. Plato, Phaedr. 252d7: xal wg¢ Ogdv adtov
éxelvov duta éaud olov dyadpa Textaivetal. In Plato, however, the statue is
not the inner self but an image of the beloved, the object of physical desire.
See Armstrong 1961, 112. A similar idea is found in 4.7[2]10,44-47:
“For the soul does not, of course, ‘see wisdom and justice’ [Plato, Phaedr.
247d6] by making excursions but by contemplation within itself of itself
and of what it was formerly, seeing them firmly fixed within itself like stat-
ues that have become tarnished with the passage of time and which it has
now burnished” (Fleet). A comparable idea is found in Porphyry, Marc.
11.112,2-5: “The wise man ... must prepare by his wisdom a sanctuary for
god in his mind, adorning it with a living statue, intellect, in which god
has impressed his image” (Des Places); and in the fifth-century Platonist
Hierocles of Alexandria, Commentary on the Golden Verses of Pythagoras:
“He alone knows how to honor [the gods] who does not contaminate the
dignity of those who are honored, and who makes it his foremost concern
to present himself as a sanctuary, and works to make his own soul a divine
statue and prepares his own intellect as a temple to receive the divine light”
(31,21-32,4 Mullach).

9,14-15. swdpoatwny &v ayvi BePdoav Babpw. Cf. Plato, Phaedr. 254b6-7:
ueta awdpoaivng &v ayvé PePioay Pdabpw.

9,15. &i yéyovag toito. See also lines 21 and 23. The notion of becoming
identical with the object of striving or contemplation is central to Ploti-
nus. It is another expression of the idea that true knowledge is attained
only when the thinking subject is identical with the object of its thinking
(for which see 5.5.1-2). This is valid not only for the hypostasis Intellect
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but also for the intellect of the individual. This becomes even more com-
plex when viewed dynamically, when Plotinus considers the ascent of the
individual within the different levels of his or her own being, from that
of perception to discursive reason (vested in the rational soul) and from
discursive reason to intellection. For this transition to complete identity of
subject and object at the level of our intellect, one may consult the first part
of 5.3, already cited at 6,13 where it was noted that Plotinus uses the verb
ytyveafat three times to indicate that, in becoming intellect, we “become”
completely other than what we were before.

9,22-24. The accumulation of participles in this sentence is a particularity
of Plotinus’s condensed style of writing.

9,24. 7ol detevivros. Having no further use of a guide marks the point
of transition from discursive reasoning, whether done privately or in the
teaching context of the philosophical school, to a direct encounter with
the object sought. See also 6.9.4,14-15 where, in speaking of the One, he
says that before we have a personal encounter with it our discursive reason
can only point the way (domep 600v detxvivteg) rather than give explicit
directions, for teaching goes only so far as the road and the traveling (uéypt
yap T 6000 xal T mopelag 1) didakic), after which personal vision must be
engaged (7] 0¢ Béa avTol Epyov 0% Tol i0giv PeBouinuévov).
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9,29. The most natural grammatical “subject” of this sentence (i.e., with
the impersonal 0el) would be 76 6p&v, but Tév édbaiudv or even T is
possible.

9,35. mavta ... xaAa: mavta and xaa are to be taken as predicative of
@ €ion: “all of them beautiful” The identity of beauty with the Ideas, the
contents of Nous as a whole, as affirmed in 6,21, is once again expressed
by the transition from all the Forms individually (rdvta & €(0) to their
identification as a single whole, Toito: “and he will say that this is Beauty,
the Ideas”

9,36-37. 1ols ... olalag is in apposition to tattalg. By describing the Ideas
as the product of Intellect, Plotinus is probably thinking both of the gen-
eration of the Ideas within Intellect as its essential activity of thinking and
of the external effect of Intellect, through the Ideas, on all that is below it,
which makes them beautiful (mavta yap tadtag xald), beginning with
soul and the physical universe. For the soul as the product of Intellect, see
V.1.7,42: voli 08 yéwwnpa Aéyos Tig.

9,39-43. dote OMogxepel ey Aoy@ TO TP@TOV xaAdv...: “so in a rough
sense it [the One] is the primal beauty...” Can the One (the Good) be
also termed “the Beautiful’? The same question arises in the treatise On
the Categories (6.2[43].18) and On the Forms and the Good (6.7(38].22),
both composed in a later period. Clearly the question, which appears to be
dismissed rather cursorily here in 1.6, is of some importance to Plotinus.
In fact, it raises difficult issues about ascribing positive characteristics to
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the nature of the One as ultimate principle. In 6.2 Plotinus seems happy
enough to identify Beauty with Being, although he does initially suggest
(18,1-4) that one might locate it somewhat higher, either with the One
itself or rather with something “shining out from it” (ofov dméoTiABov):
“As for the beautiful [tol xatol], if the primary Beauty [# xaMovy] is that
[transcendent First], what could be said about it would be the same and
similar to what was said about the Good; and if it is that which, one might
say, shines out upon the Idea [of beauty], [one would say that it is not the
same in all] the Forms and that the shining on them is posterior” In 6.7
Plotinus goes into greater detail; in chapter 22, while placing beauty at the
level of Intellect, he suggests that it receives from the One a kind of illu-
mination that gives life to that beauty (&pyov Te yap T0 xdMog adTou, Tply
Tod ayafol ddg Adfy 6.7.22,11-12). It should be noted that, as in 1.6, the
immediate context for these remarks is the ascent of the individual soul
and its experience of something above Intellect. But not content with this
explanation, Plotinus returns once again to the same issue in chapter 32,
where he refers to the Good (the One) as mavtdg xadol &vbog (32,31) and
states that its beauty is of a different order that is beyond beauty (32,28-29:
TO xaMog adTol dAov Tpémov xal xaAhog UTEp xaMos) and in that “the pri-
mary beautiful, then, and the First is without form, and Beauty [# xaMown]
is that, the nature of the Good” (33,21-23). Nothing could more clearly
express Plotinus’s difficulty in delineating the nature of the One, which he
wants to be not merely the cause of all that is beneath it but also in some
way to be the totality of everything that exists, an idea most graphically
expressed in the opening sentence of 5.2[11]: “The One is all things and
not a single one of them; it is the principle of all things, not all things, but
all things in a transcendent way; for in a sense they do occur in the One”
(1,1-2). For a more detailed discussion of these passages concerning the
location of Beauty, see Smith 2014.

9,40. diatpév. Supply an indefinite subject: “if one makes distinctions in
the intelligible world.”
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xaAOY Tp&ToV BnceTal: mANY éxel TO xaAdv.

9,43. mAvy: an adverb meaning “in any case.” In other words, even if we do
put Beauty and the Good on the same level (the One), beauty is still to be
found in the intelligible world (éxel).





