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Abstract

The Philosophical History, a historical and biographical text written in the 6th
century CE by the Neoplatonic philosopher Damascius (c. 458/462 — c. 540), also known
in the scholarship as Life of Isidore, has come down to us in a fragmentary state. The extant
material contains many descriptions of philosophers and mystics attaining mental states
that can be described as altered states of consciousness, besides observations of miraculous
powers and states that can be defined as analogous to deification. The purpose of this study
is to demonstrate a relationship between the “decadence” of the pagan world perceived by
Damascius and the phenomenon of mysticism, articulating the mystical sensibility as a
response to the collapse of historical structures and world-images (myths, religions,
rituals). In order to do that, | will analyze some literary motifs present in the text, like the
lamblichean doctrines of embodiment pervasive in the Philosophical History, the so-called
“story of Paralius”, related in the Life of Severus by Zachariah of Mytilene and mirrored in
the Philosophical History, and the use by Damascius of Hermetic and Egyptian literary
topoi about the fall of Egypt and their relation with a cyclical philosophy of history
reminiscent of the “Great Year Myth”. In the last chapter, those stories of decay and pagan
liminality will be shown to be constitutive of the experiences that led pagan mystics in the
51 and 6" centuries to search for an absorption into the divine (fsoxpacia). As a
concluding remark, I will articulate the picture of Damascius, Isidore and ‘“pagan’ mystics
and thinkers in the Philosophical History as that of pagan holy men engaged in a constant
search for a type of religious experience that was waning in the Christianized Byzantine

Empire.

Keywords: Damascius; Theurgy; Mysticism; Philosophy of History



Resumo

A Historia Filosofica, um texto histérico e biografico escrito no século VI d.C. pelo
filésofo neoplatdnico Damascio (c. 458/462 — c. 540), também conhecido nos estudos
como Vida de Isidoro, chegou até nds em um estado fragmentario. O material existente
contém muitas descri¢fes de filosofos e misticos atingindo estados mentais que podem ser
descritos como estados alterados de consciéncia, além de observacdes de poderes
milagrosos e estados que podem ser definidos como analogos a deificacdo. O objetivo
deste estudo é demonstrar uma relagdo entre a "decadéncia" do mundo pagéo percebida por
Damascio e o fenbmeno do misticismo, articulando a sensibilidade mistica como resposta
ao colapso das estruturas histéricas e das imagens de mundo (mitos, religides, rituais). Para
isso, analisarei alguns motivos literarios presentes no texto, como a doutrina jambliqueana
da corporificagdo presente na Historia Filosofica, a chamada “estéria de Paralio”, relatada
na Vida de Severo de Zacarias Retdrico e espelhada na Historia Filosofica, e o uso por
Damascio de topoi literarios herméticos e egipcios sobre a queda do Egito e sua relagédo
com uma filosofia ciclica da histéria que lembra o "Mito do Grande Ano". No ultimo
capitulo, essas historias de decadéncia e marginalidade paga serdo mostradas como
constitutivas das experiéncias que levaram os misticos pagaos nos séculos V e VI a buscar
uma absor¢do no divino (Beoxpacia). Como observagdo final, articularei a imagem de
Damaéscio, Isidoro e dos misticos e pensadores “pagdos” da Historia Filoséfica como a de
homens santos pagdos engajados em uma busca constante por um tipo de experiéncia

religiosa que estava em declinio no Império Bizantino cristianizado.

Palavras-Chave: Damascio; Teurgia; Misticismo; Filosofia da Histdria
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Chaldean Oracles, fr. 116 (E. des Places)

Intelligence flourishes only in the ages when beliefs wither, when their
articles and their precepts slacken, when their rules collapse. Every
period's ending is the mind's paradise, for the mind regains its play and
its whims only within an organism in utter dissolution. The man who has
the misfortune to belong to a period of creation and fecundity suffers its
limitations and its ruts; slave of a unilateral vision, he is enclosed within
a limited horizon.

E.M. Cioran



CONTENTS

X INtrOAUCTION. e eeeeeeeeeeenneeeeeeeeeesseessesssesccacsssensssssssssssssssssll

* Theory and Philology..cceeeeeeieeiiieiiniieeiiateceeiacinsenaccnsencnns 16
*Hieratic Art and Mysticism: Brief Conceptual Discussion....... 39

Part I. Biography, History and Embodiment.............. ceererens .58
L LifE AN WOTKS. . ..ot e e 59
2. Damascius’ Neoplatonic view of contemporary history...............cocooviiiiiiiiiiiiiiii, 70
3. Embodiment, the theory of the soul and the liminality of the pagan holy man..................... 83
4. The Story of Asclepiodotus and the Christian ““proto-secularization’ of pagan myths.......... 109

Part Il. Cosmology, Cycles and Religio MentiS......ccceeveene... 131

5. Hermetic Egyptian Topoi and the Center of the COSMOS...........coovviiiiiiiiiiiiie 132
6. The Collapse of the Great Year Myth and Hieratic Art...............cccoviiiiiiiiiiee, 147
T LA MY St UE. .o 174
*The fall of the Serapeum and the prelude of mysticism................cooiiii i, 174
* The Inner Temple and the Outside of History: An Exercise in Heterotopia......................... 187

Conclusion: Prosopography and ANagogeé.....ccceeeeeeeecenrensens.. 214

2T10] [olo] =1 o] 1) 2 TP 217

Dictionaries
Primary Sources

Critical Bibliography



Appendix I: Athena of the House C

Appendix I1: Mutilated Relief

Appendix I11: The Sources for Fragment 18 in Greek and English

Photius Fr. 22

Photius Fr. 238

Suda, 1V 852, 19-853, 3 (n. 164 woyn); IV 637, 10 (n. 78 vyveia), 637, 17-25 (n. 79 dnveia)

Appendix I11: Preliminary Portuguese Translation of the Proemium

l.1-4



Abbreviations

Asc. — Asclepius (Adyog Télerog)

Bib. — Photius. Bibliotheca.

CH — Corpus Hermeticum

CP — Damascius. Commentary on the Parmenides
Crit. — Plato. Critias

C-W — Damascius. Traité des premiers principes. Translated by J. Combés. Edited by L. G.
Westerink

DA — lamblichus. De Anima

DELG - Chantraine, P. Dictionnaire étymologique de la langue grecque: histoire
des mots.

DK — Diels, H., and W. Kranz. Die Fragmente der Vorsokratiker
DM — lamblichus. De Mysteriis

De. Princ. — Damascius. Problems and Solutions on First Principles
DPC — Proclus. De Philosophia Chaldaica

DSM — Proclus. De Sacrificio et Magia

Egpt. — Fowden. The Egyptian Hermes

Enn. — Plotinus. Enneads

ET — Proclus. The Elements of Theology

In. Crat — Proclus. Commentary on the Cratylus

In Phaed. — Damascius. The Greek Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo
In Phil. — Damascius. Lectures on the Philebus

LSJ — Liddell-Scott-Jones. Greek-English Lexicon

Marc. Gr. — Marcianus Graecus

Op. — Hesiod. Works and Days

Or. Ch. — Chaldean Oracles



Phaed. — Plato. Phaedrus

PGM — Papyri Graecae Magicae

PH — Damascius. The Philosophical History

PS — Eunapius. Lives of Philosophers and Sophists.
PT — Proclus. Platonic Theology

Rep. — Plato. Republic

Rev. Festugiere. La Révélation d'Hermes Trismégiste
SH — Stobaei Hermetica

Tim. — Plato. Timaeus

VI — Clemens Von Zintzen. Vitae Isidori Reliquiae
VP — Marinus. Vita Procli (Life of Proclus)

VS — Zacharias. Vita Severi.



10

Introduction

The interpretation of the Philosophical History, also known in the scholarship as
Life of Isidore, is a difficult task. The work, as it came down to us, is fragmentary and the
fragments are divided between quotations of the Byzantine patriarch Photius and the Suda.
So far, two main reconstructions have been made: the one of Clemens Zintzen (1967),
based on the German translation of Asmus (1910), with all the Greek fragments juxtaposed
and Latin commentary by the editor, and the version of Polymnia Athanassiadi (1999) with
Greek text and English translation alongside a substantial introduction and discussion of
the scholarship about the fragments. Given the title of the present dissertation, it is clear
that I am working mainly with Athanassiadi’s hypothesis of reconstruction and edition,
considering that while Zintzen’s reconstruction is ‘‘one step closer to the evidence’’ it is
far less readable!. The Suda calls the work a ‘‘History of Philosophers’” or Philosophical
History rather than a sole biography of Isidore? and despite Photius claim that the work is a
biography of Isidore, he himself claims that Damascius writes ‘‘not so much the Life of
Isidore, as that of many other people”’3.

The available text is far from being solely a hagiography of Damascius’ master
Isidore, as the biographies of Plotinus and Proclus by their disciples, and discusses a vast
array of individuals and events, from Hypatia’s death at the hands of the Christians to a
supposed crisis of the Athenian school after the death of Proclus, with many mystical,
theurgic and anthropological commentaries spanning between the descriptions of events. It
could be said that those mystical and theurgic elements are part of a general interpretation
made by Damascius on the state of affairs in a world in which everything seemed to be
dissolving. Among the fragments one can find allusions to Hermetic apocalyptic writings

and theories on cosmic cycles®. The structure of the work, in my opinion, is closer to a

1 Athanassiadi tried to reconstruct the original text as much as possible, for that reason she synthesized in
some fragments many sparse sources from Photius and the Suda, while Zintzen simply presents all the
fragments as they appear in the sources. In this work, however, the number of the fragments will indicate the
number given by Athanassiadi and when necessary, as in the case of fragments that she synthesized based on
different sources, the fragment will be referred to its sources based on the Vitae Isidori Reliquiae of Zintzen.
All the concordances between the versions of Athanassiadi and Zintzen are listed by Athanassiadi at the end
of her edition. Cf. (19993, p.385-403).

2 (I, 3, 28).

3 (Bibl. Cod. 181. 18-19).

4E.g. (PH, 36B and 36C).
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book like the one of Eunapius on the lives of philosophers and sophists®, even though
Damascius is touching in deeper and far more elaborate metaphysical themes®.

The general purpose of the work has been interpreted as a moral discourse on the
six Neoplatonic virtues (natural, ethical, political, cathartic, paradigmatic and theurgic)’, a
narrative about the soul’s embodiment and release from the bonds of generation®, an
encomium to the sanctity of the Hellenic religion®, a Neoplatonic anti-Christian philosophy
of history!?, a narrative on the anagogic function of the marvelous!! and an exploration of
mythic patterns related to the Neoplatonic cathartic virtue (‘‘becoming a Bacchus’’)*?. As
recent research by T. Krulak®® has shown, Damascius had a particular way of interpreting
theurgy?*, a view in which the cultic aspects could be incorporated ‘‘without requiring
performance’’ .

The thesis behind this dissertation states that in the Philosophical History there is a
sacred narrative about the relationship of philosophy, theurgy and mysticism intertwined
with a description of the decline of the ‘‘historical order’” or the pagan religion in the
(Christian) times of Damascius. From the presentation of philosophy’s origins among the
Egyptians to the intrigues and schemes leading to the persecutions of 5" century
Alexandria and Athens, Damascius is presenting a ‘‘cosmic history’’ that involves the
descriptions of theurgic and ascetic techniques alongside altered states of consciousness
and miraculous powers. The theurgic and mystical techniques are presented in the book as

complementary ways for the contemporary humankind to overcome the ‘‘Typhonian age’’

5> Eunapii vitae sophistarum. Ed. (Giangrande, J. Polygraphica, 1956.) It is likely that Damascius, a former
professional rhetorician and member of the Neoplatonic milieu in Athens and Alexandria, would be familiar
with works like the PS of Eunapius or the Lives of Sophists by Philostratus.

6 “The Philosophical History is no apologetic work. The air of doom which pervades Eunapius' Lives is
absent here. This is a critical, and often humorous, appreciation of the character and achievement of
individual men and women, judged as overall personalities. Set firmly against a wide geographical, historical
and political background, these people are shown to move in two disparate and often clashing worlds, those
of paganism and Christianity. That the two formed an organic unity is a fact of which Damascius, unlike
many of his contemporaries, was vividly aware”. (Athanassiadi, 1993, p. 3).

7 (O’ Meara, D. J, 2006, p. 74-90).

8 (Athanassiadi, 1999a, Introduction).

® (Ahbel-Rappe, 2010, p. 10).

10 (Hoffmann, P. 2017, p. 737-775).

11 (Napoli, V. 2018, p. 121-155).

12 (Miles, G. 2018, p. 55-66).

13 (Philosophy, Tepatikn, and the Damascian Dichotomy: Pursuing the Bacchic Ideal in the Sixth-Century
Academy. In: Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 57 (2017) 454-481).

14 Contrary to Krulak, I do not interpret theurgy as only being related to the rites of the Chaldean Oracles, all
that Damascius subsumes under the guise of iepatikn is considered part of ““theurgy” in the present text. The
Neoplatonic philosophers often used those terms interchangeably. E.g. Proclus De Sacr. et Mag. or the
Platonic Theology.

15 (Ibid, p. 456).
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in which Damascius was living, like gifts of the gods for a Neoplatonic community
doomed by the decline of philosophy and the spread of the Christian religion.

Interpreting the Philosophical History in the present moment, with the available
sources, depends, of course, in a certain degree of speculative reasoning, considering the
fragmentary state of the work, with a reliance on a particular ordering of the fragments.
Luckily for my enterprise, it seems that both Athanassiadi and Zintzen seem to agree that
the work started with the statement about the oldness of the Egyptians and the exegesis of
the Osiris — Dionysus myth. Another problem is the fact that the text might have been
corrupted or altered by the Byzantine commentators, especially on the aspects related to
ritual, philosophical and mystical trends. Photius is somewhat critical of Damascius in his
epitome of the PH, saying that the Syrian Platonist philosopher was ‘extremely impious’’,
also needing to be blamed for his ‘‘coward’” and ‘‘malevolent’” veiled comments against
Christianity®®. So, in any sense, all interpretations of the text are bound to that fragmentary
state and to the fact that it has been transmitted by sources in general hostile to its author.

Additionally, the Philosophical History would be difficult in itself even if it had
reached our times in complete form. The subjects discussed are elusive for people living in
a culture in which philosophy is associated with being a professor in a university and
““supernatural’’ realities are seen as fictions, a culture in which time is an irreversible
linear order flowing from the past to the future with events being forever unredeemable. As
noted by P. Hadot!’, the gaps that we need to cross in order to reach ancient philosophical
and literary texts are immense, we do not know much about the persons discussed, almost
nothing of their sources and very little of their forms of living. At least not as much as we
know about Hegel, Balzac, Baudelaire or Walter Benjamin. We can, at most, make
educated guesses about the subjects at hand, trying to capture with our limited information
the immense oceanic horizon that is lost through our mediated telescopes.

To complicate things further, the Neoplatonists were not very keen to a personalist
view of history and historical events, much of what is discussed in their texts that might be
signs of individual idiosyncrasies are in fact symbols, myths and topoi typical of the times.
If we can at least guess, based on his writings, that Damascius was a very different man —
with different sensibilities and spiritual inclinations — when compared to Porphyry or
lamblichus, we might never know how much of himself is revealed in his texts.

Athanassiadi says that Damascius in the Philosophical History was something in between

16 (Bibl. Cod 181).
17 (1993, p. 17-18).
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Ronald Syme and Marcel Proust®® for his generation while I think that if any comparison
could be made, he is closer to being a curious encounter between the metaphysical
sensibility of Mircea Eliade and the literary style of Emil Cioran.

The dissertation will be divided into two main parts, the first, with 4 chapters, will
be called Biography, History and Embodiment. The second, with 3 chapters is named as
Cosmology, Prophecy and Religio Mentis. In the first part, the dissertation will deal with
the description of Damascius’ times, his opinions and perceptions about some of his
contemporaries and the fundamental doctrine behind Damascius’ view of the mission of
what modern historians call ‘‘pagan holy man’’ or ‘‘Neoplatonic saint’’: the lamblichean
theory of embodiment and its reflection in the Philosophical History.

Starting in the chapter 1 with biographical and historical information about
Damascius’ adventures with Isidore and Dorus, his diadochy, the journey to Persia after
Justinian’s edict of 529 and his near disappearance from historical records after 538 the
text will be followed by the skepticism of Damascius towards the practical restoration of
paganism. Some of his cosmological and philosophical corollaries will also be briefly
discussed, including his related view of individuals like Anthemius, Marcellinus, Severus
and Pamprepius. A very brief comparison of the Philosophical History with the
contemporary Alexandrian Christian Monophysite text modernly known as Theosophia
Tubingensis will be followed by a theoretical and historiographical discussion about the
lamblichean theory of embodiment and how the mission of the pagan holy man Isidore in
the Philosophical History can be interpreted as a countercultural or liminal activity.

The first part will be closed by a comparative analysis of the stories surrounding the
philosopher Asclepiodotus and his barren wife, both in Damascius and the Life of Severus,
by Zachariah of Mytilene. The purpose of such comparison is to contrast Damascius and
Zachariah regarding the events happened in Alexandria at the end of the 5" century and to
show the opposite Christian and pagan views. That chapter will conclude with the
destruction of the temple of Isis at Menouthis and will be a key to demonstrate the
Christian ‘‘demythologization’’ of the pagan religious structures.

The second part will begin with a chapter on the Damascian claim of Egypt’s
prominence among all known peoples. | pretend to show that Damascius share with
lamblichus and the Hermetists a particular conception of the repetition of cosmogony as

the fundamental aspect of mythical ritual and that the claim of the Egyptian origin for the

18 (1999a, p. 40-41).
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hieratic art and the doctrines of the immortality of the soul are not merely historical
descriptions: the rituals and sacred practices of the Egyptians are what made them the
“‘oldest people’” known. The ‘‘Egyptian Proemium’’ of the text will be analyzed as being
part of a series of ‘‘romantic’’ literary topoi appropriated by Damascius from the
Hermetists on the decadence and fall of cultures. The myth of Osiris discussed in the
Proemium will be shown to be a typical Neoplatonic hermeneutic exercise based on
correspondences with the Chaldean Oracles — in fact, Damascius is probably quoting a
Chaldean Oracle in part of his interpretation — and an explanation of the world’s current
decayed state in relation to the mystical and theurgical practices.

In such topoi, Egypt is the counterpart of the image of metaphysical order, an image
that echoes the Hermetic Asclepius (Adyog Télelog) and the Koré Kosmou, in opposition
to the Christian empire as the image of the Typhonian time that needs to be overcome by
the sacred arts and mystical ascents of the Platonic holy man'®. The very important
fragment 18, synthesized by Athanassiadi based on 2 citations of Photius and a larger
passage of the Suda, will be discussed as a demonstration of a Neoplatonic philosophy of
history that is based on discussions of Plato in the Republic, Hesiod’s narrative about the
cosmic races and Hermetic doctrines found not only in the Asclepius, but also in the Koré
Kosmou and other Hermetic treatises whose influence pervaded many of the available
fragments of Damascius’ work. The discussion about the cycles of history opens the path
to the discussion in the final chapter: the idea of the mysticism of pagan ascetics and holy
men as a reaction against a perceived ‘‘decadence’’ or ‘‘setting sun’’ of the polytheistic
Hellenic culture.

The last chapter will thus start with a discussion on the prophecies of Antoninus
and Olympus on the destruction of the Alexandrian Serapeum, the fall of Egyptian sacred
order and their meaning for a kind of a pagan “‘religio mentis’’ in post-Christian paganism.
The interesting aspect of such visions and prophecies is the affirmation that despite the
destruction of the temples and sacred places by the Christians, God was to be found inside

oneself?°, not solely in the buildings and rocks that have been destructed and vanished. The

19 «“Damascius dealt with the marvelous and the fantastic in his Life of Isidore, where old Egyptian folk tales,
contemporary miracles and holy places are inextricably linked together to illustrate the unity of the universe,
which even in its sensible form and historical manifestation is filled with beauty and delight”. (Athanassiadi,
1993, p. 8).

20 E.g. Olympus’ claim that that “the symbols of religion are mere matter and that God is within”. Cf.
(Athanassiadi, 1993, p. 14).
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resonances of those ideas in the Philosophical History can be found in fragments like the
foundational 4C and in the descriptions of Isidore’s mystical capabilities®:.

As a concluding remark, | plan to discuss how the initiatory journey of Damascius
with Isidore, and the Philosophical History as a literary genre in its own, reflect the
shifting isolation and sense of abandonment of the pagan holy man in the 5" and 6%
centuries. In a world shared with Christians and in which all of the pagan sacred geography
and locative religious organization was dissolving, the pagan holy man was almost a
romantic philosopher-poet dislocated from the world, a nostalgic trying to transcend
history and time with his manipulation of symbols, myths and mystical experiences. The
“liminal experience” of the Neoplatonic pagan holy man is the testimony to the dissolution
and reconstruction of the épisteme or regime of historicity from the ““polytheistic’” mythic
tradition to the Christian historiological theophany.

All Greek translations of the Philosophical History in the body of the text are mine,
except when expressly noted. | based myself mostly in Athanassiadi’s translations, but |
also consulted the German translation of Asmus and other scattered translations in articles
and specialized books. Any mistakes and problems are my own responsibility. Following
Athanassiadi, | left in italics the passages in Greek in which the excerptor — either Photius
or the anonymous doxographer of the Suda — is probably commenting on the text of
Damascius. Contrary to Athanassiadi, | included those passages in my translation. In some
few passages I also used the “‘original” fragments as collected by Zintzen rather than
Athanassiadi’s edition, notably in her fragment 18 and other synthesized fragments in
which the Greek text is not identical through all sources. To other translations from Greek
and Latin I mostly used the most recent or standard edition published in English or other
modern vernacular languages. Where no translation is indicated, it is my own. When two
or more standard editions exist, | chose the most recent or the one which the availability

was more immediate.

21E.g.9A, B, C, D, E, F, 10A and B and also in the important fragments 135B and 138.
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Theory and Philology

| would like to begin the considerations of the theoretical and philological
perspective behind this work with a double quotation. The first has its roots in a brutal
encounter between a maiden and a god, in a story told by Plato in the Phaedrus and
beautifully recounted by Adluri and Bagchee in their criticism of German philology called
“The Nay Science”??. The Greek legend tells us about Orithuia, the daughter of the
Athenian king Erechtheus. In her child play with friends near the borders of the Ilisus, she
is captured by the North Wind, Boreas. In a conversation near the river, Phaedrus asks

Socrates if he believes in the myth?3, His response unfolds as follows?*:

YoKpaTng

GAA" el dmotoinv, domep ol cogoi, ovk av
dromog €y, &lto. coPlOpevog ainy otV
nvedpa Bopéov kotd 1@V mAnciov meTpdV oLV
Oappoksiq  mailovoav  docal, kai obto M
televtnoocoy  AgxBijvar  vmd  tod  Bopéov
avapractov [229d] yeyovévar--§j €€ Apeiov
néyov: Adyeton yop od kol oDTOg O AOYOS, MG
8keilev GAL" ok &vOivde MpmboOn. &yo 84, o
Doidpe, GAL®G pev Ta TolodTO YapievTo fyodpat,
Mav 8¢ devod kol Emmdvov Kol 00 Tavy 0TVYODG
avopoc, kKot dALO HEV 0VOEY, OTL O™ avTd Avaykn
petd todto 10 1dV Inmoxeviodpmv  €ldoc
gnavopBodolar, kol avdig to Tig Xipaipag, kai
Emppel 6 Oyhog TooVvTOV Topydvov Kol
[Mnydowv kai [229¢] dAlov aunydvov Tindn te
Koi dromion TEpaTOAOY®V TIVGV PVGEMV" aig &l TIG
amotdv mpooPipd koatd TO €ikOg EkacTov, GTE
dypoik® Twi copig YpMOUEVOS, TOAATG aOTdD
OYOATg denoet. €uol € TPOG T OVOAUDG E0TL
oxoA)" 10 82 oitov, ® @ik, TovTOL THSE. OV
ovvopol T Katd TO ASAQIKOV yphupa yvdvol
guantdv: yedoiov 01 pot eaiveton [230a] todto
£€TL dyvoodvta Ta GAAOTPLOL okomelv. Obgv oM
yoipewv  €acog tadto, melopEvog OE  TQ
voulopéve mept ant®dv, 0 vovon Eleyov, oKOT®
00 TadTa GAL" Epantdv, gite T Onpiov OV TVYYOVEO
Tvpdvog  moAvmAokmdTEpOV Kol HAAAOV
émreBoppévov,  glte  MuepoTEPOV  TE KO

22 (The Nay Science: A History of German Indology. Oxford University Press, 2014, p. Xi-xvi).
23 (Phaedrus, 229a-c).
24 (Ibid. 229c-230a).
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amiovotepov  {Pov, BOelog TvOG Kol ATOEOV
poipac @voel petéyov. dtap, & £toipe, METOED
TV AMdyov, dp’ od 10de v 10 d4vdpov &9’ dmep
Myeg Nudg;

SOCRATES: Actually, it would not be out of
place for me to reject it, as our intellectuals do. |
could then tell a clever story: I could claim that a
gust of North Wind blew her over the rocks where
she was playing with Pharmaceia; and once she
was killed that way people said she had been
carried off by Boreas—or was it, perhaps, from
Areopagus? The story is also told that she was
carried away from there instead. Now, Phaedrus,
such explanations are amusing enough, but they
are a job for a man I cannot envy at all. He’d have
to be far too ingenious, and work too hard—
mainly because after that he will have to go on
and give a rational account of the form of
Hippocentaurs, and then of the Chimera; and a
whole flood of Gorgons and Pegasuses and other
monsters, in large numbers and absurd forms, will
overwhelm him. Anyone who does not believe in
them, who wants to explain them away and make
them plausible by means of some sort of rough
ingenuity, will need a great deal of time. But I
have no time for such things; and the reason, my
friend, is this. 1 am still unable, as the Delphic
inscription orders, to know myself; and it really
seems to me ridiculous to look into other things
before | have understood that. This is why | do
not concern myself with them. | accept what is
generally believed, and, as | was saying, | look
not into them but into my own self: Am | a beast
more complicated and savage than Typhon, or am
I a tamer, simpler animal with a share in a divine
and gentle nature? But look, my friend—while
we were talking, haven’t we reached the tree you
were taking us to? (Transl. Nehamas and
Woodruff).

For Adluri and Bagchee, “Socrates’ answer complicates the violent simplicity of Phaedrus’
question”?,
The young Phaedrus was someone banned from Athens due to his impiety and

profanation of the mysteries?®, he is a distant echo of the modern intellectual with his

5 (p. xii.)
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propensity to disregard the realities of any ‘“mythical narrative”. While the specific quarrel
of Adluri/Bagchee with modern philology is not necessarily shared by my work, the
position of Socrates outlined by them is a guideline.

But before discussing all of those things, let me introduce the second quotation, an

advice that comes from the inner depths of the object being studied?’:

o¢ Eywye €violg NN meplteTdyMKe TO. peV EE®
Quocoeodol Aoumpdg &v te uvaun Pabeig
TOAL®DV S0EAGUATOV KOl £V AyYIoTPOP® SEWVOTNTL
GLALOYICUAV ATEPAVIOV Kol &V SVVAUEL CLYVT
dapoviog aicOnoeme, €low o0& T THC WYUYAG
GmopodGt Kol TEVOUEVOLS AANO0DE EMGTAUNG.

Thus, for my part, | have met some persons who
philosophize splendidly in their rich memory of
many theories and rapidness of impressive
syllogisms; in the frequent might of their
marvelous perceptions. But within their souls are
poor and look away from true knowledge.

Damascius mobilizes a philosophical vocabulary here (dAn6ng, émothun, dbvapug etc.) in
order to contrapose those that are ““rich in knowledge” and dominate the most variegated
syllogisms with the pagan holy man Isidore, his master, described in a long sentence before
in that same fragment as someone with only average capabilities of memory, imagination
and ‘“moderately acute senses”. In terms of Neoplatonic biographies, that passage
contrasts with the biography of Proclus by Marinus, a text in which the Lycian philosopher
and theurgist is described as having superhuman memory?. It is not my focus in this text,
of course, to focus on the differences between Isidore and Proclus, but to illustrate a
theoretical point about my reading of the Philosophical History: the primacy of experience,
of the journeys and matters of the soul in contrast with the development of philosophical

and theological theories. If Damascius is not lacking in rigorous aporetic considerations, as

26 “Phaedrus, although young, beautiful, and a lover of logoi (i.e., semiscientific speeches on various
matters), participated in the profanation of the mysteries and mocked the soteriological hope of the
Athenians. It is to such an iconoclast, exiled for this reckless act, that Socrates is addressing his speech.
Orithuia is a stand-in for Persephone, albeit lacking the goddess’s soteriological hope: she is a mortal who
simply dies. In the game of philology, matters of life and death hang in a balance. With the technical skill in
reading texts comes the awesome responsibility to consider the mortal, philosophical, and ethical
ramifications of actions.” Ibid.

277 (PH, 14.)

28 (VP. 4,5,20.)
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his treatises on First Principles and commentaries to Plato testify, the primacy here is
clearly the spiritual experience.

One could say that Damascius is making a wordplay between the mythical An6n
(forgetting) that unfortunately affects Isidore as a sign of his imperfect human life?® and
dAnOsia, often understood as the Greek word for truth®, that is manifested here in his
search for a true knowledge (aAn0ng émotun). The tradition of interpreting the words and
their meaning in classical philology as a synchronic system has a deep history and for a
term such as aAn0sio. we would need e.g. to consult the volume of Levet on the meaning of
the words in the archaic period®. Then it would be necessary to search for historical
studies, like the one by Marcel Detienne, on the relationship between truth and poetry in
Archaic Greece®?. Greek philosophy obviously emerges from non-philosophical contexts,
so etymology and the shifting meaning of words would be an undeniable addition to our
knowledge about that word. Only the discussion about what constitutes “‘true knowledge”
in the field of Greek philosophy would lead us to the aforementioned studies and also to
Plato®, Heidegger®*, Paul Friedlander®, etymological dictionaries, Hellenistic Philosophy,
Plutarch etc.

And that’s not even the beginning without searching for the meaning of émetun, a
very important word in Plato. It would be a long journey in order to understand the
linguistic constitution of ““true knowledge” from Archaic Greece to the Byzantine Empire
in the time of Damascius. But then we would be talking about the Greek language in itself

as a closed system, rather than about the late antique world.

2% That word appears in the preceding passage, where it is argued that God wanted to present Isidore as a soul
alone, rather than body and soul: ai 6¢ ye aicOnogic petping avT@ S1EKEWVTO TPOG LOVIV DANPETOVGOL THV
ypelav, Kol ooyl ai aicOnoelg poval, GAAd Kol TO Kpvov EKpayeiov, 1| eovTocio, oVTe TPOG VAUV TL TAV
TOAGV Stapépovoa Kai Thg ANOng oV 10 mapdmay arnAloypév. Kol yap NBovAndn avtov 0 0gdg, ig Eoike,
yoynv pdAdov dvto Emdeifol | TO CUVOUEPOTEPOV WETO TOD GCOUNTOC, Kol TV QIA0COoQIav oV T@
GUVOUQEOTEP® Evomobeival, aALL avtTh] uovn Tf yuyii évidpioat.

30¢¢ Aletheia is the most important Greek counterpart of our ‘truth’; alethes (true), alethos (truly) and alethein
(to speak the truth) are related words. However, the Greek “truth-family” is much more comprehensive and
consists of 14 words, among others (adjectives): atrekes, nemertes, adolos, ortos, apseudos, etymos and
etetymos. It is characteristic that several words, including aletheia also, belonging to this variety begin with
‘a’. The most common interpretation of this lexical phenomenon is to consider ‘a’ as a sign of privativum,
that is, as a negative noun or adjective. This understanding of aletheia was proposed by Sextus Empiricus,
Plutarch, Olimpiodoros and the so-called Lexicon Gudianum in antiquity” (Wolénski, 2003, p. 341).

31 (Le vrai et le faux dans la pensée grecque archaique. Etude de vocabulaire; Tome I: Présentation générale.
Le vrai et le faux dans les épopées homériques. Belles Lettres, 1976.)

32(The Masters of Truth in Archaic Greece. Zone Books, 1999. Transl. Janet Lloyd.)

33 (Rep. 515c¢ and 515d.)

34(Platons Lehre von der Wahrheit, Geistige Uberlieferung 2, 1940, p. 96-124.)

3 (Platon: Seinswahrheit und Lebenswirklichkeit, 3 vols., Walter de Gruyter, Berlin, 1954.)



20

The section just quoted of the Philosophical History is also quoted by Garth
Fowden in his historical study of the “pagan holy man” in the late antique world®. What
Fowden is pointing is that simply reading Plato with the Neoplatonists as a modern
philosopher and his theories as propositions that might be argued for or against in the sense
of secular modern university is to lose a fundamental aspect of the Neoplatonic milieu: that
of a religious movement in which the study of philosophy was a preparation for
deification®. To search what Damascius calls true knowledge it is necessary first and
foremost to go beyond internalist linguistic analysis and understand him in his late Roman
or early Byzantine world in Alexandria and Athens. A space inhabited by Christian
Monophysites, Chalcedonians, Crypto-Pagans, international travelers from all over the
world, Neoplatonist philosophers, Hermetists, senators, magicians and nomadic
populations such as the Germanic tribes, the Asiatic Huns or the Nubian Blemmyes that
sometimes reached the borders of the known world (oikovuévn)®.

Language and etymology can be wonderful working tools, of course, but | do not
see how going back to Hesiod, Pindar, Homer or even Plato could shed light on the
experience that is sought here in the Philosophical History. From a self-confident pagan
world that did not even knew it was ‘““pagan” to a reality in which every temple was
crumbling, psychological and religious sensibilities changed radically®®. Paganism had to
be invented, crafted and propagandized by the adepts of a certain view of reality*®. A
Greek in the 6" or 3 century BCE could never know anything about paganism, his
“religious” sensibilities were just the way of the gods, the way things were and always
have been. The rites regulated the social life and despite significant strife between certain
philosophical schools and the adepts of the traditional religions, the whole order of the
divine rites remained stable for centuries. The priests of Eleusis in the time of Plato could
never imagine that their cult was going to be destroyed one day, that men in black robes,
assisted by barbarians from the North, would transform the sanctuaries into mere rocks and

ashes.

3 (The Pagan Holy Man in Late Antique Society, p. 36. In: The Journal of Hellenic Studies, Vol. 102. 1982).
87 «Reflection on theological and philosophical truths was indeed widely accepted as a prerequisite of
divinization.” (Ibid. p. 35)

38 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1993, p. 18).

39 The thesis that ““paganism” was born out of the confrontation between traditional religions and Christianity
has been defended by historians such as O’Donnell (2015, p. 191-201) and Tanaseanu-Ddbler (2013, p. 13).
40 “Neoplatonism is at first an innovative part of a publicly accepted religious scene with its public rituals
which it can adopt or criticise; progressive marginalisation and gradual repression of pagan traditions turns
the philosophical schools into religiously isolated close-knit networks of intellectuals trying to cope with
these transformations and to uphold and intellectually support paganism as they understand and largely create
it.” (Tanaseanu-D0bler, 2013, p. 13.)
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Some words have shifted their meanings from Plato to Damascius*. The classical
noMteio, in the sense of political regime or “political constitution”, could also be
understood in Late Antiquity as “way of life”’*? in the sense not very dissimilar of what we
would modernly call by the German word “Kultur” or even the Iberian ‘“‘cultura”. The
omnipresent Adyog, a term with more than 100 entries in the LSJ, Bailly and Pape, might
have shifted significantly in meaning from Plato to the Neoplatonists, in fact it might even
have meant something like “holy word” or magical formula depending on the context*3. A
synchronic understanding of the text of Damascius in linguistic and philosophical terms
would be very valuable, but that is only a part of what | am pretending in this work. | am
planning to discuss an experience and to unfold a narrative based on that experience.

So I could say, in an attempt of demonstration, that what Damascius calls ‘“‘true
knowledge” might be more related to a typical late antique trend — in continuation of
certain Hellenistic worldviews — of finding expression in an individual and private
experience of the divine, an ‘“utopian” search for personal salvation and related
soteriological aims*. That is a phenomenon that has been described by the historiography
through the historical analysis of documents, worldviews and even material culture. The
Greek philosophical and literary tradition, in that sense, is not understood as a closed
system in which any element refers to one another, but as a dynamic tradition that is
constantly in change through its internal movements and interactions with other cultural
systems™®,

The reader must be warned that what is being discussed in this work, like in the
Philosophical History at large, is not only “philosophical doctrine”, with philological
analysis of words and their place as arguments in the Greek philosophical tradition. While
Damascius do make some observations about dialectics, ontology, cosmology and
metaphysics, the narrative style of the work and its rhetorical construction as a “history” is
far more related with the transformative aspects that the work might have had in the mind
of the ideal reader than with proper “philosophical arguments” in the modern sense. Even

in the ancient sense of philosophy, if it can be discussed, the Philosophical History is

41 Not all though. Van den Berg has discussed how e.g. the word @lotipio maintained a very similar meaning
in Late Antiquity as it had in the Classical period (2017, p. 149-150).

42 Cf. Athanassiadi (1999a, p. 97. n. 40) and Hoffmann (2017, p. 743-744). Also, the entry in G.H.W. Lampe.
(A Patristic Greek Lexicon, Oxford, 1961, p. 1113-1114).

4 Cf. (Fowden, 1993, p. 6).

4 Cf. (J.Z. Smith. The Map is not the Territory, p. 138-142.)

4 That is, in general, the approach of Radcliffe G. Edmonds to Ancient Greek culture and religion, a type of
bricolage that is always reconstructing itself based on who is narrating a myth, a story or a series of
propositions. Cf. 2009, p. 1-5.
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constructed with a far more “‘entheastic” sense, to use a Platonic term engaged by Dirk
BaltzIy*®, than with a univocal argumentative purpose in mind. The text tells the life stories
and experiences of many individuals related to the Platonic groups of Alexandria and
Athens, but as is obvious by reading the fragments many of those individuals were also
involved in traditional cults, “syncretic” practices and “esoteric currents’, like Hermetic,
“magical” and theurgic traditions.

Regarding literary genre, as Athanassiadi observed*’, the Philosophical History is a
world in itself. No other exemplar of Ancient Greek literature exhibits its curious mixture
of history of philosophy, philosophical biography, philosophical enquiry, chronicle and
mythological narrative. In many senses, this work of Damascius is a solitary literary gem
in the vast corpus of the Greek language. At the same time, it marks a shift from the
“ancient” literary tradition to the Byzantine medieval literature and has many
characteristics of the literary genres known as patria*® and paradoxa®. At the same time
that the Philosophical History has an ancestor in Numenius’ On the dissension between the
Academics and Plato, it also has a relation with works like the Arabic One Thousand and
One Nights and its narratological structure — characterized by a recontextualization of
many oral stories in its author’s memory — might predate Marcel Proust. Photius, a reader
that had access to the whole work, notes in his testimony that the work is characterized by
interminable digression and eccentricity of structure, punctuated by a general
grandiloquence®.

Such unique literary work can be approached through many perspectives: linguistic
analysis, history of the ideas, micro-history, anthropology, comparative literature, history
of philosophy, symbolism or comparative mythology. A single fragment, e.g. the fragment

4 Cf. His review for Emilie Kutash, Ten Gifts of the Demiurge: Proclus on Plato's Timaeus. London/New
York: Bristol Classical Press, 2011. x, 309. https://bmcr.brynmawr.edu/2011/2011.08.16/

47(1999a, p.39-40 and p. 58-60).

48« According to the definition offered by the Suda, the patria deal with aspects of popular culture in
connection with particular cities or sites. In the work of Damascius, as in that of his younger contemporary
Malalas, one finds foundation myths, descriptions of monuments (ekphraseis) and accounts of local customs
and traditions. The reason for the inclusion of such material in a work like the Philosophical History is easily
understood: if the awareness of change urged Damascius' Christian contemporaries to try and preserve as
much of the fabric of the past as they could, he himself had additional reasons for feeling that the tradition to
which he belonged and had the mission to perpetuate "now stood on a razor's edge".”” (Ibid. p. 59).

49 ““Closely linked with the late antique genre of patria is that of paradoxa with its double affiliation with the
miracles of saints and with marvelous tales, both of which were to develop into major genres, capturing the
medieval imagination in East and West. Damascius indeed produced an independent work of paradoxography
which comprised 572 marvelous stories classified in four books according to their typology of the miraculous
and the bizarre. In the Philosophical History we not only encounter miracles and monsters from the author's
personal experience, but we hear him relate fantastic stories, often in the style of the original narrator, and
describe men and animals which refer us to the world of the Thousand and One Nights.” (Ibid. p. 59-60).

% Cf. (Bib, 181. 50-80).
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87 of Athanassiadi®®, in which Damascius describes his mystical experience in a sacred
cave of Apollo at Hierapolis and his dream of becoming the god Attis in that experience,
can be approached as a symbolic description of ritual initiation or a metaphorical ingestion
of possible psychoactive substances. The deadly vapors of the cave (Boavdoipog dvamvon)
being part of a ritual of initiation in which one needs to metaphysically “die” in order to
reborn as a divinized being, in a shamanistic trance that reminds someone both of the rites
of incubation described by Peter Kingsley in Archaic Greece®® and modern rituals of
entheogenic groups like the Santo Daime or the Carlos Castafieda type of entheogenic neo-
shamanism, not to say of symbolic expressions of the cave as the primordial vagina and the
katdpaocig of Damascius as a penetration into the mysteries of the Goddess through rites
that might have universal significance®.

The fragment can also induce questionings regarding the relationship between
Damascius’ narrative in his society®*, the symbolic description of divine assimilation, its
relation with Platonic philosophy and its literary language or possible antecessors in Greek
literature in texts like Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana or the dreams of Aelius
Aristides. One can even dream with Jorge Luis Borges that metaphysics is a branch of
fantastic and speculative literature and approach the text, alongside other Damascian
fragments, as a fantastic narrative of metaphysical significance, an inquisitive exercise in
the Byzantine genre known as paradoxa that might have reappeared in modern times as the
Borgesian highly intellectualized type of metaphysical tale leading to perplexity. In short,
the possibilities of reading just that single fragment are innumerable.

All or most of those aspects will appear as footnotes or passing streams into the
main river flowing from this text. But what I am aiming here is to approach the
Philosophical History in a specific setting: its importance for a historical and

anthropological inquiry into the shifting ‘historical” modes of narrativization and

51 This fragment and its lexicon will be analyzed in depth in the second part.

52 Cf. (In the Dark Places of Wisdom, 1999, p. 87-116).

53 Cf. (Duerr, 1985, p. 16-30). It would be unnecessary to point all of the occurrences of the katépacic
mytheme in Greek and Latin culture, from Odysseus, passing to Castor and Pollux to Orpheus, Aeneas,
Adonis and Psyche. Interestingly enough the account of Damascius might have some Neoplatonic
recontextualizations of the myth of Attis, a reading that has echoes in other Neoplatonic writers like the
Emperor Julian in his Hymn to the Mother of Gods. The fragment 87 will be discussed in the second part of
the dissertation and is .

54 1t would not be out of place to apply the theories of “shamanic” continuity of the German anthropologist
Hans Peter Duerr (1985) or the Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg (1989) to the experience narrated by
Damascius. The tension between morphology and history is inherent to the discussion of any religious
phenomenon and the problem between continuity and radical sociological locality will continue to hover
around for many years.
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expression of religious sensibilities between the declining “pagan” historical existence®
and the ascending “Magian” or Abrahamic way of contextualizing the symbolic world and
the sphere of experience. In the literary history of Eric Auerbach or the ‘“micro-history” of
Carlo Ginzburg there is the idea, totally strange to classical philology or traditional
histories of literature, that through an “accidental event, a single life, a passage taken
randomly, one can attain a deeper knowledge of the whole.”® The stories of the
Philosophical History, intertwined with descriptions of myth, cosmology and the doomed
or illuminated lives of different philosophers, pagan priests and theurgists in its
“transcendental prosopography”’®’ can serve to illuminate a whole world, a way of life that
was crumbling and at the same could be transcended by the inevitable optimism of the
Damascian Neoplatonic cosmic philosophy with its emphasis in “holy rites for all and
philosophy for the few’%8.

The way in which Plato or Pythagoras are presented in the text is much more akin
to illuminated sages or gurus, instead of “‘rational” philosophers arguing over what is true

or not®®:

0t 1V pev  moloitato  PIAOCOPNCAVI®V
[MvBayopav xai ITAatova 0Oedler, kai 1OV
dntepopévov gkefvov yoydv eivar, ol elg tov
VIEPOVPAVIOV TOTOV, €ic TO Tediov ThHg aAnbdeiag,
€lg Tov Aeiudvo tdv Beimv vépovtar elddV

Among the ancient philosophers he worshipped
as divine [0e1dlel] Pythagoras and Plato, and
those he considered winged souls that inhabited
in the supra-celestial regions, in the plain of truth,
in the garden of the divine forms.

55| do not think it is inaccurate to use the word “‘decline” in reference to the historical period of Damascius
and neither of believing that ““paganism” was clearly in decline from the 4th century to the 5th century after
the Roman Empire became Christian. The narratives of “continuity” between the pre-Christian world and the
Christianized Roman Empire by historians of Late Antiquity such as Peter Brown (1979) have interesting
perspectives, but they are restrained mostly by their focus in the Christian religion as a central cultural aspect
of Late Antiquity. | do agree with G.W. Bowersock observation that talking about a decline intrinsic to
paganism might be incorrect, but there was a “forced decline” or persecution as Bowersock recognizes
himself. Cf. (1990, p. xii-xii and p. 1-15). As noted by Athanassiadi (2015, p. xi): “Both Henri-Irenee Marrou
and Peter Brown - the two gurus of late antique studies - have constructed their narrative of late antique
change around the spread of Christianity, with St Augustine as their edifice's foundation stone.”

% Cf. (Ginzburg, 2007, p. 173).

57 (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 39.)

%8 (Ibid. p. 40).

%9 PH, 34D.
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AMBeta returns here, this time in the company of some characteristic words of the Platonic
lexicon, like vrepovpéviov tomov®, the accusative form of vrepovpéviog Tomog (the place
beyond the heavens), and the ultra-Platonic &idog (form) in its genitive plural form. The
lexicon of the passage is essentially Platonic, but can we say the same of the experience? Is
there any passage of Plato in which some antecessor of him is called a divinized being
dwelling in the place beyond the heavens?®! Can the lexicon encapsulate something about
experience or is it constantly being rearticulated by historical experience?%?

To a student of comparative religion, the passage of Damascius might resemble the
descriptions of Yoga practitioners that attained the ontological status of the traditional gods
of the Vedic and pre-Vedic Indian pantheon in a text like the Yogasiitra of Patafijali®®. Plato
and Pythagoras could be faced, in that sense, as enlightened souls that attained the states of
the gods and came to the earth in order to enlighten mankind. However, both for the
Neoplatonic and the Yogic metaphysical cosmologies, the place equivalent to the
vepovpaviog is not the final “destination” or Source of all, but a stage in which some
Neoplatonists located the Intellect (vodc) of the three Plotinian hypostases and an even
more complex location in the very intricate cosmological schemes of post-Plotinian

Neoplatonists. That passage of Damascius is a rearticulation of the Platonic lexicon

€0 Phaed. 247b-c.

1 The concept of the Beiog avip was widespread in the Hellenistic period and Hellenic philosophers like
Pythagoras or Empedocles were seen as the paradigmatic holy men. The borders between the Hellenistic
world and Late Antiquity are not well defined and historians like Athanassiadi (2010) and Chaniotis (2018)
make an explicit historical link between the period started with the conquests of Alexander the Great and the
world in which Damascius lived. As will be discussed in the end of this section, many cultural features of
Late Antiquity are already expressed in the Hellenistic world, while the “residual” Hellenic (i.e. pagan)
element was being increasingly purged as we approached the world of Heraclius, Mohamed and the fall of
the Sassanid Empire. As will be seen, that is the general assumption that goes behind this dissertation: the
world of Damascius and the Philosophical History experienced the last blow against the Hellenic 0giog avip
and the mental conceptualizations that allowed for his existence as a teaching and religious figure.

62 A very interesting contrast between the content of a Platonic dialogue and its Neoplatonic interpretation is
exposed by Van den Berg in his aforementioned article on the concept of gihotipio in Proclus and Damascius
in relation with the first Alcibiades (p. 152): “the term ¢@ulotio. occurs only once and without much
emphasis in the entire dialogue (Plato Alc. 1, 122¢7). It thus tells us more about what was on the minds of the
late Neoplatonists than about the actual content of the Alcibiades itself. Secondly, the Neoplatonists
apparently thought that the sentiment of gulotipia could fulfil a useful role in the education of the young,
provided that it was properly directed. This is at odds with Plato, who, for example in the Symposium and in
the Phaedrus, regarded @uiotipio for the most part as an undesirable emotion.” Despite the centrality of the
Platonic corpus, the way that the Neoplatonists approached the dialogues was often more telling of their own
agendas than of Plato’s context and discussion.

8 In the Yogasitra there is a category of beings called Videha or prakrti-layas. The former, according to
Vacaspatimisra (Tattva-vaisaradr, 1.19, 3. 26), are beings that might have been yogins or gods and attained
temporary liberty from the from the eternal becoming due to their ascensional yogic practices. The prakrti-
layas are beings that attained an even longer liberty from the material world due to abilities of control over
the mind, ego and the senses. They became dissolved (laya) in the non-manifest essence of prakrti (avyakta)
what entails a temporary spiritual liberation and higher states of consciousness.
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through the influence of the lamblichean theories about the human soul, a theory that is not
dissimilar to Buddhist and Yogic theories, as noted by Dillon and Finamore®4,

But beyond the comparison with Yoga, an Indian spiritual technology that might
share a similar synchronic development with the philosophy of Damascius regarding the
dissolution of traditional forms of worship in early urban India®®, there is the most obvious
late antique historical setting. As noted by Athanassiadi in her introduction to the
Philosophical History, in the world of Late Antiquity there was a growing trend of the
master-disciple relationship and an emphasis on the superiority of intuition and divine
inspiration. In short, the world of Damascius is already seeing the light — or darkness,
depending on the perspective — of the historical period often known as the “Middle
Ages”®. So, despite the Platonic affiliation and lexicographical aspects, the world of
Damascius’ Philosophical History is closer to the world of the Life of Severus, by
Zachariah of Mytilene, than to the world of the Greek polis in which Pythagoras,
Parmenides, Anaximander, Plato, Aristotle, the sophists, the lyric poets and the tragic poets
thrived and lived. The Platonists of the 5" and 6" centuries lived in the ruins of the Greco-
Roman civilization.

Athanassiadi also claims that the biography of Severus, Patriarch of Antioch, by
Zachariah is a “mirror text” to the Philosophical History ‘“as regards events in
Alexandria”®’. Several of the individuals cited in Damascius also appear as characters in
the Vita Severi, like Horapollo, Heraiscus, Asclepiodotus, Ammonius and Isidore himself,
the latter being described by Zachariah as ““an overt magician and troublemaker”®. In the
point of view of Christian writers, the Neoplatonists in Alexandria were deluded magicians
and sorcerers that served demons through philosophy and could not perceive the
Incarnation of the Holy Logos that transfigured human history®°.

The perspective of my dissertation is that the remaining pagans and the victorious

Christians indeed shared a somewhat ““‘unitary space” of general thought, but the épistéme

64 Cf. (2002, p. 17). In the third chapter | will elaborate further on the theories of embodiment.

85 Cf. (Samuel, 2008, 41-61.)

6 <“We are at the dawn of the Middle Ages, when the main sources of knowledge are the Master and
inspiration or divine intuition.” (1999a, p. 24).

67 (Ibid. p. 21. n.6)

88 VS, 22.

8 The story of Asclepiodotus and his barren wife, a narrative that occupies a substantial portion of
Zachariah’s work and is briefly alluded in Damascius, is the focal point of the 4™ chapter. The objective is to
contrast shifting pagan and Christian perspectives of the same event.
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of the pagans, to use a term of Michel Foucault’s historical analysis’®, was still reflective of
certain prolongations of the previous “Greco-Roman” Weltanschauung rather than totally
conformed by the “Abrahamic” infused mindset. What happens here is that the pressure
exercised by Christianity into the psyche of the pagans was so strong that the self-
definition of pagan thinkers started to assimilate many aspects of that persecution and
became equally embittered. More than that, Platonism had become the common currency
of pagan religion at that time. John Dillon usually included the revelatory literature of the
Chaldean Oracles, Hermetism and Gnosticism in what he called ““Platonic Underworld”"?,
but Athanassiadi claims, on the contrary, that this is not an underworld, rather the
theological koiné of Late Antiquity’. Those are opposite perspectives, but the perspective
behind my text is that pagan Platonism only became part of any kind of underworld after
the reign of Theodosius | and the official persecution against pagans.

Additionally, the worldview of pagan Platonists was affected by the destruction of
the traditional temples and places of worship, the persecution against their religious
practices — rites of theurgy e.g. could be punished with death”® — and transmutations of the
traditional conceptions of divinity and religious practice. In the world of Damascius,
Pythagoras and Plato are like Avataras of the divine principles that descended upon the
world to guide humanity. This is an aspect, as already noted, that has its origin with

JTamblichus’ doctrines of the differences between the classes of souls. Isidore in the

70 “In any given culture and at any given moment, there is always only one épistémé that defines the
conditions of possibility of all knowledge, whether expressed in a theory or silently invested in a practice.”
(1970 [1966], p. 183).

1 Cf. (1996, p. 390-394.)

72 Talking about the work of Hans Lewy, Athanassiadi comments: ‘he recognized the unity of late antique
revelatory literature and understood the contemporary procedures which tended towards the formulation of a
dogma based on the orthodox interpretation of a canon of sacred texts. The angels of whom the oracle speaks,
and among whom Apollo counts himself, also belong to the theological koine of the period and it would be
idle to attempt to identify them as of Jewish or Gnostic, Chaldaean or Platonic origin. It is only worth
pointing out that by this demotion of the old pantheon and its identification with mere angels, philosophic
monotheism could accommaodate tradition. We possess a number of oracles from this period by which cities
and individual priests enquire about the hierarchical position of gods and the honours due to them. The
answers are consistent with the new theology: a more spiritualized form of piety than the one associated with
blood sacrifices is expected by the prophetic shrines. ‘I do not want hecatombs and golden colossi, but sweet
songs”’ proclaims the Didymaean Apollo in the third century, repeating more orless the injunction of Ammon
to a delegation from Cyzicus a hundred years earlier. Rather than in a (Platonic Underworld', we are in a
universal Platonic world, what | would label (the late antique spiritual Commonwealth', which by the time of
Damascius stretches from southern Arabia to the Black Sea coast and from Carthage to Harran. As has been
recently argued by G. Bowersock, in its sweeping move towards unity and universality, Hellenism delivered
the ethnic minorities of the Roman world from their parochialism-cultural, religious, and linguistic.
Moreover, by integrating into one pyramidal monotheistic structure their local gods through the
complementary processes of syncretism and hierarchization, Hellenism prepared the ground for the reception
of another monotheism, Islam, and, | would add, not only in its external, but mainly in its mystical
dimension.” Cf. (2015, p. 180-181.)

8 Cf. (Bradbury, 1995, p. 331-356.)
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Philosophical History is appointed as one of those higher souls that came to the “world of
generation” (yéveoic) in order to guide mankind’,

The holy man Isidore is described as someone that contemplated the truths revealed
by sages like Plato and Pythagoras in the form of philosophy and his existential and
mystical practices of merging with the Divine, having out of body and divinatory
experiences are all related to his “philosophical’ practices. Even ‘“‘theoretical” works on
Plato’s dialogues by authors like Iamblichus, Proclus and Damascius are engaged in
harmonizing Plato with the Chaldean Oracles and/or with Hermetic, Orphic, Phoenician,
Babylonian, Ancient Egyptian and other “theological” or mythic traditions. In a narrative
text about experiences and acts like the Philosophical History, in which a large part of the
events and actions have been transmitted by oral tradition’®, that aspect of going beyond
argumentation towards ‘“‘transformation” and beyond discursive thought towards mystical
experience is even more pronounced’’. The text can be approached, and that is probably
the closest we will get to its meaning, as a “historical document” rather than just as a
proposition of philosophical arguments.

In this sense, what | am aiming here is inspired by historical essays like Dodds’
Pagan and Christian in an Age of Anxiety, Fowden’s The Pagan Holy Man in Late Antique
Society, The Egyptian Hermes and Empire to Commonwealth, Chuvin’s A Chronicle of the
Last Pagans, Bowersock’s Hellenism in Late Antiquity and Athanassiadi’s La Lutte pour
I'orthodoxie dans le platonisme tardif. While 1 do engage with the word philosophy

multiple times — Damascius was a philosopher after all — |1 do not pretend to evaluate

74PH, 5A, B, C.

7> The bibliography on religious syncretism among the Neoplatonists is vast, but | believe that in 2024 there
are two main tendencies: the first is the “monotheistic” view represented by e.g. Athanassiadi and Van
Nuffelen (2011) and the second is the “neopagan” of the likes of T. Lankila (2016) and E. Butler (2008). The
first view, that can be seen in general lines above (note 72), sees the religious transformations of Late
Antiquity as following a path leading to Christianity and Islam, while the neopagan perspective defends “‘the
thesis of a fundamental break between ancient religions and new universal religions which became prevalent
at the end of late antiquity.” Cf. (Lankila, 2016, p. 147.) While | do believe that Neoplatonic was
significantly different from the monotheistic Abrahamic religions, | see Neoplatonism as a kind of
universalism and the syncretic element of Hellenism as the unifying element of pagan paideia.

76 Cf. Watts, E. Winning the Intracommunal Dialogues: Zacharias Scholasticus' Life of Severus, p. 454. In:
Journal of Early Christian Studies, January 1, 2005.

7 In the extant Syriac translation of the Vita Severi, Zacharias often equates the practice of philosophy with
the activities of monks from the anti-Chalcedonian monastery called &vatov — known in Arabic as Dayr al-
Zujaj or Dayr al-Zajjaj — and says that nothing can be more philosophical than the ascetic contemplation
towards God: ““As through a sign from God, they both received the yoke of true philosophy from the great
Salomon, who was at the time |15| the leader of those who devoted themselves to philosophy in that convent
[Enaton]; he was a man of healthy soul and of splendid monastic virtue.” Sorcery and magic are also
associated with the practice of philosophy, as Zacharias makes clear when talking about Asclepiodotus:
“Asclepiodotus the Alexandrian, by exercising sorcery and magic, and making |17| invocations of demons,
had taken the opportunity to become admired by the pagans through philosophy”’. Transl. Ambjérn.
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Damascius’ contemporary relevance for modern philosophical debates or his position
inside the Greek philosophical tradition. If in some occasions | venture into personal
interpretations of Greek philosophical terms like éynua or moltteia it is mostly done in
order to illuminate particular historical processes. As much of Neoplatonism was immersed
in religious discourse, it is as a theological-mythological work that | present my reading of
the Philosophical History. The term ““philosophy of history” used in some parts of this
work would be better thought as a narrative about the historical process, its meaning and
position in the space. Indeed, Damascius does not use the word history with the same
connotation as modern works in the philosophy of history tradition, but a type of
speculative philosophy of history can be delineated based on his narrative. The relation
between his narrative about the function, genesis and structure of what is modernly known
as “history” will be discussed through my inevitable imposition of contemporary terms
and discussions. As Croce’s well cited trope attests, all history is contemporary history’®,

In contrast to the cited works of Fowden, Athanassiadi or Bowersock, that are
essayistic works developed through the examination of a series of sources from disparate
historical periods in the Braudelian longue durée, what is aimed here is an inverted
perspective. Departing from the microscopical perspective of the lives and events of a
small sect of pagan intellectuals, ecstatics and religious leaders in a critical stage for
pagans in Late Antiquity’®, | believe it is possible to propose a phenomenology of what
was the psychological and spiritual experience of the “last pagan generation”® of
philosophers and initiates. As such, this dissertation is also indebted to the historical
perspective of Carlo Guinzburg (‘““micro-history”) and the literary history of Eric
Auerbach, alongside studies on the relationship of shapes of time, the concept of history as
an ontological category and cosmology by religious historians like Mircea Eliade and
Jonathan Z. Smith.

78 Athanassiadi deliciously affirms, in addition to that famous historical trope, that “if all history is
contemporary history, all theology is autobiographical.” (Cf. 1999b, p. 165.)

79 Someone could even place the historical period about which Damascius wrote as the dawn of the Middle
Ages, what paradoxically makes much of the content of the Philosophical History asynchronous or
heterotopical in the terms of the Foucaultian épistéme discussed above.

8 Alan Cameron (1968) coined the expression ‘“last pagan generation™ in reference to the political history of
Rome and the generation that was born before or immediately after Constantine became the first Christian
Emperor of Rome. He was referring to people like the senator Symmachus and the last social group of
pagans to live in Rome as pagans still hold some political power. In more recent years (2015), Edward Watts
wrote released a book dealing with Cameron’s arguments, among many other issues in the subject. The
expression final pagan generation here means simply the last known practitioners of paganism in
philosophical and intellectual circles.
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One last and long observation is needed before returning to the Phaedrus quote.
The definitions of Late Antiquity, “monotheism” and ‘“‘paganism” could merit entire
chapters in themselves. Narratives of continuity between the ancient Hellenic polytheistic
world and the Christian or Islamic empires, like the ones exposed by Athanassiadi®! — that
great giant of late Platonic historical studies — , have the merits of showing continuities
and survivals. At the same time, they can be used to obfuscate the fundamental differences
in theological and spiritual orientation between the ‘““henotheistic”” world of Platonism and
the “monotheistic”” world of the Christian Empire in terms of ontological and historical
differences. In her elegant and beautifully written works, the Neoplatonists are the spiritual
precursors of Islam or Orthodox Christianity, with their sacred book written in superb
poetic language (the Chaldean Oracles) being the Neoplatonic precursor to the Koran®?,
and the confrontations between orthodox interpreters and heretics, peregrinations to sacred
places of the martyrs and embittered fights for the correct interpretation of Plato and the
Oracles the forerunner of the theological debates from the Middle Ages. In such a world,
the dialectical argumentation of Plato has already vanished from the scene and we are left
with religious mystics and initiates fighting over their own experience of spiritual ascent
and its legitimacy.

As much as such view might be delineated with historiographical rigor and
immense knowledge of the appropriate sources, it is a biased interpretation of the events
and documents and, as professor Athanassiadi knows too well herself when she
paraphrases the ‘truism’ of Croce®, a very personal one®*. | might be interested in
exploring another perspective: the historical discontinuities between the pagan Greek,
Egyptian, Anatolian and Near Eastern elements in the writings of Damascius — in this text
the Philosophical History — and the world in which he journeyed and thrived, the radical
estrangement between the “pagan’ view of Damascius and the world around him and how
Damascius, Isidore, Heraiscus, Sarapio, Asclepiodotus and other pagan sages and holy men
chronicled in the Philosophical History suffered from a kind of historical schizophrenia: a

8181 Cf. (1993, p. 3; 19993, p 39-42; 1999b, p. 182; 2015, p. 271-278)

82 (1999b, p. 149 and p. 152, n. 14).

8 (1999b, p. 165): “Before approaching Damascius however it is worth remembering that, if all history is
contemporary history, all theology is autobiographical. To these truisms one should add the no less obvious
statement that any holy book addresses itself to many levels of understanding and piety, and the Bible of the
Neoplatonists with its poetic diction and metaphorical language does not constitute an exception to this rule.”
8 1t would be frivolous to develop in length how much of this text is indebted to Athanassiadi’s work. Just
for taking her edition of Damascius’ text as the basis for my interpretation, I am already bound to
Athanassiadi’s hypothesis of reconstruction and categorization of the text’s meaning. Her articles and books
also provide a large share of information and inspiration for my enterprise even from a formal point of view.
As it turns out, any mediocre or short-sighted interpretation is obviously my exclusive responsibility.
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sense of radical dislocation of living in a world in which everything their spiritual
ancestors believed was true was simply crumbling. It is for no other reason that Damascius
starts the Philosophical History with a description of the holy and venerable order of the
Egyptians®, in a passage that has been selected by Fowden® as representative of the
Hellenophone writer nostalgia for a world that has been transformed so much that it needed
a litany for its death.

One generation before Damascius was born, Libanius, in a letter to the emperor
Theodosius, wrote about the devastating effects of Christianity on the Roman

countryside®’:

They [the monks] are spreading out like torrents
across the countryside; and in ruining the
temples, they are also ruining the countryside
itself at one and the same time. For to snatch
from a region the temple which protects it is like
tearing out its eye, killing it, annihilating it. The
temples are the very life of the countryside;
around them are built houses and villages, in their
shadow a succession of generations have been
born up until the present day. It is in those
temples that farmers have placed their hopes for
themselves and their wives and children, for their
oxen and for the ground they have sown or
planted. A country region whose temple has been
destroyed in this manner is lost, because the
despairing villagers no longer have the will to
work. It would be pointless to exert themselves,
they think, because they have been deprived of
the gods who made their labors prosper.

The oration of Libanius had no effect. The “torrents” of Christian monks continued
destroying the temples to a point in which, by the time of Damascius, the main living
repository of paganism was in nature rather than in the temple®®. Reading the text
comparatively from our times, the Philosophical History does sound like a litany. As said

by E.M. Cioran, the absolute lyrism is the lyrism of the hindmost moments.

8 PH, 1-2.

8 Cf. (1993 [1987], p. 74, n. 117).

87 Quoted by Gregory Shaw in (Theurgy and the Soul, 2014, p. 1).

8 The whole journey of Damascius and Isidore from Alexandria to Athens (mostly, but not solely, the
fragments 132 to 144) testify that reality in a world in which the “locative” places of traditional sacred
geography was being reconstituted in a vertiginous way.
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In the sense of that quotation of Libanius, the use of the term pagan in reference to
the followers of the traditional Greco-Roman, Egyptian and Near Eastern traditions might
be justified. Historians and philologists often discussed how the term might be a pejorative
designation for the polytheists, based on prejudices of supposedly Christian city dwellers
against peasants following the traditional religions: “paganus, the root of "pagan™ as well
as "peasant," is consistently pejorative and poses a curious semantic problem.”’8® Chuvin

goes on and explains the problem®:

As it turns out, the best documented meaning of
paganus seems to be "peasant.” Urban Hellenes
in the East would therefore have had country
people as their counterparts in the West, which
would indicate two separate evolutions. It does
not seem likely, however, that cities were
Christianized more rapidly in the Western Empire
than in the Eastern Empire. The Roman Senate, a
highly aristocratic assembly, counted among its
members numerous pagans up to the end of the
fourth century, long after the term paganus, in its
religious meaning, had entered the legal
vocabulary. There was also no dearth of pagan
intellectuals in the West. What is true is that in the
West, Christianity remained for a longer time a
religion of foreigners. At the end of the second
century in Lyon, the local church was still
predominantly made up of Easterners whose
language was Greek. Greek was also the language
of papal epitaphs in Rome in the third century.

The German New Testament theologian Theodore Zahn, Chuvin continues to tell us,
proposed to understand the meaning of paganus as “civilian” in opposition to military,
because Christians often referred to themselves as “Soldiers of Christ”’®*. Asking himself
how a word could have such a large semantic field (“peasant™, “civilian” and ‘““pagan”’),
the French historian finally defines ““pagans” as those who belong to a place or a locus. To
be a pagan is to be someone belonging to a traditional order (e.g. an order of poets) or

simply to be “people of the place” as the “town or country, who preserved their local

8 Cf. (Chuvin, 1990, p. 7).
% |bid. p. 7-8.
91 (1990, p. 8).



33

customs, whereas the alieni, the "people from elsewhere," were increasingly Christian.”%
The pagans were those that have been systematically disenfranchised from their
“way of life”” and that were trying in a somewhat schizophrenic and tragic way to preserve

a legacy — imaginary or real®:

It also fits the predilection of pagans in Late
Antiquity for everything that belonged to the
legacy of their ancestors, patria in Greek®. It
defines paganism as a religion of the homeland in
its narrowest sense: the city and its outlying
countryside. And it predicts the diversity of pagan
practices and beliefs. In some cases the
entrenchment of those beliefs was accompanied
by a sophisticated metaphysics. For Proclus as for
Ibn Arabi, “"sites have an effect on sensitive
hearts."

The prominence of the place, the centrality of the temple, frequently called &dog (sitting-
place, foundation, base) by Damascius®, was fundamental for the religious culture of the
so-called pagans. The temple is the axis mundi through which the cosmos can be actualized
and the divine is manifested in the world. Alongside the destruction of the temples one can
see that in the world of Damascius those who followed the same traditions as him
witnessed “the gradual loss of political power, the exclusion, the assimilation, and
ultimately — however painful the term and the reality it expresses — their physical
elimination.””%

This brief reflection on the meaning of “pagan” leads me back to the Phaedrus
quote at the beginning. In a good portion of the Philosophical History, we are presented to
an outlook in which “‘supernatural” experiences and a mythical narrative are unfolded in
response to a problem. That problem, obviously, is the predominance in the world of the
state of affairs represented — but not necessarily encapsulated — by the “partisans and
companions of the foreign creed” (oi 8¢ Tiic GAlogvAOL 36ENG ETaipot kol cvstacidrar.)®’

The usage of the adjective ario@vrog in reference to the Christians seems to confirm

% (Ibid. p. 9)

% (Ibid.)

% As noted above, the Philosophical History shares many of the characteristics of the Byzantine literary
genre called patria, in the last chapter that literary aspect will be analyzed in conjunction with the experience
of mysticism through the selection of specific ensembles of textual reference.

% Cf. Photius comment in the PH, 75A: &t1 t& €6n xoi &mi adtdv AopPavel TV TepevdY, TATTETOL 88 KOl &Ml
TOV dyorudtov: Adyetal 6& £60¢ Kol TO £00.p0G TOD VED.

% (Ibid.)

% PH, 78C.
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Chuvin’s words about the meaning of pagan as someone that “belongs” to a community, a
society, an order®®. However, the order of society in which Damascius and his comrades
lived, excluded them from its center, they had to search a center elsewhere. For the society
of the Christianized Roman Empire, the “pagan holy man” was increasingly a marginal
figure. An outcast, a countercultural existence. Once part of the shining elites in a world
that many believed to exist eternally in relation to the One®, the Neoplatonists and
theurgists were now seen as crackpots, liars, magicians, deluded men who believed in
falsities and sorcery. Their outcast condition was not necessarily financial or
bureaucratic'®, but certainly cultural, religious and ‘existential’.

The myths and theories that for a long time furnished and were accepted as part of
traditional paideia were being devoid of any ontological meaning. One could point out
many continuities between the “pagan’ world and the Christian world, and that has been
done by historians of Late Antiquity like Athanassiadi or Peter Brown. But mine is a
narrative of discontinuity and as Garth Fowden has pointed out, the psychological
conditions of the political-theological project of Christian universalistic monotheism?*°?
shaped the new historical era in a significant way'%?. The mechanisms of social legitimacy

and the accepted places of power and divinity shifted significantly®. An honest reading of

% In other passages of the text Damascius uses the same adjective or related adjectives in reference to
Christianity and its followers: cf. PH, 66A and 118.

% Cf. (Ahbel-Rappe, 2010, p. 10.)

100 They were still tolerated until Justinian’s edict of 529. A proper discussion with the events of Damascius
and his philosophical followers in Persia can be found in the first chapter. Possibly, some few pagans
continued to exert the activity of teaching in places like Alexandria, as the activities of Olympiodorus in the
550s and 560s testify, but the circle was definitely closing for pagans as the activities of John of Ephesus bear
witness Cf. (Bowersock, 1990, p. 2).

101 Cf. (1993, p. 8-9): “I believe that late antiquity had a “dynamic”— a direction and even to a certain extent
a sense of direction. Beyond the characteristically “late antique” structural similarities among the Roman,
Iranian, and Islamic empires, there was both a logical and a chronological sequence to developments. An
episodic and inconclusive concern in polytheist Rome with the relationship between the structure of the
divine world and that of secular political authority became, in Christian Rome, the centerpiece of public
doctrine.”

102 As noted, among others, by Fowden himself (Ibid. p. 9-10) and G.W. Bowersock (1990, p. 55-60),
Hellenism was itself a universalism, but a cultural koiné mainly restricted to the literate classes, and the
culture of Hellenism articulated in the aftermath of Alexander’s conquests alongside the Greek language was
to become the major way of self-expression for Hellenized ““Orientals” like Manetho, Berossus, Chaeremon
and men like Apollonius of Tyana, Philon of Alexandria, Plotinus, lamblichus and Damascius himself. To be
“Hellene” was to partake in the literary and linguistic cultural patterns inaugurated by Hellenism and
polytheistic pagan culture, rather than to be “Greek” in modern ethnic terms. That is not to say, of course,
that to be “’Greek™ is some kind of univocal identity, it was (and largely still is) an agglutinative identity
based on cultural and linguistic elements. Even in the time of Classical Athens, someone like Isocrates could
say something like that: ““The name ‘Hellenes’ is given rather to those who share our culture (paideia) than to
those who share a common blood.” Cf. Panegyricus, 50. Transl. Fowden.

103 Nevertheless, it should be clarified that what | am searching in this work is not a type of polemic or
criticism against Christianity and its doctrines. The aim here is simply to try to understand the pagan
experience of Damascius and his fellow travelers in the 5™ and 6" centuries in a Christianized world.
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the Philosophical History alongside the Life of Severus can show that the épisteme of both
texts is radically discontinuous, despite the fact that they share the same geography and
time. As the argument unfolds, some events related by Damascius that have a counterpart
in Zachariah work!%* will be discussed in comparison. The texts are ontologically foreign
to one another.

That is the sense of the Phaedrus quotation that opens this section through Adluri
and Bagchee. Just like Socrates had first to know himself rather than dealing with myriad
definitions of the many mythical beings in the culture of Ancient Athens, the purpose here
is to conceptualize an experience instead of searching for any ““truth” in the chronicles of
the Philosophical History. I am not necessarily concerned if Damascius’ stories about
events that, in our modern outlook, can be qualified as “‘supernatural” are “‘true” or not,
but aiming to develop an essay in historical understanding. If states of mind like becoming
one with God!%, Isidore’s abilities of predicting the future'® and experiences like being
enveloped by flames!®” or seeing mystical hieroglyphs emanating in the funeral procession
of an Egyptian mystic!®® and philosophers causing supernatural earthquakes!®® are
“truthful” descriptions of events in the terms of our contemporary regimes of truth is not a
direct concern of my attempt. The experiences surely looked real for the narrator, for the
man that supposedly experienced them or knew the stories from the people involved. It is
the historical meaning and what it can tell about the world of late pagans that I am
searching for.

Then it could be said, in short, that the methodological concern of the present work
IS to judge the main sources, i.e. the fragments of the Philosophical History, in light of the
historiography of Late Antiquity and other works of the same historical period — like the
Vita Severi or the Theosophia Tubingensis — in order to uncover a literary experience of
being a philosophical pagan in Alexandria or Athens in the 5" and 6™ centuries. To reach
that goal 1 will conceptualize the work in two parts: 1) look into Damascius’ life, delineate
his perspective of historical time in his contemporary world and finally look at the
lamblichean theory of embodiment as the ideological justification for the mission of the

pagan holy man; 2) examine Damascius’ syncretic cosmological claims of the Egyptian

104 Like the story of Asclepiodotus’ barren wife or the unveiling of the temple of Isis, events that are
discussed by both works and offer a special opportunity for comparative approaches.

105 pH, 4C and 22.

106 9A, B, C, D, E, F; 10A, B.

W7 51A.

108 76E.

109 104A.
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origin for the hieratic arts, philosophy and the doctrines of metempsychosis while
discussing their relation with his cyclical historical cosmology that is reflective of the
“Great Year myth” of pagan religions and, finally, discuss how certain mystical
experiences described in the Philosophical History, both philosophical and hieratic
(theurgic), might have been typical of the pagan holy man in the twilight of the “pagan”
way of life, a transformation that Damascius accurately perceived that was happening and
on which he tried to exert an influence.

As it turns out, many concepts employed in this dissertation have been taken from
the works of historians, ethnologists, continental philosophers and literary theorists, rather
than from the more traditional field of classical philology. Of particular importance I can
listen some influences that are going to appear in my toolbox: Michel Foucault and his
concepts of épistéme and hétérotopie®'?, the conceptualization of the relationship between
history, time and myth made by Mircea Eliade!!! and Jonathan Z. Smith!'? and G.W.
Bowersock’s conception of Hellenism as a cultural paideia that could incorporate in its
literary expression elements of the disparate cultures of the ancient Mediterranean®'®. In
that sense, the ““last pagans’ of Chuvin which I discuss through the Philosophical History
are the last representatives of the épistétme of Hellenism while being constantly pushed
away towards a non-place, an experience of liminality, something approaching a
heterotopia. The practice of philosophy and theurgy in the communities presented by
Damascius was a form of “escaping” the tides of history and the darker side of reality
reflected in the Christianized Roman Empire. “Mysticism” can be defined as such escape

from history*4,

110 Cf. (2021, p. 19-30.)

1L Cf. (1971, p. 49-73.)

12 Cf, (1978, p. 147-189).

113 Also, the definition of paganism employed here is directly indebted not only to Chuvin but also to
Bowersock and Robin Lane Fox (1988) in a sense somewhat opposite to that of Athanassiadi. While the
Greek historian sought to show how the pagan Platonism of Late Antiquity prepared the religious scene for
the arrival of Islam and Christianity through her concept of “monodoxy” (2016, p. 95-115) and has been
evolving such ideas at least since her biography of the Emperor Julian, Bowersock considers Julian an oddity
among pagans, an excentric individual that probably thought of a pagan church for having a Christian
upbringing (1990, p. 6). He also summarizes his notion of paganism: “The reason for these sharply differing
conceptions of paganism on the part of Christians and the pagans themselves is that paganism was not (and
never was) a church. Polytheism is by definition tolerant and accommodating. Although some cults might be
officially adopted by a state, as at Rome, local cults throughout the provinces went their own ways on their
own terms. In the territories where Greek was known to a greater or lesser extent from the time of Alexander
the Great, if not before, local deities became more comprehensible and more widely known through an
assimilation with Greek deities. But there was never a pagan church. Only Julian ever had the mad idea of
trying to establish one.” (Ibid.)

114 That idea is influenced by the historian Michel de Certeau and his idea of mysticism as the dissolution of
historical experience. Cf. (1982, p. 11-25.)
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| am not claiming, however, that the Philosophical History has been written with an
overtly polemic purpose or as some kind of literal apology to the pagan religion, in the
sense that Arnaldo Momigliano understood the works of later paganism.*® The public for
which the work was written was already pagan and did not need to be convinced. Even
though paganism was already dwindling by the 5" and 6" centuries!'®, at least from the
political and institutional point of view. The work also is not overtly pessimist, rather the
contrary, with its belief in the possibility of transcending any strife of the Typhonian age
through the mystagogy of Platonic philosophy and hieratic rites, the belief of the
metaphysical restoration of philosophy and the complementarity between iepatikn and
@ ocooia.

As a concluding remark, 1 hope to be able to show, without forcing too much the
sources, that the ‘heterological” pagan mystical writings of Damascius in the
Philosophical History partake in the same experiences of liminality, transgression and
subversion identified by Michel de Certeau!!’ as the roots of the mystical movements of
the 13" through 17" centuries. The hypothesis is that mysticism emerges at the moments of
historical crisis, of institutional decay for an established tradition of poetics, mythology or

religion'!®, The “hieraticized philosophy”!'® of Damascius — his almost poetic religio

115 E.g. his interpretation of the Lives of Philosophers by Diogenes Laertius, in the words of Bowersock
(1989, p. 207): “He was thus able to argue most implausibly that Diogenes Laertius wrote his Lives of the
Greek Philosophers as a defense of Greek paganism against the increasingly sophisticated Platonic
theologians of early Christianity. But the shrill polemics of the early Christian apologists reflected their status
as a minority wanting to be recognized. The pagans had no need for such diatribes and chose most of the time
not to notice the Christians unless they got in the way-something the martyrs learned to do with ever-
increasing skill.”

116 However, as Bowersock demonstrates (1990, p. 1-14) with a great amount of evidence, the pagan world
was alive and well in the folk communities, in the small villages scattered around Anatolia and other places
in the Eastern Mediterranean. The liveliness of paganism is also demonstrated by some passages of the
Philosophical History and the Life of Severus that will be discussed accordingly. But in terms of socially
instituted and accepted ritualized practices the pagan religions were on the outskirts of society. No degree of
“continuism” can obfuscate this fact that has been demonstrated by a myriad of sources (including the PH),
commentators and historiographers. If in some places the cults of pagan gods remained transformed into the
cults of certain Christian saints, the fundamental anthropology of myth and folklore has been forever
transformed.

117 1n his analysis of mystical experiences and social practices in the 16™ and 17" centuries, de Certeau was
guided by the intuition that the mystical discourse is a fruit of the setting sun, of the collapse of certain
structures of thought and ritual, of the buildings in which certainties were constructed. His analysis focused
on the “fall” of the metaphysically constructed world of the Christian Middle Ages and the existential
anxiety and mournful longing unfolded by such “setting sun”. Cf. (1986, p. 35-47 and 80-101). For the
comparison with the Foucaultian concept of épisteme cf. (Ibid. 171-185).

H8Cf. (Sheldrake, 2001, p. 41.): “De Certeau's interest in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century mysticism arose
from the parallels he perceived between this period and his own time when the word, especially of Scripture,
could no longer be spoken to believers in the old ways. The world was increasingly seen as opaque and
unreadable. In response to this disenchantment the people we refer to as mystics sought to invent a different
kind of place, that was not a fully formed or complete place at all. As de Certeau says himself, this ‘is only
the story of a journey' that is necessarily fragmented and ultimately defies conclusive investigation. In his
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mentis — might have been a sign that in the periods of crisis, language opens a path to the
infinite abyss.

To finish the theoretical and general considerations, | must confess that after
advancing in the writing of this text | have been confronted by a theme that fascinates me
since my teenage years: the decadence of cultures, the dissolution of myth into the strands
of history. A fascination with the world that existed ““before” the doctrines of the Christian
Church became the axis of my obsessions, a world that vanished and that remained in
silence for so long. As Fowden has noted, the historians, philosophers and classicists were
not really kind to the holy men of late paganism*?°. The world that always fascinated me
was not the one of the politicians and generals that continued to be idealized by official and
well-behaved manuals of history, not even the times and feelings of Homer, Plato or the
tragic poets, but the world in which the Greek myth turned to ashes, confronted by the
depth of its own mortality.

| believe that the Philosophical History can be read as the chronicle and experience
of that world, the closest text we can have of someone that experienced those fatal events
and felt something like the “Brazilian emotion of Saudade”!?! just like the Christian
mystics of Michel de Certeau longed for the High Middle Ages. For as much as Damascius
was an unrelenting fighter, and there is no doubt of his tenacity, he was also a man of
highly poetic diction haunted by metaphysical perplexities. The metaphysical construction
and destruction of systems in his theoretical works is, in a great amount, the counterparts
of the miraculous, persecutory and dramatic events described by him in the Philosophical
History. The heavy use of terms like okotog (darkness, gloom) and other words of the
same family in his metaphysical inquiries!?? is perhaps the counterpart of the ““sunset” that
he perceived to be taking his world by assault: xai dVvcetar toig dvBpmmolg, Gte ov
duvopévolg avtod eépsv v Beiav dvatolivi?3. The experience of cryptic and Hermetic

inspired passages like this one is what constitutes the search of this endeavor.

somewhat opaque words, 'it overpowers the inquiry with something resembling a laugh'. Mystic literature
offers routes to whoever 'asks directions to get lost' and seeks 'a way not to come back'.”

118 Cf. (Krulak, 2017, p.

120 Cf, (1982, p. 1).

121 Cf. (de Certeau, 1992, p. 2.)

122 De. Princ. 1. 11. 4; 11. 30. 9; I11. 167.5.

123 PH, 36C. Athanassiadi translates the passage as ‘“Men will experience its sunset since they are unable to
endure its sacred dawn.” She relates that fragment [® 244] with another one from the Suda: xwvdvvedel
dmooPijvar tic dAnbeiog to ypfipo (“Truth itself is in danger of being extinguished”). The relation is
established in light of their “typical Hermetic language” (1999a, p. 117, n. 78). Both fragments seem to be
related to the fragment 18 and with 36A. As will be unfolded, the cyclical cosmology presented by
Damascius in Hermetic lens is also related with religio mentis as a form of mysticism.
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*Hieratic Art, Philosophy and Mysticism: Brief Theoretical Discussion

History shows that the thinkers who mounted to the top of
the ladder of questions, who set their foot on the last rung,
that of the absurd, have bequeathed to posterity only an
example of sterility, whereas their confreres, stopping
halfway up, have fertilized the mind’s growth; they have
served their kind, they have transmitted some well-turned
idol, some polished superstitions, some errors disguised as
principles, and a system of hopes. Had they embraced the
dangers of an excessive progression, this scorn of charitable
mistakes would have rendered them disastrous to others and
to themselves; they would have inscribed their names on
the confines of the universe and of thought—unhealthy
seekers and arid reprobates, amateurs of fruitless dizziness,
hunters of dreams it is not permitted to dream...

E.M. Cioran, Obsession of the Essential. in: A Short
History of Decay

It is necessary to discuss the fundamental concepts of “theurgy’, ‘hieratic arts”
and mysticism before going ahead in this trail. This work is not directly concerned with
defining what was Neoplatonic theurgy. The problem to be unfolded in this section is based
on an inquiry into Damascius’ conception on the aim of the hieratic arts (iepatikn), what
mental states it entailed and its relationship with “mystical states” of experience and how
it can be delineated based on a reading of the Philosophical History. The problem is a
considerable one, considering that Damascius seems to be ambiguous in his appreciation of
theurgy'?* and the subject itself is permeated by many theoretical discussions regarding the
relationship between philosophy and ritual and rationality vs irrationality, also entailing
questions about “Oriental” influences into Greek thought, altered states of consciousness
and the use of psychoactive substances. Moreover, as Gregory Shaw has noted, the primary
sources for the theurgic practices have reached our days in a fragmentary state, with the

immediate sources and rites being mostly inaccessible to direct investigation?,

124 E g. in his appraisal of Asclepiodotus in fr. 85A he considers the Alexandrian philosopher as deficient due
to his lack of knowledge in “Orphic and Chaldean” practices that are probably related with theurgy, but in
some other fragments (e.g. 50 or 150) Damascius directly or Isidore through him are shown devaluating
theurgy or the hieratic arts.

125 (2014 [1995], p. 18-19.) Georg Luck also comments on the inaccessibility of the theurgic rituals for the
modern reader: “Obviously, we know only a part, perhaps only a very small part, of the whole procedure,
and we can only guess at how and why it worked. No introduction to theurgical operations has survived. We
know that lamblichus, Proclus, and others practiced a kind of theosophy, which, by ascetic exercises, special
rites, and certain material objects could bring the deity down to earth or make the soul ascend to the higher
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A history of the scholarship on theurgy alongside an analysis of theurgy as a
diachronically constructed tradition has been made by Ilinca Tanaseanu-Dobler (2013). Her
approach follows the concept of “invention of tradition” delineated by the historian Eric
Hobsbawn and try to understand the theurgic ritual separated from Platonist philosophy
and ontological, cosmological and metaphysical discussions, with a heavy focus on social
history and ritual theory??®. Ideally, | do not oppose such an approach, but her extremely
historicist outlook sometimes loses track of subtleties. The main issue that I can point in
her specific appreciation of Damascius*?’ is based on a simple historical point: as much as
it holds true that theurgy, in her particular definition of ritual pertaining to the Chaldean
Oracles'?8, is not as strongly associated with philosophical activity as a ritual practice as in
Proclus, her outlook and other similar conceptions heavily focused in the internalist
analysis of the texts let aside a basic historical fact: Damascius wrote most of his works
under the reign of three particular emperors: Anastasius | Dicorus, Justin | and Justinian.
The persecution against pagans, that was somehow “cyclical”” in the 5™ century, became
less sporadic and more intense in the 6™ century, especially under Justinian, and the lack of
references to more explicit ““theurgic” activities might as well have been an act of self-

preservation.

Two more recent introductions to the scholarship, with a heavy emphasis on the
conceptual continuities between theurgy and magic, are those of Radcliffe G. Edmonds
(2019) and Sarah lles Johnston (2018). Something that seems to be certain is that
Damascius is dealing with his own hermeneutics of lamblichean theurgy and is not
returning to a supposedly Plotinian way of atheurgical mysticism. Damascius works as
they have come to us, the Philosophical History foremost, but all of his extant writings,
only allow a limited philological understanding of his motivations and overall aims, but
based on those same extant works it is possible to reach some islands of certainty before

arriving in the immense and as yet mostly unexplored continent of his thought.

regions. Even if we had Iamblichus’s voluminous work on the Oracles, which the Emperor Julian was so
anxious to read in a good edition, we would probably not understand much more, and we could hardly expect
to be able to reproduce these procedures and obtain the same effects, even if we wanted to. | have collected
as many specific details as possible and tried to piece together a picture, but much of it remains a puzzle. One
clearly had to be initiated, as Julian was himself, by a master. Part of the technique appears to have been a
closely guarded secret handed down in certain families, but also in the philosophical schools—they were,
after all, like families.” (1989, p. 187-188.)

126 (2013, p. 15-18.)

127 (Ibid. p. 265-273.)

128 (Ibid. p. 17.)
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The Greek lexical terms associated with theurgic practices in Damascius are also a
subject of discussion. Theurgy is a term that has been coined as a neologism in the cryptic
and now fragmentary Chaldean Oracles. The Chaldean Oracles are a series of hexametric
verses in Greek attributed to a certain Julian the Chaldean and/or to his son Julian the
Theurgist, both of whom flourished in the 2nd century of the Common Era in Apamea,
Syria. Most of the original text was lost and the remaining fragments came to us through
Michael Psellus’ rendition of the works of Proclus and the numerous commentaries by late
antiqgue Neoplatonic authors, mainly Proclus and Damascius. According to tradition, the
Oracles (AO0y) were compiled by Julian the Father as Julian the Son recited them in a
trance-like state while conjuring the soul of Plato. The verses were considered divine in
nature (Beomapdoota) and were even called by some classicists ‘“‘the Bible of the
Neoplatonists*?°. It is through the dactylic hexameters of the Oracles that the term

theurgy enters the Greek lexicon®°.

Fernandez-Fernandez discussed the lexical aspects of theurgy in a doctoral
dissertation published in 20113, so the exposition here will be minimal. In the case of
Damascius, and specifically of the Philosophical History, the main term used throughout
the extant fragments that is usually associated with theurgy by most scholars is ispatici®?,
a word that appears already in the first fragments of the Philosophical History alongside its
relation with philosophy®3®, soon after Damascius makes some anthropological and
cosmological commentaries on the antiquity of the Egyptians and the Osiris-Dionysus
myth. What caught my attention is that his description of the Osirian myth is endowed in

129 F Cumont, Oriental Religions in Roman Paganism. Londres, 1911; reimp. New York, 1956, p. 279, n. 66;
W. Theiler, “Die Chaldaischen Orakel und die Hymnen des Synesios,” Schriften der Konigsberger Gelehrten
Gesellschaft, 18, 1942, p. 1; M. P. Nilsson, Geschichte der Griechischen Religion, 1I. Munich, 1961, p. 479;
E.R. Dodds, New Light on the Chaldean Oracles, HTR, 54, 1961, p. 263.

130 0C, 153, ed. des Places, 1971. There is controversy among scholars whether the term should be translated
as "work of the gods" (denoting divine action as a fundamental factor) or as "work on the gods" (denoting the
action of the theurgist as main factor), cf. (R.G. Edmonds Ill, Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the
Ancient Greco-Roman World. New Jersey, Princeton University Press, 2019, p. 315). The controversy is
sustained both on philological arguments and on interpretations of a religious nature regarding the function of
the theurgic rite and its relationship with magic. Additionally, there is also the possibility of the term entering
the lexicon of the Greek language through the Pythagorean mathematician Nichomacus of Gerasa in a
disputed passage of his Excerpta de Musica, in which Bgovpyoi are supposedly alluded. The authorship and
authenticity of the text are doubted by many scholars. Cf. (Tanaseanu-Ddbler, 2013, p. 21.)

181 Cf. Especially the p. 206-269.

132 According to the LSJ, iepatixr means “priestly, sacerdotal” and appears in multiple contexts of the Greek
language in reference to many types of religious ritual. lamblichus used iepatiki in conjunction with
theurgy: At pév odv vosicBw cot <> mpdt Tiig evdorpoviag 680¢, voepdy Exovoa T Belag Evdoemg
ATOTANP®OY TOV Yoy®dv: 1M ' lepatikn Kol Beovpyikn Thg evdaoviog d0o1g kaAeitar uev Bvpa mpog Beov
1OV dnuiovpyov Tdv Slwv (De. Myst, X. 5.14.)

133PH, 4A, B, C.
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Chaldean language'®* and that after exposing a somewhat Chaldean and Hermetic
synthesized cosmology he goes on to show the complementarities and differences between
philosophy and iepotikr, finishing the discussion with the state that might be achieved by
the practitioners of these disciplines: Ogoxpaocia, mixing or absorption into the gods or
god™®®. Now, that seems to be a technical term that, to my knowledge, has not appeared
prominently in other Neoplatonic philosophers®*® nor in Plato, but appears in the Suda

testimonia on Pherecydes of Syros™’.

Any direct transmission from Pherecydes to Damascius without passing to other
authors in the Platonic or Pythagorean traditions is extremely difficult to argue, beside the
fact that it is not possible to know if Pherecydes really ever used that word. What is
intriguing, however, is that in the Philosophical History the term is related with a “perfect
union” (évwoig movteAng) with the divine: Kai todt' dv €in Oeokpacio, pailov 8¢ Evmoig
mavtect®8. Damascius uses Osokpacia again, in reference to mystical unions between
gods, in the section about the Egyptian mystic Heraiscus and his ability to perceive if

statues were animated or not with the energies of the gods in (possible?) theurgic rituals**:

obtm S1éyve 10 GppnTov dyoipo Tod Aidvog VIO
0D Oe0d Kkateydpevov, Ov AleLavdpeic tipnoay,
"Ociptv dvta kol Admviv Opod Kot LUGTIKNV O
aAN0GdS pdvar Osokpaciay.

In this way, he distinguished that the ineffable
statue of Aion was possessed by the god that is
revered by the Alexandrians, being at the same

134 Typical Chaldean terms like duétpntog, (o1 and dyetdc are used by Damascius With a certain frequency
and are prominent in those fragments.

135 pH, 4C.

136 The only Neoplatonic lexical reference, according to research that I did in the corpus of the TLG, can be
found in lamblichus’ biography of Pythagoras (33.240.6): ovxodv &ig Beoxpaciov Tva kai TV mpog TOV OgdvV
&vooty Kol v 100 vod Kowvmviov kal v tig Ogiag yoyfic dnéfrency avtoic 1 mdoo Thg eAiag omovdn o'
Epyav T€ Kol AOYOV.

187 Collected in DK, fr. 2.9: ot 82 émavta & cuvéypaye tadto Entdupvyog firor Ocoxposia fj Ocoyovio.
€0t 8¢ <®goloyio> &v PiAiolg <> [?] &yovca Bedv yéveotv kal S1000)dG.

138 4C.

139 76E. It must be stressed that Heraiscus’ ability occurred to him naturally, without any ritual act or previous
preparation: ““Heraiscus had the natural gift of distinguishing between animate and inanimate sacred statues”
(6 pév oM Hpaiokog avtogung éyéveto doyvdpmy TV 1€ (Ovimv kal Tdv un (Oviev iepdv dyaipdtov). |
speculate about theurgic “rituals” because theurgy usually involved the animation of statues. The use of
Oeoxpacia in 76E does not indicate a reference to mystical experience of the philosopher, but a union
between gods. However, it must be stressed that in a certain sense that word might have meant in the
fragment 4C the union of the already divinized philosopher with the Ineffable or what lies beyond the One. In
order to reach Oeoxpacio the philosopher must have mastered the hieratic arts. Considering its rarity in the
Greek lexicon, I do not think that Damascius picked the word randomly.
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time Osiris and Adonis as a truly mystical
manifestation of enstasis [Ogoxpacia].

As is clear by my translation, I prefer to translate Oeokpaocia as “‘enstasis’ rather than as
“union” in the manner of Athanassiadil*°. | believe, as stated in the note 139, that it might
have been a type of union between beings with divinized or divine ontological status and
can mean a type of ‘“‘absorption” of divine properties into the initiate or the fusion of
divine natures towards the “doors to the Ineffable”. | am conscious that a modern concept
derived from the discipline history of religions, specifically the works of Mircea Eliade on
Yoga and Shamanism#!, might not have the exact connotation of the late antique usage,
but the English noun ““union” does not constitute any particular improvement. Considering
the word’s rarity in the Greek lexicon, I suspect that enstasis might even be a more

accurate translation#2,

The terminological discussion is important because 6goxpacio seems to be the
description of a metaphysical state or experience, rather than an act or properly ritualized
activity. It is the consequence of something that was being discussed in the previous lines
of the text. Then, the remaining passages of the PH’s Proemium hold the key to understand
that state and as the adverb paAlov (““as much as, quite, doubtless, indeed’”) indicates, the
experience is not unlike the more extensively discussed évwotig. The passage of lamblichus
quoted above in note 140 in which the word also makes an appearance refers to the state of
immersion into the divine (6goxpooia) leading to &vwoig propitiated by the Pythagorean
behavior and @ikia. The presence of some type of “ritual” is not necessarily associated
with that state of existence*® and a proper identification of its nature in the literary work of

Damascius is the subject of the last chapter, after | hope to have passed through the lives,

140 «“Tt was in this way that he recognised that the ineffable statue of Aion was possessed by the god who was
worshipped by the Alexandrians, being at the same time Osiris and Adonis as a result of a truly mystical act
of union.”

141 Enstasis means a “standing within” and Eliade (1954) coined the term to denote a state of ““absorption” of
consciousness in the ultimate phase of the yogic meditation, when all preparatory steps have been
transcended and only the purity of samadhi remains. It is a “going inside oneself” and what is found inside is
the absolute nature of reality or, in Neoplatonic terms, God. Eliade contrasted the enstatic with the ecstatic,
the latter being the typical shamanic trance and a “going outside oneself”. Both types of experience seem to
exist among the Neoplatonists, in order that applying the concepts with rigidity to define a singular and
ahistorical type of “Neoplatonic mysticism” would be fruitless.

142 On the whole TLG corpus 0gokpacio happens only two times in Damascius, one in Iamblichus and one in
the Suda’s entry on Pherecydes.

143 However, as Tanaseanu-Ddbler points out (2013, p. 16-20), any human activity can be ritualized or
considered “ritual” and the definition of ritual as merely meaning religious ritual is not necessarily correct.
And it is unnecessary to say that many features of the modern world, like the academic presentation of a PhD
dissertation to be analyzed by a committee, are also “ritual”.
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events and cosmologies that might have led pagan holy men like Isidore or Sarapio to
reach states that are at least similar to the enstatic meditation.

There are many Greek words that seem to be equated with igpatikn in the
Neoplatonic lexicon** and it is not clear if Damascius means that the practices and
experiences related to those words are all the same, they are all contextual and depend on a
lot of different factors and in the superimposition of modern theories. As noted by Luck,
“in this area all research must remain more or less tentative.””**® In terms of &vwoig the
discussion is vast but the point of asserting if the experience of Ocoxpacia is exactly the
same as the Plotinian &vmotg is far more speculative. The union with the divine or God is
shown in the doctrines of the Chaldean Oracles to be an experience of sexual
transcendence and primordial androgyny, an overcome of the divided state in which the

human being is bound due to its embodiment in material conditions4®:

<Aumtopuévn>  yoyn pepomwov  Bedv  dyEer €g
aOTV, <k 0voev Bvntov &yovca OAn <OeoBev>
pepédvotar  dppoviav adyst yap, V' N méAe
o®dpa Bpotelov.

Having flown upward, the human soul will
embrace God vigorously. Free of any mortal
element, she will be wholly intoxicated by God.
Therefore, boast of the harmony under which the
mortal body exists.

The “mysticism” of the Chaldean Oracles is fundamental to all post-lamblichean
Neoplatonists. Despite being rooted in Platonism, emerging from the same Platonic
“underworld” of Hermetism and Gnosticism, the “Chaldean doctrine may have had roots

in Platonism, but it is really a new development.”#’

Damascius famous division between philosophers and theurgists on the In.

Phaed™® should not be understood as a statement of value, but rather as a statement of fact

143 Cf. Luck’s (1989) discussion in pages 186-187. Fernandez-Fernandez compilation above.

145 (1989, p. 188.)

146 Fr, 97. Some of the words in that Oracle are hypothetical according to E. des Places, but it is interesting to
note that as the Greek word for God is masculine and the world for soul is feminine, the existence of possible
sexual undertones cannot be discarded.

147Cf. (Luck, 1989, p. 190.)

148 1,172, 611 pév v @rhocopiav mpotiudoty, m¢ Mopevptog kai IMhwtivog kai dAlot ToAlol gadcopot. oi
&8¢ mv tepatiknv, O¢ TapPrryos kol Zvplovog kai [Tpdkhog kai ol iepatikol mavtes. Besides, in this same text,
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and, in reality, the divergences between a ““philosophical™ (i.e. mystical) and a “theurgic”
path in Damascius, as stressed by Athanassiadi and Tanaseanu-Ddbler!#® and his supposed
preference for ““philosophy”’, is somewhat overblown. Damascius, in a great number of

occasions, state that he is following lamblichus®>

and also believed in the theory of the
vehicle of the soul (&mpuo)™t. What can be argued and discussed, in my opinion, is the
meaning of theurgy or the hieratic arts in his thought, to what processes and acts he is
referring when using these terms. It seems to me that for Damascius iepatikn is part of the
religious practices attached with the syncretized paganism of the philosophers and other
intellectual elites existent at his time, it is seen by Damascius as a complementary path in
order to lead the soul to its anagogic path, but it is not clear if it is in itself soteriological —

thus leading to Osokpasio — like the Osovpyio of Tamblichus’ De Mysteriis®?.

The subject of mysticism is more complicated and needs some clarification.
Usually, in Neoplatonic studies, the division between a mystical (Plotinian) and theurgical
(lamblichean) school is, as noted above, sustained by some scholars. | believe that the
question should be directed more to the place and emphasis of ritual and the Mediterranean
mythical material — Greco-Roman, Egyptian, Syrian, etc. — in specific philosophers rather
than in mysticism contra theurgy. The practices called theurgy with their “ineffable
words” and textual recitations'®® can induce mystical states of being and trance that could
be analogous or exactly the same as “philosophical mysticism”. As noted by Winston in

his study of the mysticism of Philo'®*:

after this much quoted passage, Damascius says that Plato went beyond and unified both ways and that is
why he called the philosopher a Bacchus: 6 8¢ IThdtov 106 Ekatépmbey cuvnyopiag Evvonoag ToAALS 0Doag
€lg piov avtag ocvviyayev aindeiov, Tov erlocoeov ‘Bakyov’ ovopdalmv:

149 (19994, p. 56-57) and (2013, p. 272.)

1%0 In the Philosophical History, in the fragment 34A, Damascius says that, for his master Isidore, lamblichus
only stood behind Plato in the philosophical hierarchy: “He was rooted in the very purity of the Platonic
ideas, which he interpreted not in the usual manner of the majority of philosophers, but like Plato and the
marvelous subtleties of ITamblichus.” (avtaig ye taig [TAdTwvog dxnpdtolg vvoinig 00 KaTd T0¢ cLuvnBeLg TRV
TOM®Y PLLOGOPV EMPOAAC EvepvEeTO, HeTd 8¢ ye TTAdtwva kal taig Bavpaotais Tappriyov tepwvoiog.) Of
special importance here is the word axrfpatoc, which means “pure, undefiled” and is the lamblichean usual
term for the state of the enlightened soul of the philosopher in his embodiment. The theory behind
embodiment will be discussed in the 3" chapter.

151 That, again, is a subject that will be further developed in the 3 chapter. For now, it is important to note
that for many interpreters, like Gregory Shaw, the theory of the vehicle of the soul is at the root of the
lamblichean defense of theurgy.

152 In 4A it is said that igpatikn koi rloco@ia ovK Gmd T@V adTtdV Epyoviar apydv, this will be discussed
further along the path.

153 And also the use of herbs, stones, vapors, incenses and other natural objetcs that might be symbols in the
doctrines of universal correspondence, as can be seen in the fragment 80.

154 (1981, p. 21)
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Although it is notoriously difficult to define
mysticism, most students of the subject agree that
it involves a timeless apprehension of the
transcendent through a unifying vision that gives
bliss or serenity and normally accrues on a course
of self-mastery and contemplation.

The apprehension of the transcendent might be experienced as a type of ecstatic
experience, but another type of mystical experience can also be defined in the studies of
mysticism: the so called enstatic type of mystical experience, that we have seen to be
characterized by an internal absorption of the self into the soul, spirit or consciousness®®.
In the Philosophical History both types of experience can be found, what is not very
surprising considering the Neoplatonic emanationist and correlative worldview. The
absorption into the Self can lead to the dissolution of the Ego and the enstatic contact with
the fundamental source of everything. Isidore is described as having such types of
experiences in multiple passages'®. In light of the theory of the six virtues exposed by
Damascius™’, it might be said that different types of mystical experience are induced by

different degrees of virtuosity.

In the understanding of the two types of mysticism exposed here | will work with a
synthesis of the reading strategies of Sara Ahbel-Rappe, Algis Uzdavinys and Pierre Hadot.
As Ahbel-Rappe argues*®®:

the Neoplatonists refused to grant that truth could
ever be fully disclosed; truth is itself a veil for an
origin that falls outside of all representation. [...]
The discursive strategies that inform Neoplatonic
texts are a configuration of non-discursive truth,
just as the tradition as a whole is a record of its
own appeal to what can only be called an
unwritten tradition.

The texts of the Neoplatonists can only be comprehended in light of this paradox of
language. They are written as a configuration, as an exercise, to assist the reader in his

anagogic ascent, and reading the texts also involves the hermeneutic act of interiorizing

155 Cf, (Eliade, 1990 [1954], p.91-100.)

16 Cf. PH, 9C, 9D, 9E, 9F; 10A, 10B; 12A, 12B, 12C and especially the fragment 22. This last fragment will
be among the “stars’’ of my conclusions.

157 Natural, ethical, political, cathartic, paradigmatic and theurgic. In. Phaed. I. 138-151.

158 (2000, p. 15.)
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theurgic rituals, ecstatic and enstatic journeys, visual exercises of out of body experiences,
geometrical and mathematical mysticism and similar configurations of ‘“non-discursive
truth”. The text in itself is a tool, rather than the final product. The understanding of
Ahbel-Rappe correlates with Hadot’s interpretation of the meaning and function of ancient
philosophical texts and their literary goals. According to Hadot, philosophy in the ancient
world ought to be interpreted as ““a way of life”” rather than a mere corpus of doctrines and

the texts might be decoded as auxiliaries for the philosopher’s spiritual exercises®®°.

Such a view of philosophy as a way of life is able to cast a light in some portions of
the Philosophical History that might have been otherwise obscured, such as the heavy
criticism that Photius attributes to Damascius against all his contemporaries. The extreme
“criticism” present in the work is actually a reading of the virtues of men in an age of
strife, a treatise in practical mysticism and the Neoplatonic scale of virtues for Theodora,
disciple of both Damascius and Isidore, to whom the work was dedicated'®®. The
Philosophical History can be read as a practical anagogic manual for a Neoplatonic
philosopher-mystic of Hellenic — i.e. ““pagan” — religious orientation in an age dominated
by the forces of vice that Damascius associate with the Christian Byzantine Empire. The
events and techniques described also have multiple analogies and terminological
similarities with the alchemical works by Zosimus of Panopolis'®* and some Hermetic
treatises. The mystical experience is essentially a non-discourse, an approximative
symbolic form to the ascension of the philosophical ladder that might be apprehended
through the mythical patterns of Hellenic religion turned mystical through its historical

dissolution®2,

The Golden Age discussed in the first fragments, marking the establishment of rites
and initiations by the Egyptians, is in some sense a symbol of the mystical technique of
ascent, showing that the historically distant time of the Golden Age has a metaphysical

counterpart and can be reached by those that are devoted to the intertwined science of

159 (1995, p. 47-79.)

180 Bih. Cod. 181. I11. 3-10.

161 Zosimus used to refer to his alchemical works as igpaticy téxvn, the same terminology that is associated
with theurgy in the works of Damascius. (Cf. Grimes, 2018, p. 19.) The association between lamblichean
theurgy, hermetism and alchemy has also been asserted by scholars such as Fowden (1993), Bull (2018) and
Hanegraaff (2022).

162 |n La Fable Mystique (1982, p. 48-71), de Certeau dedicates a whole chapter to the relation between place
and mystical sensibility, showing how the Catholic mystics of the early modern world have also been affected
by the changes of religious landscapes and “delocalizations” of the religious landscape provoked by the
configuration of cities around the secular palaces and centers of power, that absorbed from the religious sites
of the Middle Ages their center of significance. It is an excellent analogy also to understand the historical
experience of pagans in the 4" to 6™ centuries.
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contemplation and the hieratic arts. The Neoplatonic philosophy of history of Damascius is
also a mystical doctrine. Still in the question of mysticism, | am very fond of the notion of
“Platonic Mysticism” introduced by the historian of religions Arthur Versluis®®. The
central idea is that Platonism is a mystical doctrine and hermeneutical technique that
underlies the history of the transmissions of texts and ideas that we call “Western” 164,
Versluis defines mysticism — he admits that he also thought about using the term
“contemplative science”, borrowed from Buddhist scholar B. Allan Wallace — as “direct
cognition of a transcendent reality beyond the division of subject and object”'.

Descriptions of such experiences are abundant in all parts of the Philosophical History and
are directly intertwined with the philosophy of history exposed by Damascius.

Absorption in God, the total union (évooig mavtelng), is considered as the final
meaning of the Egyptian philosophy transferred by the Pythagoreans to the Greeks'® and it
was still accessible to mankind in the times of darkness for the pagan communities in the
former territories of the Roman Empire. Versluis defines Pseudo-Dionysus the Areopagite
as the “source of Western mysticism”®" but | would go further and claim that those
mystical doctrines originate among the pagan Neoplatonists and their immediate sources:
the Chaldean Oracles, Hermetism and other ‘““Eastern” philosophies and ritualistic

traditions. To not say of Plato himself and his 6poiwoic 8ed kotd T Suvotdvies,

The apophatic theology associated with mystical experience by \ersluis is present
in the Chaldean Oracles, the sacred text that is the source for the Neoplatonic theurgic
rituals and much of their theology®®, as the fragment quoted by Damascius himself

certify!’®:

163 Platonic Mysticism: Contemplative Science, Philosophy, Literature and Art. State University of New
York, 2017.

164 Platonism influenced the Islamic World as well and many fundamental ideas of the Neoplatonists have
reached thinkers in the world of Islam through conversions and translations of previews Byzantine territories
like Egypt, Syria and Anatolia. Cf. (Corbin, Histoire de la philosophie islamique. FOLIO Essais, 1999.)

185 (1bid. p. 3.)

166 pH, 4C.

187 (1bid. p. 3-4.)

168 Theaetetus, 176b. However, it can be argued that the homology with the divine in Plato is substantially
different from the same phenomenon in the Neoplatonists and that Plato’s assertion was just to become
similar to God as much as possible (katd 0 duvatov) rather than a complete union with God as in the
ascensional Neoplatonic literature.

189 Damascius himself dedicates a significant part of the De. Princ. (I11. 108-59) to analyze the theological
meaning of the Chaldean Oracles and its correspondences with the different theologies known by the
Neoplatonists and the arguments of Greek philosophical schools.

170 De. Princ. I, p. 105. 313 Combés-Westerink. Or. Ch. Fr. 1 [E. Des Places].
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g€oTv yap tL vontdv, O xpn o€ VOV voou GvOstfjv
YOp EmeykAivng ooV vodv KAKEIVO vonong &G Tt
vo®v, oV kelvo vonoels €ott yap  GAKTG
aueeaods  SOVOUIE  vogpailc  oTpdmTovca
topoiov. OV Om xp1 6EOdPOTNTL VOETV TO vOoNTOV
€KEIVO GAAGL VOOL Tavaod TOavof QAoyl whvtao
LETPOVON TATV TO VONTOV EKEIVO" Ype® O TODTO
Vofjoal 0K ATEVAS, AAL' AyvOv ATOGTPOPOV OLpLa
@épovta ofig Wuyic Telvarl kevedv vOov gig 1O
vontov, 6epa padng to vontdv, €nei voov EEw®
VTAPYEL.

For there exists a certain Intelligible which you
must perceive by the flower of mind. For if you
should incline your mind toward it and perceive it
as perceiving a specific thing, you would not
perceive it. For it is the power of strength, visible
all around, flashing with intellectual divisions.
Therefore, you must not perceive that Intelligible
violently but with the flame of mind completely
extended which measures all things, except that
Intelligible. You must not perceive it intently, but
keeping the pure eye of your soul turned away,
you should extend an empty mind toward the
Intelligible in order to comprehend it, since it
exists outside of (your) mind (Transl. Majercik).

That passage, selected by E. des Places as the beginning of his edition of the Chaldean
Oracles (1971)'"%, takes place in a discussion of Damascius about a God or Principle

existent even before the One and is in fact a discussion derived from lamblichus!’? and that

11 In due time 1 will discuss how certain aspects of Chaldean mysticism influenced the narrative of the PH
and Damascius philosophy of history. Cf. fr. 153 or the fragments 39-47 and their erotic allusions.

172 Jamblichus postulated an even more ineffable and indescribable One beyond the One that is the first
hypostasis in the Plotinian system. Some scholars, like Gregory Shaw, emphasize the difference between
Plotinus and lamblichus regarding some aspects of metaphysics and the type of anagogic tools necessary for
the ascension, and attribute the larger fame of Plotinus to his more ‘“neutral” philosophy as regards
Christianity: ““l begin with the context of 3rd and 4th century Platonism and the tension between the
teachings of Plotinus as transmitted and promoted by Porphyry and the Platonism of lamblichus. They have a
great deal in common; in fact, | suspect that the differences lamblichus had with Plotinus might have been
exaggerated by the fact that when Porphyry edited and promoted the Enneads and his Life of Plotinus he was
competing with lamblichus for leadership of the Platonic school (Porphyry 2012: xlv). Even though most
Platonists followed lamblichus and adopted the disciplines of theurgy, these practices require a living
tradition. They are more a way of life than a set of doctrines, so when that way of life ended in the 6th
century, lamblichean theurgy disappeared, at least in its platonic form. Plotinus’ Neoplatonism — which
lacked an explicit ritual component — could more easily be appropriated by Christianity, so the Platonism we
have received is Christian and in important respects is quite unlike lamblichean Platonism. Scholars have
only recently come to an understanding of Platonic theurgy. It was, after all, initially condemned as demonic
by Augustine (Augustine 1950: 10.10), as “irrational” by Enlightenment thinkers, and is now virtually
unthinkable in our materialist age. But thanks to the scholarship of Jean Trouillard, John Dillon, Polymnia
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also has resonances among the Hermetists, some Gnostics and Numenius of Apamea. The
idea of the ineffable God and the mystical union with Him emerges among the pagans and
later influenced the late antique Christian writers. That experience is unutterable and
language can communicate it only through metaphors and allusions. Damascius devotes a
substantial portion of the third book of the De. Princ. to the Chaldean Oracles and its
theological and mystical questions.

Thus, the theme of mysticism as direct cognition of a transcendent reality is at the
basis of the Neoplatonic conception of the world, being the aim of the philosophical and
theurgic practices. And since lamblichean theurgic Platonists like Damascius believed in
the theory of the vehicle of the soul and that the soul descends wholly to the material
realm®”, certain practices known as theurgic or hieratic are necessary to re-establish the
chains through which anagogic union with the divine must be achieved. In a time
characterized by the persecution against pagan ritual — making traditional theurgic
practices far more dangerous — Isidore and Damascius had to reconfigure and interiorize

the ineffable mysteries of the rites.

As if the circle had been complete, pagan mysticism returned to its etymological
roots in the Greek pwoomnc!’™, an initiate into the mysteries, like the cults in Eleusis or
Samothrace. According to Walter Burkert, there was a significant cosmological and
magical component in the secretive ceremonies of the mystery cults!”® and this
cosmogonical secrecy might have been reconfigured by the mystical and theurgic rites. The
mysticism of Damascius is not merely an abstract contemplation of consciousness, it
involves — in its truly lamblichean sense — a truly transformative experience in the flesh, an
experience that might be called “supernatural” by a modern anthropological

Weltanschauung!’®.

Athanassiadi and others, we can still savor the smoke of ancient theurgic altars. By following these scholars,
we can feel the fire and warmth of those Platonists who embodied gods.” Cf. (2017, p. 272.)

173 Cf. the third chapter of the first part for a proper discussion of the theory of the vehicle of the soul.

174 In the LSJ, the basic meaning of the word is ““initiated” and it is derived from the verb ww, to shut, to
close, especially associated with closing the eyes. The term is cognate to the Latin mutus and the Sanskrit
Heh (muka). Hittitologist and Indo-Europeanist Jaan Puhvel (1984) states that the Greek term derives from
the Hittite verb munnae, ““to conceal, to hide”.

175 (1987, p. 18-25.)

176 Thus, experiences like the radiation of mystical light from the body of the Ostrogoth Valamer, a
companion of Attila the Hun, and of Damascius body itself as described in PH 51A, are to be understood as
part of the possibilities in the cosmos, just like divining the future, levitating, acquiring supernatural powers
and so on. Isidore is reported to be able to speak the “language of the birds”, something that impressed
Proclus in their practices of Chaldean rituals. PH, 59F: “Proclus was intrigued by Isidore’s imitation of the
sounds and echoes produced by birds. Sometimes, in the Chaldean practices, he gave a display of the
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Not all “supernatural” elements in the Philosophical History need to be called
mystical though. It is clear that there are degrees of intensity, a progression from normal
cognitive states to the final union with the cause beyond being. The virtuosity of Hypatia
e.g. cannot be called, at least based on the fragments available to us, mystical. The famous
Alexandrian “pagan martyr” reached the highest goal a Platonic sage can reach in
embodied life, the political virtue!’’. In the progression of states characteristic of the
narrative, the experiences of the supernatural/miraculous powers, out of body experiences
and superhuman cognition — emerge after the ladder of the Bacchic frenzy has been
ascended through the cathartic or purificatory virtue!’®. Once the soul has been purified,
certain aspects of reality, that were hidden by the constraints of time and embodied
existence, became clearer and available to the sage'’®. That is a reason for the necessity of
hieratic rituals, with the soul fully embodied it is necessary the performance of some

unutterable acts in order to raise to the level of purification, as lamblichus remarks*8:

It is not thought that links the theurgist to the
gods; else what should hinder the theoretical
philosopher from enjoying theurgic union with
them? The case is not so. Theurgic union is
attained only by the perfective operation of
unspeakable acts correctly performed, acts which
are beyond all understanding, and by the power
of the unutterable symbols intelligible only to the
gods. (Transl. Luck, 1992).

imitation of sparrows and hens and other birds erecting their wings as they prepare themselves to fly”
(dwmopovpéve yodv 1@ Ipdxhe mepi @V Towddpov pyumcenv tdv opvémv {kai} @V eovdv <koi> TdvV
amymuatov éviote €v 1olg XaAdaikolg Emndedpacty avtog vredeikvoe TV 000V TG WMUNoE®S BAA®V T
Kol GTPOVB@Y TV HIKpdY TOVTOV Kai KaToridiny T TTeEmC, olo Yoeodot Toic MTEPLELY &YSIPOUEVOL TPOC
10 metdobot.) This supernatural event seems trivial, but Shaw enlightens its meaning: “Controlling the
weather, seeing without eyes and hearing without ears, repelling spells, such phenomena are not highlighted
in our histories of ancient philosophy; in fact, they are rarely mentioned at all. They are something of an
embarrassment, most often dismissed or explained away as the superstitious residue or cultural baggage of
otherwise intelligent thinkers who, like us, knew better than to believe such things. But such events were an
integral part of their experience. Supernatural abilities were understood to be the result of having lived a
philosophical life nurtured by the theurgic purification of the etheric body. Describing the culmination of this
art, lamblichus says theurgists ritually weave themselves into all the powers of the cosmos until the soul «is
fully established in the demiurgic god» (lamblichus 2003: 292.12-13)”. Cf. (2017, p. 271).

177 Cf. (O’Meara, 2006, p. 83-85).

178 Cf. (Miles, 2018, p. 62-63).

175 That is also the theory behind Isidore’s apparent deficiencies in some practical matters, but high elevation
of the soul in the fragment 14, it is not a criticism against Isidore, as Photius supposes, but a statement that
Isidore was way beyond practical concerns and had transcended the normal human state in the body.

180 De, Myst. 2-11.
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The degrees of intensity for the mystical experience in Damacius correspond to the levels
of disengagement between the inner essence and the lowest levels of the cosmos,
corresponding also to the different degrees of reality in historical existence. The men of the
Christian state of the 5™ century, for example, were so entrenched in their material
existence that their natural state was predominantly Typhonian while the men of the
Golden Age of Egyptian Pharaonic Theocracy were predominantly spiritual, with an easier

access to the primordial realities that transcend space and time.

Georg Luck describes the roots of theurgy in the need of pagan believers to codify
certain techniques in order to enter in direct contact with their gods at the time of Marcus
Aurelius®®, As | will argue briefly in the chapters 5-7, this union with the gods might have
deeper overlaps, in the Chaldean Oracles, with Mesopotamian and Egyptian alchemical or
magical works that also inform the writings of philosophical Hermetism. The mysticism of
post-lamblichean Neoplatonic philosophers might have been influenced by Egyptian or
Mesopotamian currents of thought through these traditions, or rather the Neoplatonists
acted like syncretic cultural agents, uniting disparate traditions in their paideia. In the
chapter about the Hermetic topoi at the opening of the Philosophical History, | outline a
brief analysis on how Damascius uses his Neoplatonic theory of myth to reshape the topoi
also found in the Latin Asclepius and the Koré Kosmou. The urgency to preserve the
waning traditions of the gods made them “relics” that needed to be integrated into a larger

cultural synthesis.

Athanassiadi suggests that the origins of the Chaldean Oracles may lie in the
connections between the priests of the Babylonian god Bel in Apamea of Syria and
Platonic philosophy in the 2" century?®?, Edmonds admits the existence of Hellenized
Egyptian priests among the first practitioners of theurgy'®® Fowden relates theurgy with
rites associated with the aretalogies of Isis!®* and Uzdavinys'® attributes Pythagorean
mysticism and even Platonic philosophy itself to Egyptian influences in Greek culture, as if

both @ilocoeia and iepatikr were continuations and interiorizations of the sacred rites of

181 (1992, p. 184).

182 (1999b, p. 153-158).

183 (2019, p. 322).

184 (1993, p. 45-52 and 126-131).

185 (2014, p. 5-14). The hypotheses of this author, however, are far more speculative and based on some
hermeneutical strategies that are not those of historical scholarship, but rather in metaphysical
correspondences of symbols and patterns. | think that this approach is interesting in order to raise questions
and to go beyond the more cautious affirmations of most scholars, but at the end of the day, it usually ends up
producing works closer to literary fiction than to what is called scholarship.
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Egyptian temple rituals and cosmogonic mystagogies. Some of those opinions seem to be
justified if we follow the hints present in the so called Proemium of the Philosophical
History. In this brief section, Damascius describes the meaning of Egyptian rites, their
relation with philosophy, with the immortality of the soul and reincarnation, the multiple
states of being, their transmission to the Greeks by the Pythagoreans and their final effect:
absorption in God, total union with the Divine.

It is necessary to return briefly to the discussion on the meaning of the word
tepatikn. In her book on theurgy, Tanaseanu-Ddbler has argued that Damascius viewed
philosophy as a mean of access to the First Principle while iepatikiy was to be understood
as pertaining to the priestly caste of the pagan cults and their practices®®®, instead of the
proper ‘“‘theurgic” sense of the Chaldean Oracles, having its efficacy limited to the
encosmic realm. In the Philosophical History, though, Damascius seems to use the term to
denote both the practices of the traditional priests and the Neoplatonic tradition of theurgy.
In fact, what Damascius is doing in the beginning of the book is a claim about the antiquity
of theurgy and its derivation from the practices of the Egyptian priests, what he calls
Egyptian philosophy®’. As a matter of fact, one of the main objectives of our author was to
prove the existence of a perennial philosophy, a universal mystagogy that manifested itself
through the writings and sacred rites of all peoples'®. The meaning of igpotucy for
Damascius seems to incorporate theurgy, since the same word is used by Proclus in his
treatise known as De Sacrificio et magia (nepi tiig ka0’ "EAAnvag iepatikiic téxvng), in the
Platonic Theology and in fact all over his works with meanings that are very similar to the
PH, 4A.

Regarding Damascius position on hieratic ritual, some scholars pretended to present
Damascius as a ““sober rationalist” that revolted against Proclus emphasis on theurgic
practices'®® and advocated a return to philosophy. Apart from the fact that for Damascius
philosophy would have a far different meaning than some scholars might imply, as his

characterization of Egyptian rites as ““philosophical” seem to imply, there is also the fact,

186 «a term used for the sum total of living pagan cults” (2013, p. 271).

187 PH, 4A:

18 Thus, the third book of the De. Princ. is devoted to find correlations between Damascius aporetic
philosophy and the traditions of the Chaldean Oracles, of Greek theology (Hesiod, Orphism, pre-Socratics),
the Babylonians, the Phoenicians and the Egyptians. The perennial philosophy of Damascius and other
Platonists differ in sensibility, however, from a Christian sensibility permeating the modern philosophia
perennis of the Italian Renaissance, like the philosophy exposed by the Catholic priest Agostinus Steuchus or
the so-called “Traditionalists” like René Guénon. Cf. (Hanegraaff, 2012, p. 70). The main notable
difference, of course, is the total irrelevance of the Christian writings for Damascius metaphysical system.

189 Cf. Krulak’s discussion, (2017, p. 455-456).
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noted by Krulak!®°, that Damascius did not disregarded the efficacy of theurgy or hieratic
art, instead saw philosophy and theurgy as complementary paths in the ascension of the
Soul towards the One. As | hope to be able to discuss in the second part of the dissertation,
in the Philosophical History philosophy means the perennial philosophy capable of
elevating the soul towards the Unnamable, while iepatikr} is the sum of techniques
(mental, practical, alchemical, theurgic, poetic) that allow someone to reach the
disembodied state, towards the purificatory virtue, in order to be able to ascend to the final
destination. In a certain sense, both are mystical disciplines, but while philosophy is
enstatic the hieratic art is ecstatic. That might be the root of Damascius condemnation of
Christianity, because while exposing a theology — usually ignored by most Neoplatonic
philosophers — that is not very dissimilar to Neoplatonism, the Christians disregarded the
hieratic arts, thus maintaining the portion of mankind governed by the Christianized
Byzantine Empire in the darkness of the Typhonian moAtteio. The techniques of iepatikn
are the cultural argument of pagans against Christianity.

As a final word before turning to the first chapter, | would like to introduce briefly
the possible relations between Damascius and a very recent perspective on Neoplatonic
theurgy and mysticism that have been exposed by Wouter Hanegraaff'®l. In his book on
Hermetic spirituality and altered states of knowledge, Hanegraaff argues that the
lamblichean tradition of theurgy is related to the alchemical practices of Zosimus of
Panopolis and that both are among the few known — in the sense of known as individuals
with stablished biographies — practitioners of the “Way of Hermes” alongside Theosebeia,
a female disciple of Zosimus!®. The implications of such view for the study of Damascius
are numerous. In the first place, Hanegraaff affirmation that lamblichus must be
understood as part of the Hermetic tradition also has consequences for an interpretation of
all post-lamblichean Neoplatonic philosophers, from Theodore of Asine to Olympiodorus.
Secondly, if that affirmation holds true, it seems that works like the Philosophical History,
a text embedded with Hermetic influences, must also be understood as being part of what
the Dutch scholar calls “Hermetic spirituality”, a category that seems to encompass much
of the religious-philosophical syncretism of Late Antiquity. Thirdly, the problematic

relationship between “spirituality” and altered states of consciousness, as defined by

190 (Ibid, p. 476).

191 Hermetic Spirituality and the Historical Imagination. Altered States of Knowledge in Late Antiquity.
Cambridge University Press, 2022.

192 Cf. (2022, p. 9).
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Hanegraaff as being the final destination of the Hermetic practitioner, and philosophy must
be reassessed.

Hanegraaff affirms that the traditional scholarly divide of the Hermetic material
into philosophical and technical (magical, alchemical, astrological etc.) Hermetica is due to
a misunderstanding of the nature of the Hermetic writings associated not only with the
eighteen treatises of the remaining Corpus Hermeticum but also with the so called
technical Hermetica and the fragments of Stobaeus. He begins his exposition by
considering problems inherent to translation and linguistic apprehension of terms like
spirituality and mysticism, saying that much of what is considered “‘philosophical” in such

99 ¢¢

texts could be also rendered as “religious,” “theological,” “mystical,” or “theosophical.”1%
For that reason, the texts associated with Hermetic philosophy should be understood as
being part of a phenomenon called ““spirituality” rather than philosophy, arguing that their
goals were transformative instead of merely theoretical as is the modern idea of
philosophy. Considering that Hanegraaff also includes lamblichus in his canon of Hermetic
practitioners, saying that he is even more representative of that tradition than many of the
writings of the Corpus Hermeticum?®, the consequences of such view would have the
potential to alter the way the philosophies of Proclus, Damascius and other post-

lamblichean Platonists are interpreted.

The core of Hanegraaff’s inquiry into late antique mystical experiences comes from
the perplexities instigated by the ambiguities of language. As he comments a quotation by
A.]. Festugiére regarding the ambiguity of the Greek term vodc'®® he faces the
hermeneutical abyss of how to translate to modern readers the core of an experience of the
world that might be untranslatable. His preference for “spirituality” over ‘““philosophy”,
however, is not totally convincing in my opinion. He only uses a single quote from Plato

(1?7) to justify that what he calls ‘“Hermetic spirituality” diverges not only from modern but

193 Cf. (p. 16).

194 (Ibid. p. 22).

195 “The philosophical language of Platonism lacked a specific term for referring to an organ of perception
meant exclusively for mystical intuition. If one divides all that exists in no€ton [that which can be thought]
and aisth&ton [that which can be perceived by the senses], then God belongs evidently on the side of the
former. But by calling him that, one simply wants to make clear that he does not have a body — one does not
mean to say that he can actually be known or understood through discursive language and can be named.
This ambiguity of the word no&ton comes from the ambiguity of the Platonic nous. Its function is to perceive
realities that can be thought. However, when we are dealing with that particular nogton referred to as God,
then the nous is no longer the human “intellect” properly speaking but a pure faculty of intuition or spiritual
apprehension.” RT IV, 138-139, transl. Hanegraaff, p. 12.
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also from the ancient understanding of philosophy%. That seems to be the weakest part of
his repositioning of lamblichus — and thus the post-lamblichean Neoplatonists — as part of
the Hermetic spirituality that he aims to describe. | take his approach of including
lamblichus in the Hermetic tradition as a very refreshing perspective, and I would also try
to position Damascius — at least in the Philosophical History — as being somewhat related
to Hermetism, but | disagree with his distinction between spirituality and philosophy. The
interplay between @ihoco@ia and iepotikr| is fundamental to understand the narrative and
its relation with the embodiment of the soul and the cosmic order. Moreover, the
Philosophical History is one of the most important texts for those trying to demonstrate the
practical aspect of philosophy in Late Antiquity®®’.

As Hanegraaff himself admits, there is a conception of philosophy that consider it
as something similar to his idea of ““spirituality”, the notion of philosophy as a way of life
based on spiritual exercises as delineated by Pierre Hadot'%, It has been applied to the
study of ancient Hermetism by Belgian historian Anna Van den Kerchove'®®. In 2018,
Christian Bull published his PhD dissertation on “The Way of Hermes”, including
Hermetic philosophy, as being a Greek translation of Egyptian ritual practices by
Hellenized Egyptian priests?®. Hanegraaff is well aware of those developments and that
makes me suspicious that his quarrel with the term philosophy has two distinct objectives.
The first, and more obvious, is a repositioning of the modern debates over the mystical
textual traditions of Late Antiquity associated with Hermes Trismegistus and extending to
Neoplatonism.

The field was/is traditionally dominated by scholars trained in classical philosophy,
like Festugiére, either from philosophy or classical philology departments, a tradition that
tends to derive the doctrines and experiences of Late Antiquity’s mystics from previous

discussions in the field of Greek philosophy rather than searching for historical inquiries or

1% Ibid. p. 15.

197 There are many examples throughout the work, and they all will be discussed, but one particularly
interesting moment is the conversion, perpetrated by Isidore, of the Arabian peripatetic Dorus from technical
and dialectical Aristotelian philosophy to “divine philosophy” (i.e. Platonic) in the fragment 134A. Cf. the
discussion of that fragment in my chapter number 3.

198 Cf. (Exercices spirituels et philosophie antique. Etudes augustiniennes, 1981. English transl. Philosophy
as a Way of Life. Spiritual Exercises from Socrates to Foucault. Blackwell, 1995).

19 ¢f. (La Voie d'Hermés: Pratiques Rituelles Et Traités Hermétiques. Brill, 2012). Some aspects of the
master-disciple relation in Hermetism discussed by Van den Kerchove could also be applied to Neoplatonism
and to the narrative in the Philosophical History.

200 (The Tradition of Hermes Trismegistus: The Egyptian Priestly Figure as a Teacher of Hellenized Wisdom.
Brill, 2018).
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anthropological considerations. As a historian trained as a specialist in religions and
esotericism, Hanegraaff can operate a dislocation in the field and posits himself as a
privileged hermeneut of the texts in the act of exchanging the word philosophia by
spirituality. | do not disagree with such a theoretical aim in principle, but I think that his
understanding of ‘“‘philosophy” is somewhat skewed by some modern rationalist

preoccupations.

Second, despite being aware of the studies of Pierre Hadot on the differences
between the ancient and modern philosophical attitudes, Hanegraaff thinks that philosophy
is a term that carries a too heavy semantic field and therefore can mislead readers of the
“translations” that the historian needs to make from the ancient to the contemporary world
and that can lead to a certain deviation of meaning. It is a sort of Protestant preoccupation
with language as the fundamental purveyor of meaning. But in this work, | take

Hanegraaft’s perspective in confluence with Hadot and Henry Corbin?:

Any philosophy that does not lead to spiritual
experience is an empty waste of time. And in
reverse, any mystical experience that is not
preceded by serious philosophical training is a
prey to illusions, aberrations and other maladies
of the soul.

I am quite sure that Damascius would agree with Corbin if he was, at this present moment

in time, embodied in this world.

201 Cf. (1986, p. 12).
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1. Life, Works and the Spirit of the Time

0Vd' dvopdletor dpa 00dE Adyetar 00OE doEALETOL 0VOE YIYVOOKETAL, OVOE TL TOV OVI®V

ovtod oicHdvetot.

Plato, Parmenides (142A)

The life and works of Damascius are filled with both spiritual and physical
journeys, adventures and explorations. From his spiritual itinerary through the sacred
shrines in ancient Middle East to the Proclean Academy at Athens and from his conversion
from rhetorician to a metaphysical philosopher and writer of fantastic narratives. Apart
from the field of specialists in Neoplatonic philosophy, his status in contemporary times is
no match for his influence in the late antique world. He is usually considered the last name
of Greek philosophy, those coming after him in the Greek language being either Christian
thinkers or “mere commentators”2%2, Being among the last representatives of a literary
tradition that was supposedly initiated by Thales of Miletus in the coast of Asia Minor in
the VI century BCE?® Damascius was the last ‘diadoch’ of the Platonic academy. The
strictly personal aspects of his early life are not well known but he was probably from a
well-off family, as most Neoplatonists belonged to the elites of the Mediterranean
oikovpévn?®4. Most of the information we have regarding the life of Damascius is provided

by the Philosophical History.

202 Cf. (Galpérine, 1987, p.2). Authors like Simplicius and Olympiodorus have been unfairly called
commentators with no real innovations by many modern scholars, but it is necessary to stress that for the
Neoplatonists themselves and for most of the ancient world the modern perception of ‘““‘innovation’ was
scorned and the most important was to remain faithful to literary and philosophical canons. Just as in
literature, imitating the style of a famous author was something to be prized. In philosophy, especially in
Neoplatonism, it was desired to follow the footsteps of ““divinely inspired” figures like Plato, Aristotle, the
Orphics and the Chaldeans (i.e., the Chaldean Oracles). It is unnecessary to say that in their zealous attempt
of emulating Plato, the Neoplatonists developed plenty of innovations and deviations from the Platonic
nwoudeio. Philosophy and the arts for much of the ancient world were practices of imitating divinely inspired
poets and sages.

203 That is true if we follow the conventional narratives of philosophy’s dawn. In reality, the tradition to
which Damascius considered himself to be a representative was a late blossoming started many centuries
before, with the first poets and human musicians, even before the Pre-Socratics, the Orphics and the “seven
sages”, as some scholars like A. Uzdavinys (2011, 2014) have argued. Indeed, the true tradition existed
forever.

204 ¢f, (Fowden, 1982, p. 34-35); (Westerink-Combes, 1986).
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Damascius, as his name indicates, was born in Damascus around 458-4622% and
probably lived 17-18 years in his native Syria before arriving in Alexandria. It is very
likely that he was ethnically Arab-Nabatean, like his predecessor lamblichus, and was part
of some kind of priestly or cultic involved family. As a young man Damascius probably
left his native Damascus for Alexandria, in Egypt, by then one of the main centers of
learning activity in the Roman Empire, with the objective of studying rhetoric. There he
dedicated himself to rhetoric in Horapollo’s school for some years before turning to
philosophy and met an environment with students from all over the Mediterranean world,
composed of Christians and Pagans. Horapollo himself was known at the time as a famous
champion of Hellenism?®® and had a strong interest in Egyptian hieroglyphs, being the
author of one treatise on Egyptian hieroglyphic writing.

In Alexandria he met Isidore, whose master, Sarapio, constituted the model for the
late antique Neoplatonic “holy man”. A devout of the hymns of Orpheus, Sarapio spent
most of his life in reclusive study of the ““teachings of Orpheus”?%’. A real man from the
Golden Age of Cronus in the decadent times in which mankind was losing more and more
the proximity to the gods and the perennial source of knowledge and contemplation. The
discussion by Damascius of a “Cronian” age of golden light opposed to his current
“Typhonian™ times is indicative of a certain type of cyclic cosmology that has many

consequences for a comparative cosmological ontology between Neoplatonic accounts of

205 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999, p. 19); (Ahbel-Rappe, 2010, p. 3). It should also be stressed, as noted by
Athanassiadi, that Damascus was a place notable for combining ‘“‘the Aramaic, Nabatacan and Hellenic
traditions in a way which has been superbly encapsulated by the personality of Damascius himself”(ibid.,
p-20) and that even in his personal life Damascius showed elements of “the indissoluble synthesis of the
three elements which are foremost in the make-up of his native city, but one can nonetheless detect the
dominance of each one in tum in Damascius' behaviour and decisions at the most critical moments of his
existence. ' Thus, the nomadic instinct is foremost in Damascius' life-long wanderings in search of inner
freedom, the ineluctable attachment to the Aramaic homeland marks his decision to end his life in Syria, and
finally the Greek ingredient is uppermost in his exceptional understanding of Plato and in the extreme ease
with which he settled himself in Alexandria and especially Athens, whose ultimate flowering was brought
about by Damascius himself” (ibid.). Not surprisingly, the religious philosophy of Damascius reflects the
synthesis of the disparate elements that were common at the Eastern Mediterranean at the time. It is not a
coincidence that such desire for a ‘supreme’ religious-cultural synthesis were manifest in a man born amidst
the presence of multiple cultures and ideologies. Platonic philosophy, in such a context, offered a very
powerful hermeneutics to ‘harmonize’ tendencies that were apparently very different.

206 Hellenism in that case often meant the amalgam of religious, philosophical and scientific writings
attributed to the ancient Greeks before the rise of Christianity, but also the late antique syncretic knowledge
of pre-Christian religions of the Babylonians, Egyptians, Phoenicians and other Eastern peoples by Greek
speaking authors. In a certain sense the meaning of Hellenism was becoming almost a kind of archaist
perennialism in Late Antiquity. In broad historiographical terms the times of Damascius are often included in
the so called “ancient” period of world history but the distance of Damascius from Hesiod or the Babylonian
writings, for example, is roughly the same as the temporal distance between Damascius and the French
Revolution. Many historians in recent times are keen to consider Late Antiquity as being its own historical
epoch (e.g. Fowden, 2013) or as a prelude to the Middle Ages rather than a continuation of ‘“classical
antiquity” (e.g. Athanassiadi, 20006).

207 pH, 111 and 112.
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history and parallel doctrines from the Orient, like the four Hindu cosmological cycles of
the yugas and the conceptions of temporality linked to the fate of the human soul, like the
ones described in Vyasa’s Bhasya to the Yogasutra. Sarapio’s story also highlight the
natural qualities of the Platonic sage and the attribution to him of Cronian virtues is
indicative that he was able to achieve final liberation from the bonds of generation and
theurgic virtue, the maximum virtuosity in the Damascian scale of virtues. | will deal with
his hagiography by Damascius in the last chapter, showing that pagan ascetic mystics like
him constituted ‘““gifts” by the gods to an age in which true knowledge about divinity and
reality was constantly being weakened by the forces of generation. In a certain sense,
Sarapio, the exemplary master of the master of Damascius, could be compared to the
liberated sage of the Indian mystical texts.

In Alexandria, a city that was in constant strife between the Chalcedonian Christian
creeds and the many Monophysite groups, besides the persecution against the followers of
the traditional religions and the philosophers?%, Damascius felt unsafe and so he departed
in a religious peregrination through holy places in the Near East in the company of Isidore,
that was being chased by the Christian authorities. That religious travel marked his
definitive conversion from rhetoric to philosophy as he was inspired by the exemplum of
Isidore and became more and more distrustful of rhetoric?®. The surviving evidence from
the Philosophical History allow us to reconstruct in parts their sacred peregrination. They
passed from Egypt to Gaza and then reached the town of Bostra?'®. In Bostra they were
joined by the peripathetic Dorus and with him they visited holy sites, and at the banks of
the “Styx” in the Yarmuk valley Damascius experimented a religious ecstasy of the
mysterium tremendum type contemplating the beauty of the natural waters?!!. The passage

from rhetoric to philosophy was then consummated?*?,

208 As witnessed by the generation before Damascius in the murder of Hypatia, an event so brutal that even
writing more than 100 years after the woman’s tragic fate, the Syrian philosopher still regarded the event as
one of the great atrocities committed by the Christians against the worshippers of the gods and the followers
of philosophy. (cf. PH, 43E).

209 The conflict between philosophy and rhetoric is a famous trope of ancient philosophy at least since the
confrontations of Plato-Socrates with the Sophists, it might even be said to be a foundational demarcation of
philosophy. In terms of the Philosophical History, however, the ascension from the realm of rhetoric to the
realm of “philosophy”” marks Damascius’ mystical conversion, as I argued in the chapter 7, in the discussion
of fragment 87.

210 pH, 130-133.

211 pH, 135B.

212 «“How pernicious an activity was rhetoric, focusing all my attention on the mouth and the tongue and
turning it away from the soul and from the blissful and divine lessons which purify it.”” (PH, 137B). Transl.
Athanassiadi.
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After the mystical experiences at Bostra both moved to Heliopolis (modern
Baalbek), where Isidore was arrested and tortured and Damascius spent a great part of his
time contemplating and praying in the local temples and engaged in activities to free
Isidore. From Heliopolis they reached Aphrodisias and were received by Isidore’s tutor,
Asclepiodotus. With him they travelled again to holy natural places and Damascius had
more spiritual experiences in his contact with nature, as in the travel to Phrygia (87A). The
spiritual journey of Damascius in his conversion from rhetoric to philosophy might be seen
as a mere curiosity by some people, but in terms of my purposes here it raises a very
interesting question: many of the places visited by Damascius were actually natural
landscapes in which he and Isidore could flee from the cities and (curiously) from older
and established oracles and ritual centers. Finding the contemplation of the Divine mostly
in the natural world could have been both a shifting experience in terms of traditional
“pagan” customs, also a sign of a clear-cut consciousness of living in a world in decline.
Michel Tardieu argued that the late pagan Neoplatonists have found a refuge for their
religious sensibilities in nature, seeing sacred natural places as theophanic dwellings of the
gods and daemons, like living relics of immensely divine power?®3,

As noted by Ahbel-Rappe, the pilgrimage narrative of Damascius in his accounts of

the PH is directly connected to the origins of the Greek word Oswpia (Sightseeing):

As sightseer, observer of lands, shrines, and
customs, the sage embarks on hazardous or
arduous journeys to distant realms. Among such
time-honored travelers, one might number
Odysseus and Plato (according to the Seventh
Letter, which has Plato traveling to Egypt to learn
a more pristine wisdom), along with Plotinus,
whom Porphyry has joining a military expedition
in hopes of a voyage to India, and perhaps even
Pausanias, whose Periegesis has been likened to a
tour guide for Hellenic pilgrims. The “Lives” of
the Neoplatonist philosophers are notable for
such pilgrimage accounts: the excursion of
Iamblichus’ school to the hot springs of Gadara,
where pupils bathed with their professor; Proclus’
visit to the temple of Adrotta in Lydia. (2010, p.
10)

213 | es paysages reliques. Routes et haltes syriennes d'Isidore a Simplicius. Louvain-Paris: Peeters, 1990.
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So, the act of theorizing, sightseeing, is a fundamental aspect of religious
transformation. It is something that occurs in the confrontation between individual
consciousness and the exogenous mysterium in a homeostatic amalgamation to the powers
hidden beyond nature. It is significant that ““Damascius and Isidore presumably traveled to
ancient cities whose sanctuaries had been closed, whose oracles were muted” (ibid.) and
that the spiritual locus of their journey takes place in a different metaphysical cartography
when compared to the ritual maps of ancient paganism. Ahbel-Rappe and Athanassiadi
both attribute such happening to the more prosaic fact that the sanctuaries have been closed
and that pagan religions were constantly under attack in the end of 5th century?!4. The shift
from the sacrificial holy places in urban sacred temples to the natural wonders of the gods
and the internalization of the divine could be a social pressure similar to the one described
by G. Stroumsa that led the Jews to abandon bloody sacrifice and revert the polarities of
archaic religions after the destruction of the Second Temple?®®.

While the decline and persecution of the so called ““pagan” religions is an
undeniable fact of that age, inside the more proper pre-Christian Greco-Roman thought a
shift from the agrarian festivals, folk religions and other socially cohesive sacrificial-based
rites have been taking place at least since the times of Middle Platonism and one could
even argue about a supposedly “Orphic-Pythagorean” revolution that has taken place in
the Archaic period and remained as a countercultural ideology to the more widespread folk
and state based sacrificial practices for centuries, like an incubating alchemical newborn
that has taken a certain time to be transformed from copper to gold. It is not mere
speculation on my part and it is a phenomenon that has been noted even by the opposing
views of Festugiére (1949) and Fowden (1993).

If the Neoplatonists claimed total orthodoxy in the realm of traditional Hellenic
religion it also meant that in their own perceptions they knew something more profound
and more saturated of truth than the vast majority of men, the oi moA)oi, as Plato would
say. The transformation of the material and carnal based religious experience of the
traditional paganism into the mentalist tradition of the First God or Hidden God and its

“internal sacrifices”?'® is something that | will elaborate better in later sections. For now, it

214 Thus, says Ahbel-Rappe: “Damascius was aware that he was writing in the twilight of a world his
predecessors had philosophized as continuing to exist eternally in relation to the One” (ibid.).

215 Cf, (2005, p. 148-155).

216 The proper comparison of the “internal” or mentalist sacrifices found on Greco-Roman thought and
practices to the parallel development of such notions in India, a place where historians of religion and
sanskritists noted such a phenomenon in the transition of the Vedic period sacrificial culture to the first
Upanisads and Buddhist literature. The notion of an interiorization of ritual sacrifice in the ascetic practices
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IS interesting to note that in Damascius autobiographic tale about his own spiritual and
philosophical development many of such parallels can be found?’.

From such a peregrination and experiences with the amoppnrta of landscapes and
mysterious wonders of pagan Near East, Damascius and Isidore arrived at Athens, where
they met the successors of Proclus in the Athenian Academy. Isidore occupied himself with
the intricacies of the diadochy while Damascius was definitely converted from rhetoric to
philosophy.?'® While being critical of Marinus and Zenodotus, the inheritors of Proclus,
Damascius ended up as diadoch himself c. 5152'°. His time at the Academy was a time of
immense success and tireless reforms of the Platonic curriculum, with his leadership being
so strong that by 529 it even motivated an imperial decree against philosophical activity in
that city, probably motivated in part by the success of Damascius and his circle.

There is too much speculation about what happened with the Platonic philosophers
active in Athens after Justinian’s decree. The first decree??® excluded heretics, Jews and
pagans of the army and reserved the public salaries only to Christians. The second
decree®?! prohibited all those who were “sick of the madness of the Hellenes”??? of
teaching positions, effectively ending any possibility of continuity for the Platonic School
of Athens. The historian Agathias listed seven philosophers among the ones that left
Athens: Damascius of Syria, Simplicius of Cylicia, Priscianus of Lydia, Eulamius of
Phrygia, Hermias and Diogenes of Phoenicia and Isidore of Gaza (not to be mistaken with
Damascius’ teacher Isidore). They likely left Athens for Persia, where the young king

Khosrow | acquired a reputation of being a “philosopher king”. It seems that after some

associated with the Yogins, Vratyas and Sramanas is widespread in the historical interpretation of Indian
religions. Cf. (Sarbacker, 2021).

27 “Damascius writes: “without gods, without oracles, a philosopher has no place.” Damascius and Isidore
had come to witness the aporrheta—the prodigies or phenomena that now took the place of elaborate
temples. The water of the Styx, local deities, and dreams en route all figure into what is purportedly
Damascius’ travelogue. The geographic settings of the ancient world become landscapes of the spirit, where
local shrines and caves form a pagan cartography. Damascius was aware that he was writing in the twilight of
a world his predecessors had philosophized as continuing to exist eternally in relation to the One. Damascius
followed a venerable tradition of asserting the primacy of landscape in the location of shrines. As pagans
witnessed the destruction of their temples, they attempted to prevent what they saw as a spiritual drought
from decimating the sanctity of the world. One must appreciate the importance of this tradition in light of the
general purpose of the PH: to commemorate the sanctity of the Hellenic religion” (Ahbel-Rappe, 2010, p.10).
218 “At the end of his pagan pilgrimage to people and places Damascius had given up rhetoric for philosophy
as a professional pursuit, a decision which meant the change from a life of cultivated inanity to the passionate
search for God through the wonders of nature and the words of inspired men; to this goal he dedicated
himself with missionary zeal. In Athens, he became a full-time student of the Academy, reading mathematics
with its head, Marinus, and theoretical philosophy with Zenodotus, who may have been Marinus' successor.”
Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999, p. 39).

23 W-C, 1: xiX.

220 Codex Justinianus, 1, 5, 18, 4, ed. P. Kriiger, p. 57.

221 |bid., I, 11, 10, 2, p.64.

2221 e, “’pagans”.
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time spent in Persia, Damascius and his colleagues became disillusioned with the Shah and
tried to return to the Roman Empire. Khosrow signed a treaty with the Byzantines
demanding that they could return without being harmed or forced to convert to
Christianity??3,

The fate of the philosophers after the return from Persia is among the most disputed
questions in Platonic scholarship. In a now very disputed book??*, Michel Tardieu
speculated that Damascius and some of his followers installed themselves in Harran, a city
located at the border of the Roman and Sassanid empires and founded by Sumerian traders
near 25 centuries before Damascius was born. Harran was famous in the Islamic Middle
Ages (or Islamic Golden Age) as a place in which astrologers claiming to follow Hermes
Trismegistus were among the leading elites, and in modern scholarship as a place in which
paganism thrived well into the 12th century?2°.

Tardieu believed that those astrologers were actually the inheritors of a Platonic
school of thought founded by Damascius there in the 6th century. Analyzing the writings of
Simplicius, he came to the conclusion that a certain geographic vocabulary used by the
Cylician philosopher could only mean that he took exile in Northeastern Syria. For
Tardieu, the representatives of the Sabians of Harran in the 8th and 9th centuries —
practitioners of a type of very Platonized astral religion in the Syrian city — were the
inheritors of the Platonic school founded by Damascius after his demise from Persia. The
famous mathematicians and sages Thabit ibn Qurra and al-Battani were to be thought of as
the rightful successors of the Athenian Platonists.

Tardieu’s hypothesis of a direct transmission from Athenian Neoplatonism to Islam
also rests on the accounts of the scholar al-Mas’Udi’s visit to the region of Harran three
centuries after the supposed exile of Damascius. In that travel al-Mas’Udi describes the
presence of a supposed meeting place of the Sabians in which the Platonizing inscription
“He who knows himself becomes deified” figured prominently.??® Some scholars of
Islamic studies often contest Tardieu’s claims, on the basis that in his translations of al-
Mas’Udi he often claims without substance that the so called gathering place of the

Sabians was a kind of organized school or that between the 6th century when Damascius

223 11.31.

224 |_es paysages reliques. Routes et haltes syriennes d'Isidore a Simplicius. Louvain-Paris: Peeters, 1990.

225 The city was also famous in Antiquity for being a place of worship of the Semitic Goddess Sin. Cf.
(Tardieu, 1990, p. 44).

226 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a and 1993, p. 24-29).
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supposedly established the school at Harran and the account of al-Mas’Udi three centuries
later there are no references to the astral worshipper Sabians®?’.

I. Hadot and Athanassiadi, on the other hand, seem to support that at least part of
Tardieu’s thesis might be right. Hadot argued that Simplicius wrote a significant part of his
surviving works in Harran?®, while Athanassiadi relates an anecdote by Procopius in
which the Sassanid Emperor while campaigning against the Romans in many border towns
may have been abstained of ransoming Harran due to the presence of his previous
illustrious guests, the Platonic philosophers??®. Another interesting argument for the
survival of at least some kind of Platonic influences at Harran comes from the observations

of Henry Corbin regarding Sabian rituals and spiritual temples?3,

The French scholar, himself a modern Platonist, comments on multiple interesting
themes regarding the sacred and spiritual architecture of the Sabian temples. The
architecture of the Sabian temple described by al-Mas’Udi has many astral Platonic
correspondences in the sense that the temple seems to be constructed in a macrocosm-
microcosm analogy and is a prolongation of the Syrian or Syrian-Babylonian cults in a
Neoplatonic fashion?®!. Regardless of the factual aspect of the Sabian temple, what really
matters for Corbin is the hermeneutical correspondence between the Sabian religion and
the Neoplatonic metaphysical geography. Be that as it may, it seems that Damascius has
really died in his native Syria considering that a funerary stele dated at around 538 and
rediscovered at Emesa (modern Homs) includes an epigram to a deceased slave attributed
to Damascius by the historian Agathias?®?:

227 Cf. (Ahbel-Rappe, 2010, p. 425, note 32).

228 (Ibid. p. 8).

229 Cf. (1999, p. 52). In another work, Athanassiadi shows how the writings of Thabit ibn Qurra are similar
to the Philosophical History, with passages like this one: “Although many have been subjugated to error by
means of torture, our fathers by the hand of God have endured and spoken valiantly, and this blessed city
hath never been defiled with the error of Nazareth. And we are the heirs, and transmitters to our heirs of
paganism, which is honoured gloriously in this world. Lucky is he who beareth the burden with a sure hope
for the sake of paganism.” I am not competent in Arabic or Syriac to know if Athanassiadi’s rendition of the
passage is faithful, but she also says that Qurra subsequently said that ““that all the culture and civilisation of
which this world can boast is the gift of the pagans to humanity.” (Cf. 1993, p. 28). In the same page,
Athanassiadi quotes al-Mas’Udi: “In the time of the Hellenes and during the early days of the empire of the
Rum [the Byzantines] (...) the sciences were honoured and enjoyed universal respect. From an already solid
and grandiose foundation, they were raised to greater heights every day, until the Christian religion made its
appearance among the Rum; this was a fatal blow to the edifice of learning; its traces disappeared and its
pathways were effaced.” Indeed, those words do resonate the sensibility of Damascius.

20 (Temple Sabéen et Ismaélisme, p. 171-174. In: Temple et Contemplation. Paris: Editions Médicis-
Entrelacs, 2006-2015).

231 (Ibid. p 175).

232 Anthol. Gr. VII. 533.
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Zoown, 1 wpiv €odoa POV TM COUATL OOVAN
Kai 1@ copatt vov nopov érevbepiny.

I, Zosime, who was before a slave in body only

Have now gained freedom for my body too.

The works of Damascius are so representative because they summarize ‘““a
compendium of pagan philosophical and religious traditions as they existed at the close of
an epoch.”?3 His treatise Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles probably is
the last major work of the Platonic tradition in philosophy. Damascius work is at the same
time the peak and the total destruction of ancient Platonic metaphysics, his aporetic
analysis of problems relating to the One, procession and reversion, the triads and the
significance of mythologies is the swan song of a world that was perceived to be rapidly
disappearing. At the same time, his writings reconfigured thousand-year-old mythologies,
philosophies and spiritual technologies while affirming the fundamental Platonic
orthodoxy. Besides the De Principiis and other works in which his authorship is widely
accepted by most scholars and that | will discuss shortly, there is also a polemic stance that
the treatises of Pseudo-Dionysus the Areopagite are a bogus conceived by Damascius in
order to allow Platonic philosophy to survive disguised as Christianity. That thesis was first
conceived by the Italian byzantinist Carlo Maria Mazzucchi?** and followed with some
disagreements by Tuomo Lankila?®. That is a very interesting thesis for the purpose of
investigating Damascius’ position to the crisis of his times and his relationship with
Christianity.

Lankila’s reading of the Corpus Dionysiacum as a deliberate forgery of Damascius
in order to preserve Proclean metaphysics is opposed to Mazzuchi’s thesis of the Corpus as
a creation of pagan philosophers at the Academy of Athens in order to compromise with
Christianity at the expense of “polytheism™. Lankila’s claim is that the forgery was a way
of undermining Christianity through the introgression of Proclean metaphysical schemes.

Such disagreement depends on the definitions of many notions (like that of polytheism

233 (Ahbel-Rappe, 2009, p. 198).

4 (DAMASCIO, AUTORE DEL CORPUS DIONYSIACUM, E IL DIALOGO
IIEPITIOAITIKHXEINIETHMHZY. In: Aevum, Anno 80, Fasc. 2, Maggio-Agosto 2006, p. 299-334.)

235 (THE CORPUS AREOPAGITICUM AS A CRYPTO-PAGAN PROJECT. In: JLARC 5, 2011, p. 14-40).
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itself) and if they can be applied to the Neoplatonists without questioning fundamental
concepts. Moreover, Damascius seems to disagree with Proclus on multiple instances
regarding metaphysical themes like the Henads, the relationship between the Limited,
Unlimited and the Mixed and the nature of the First Principle®®.

Claiming that he was trying to guarantee survival for the “Platonic vision of the
great Proclus™’ seems to be a stretch to say the least. The possible fraudulent nature of
the text has indeed been noted by some 20th century commentators like E.R. Dodds*® but
the argument that Damascius was trying to safeguard Proclean metaphysics and paganism
seems unsubstantiated, especially considering his hostility towards Pamprepius in the
PHZ°, | believe that it is possible that Damascius was involved in the forgery of the
Corpus Dionysiacum, but Lankila’s arguments, as interesting as they are, of non-
compromise with Christianity seem to be motivated by a militant anti-Christian “Neo-
Pagan” stance disguised as scholarly laicité. G. Curiello argued against the ideas of
ascribing the Dionysian corpus to Damascius, but he deals only with Mazzuchi’s thesis, not
the one by Lankila?*. In view of the philosophy of history exposed by Damascius in the
Philosophical History, it is not totally unreasonable that such “forgeries” — | prefer to say
“transmissions” — might have happened. In a new Golden Age, under the guise of Cronus,
mankind would rediscover the truths hidden in the depths of Dionysus the Areopagite and
set up again a holy order based on philosophy as the Neoplatonists understood it.

Damascius’ known works can be grouped in literary and philosophical works, the
former being represented by the Philosophical History/Vita Isidori and the Paradoxa and
the latter by the De Primis Principiis and some few extant commentaries on Plato and
Aristotle, with latter being mostly fragmentary. Regarding the so-called literary works, the
PH, as we have seen, is preserved in fragments scattered through Photius’ Bibliotheca and
the Suda®*!, while the Paradoxa is unfortunately lost. The latter is regarded by Photius,

who was able to read it?*?, as a series of tales and narratives concerning the miraculous in

2% ¢.g., De Princ. I1. 43.1-2; 1. 93; 11.97.

237 (2011, p. 16).

238 (1963, p. xxvii, note 1).

239 Pamprepius was a pagan poet, probably a follower of Nonnus of Panopolis, that revolted against the
emperor Zeno and issued many prophecies about the restoration of paganism. In the PH, 112A, Damascius
compares Pamprepius with the chaotic beast Typhon and contrasts him with the wise Cronian Sarapio. Such
comparison must be a reflection of Damascius particular conception of holy action and just behavior, as he
believed that the wise man seeks inner freedom and intellectual fruition more than excessive focus on words
and vain actions in the journey back to the place from which the higher souls came from.

240 (2013, Dionysius (Halifax), XXXI n.s.)

241 1928-38. Suidae Lexicon, I-V ed. A. Adler. Leipzig

242 (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 40).
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Near Eastern folklore and mythology. The loss of such work is indeed a downside for a
work like mine, considering that the intersection between fantastic tales, folklore and
metaphysics is at the heart of my appreciation and discussion of the dynamics of mysticism
in the Neoplatonic narratives of Damascius. Athanassiadi claims, probably invoking the
Arab-Syrian background of Damascius, that the Paradoxa contained stories about Jinns
and other fantastic beings of Oriental folklore, a Greek literary predecessor to the One
Thousand and One Nights of the Arabic language.

The extant philosophical works of Damascius are mostly commentaries on Plato’s
works and the De Principiis, the most representative treatise of mystical apophatic
philosophy in the Neoplatonic tradition that has come down to our age®*. Among the
commentaries on Plato’s works one can find extant analyses and philosophical exercises on
the first Alcibiades, Philebus, Phaedo and Parmenides. From the internal evidence in the
works of Damascius, other commentaries on the Sophist, Timaeus, Laws | and Il and the
Republic can also be deduced?*4. Damascius also wrote lost commentaries on Aristotle and
lessons on the Chaldean Oracles. The commentarial works will be quoted when necessary
to complement the arguments or explain some more obscure passages of the Philosophical

History that might be enlightened by the recurrence to other works of Damascius.

*k*k

So far, in this brief biographic sketch, it was possible to make a flight through some
aspects of the life and works of Damascius and how they fit in the overall outlook of the
age. In the next chapters, the historical argument will be deepened and more recurrent
quotations and analyses of the Philosophical History will take place. The only conclusion
that one can take from the path trodden until this point is the fighting and unrelenting
nature of Damascius’ life, considering his possible journey to Persia after Justinian’s edict
and all the persecutions and torments that he had to pass through in order to maintain his

philosophical and human integrity.

243 “His intuitive mind afforded him the means of penetrating the innermost recesses of transcendental
mysticism and, as a result, he is the only Neoplatonist after lamblichus to have produced a truly original work
of systematic theology.”” Athanassiadi, 1994, p. 2. In contrast to Athanassiadi, I believe that many works by
Proclus can also be called “original works of systematic theology™, especially the Platonic Theology and the
Elements of Theology.

244 Ahbel-Rappe, 2018, p. 516.
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2. Damascius’ Neoplatonic View of Contemporary History

The hypothesis of C. Mazzuchi discussed above may have problems in some
stances, as his critics, Curiello above all, have argued. At the same time, based on a reading
of the Philosophical History, some of his arguments seem possible. In many parts of the
work Damascius discusses individuals and plans to restore the traditions of the gods. As |
plan to demonstrate in the second chapter, that discussion is indeed related to a cyclical
understanding of the nature of the cosmos, as argued by Mazzuchi?*. The works of the Ps.
Dionysus are filled with theurgy and negative theology and both seem to be related to a
cyclical cosmological worldview in Damascius thought. Moreover, in the Philosophical
History Damascius demonstrate some knowledge of Christian doctrine when he ironizes
the double nature of Jesus as man and God?*. To understand what Damascius probably
thought about the possibilities of a ““pagan restoration” in a political sense it is necessary
to analyze his references to three individuals: Severus, Anthemius and Marcellinus. The
comparisons between the destinies of those individuals, praised as pious men in many
fragments, and the ill-fated Pamprepius, the beastly Typhonian pagan poet, is enough to
hint at the impossibility of restoring the “old ways™.

Severus is described as a native Roman, a consul in the sect of Anthemius, the
Western Caesar, an emperor that seemed to be a crypto-pagan. After the faillure of
“resurrecting fallen Rome” he established himself in Alexandria®’. Disillusioned with the

possibility of restoring Rome and its traditions, Severus turned himself to philosophy:

Tdv mOATIKGOV — mpaypdtov — amotuy®dv, &€v
Alelavopeion 08 AQKOUEVOG Tl TOV NGVYLOV Kot
anpdyuovo Pilov €rpdmero, picer @V &v
molteionl SLGYEPAGUATOV - TOALL O€ TOL OOV
tdv ‘Popaiov yoi tov adtokpatdpov kotefoo —
QUL0GOQMV, &v PiAiolg dpOovolg ovoty adTdL Kol
nmavrodanoic. Elmep 06 Tig €repog ikavog fv
énayayéobal Tovg €ml mandeion SleEveyKOVTOG MG
€aVTOV 1€Vl TOALAKIG. EMEKNG TE. ..

Failing in political affairs, he came to Alexandria
and turned to a more contemplative existence due

245 Cf. (2013, p..

246 pH, 111. The Neoplatonists mostly ignored the Christian theological debates, at least openly. The
Christianity alluded by Damascius in most cases is the ‘“real Christianity” of political power and
persecutions, as argued by P. Hoffmann. Cf. 2017, p. 736.

247 PH, 51A.
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to his disgust with the political life — he
constantly complained about the people of Rome
and its rulers — and he pursued philosophy
through the many books he possessed. He was
more capable than any other in attracting those of
great learning and they constantly came to him.
And he was pious...

A man bestowed with émeikewo (fairness, pious devotion) towards the pagan
nowdeia, the misfortunes of Severus in service of Anthemius resemble somewhat the
failures of the emperor Julian in his vain attempt to revive and synthesize the pagan
traditions through Hellenism and Platonic philosophy. The praise Damascius exerts
towards him is indicative that for our Platonist only the refuge in the sacred practices of
philosophy and hieratic arts could offer an escape from the decadence of his times, it is
confirmed by Athanassiadi’s fragment 7 — a synthesis of Photius 9 and 233 — in which
Severus is presented as being someone with knowledge of miraculous stones and their
mystical powers, taking a refuge of politics in the alchemical contemplation of nature.?*®

Severus is described as being so wise that even the Indian Brahmans residing at
Alexandria visited him many times. Who exactly were those Brahmans, what they were
doing in Egypt and what type of activities they were engaging in is a mystery, but based on
the commentary of Damascius®*® one can speculate that knowledge of the doctrines and
ascetic sages of India was not uncommon among the circles of elite pagans in the Eastern
Roman Empire. In my opinion, the knowledge exhibited by Damascius of the different
sects of Indian religious groups hint at something more. Be that as it may, Severus is the

example that direct political action against the ““forces of generation” (i.e. the Christians

248 The original fragments used by Athanassiadi in her edition are the following: fjv §' 6 ZeBfipog Pwuaiog koi
Popoiov momhp kote v 0D vopov déimo: d¢ Eheye kai Aibov idgiv, &v @ ceMjvng éyivero oyfuoTa
HETAHOPPOVUEVNG TTovTOTa HEV, dALOTE 08 BAAQ, Kol TPOG AoV aDEOEVIG Kol LELOVUEVTS, EvovTa T(® AB,
Kot avTov Tov fAov. [9] and Kai o1 Zefiipog, avnp tiig Poung motpikiog, dAla te dmyeito év AheEavdpeiq
cuvdiontdpevog, kol 61t AiBov €0sdonto &v @ GEARVNG £YIVETO GYNUATE UETOUOPPOVUEVIC TOVTOTOL HEV,
dAlote &' GAAa TPOg iAoV avEopévng Kol Letovpévng Evovto T® MO® kol avTov oV fjAov: 60gv 1 erun Tovg
70100TOVG AlBovg Kohel cuvoditac. kai NATY 8& AiBov Eleysv Ewpoxéval, ovy oiov ol ToALOL EMPAKULIEY,
axtivag dtapaivovto amd tod Babovg ypucitidac, aAld diokov NAogdN Keipevoy uécov tod Aibov, cpaipav
avTofev TLPOC MC 1dsiv: am' avTic 8¢ TAC dxTivag kBphdokey Emg &l TRV {tuv: sivar yap cpotpostdij kai
&hov 1OV ABov. idsiv 8¢ Kol ceAnvitmy, od 1OV BdaTL TEYYOUEVOVY, EiTa £KQaivovTo TOV prvickov, Koi Sid
T00T0 VOpocEANVITNY KoAoOuevoy, GAAG katd @Oow TV £owtod Tpemduevov Ote kol Omwg 1 ceAnvn
Tpémotto, Bovpdciov ypiipa TodTo Ye puoems. [233]

249 |bid. 51D.
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and the Empire?®®®) was to be regarded with extreme caution and was, in essence,
unfeasible.

The other two men, Anthemius and Marcellinus, practical men dedicated to
governing and exercising practical virtues are wholly praised by Damascius and described

as “Hellenes” (pagans). Photius summarizes Damascius®**;

6t AvOéuov odtog tOV Pounc Poctrievcavio
EMvoppova kol Opdepova  Xefnpov  Tod
EIOMAOLC  TPOGOVAKEWEVOD  AEYEL, OV OOTOG
Umatov yelpotovel, kol GpQOlv eivar Kkpveiov
BovAnv 10 TV EI0OA®V HHG0G dvavedsacsOot.

He says that Anthemius, the Roman Emperor,
“hellenized” [i.e. was a pagan] and was in
agreement with Severus, the worshipper of idols
that he made consul. And that together they had a
secret plan to renew the impurity of idolatry.

For as much as the restoration of Hellenism was to be seen as a noble enterprise, it was, in
the grand scheme of things, a futile and romantic extravagancy. The cosmic order had
already flowed and Damascius understood that well when he wrote the Philosophical
History anytime between 515 and 529. Marcellinus, the independent ruler of a principate in
Dalmatia, is described as avnp €mieing kai yevvaiog (a pious and noble man) exercising a
fair rule in the Illyrian lands devastated by Germanic and Inner Asian tribes like the
Ostrogoths and the Huns?>?, Those examples of pious political men also say something
about how Damascius understood the possibilities of life and reality.

Damascius also talks about other previous attempts of restoring paganism, showing
again that the failures were bound to happen?®3:

éneyeipnoe pév yop koi TovAlavog 0 Paciiedc,
aAL' €témv odk EmEPn mcVpwv, émexsipnoe O
xpovoig Votepov Kai Aovkiog, avnp &v Bulavtio
v otpotnyida dpynv vmo Poaciiel Oeodocin
Koou®v, 0¢ melpabeig Tov Paciiéa dvelelv glow

250 The expression “forces of generation” is usually a translation employed by Athanassiadi in order to define
the active powers in the historical world that are an embodiment of what the Neoplatonists termed yéveoic,
the world of becoming, in opposition to being.

BLPH, 77A.

252 |bid. 69A.

258 PH, 115A.
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v Pacirelov mapfrbe, kol Tpig OeAnocog
€€eAxvoan Tod KoAEoD TO EIQPOC AMETPENETO KOTAL-
nemAnypévog  Eopa yap  €Eaipvng  yuvoika
HEYAANV Kol PAOCLPAV TEPUTTLGGOUEVIV KOTO
VOTOV TOV ®g000610V. PeTd TaDTA O HEYNG THE E®
oTpatnAatng Emexsipnosy, GAL' émeoyEbn Pilatov
gvpdpevog Bavatov: amnd yap tod (MmoOL TECOV
Kol T0 okéA0G Kak®dG Olatebelg éteAednoe TOV
Bilov. elto ZePnpravdg, enoiv, 6 moAitng HudV &v
TOig Kab' MUAg ¥pOvolg Hetd Kol GAA@V GUYVOV
AL OAlyov Oelv Bavate einuidbn ot damotiov
TOV cLveoTOV, MV Te Tomg, kal Epuevepiyov
00 Aomepog Tand0g EEEIMOVTOC TNV GUVEOUOGIOV
16 Zivovi. Tpdg oig Mdpoog kai "TAlovg GV O
uev Mdpcoc év oot T Emovootdoel vOom
té0vnikev, 0 0¢ "IAAovg cuAAneBeic Eipet Tov Plov
KOTEGTPEYEV.

An attempt was made by the Emperor Julian, yet
his reign did not last for as long as four years;
another attempt was made some time later by
Lucius who held the office of magister militum
praesentalis in Constantinople under Theodosius.
He came into the palace with the intention of
killing the emperor and, atternpting to draw his
sword from its sheat three times, he was deterred
from doing so in his amazement at suddenly
seeing a grim and powerful woman who clasped
Theodosius from behind. After that there was an
attempt by the Great General of the East, but he
was prevented by a violent death: he fell from his
horse and injuring his leg, he died.Then
Severianus, my own fellow-citizen, made an
attempt in our own times together with many
others; but he was betrayed by bis accomplices
and camee close to being condemned to death,
Ermenaric, son of Aspar and probably some
others too — having divulged the plot to Zeno. In
addition to these were Marsus and Illus; Marsus
died of disease during the revolt itself, but Illus
was arrested and killed himself with his sword.
(Transl. Athanassiadi)

The many attempts of restoring paganism in the political sense since the Emperor Julian
(361-363), all failed and were all bound to fail by cosmic necessity. All of those individuals

died in tragic ways and could not even come close of any “restoration”.
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As Athanassiadi noted, the outlook of the Neoplatonists was essentially optimistic
and positive®*. Even in the darkest historical times, the access to the higher spheres of
reality is possible and the cosmos is an ordered whole. The cycles of time are part of the

nature of existence, just like there are different types of souls®®

and reaching for the
highest heavens is possible at any given time of cosmic history. The dance of cycles in the
cosmo-historical time does not affect the structure of the sacred space. Time is a
“cosmification” of the unnamable mysteries of eternity as could be disclosed — but it is
expressely not done by Damascius — in the esoteric symbols of the god Aion?*®.The
prophetic and mystical states of existence manifest themselves as symbols that need to be
interiorized and comprehended by the soul in order to reach a state beyond the chains of
profane time.

The Philosophical History was incubated in the same circles of debates and
intellectual confrontation that generated the New History of Zosimus and the so called
Theosophia Tubingensis. With the former, it shares the general theme of the Roman
decline, the Egyptophilia and many lexical similarities, while with the Theosophia®®’ it
shares the association between cosmic history, prophecy and mystical practices. “An
injunction to the pagans to convert to Christianity”2°8, the Theosophia pretends to interpret
the traditional oracular and prophetic tradition in order to show that the decline of the
pagan world is not a sign of darkness and destruction but the incubation of a new
revelation that was foreshadowed by the oracles of the Greek gods, Greek and Egyptian
sages and philosophers, the Sibylline Oracles and announced in the Christian Bible®®®.
Athanassiadi associates the Theosophia with a certain Christian propagandistic sensibility

conceived in the Alexandrian debates involving the Neoplatonists and Christians, exposing

254 “The Neoplatonists wrote consciously and copiously for an educated and a general public alike,
interpreting at various levels the sacred myths of paganism and at the same time justifying ritual in both the
local and metropolitan traditions. An optimistic thought-world, which considered all Nature as the realm of
revelation and all literature as holy, naturally regarded folk-lore as the repository of divine mysteries. Thus,
the theologians of Neoplatonism collected and systematized popular tales in an attempt to reveal and spread
the spiritual truth lurking behind the veils of extravagance and incongruity”. 1993, p.8.

25 E.g. the fragment 18, that will be analyzed in the sixth chapter.

26pH, 41.

27 The text is an epitome of an appendix to the lost treatise ITepi tfig 0pBiic miotewg (On the True Belief)
written around 500 CE. Cf. (Beatrice, 1995, p. 403): 0 10 PipAiov cvyyeypopmc, Omep Emryéypomtor
OEOXODIA, dwlapfdvel kot adto 10 mpooiptov, 6tL cuvéypaye uev mtpdtepov nta PiPiia mepl tiig OpOTig
niotemg Gpti 8¢ 10 Gydoov kol T0 £@efc cvyypaest kTA. “The man who has written the book which is
entitled Theosophy exposes, in the very same proem, that he first wrote seven books On the True Belief, then
book eight and the following etc’’. Theos. § 1, 2-5 Erbse = émropr) 1 Beatrice. Transl. Carrara, slightly
altered, 20109.

2% (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 354.)

259 (Beatrice, 1995, p. 403-404.)
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a fundamentally Eusebian philosophy of history, in opposition to a proper Neoplatonic one
like the philosophies exposed in the works of Damascius and Zosimus?®,

The work of Damascius, then, takes place in a pivotal moment of the ongoing
debates between Christians and pagans on the meaning of oracles, on the nature of time
and the universe and its relation with philosophical and religious practices. As noted by
Chadwick?! “the Christians were sure that the pagan cults were paying homage to inferior
and evil daemons” and that point was, in my opinion, related to the main reason of
divergence between the pagan philosophy exposed by Damascius and Christianity. The
rites associated with the hieratic arts — or theurgy — were seen by many Christians as cults
of evil or inferior demonic beings while by Damascius the hieratic arts were a fundamental
aspect of the ascension of the soul in the cosmic ladder and union with divine principles. In
that sense, the Christianity of his time and the followers of that religion could not escape
the material realm and neither establish contacts with higher planes of the spatial reality,
they were restricted to the corruption and degeneration of time, being repeatedly associated
with the “forces of generation” throughout the Philosophical History?2. In due time 1 will
discuss how some intellectual pagans saw Christianity as a cult of evil necromancers
worshiping a kaKodoipwmv.

Nevertheless, the comparison with the Theosophia Tubingensis is obviously
dependent on how “Orthodox Christian” the text really is and how representative it would

263 Most of the remaining text

be of the Christian ‘““adversaries” of Damascius or Zosimus
is a Byzantine epitome from the 8th century?%* and nothing can guarantee that certain parts
of the epitome are in accordance with the author of the treatise, that might have been
Aristocritus ‘“‘the author of a syncretistic Theosophy which tried to demonstrate that
Judaism, Paganism, Christianity, and Manichaeism are one and the same doctrine.””%%° Pier

Franco Beatrice, the most recent editor of the text, thinks that “the Theosophist intends to

oppose the salvation brought about by the true religion of Christ to the obscurity of

260 (19993, p. 356).

261 QOracles of the End in the Conflict of Paganism and Christianity in the Fourth Century, p. 126. In: E.
Lucchesi - H.D. Saffrey (eds.), Memorial Andre-Jean Festugiére. Antiquite paienne et chretienne. Cahiers
d'Orientalisme, 1984.

262 In the analysis of fragment 18 in the sixth chapter, that theme will be developed alongside Damascius
theory of the ages of mankind.

263 Jtalian scholar Teresa Sardella, for example, argued that the work is a fruit of “Gnostic elitists” rather than
an Orthodox Christian text. Cf. (Beatrice, 1995, 405).

264 (Carrara, 2019, p. 196-198).

265 (Ibid. 1995, p. 405).
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paganism.”2%® The same author notes that some key elements of the Theosophia reflect
Christian apologetical and eschatological views already exposed by Justin Martyr,
Lactantius, Eusebius and Cyril of Alexandria. The presence of Cyril is interesting because

he was directed involved in some events described by Damascius®®’

and quoted some
Hermetic texts that resonate in the Philosophical History.

The most obvious metaphysical distinction between a work like the Theosophia
Tubingensis and the Philosophical History is the basic — and radical — difference between a
creationist and an emanationist metaphysical scheme, between creatio and np6odog. The
Neoplatonists did not believed in a creation of the universe like the Christians, everything
was bound to an infinite procession of creation and reversion following the Plotinian

hypothesis of the three hypostases?®®

and later Neoplatonists added more complexity to the
fundamental hypostasis of the One — Intellect — Soul. Damascius system was a derivation
and interpretation of the lamblichean system influenced by Plotinus, Porphyry and the
Chaldean Oracles. In such exegetical exercises, “‘the Neoplatonists tried to make a term-
by-term correspondence of the classes of gods found in the Oracles and [...] the various
notions found in Plato’s dialogues”?%°. For Damascius and his particular view of the
emanative Neoplatonic metaphysics, the historical time in which he was living was bound
to a temporal decay, an idea that might be seen as shared by the Theosophia?’, but the
extra-historical spatial reality of the cosmos, the foundation of the sacred traditions, did not
changed with history.

That is a key to understand not only his evaluation of brave and pious men like
Severus, Anthemius and Marcellinus, but also his harsh criticism of Pamprepius, the
Egyptian pagan poet — often regarded as “‘the last Roman pagan poet” and a student of

Nonnos of Panopolis — who spawned prophecies about pagan restoration and tried to

266 (1bid. p. 406).

267 The most obvious being, logically, the death of Hypatia narrated in PH 43E, where Cyril is described as a
very envious and abominable man.

268 Cf. Enn. V.1.8.11-15 where Plotinus discusses the eternal emanation of all beings from the One.

269 Cf. (Mihai, 2014, p. 461-462).

270 Byt for the Christian author of the Theosophia the times were being fulfilled by the initial act of Creation
and thus the decline of paganism was merely a decline of form, because its doctrinal essence was already
announced in the Creation of the Universe by God and the mystery of Incarnation as the numerous oracles
(xproeic) of the Greek sages and the Persian king Hystaspes testified. Cf. Beatrice, 1995. Damascius could
not have shared such perspective, the spatial element upon which the sacred traditions are dependent do not
change with historical form, in his worldview there is no teleology bounding historical and cosmic history
from a creative beginning to its eschatological fulfillment.
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engage in a revolt against the emperor Zeno. Athanassiadi comments on the primacy of
space in relation to time in the Philosophical History?™:

whereas all Space is viewed with a benign eye, as
the perpetual theatre of divine revelation, Time,
as the purveyor of decay, becomes for Damascius
the villain par excellence. We are dealing with a
typically Neoplatonic universe. The philosophers’
private lives are firmly integrated into this
metaphysical context, while at the same time they
are inextricably linked with a sequence of events
in local, imperial and international politics [..] the
Christians and their view of Time, of Space and
of the Beyond are his constant béte noire, the
great negative theme which, more than any other
force, cements these philosophic Lives together.

Time as the “purveyor of decay” could not be reversed, as was promptly understood by the
wise and noble Severus, the cycles of historical time should be understood as being
theophanies specific to the manifestation of the cosmos in history or the cosmos as history.
As the Golden Age was to be regarded as a manifestation of Cronus, the Christian Age was
a manifestation of Typhon. To “combat history with history” would mean an impossible
attempt of going again the divine order, an incurrence into a Christian historiolatrical?®’?
way of thinking.

Before passing to Damascius’ comments about Pamprepius it would be interesting
to point a passage in his Commentary to Plato’s Phaedo that might be of relevance to the
subject discussed here. Even though continuity of opinion between his works cannot be
assumed, after all we know little about the personal intellectual development of all
Neoplatonic philosophers, Damascius seems to be focused on similar themes throughout
his works. The remaining text of the Phaedo commentary starts with an interpretation of
the Orphic myth of Dionysus and the Titans. That is especially important because
Pamprepius is associated with both the Typhonian and the Titanic way of life. The

interpretation of that particular myth seems to be central to the Neoplatonic understanding

271(1993, p. 3).
22 |n the sense of an idolatry of history, as if history embodied in a temporal process the theophanic element
of the universe, as if history ““incarnated” the divine principles.
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of the anthropogony?” and is related to the Osiris-Dionysus myth in the opening pages of
the Philosophical History?™.

‘Ot ovong durtijg dnuovpyiag, 1 auepictov T
HEUEPIGUEVNC, TADTNG LEV TPOECTAVOL QNG TOV
Advvcov, 010 pepilecbat, xeivng 8¢ tov Ala, Kol
mAfi0oc vmotetdybor oikelov @ pev Olvumiov
Ocdv, 16 5& TV Tirdvov, stvon 8& Ekotépmdt kai
Hovado Kol Tptéda S1UovpYIKNy.

Creation being twofold, either indivisible or
divided, the latter, according to the commentator,
is ruled by Dionysus, and therefore divided, the
former by Zeus; each of the two has his own
multitude of subordinates, Zeus of Olympian
Gods, Dionysus of Titans; and in both cases we
have a monad as well as a triad of Creators.
(Transl. Westerink)?"

Creation, the word used by Westerink in his translation, might imply, for our Abrahamic
consciousness, a type of creatio ex nihilo, but it is not what the word dnuiovpyia used by
Damascius really means, especially because it is accompanied by obGong the present
participle of the verb eipi. The creation that Damascius talks about is a constant creation,
something that has spatial meaning. The act of creation and assemblage of the world by the
Platonic Demiurge is something that is part of an ongoing metaphysical process, not an act
of temporal significance as a mark 0 of history and the historiological process engendered
with meaning by the voluntary will of God’s creation. The domain of history is part of a
twofold space-time complex in which time, in the sense of historical time, can be seen as
being part of the Titanic nature in the aspect of reality ruled by Dionysus and his
subordinate Titans.

The meaning of this for the Philosophical History is that sacred space, the ¢dvtov
where the boundaries of the historical aspect of humanity as divided and Titanic can be
overcome, like a temple or the inner heart of the philosophical and dialectical man or

woman?’®, is a sanctuary that actually overcomes our historical nature. Damascius and the

273 Cf. Brisson, L. Damascius et I'Orphisme. Orphisme et Orphée: En I'honneur de Jean Rudhardt. P.
Borgeaud. Geneva. 3: 157-209, 1990 and Orphée et I'Orphisme dans I'antiquité gréco-romaine, Variorum
Collected Studies Series, Ashgate Publishing, 1995.

274 PH, 3A, 3B, 3C.

275 In. Phaed. I. 3.

276 Cf. In Phaed. I. 165-172.
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Neoplatonists are conscious about history and its theophanic process, but in their hierarchy
of Being it is part of the divided and ontologically inferior aspect of reality. Thus, it is
subject to cycles and degradation, in a constant movement of procession (npdodoc) and
return (émiotpoen). Understanding this “‘transcendent mystery” (dmoppnta) of emanation
(dmoppon) is fundamental for the rightful act and virtuous activity in the time that one is
allowed to live?’’. Severus understood it or “embodied” it in his historical existence,
Pamprepius did not. Moreover, human personalities themselves are part of the infinite
dance of the myriad aspects of cosmic procession, being embodiments of particular
transhistorical formations?’8,

Pamprepius is described as a dark, oily and very fat Egyptian?’® grammarian and

280 with exhibitionist personality?®!, a tendency to tell extravagant stories and a

rhetorician
treacherous behavior?®?, He arrived in Athens through marriage with someone from the
upper class and soon enough moved to Constantinople, where through his pro-pagan
activity he tried to instigate a revolt against the Christian Byzantine Emperor Zeno,

283

exerting his influence over Illus and Leontius*®°. As a representative of rhetorical and

poetic arts, the “last Greco-Roman pagan poet”?®, Pamprepius is also a symbol for
Damascius division between rhetoric and philosophy. Athanassiadi claims that one of the
Philosophical History most constant themes is “an attack on rhetoric’?® by the former
rhetorician turned philosopher Damascius. It seems that rhetoric here is also a topos for the
historical condition of man, for historiality and materiality. Rather than simply a discipline
involved with the arts of persuasion, rhetoric is something that attaches mankind to time
and closes the doors to the infinite space beyond the One. It seems that Damascius is a
distant philosophical ancestor of the Friulian thinker Carlo Michelstaedter in his

understanding of rhetoric.

277 “The symbolism suggested by the passion of Dionysus dramatizes the Platonic doctrine of manence-
progression-return (povi-mpoodoc-émictpopn}) and is thus a reminder of the dichotomy unity-plurality or
being becoming, which rules human life, and of the lonely struggle that each incarnate soul has to engage in
to be restored to unity.” (Athanassiadi, 19993, p. 71).

278 E.g. Isidore and other philosophers and mystics, that are described as being part of a “Hermaic chain”
even in physical appearance. In PH, 13, Damascius describes Isidore as an embodiment of certain divine
attributes like having a square shaped face and divine gaze.

9 pH, 112A.

280 |hid. 77C.

281 |hid. 66A.

82 §11 Tapmpeniov 0 TepaToAdyoV Kal dmiotdTatov @ilolg, kai tov Biatov Odvatov, duoing Toig EAloig kol
avToC ioTopel” v 8¢ AlydmTiog yévoe, Téxvny ypoppaticdg 6 Mopmpémoc. 77C.

283 811 kod "TAAOVV 00TOC Kol AOVTIOV OV EKeTvog BvTiXslpoTovel Zivavi Pactiéa, T adTd Kai Gpoveiv kai
BovreoBar mpog acéPetav, apmpeniov mpog ToOTY AOTOVG EAKDOAVTOG, dtoTeiveTat.

284 Cf. Nagy, 2001, p. 499-500.

285 (19994, p. 35). Cf. (PH, 137A, B, C).
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For Michelstaedter, that completed his tesi di laurea on classical philology and
killed himself soon after in early 20th century Italy?®® — the thesis being almost the only
trace left of his thought — rhetoric and persuasion had different meanings in the world of
the Pre-Socratics, Socrates, early Plato and some other “persuaded” individuals not
restrained to the ‘“‘rhetorical” nature of everyday common reality, an instance of being
marked by suffering and endless banality. In that sense, it is not paganism as a historical
(rhetorical) tradition that is necessarily important for Damascius thought, but the means of
escaping from the forces of the Rhetorical-Typhonian world of historical time®’. The
hieratic arts are essentially the wings for the soul to ascend beyond the measures of the
Titanic into other parts the immense Platonic-Chaldean cosmos of Damascius. In a
Neoplatonic Damascian perspective, the universe is far larger than what can be captured
and measured by historicity.

In contrast with the Christian Monophysite Theosophia Tubingensis, the
Philosophical History proposes a mystical view of the cosmos that views the different
gods, daimones, heroes and metaphysical entities of paganism as locative elements of an
ordered whole, rather than incarnated realities prefiguring the Incarnation of the Holy
Spirit of God as Jesus Christ in History, in the historical process. In a certain way, the
pagan thought of Damascius can be seen as “‘cosmolatric”” while the Christian mystic
behind the Theosophia is ‘“historiolatric”. Idolatry for the cosmos versus idolatry for
history, a curious historical antithesis that unfolds as a fundamental division between the
pagan and the Christian worlds?®,

Damascius was continuing and expanding the lamblichean tradition of the
centrality of intuition and, as L.G. Westerink remarked?®, making:

Plotinus' belief of the superiority of intuition to
reason the guiding principle of a new systematic
approach to Plato. [...] Intuition, which is a
superior form of sight, does not proceed from
point to point, but has a unified vision of the
structure of all reality. [...] The inspired thinker

286 | a Persuasione e la Rettorica. Formigini, 1913. English Transl. Persuasion and Rhetoric. Yale University
Press, 2004.

287 By “‘historical time”” what I mean is the divided nature of the Titanic world ruled by Dionysus. It is, more
or less, what modern philosophers of history like Hans-Georg Gadamer call “historical consciousness”. Cf.
“The Problem of Historical Consciousness,” in “H.-G. Gadamer,” special issue, Graduate Faculty Philosophy
Journal, New School, 5:1 (1975), pp. 8-52.

288 Cf. (Eliade, 1971, p. 112-125.)

289 The Greek Commentaries on Plato' s Phaedo I: Olympiodorus. North Holland Publishing. 1976, p. 15.
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will, from his high point of vantage, be able to
discern the same essential patterns everywhere.
He will find in all perfect literature (whether
Plato, the Chaldean Oracles, Orpheus or Homer)
the  faultless reflection of the entire
transcendental, physical and moral world.

In the De. Princ. 111.119, 6, Damascius claims to be following the divine teachings of
lamblichus. In the book VIII of the De. Myst. lamblichus established a locative
correspondence between the Neoplatonized Chaldean metaphysical and cosmological
principles and the gods of Egypt, just like Damascius used the theology of the Chaldean
Oracles to interpret Babylonian, Phoenician, Homeric, Orphic and Egyptian mythological
traditions in the third book of the De. Princ?®,

The problem, as developed here, is a tentative of showing how Damascius
elaborated a narrative of the (factual) history of his times based on a cosmic-spatial
understanding of reality that opposes historiality as the central locus of theophanic activity.
The restoration of the many strands of Greco-Roman paganism as a de facto tradition for
the Roman Empire was not necessarily something that should be achieved on the political
and pragmatic plane. As | plan to demonstrate in the second part, that metaphysical
understanding manifested itself as a narrative of correspondence between the structure of
the cosmos, the human soul and the cycles of history that is a syncretized cosmology
derived from Plato, Hesiod, the Chaldean Oracles, Orphism and Hermetism. Such
understanding requires the double relation between @iloco@ia and iepatikn as different
means of accessing the higher realities of space, a locus that is infinitely vaster than the
“time as chronological history” sphere of reality. Some few individuals, like Isidore and
Severus, can move®! to different layers of cosmical space through their philosophical,
theurgic or alchemical understanding of cosmic space. The Damascian historical narrative
is the remote philosophical ancestor of the Spenglerian historian?®2 and also, in many ways,
of the so-called post-structuralists with their multiplicity of ontologies.

In the next chapter a brief sketch of Damascius’ philosophical system and

perspectives on embodiment will be made. Many terms discussed in this section like

2% Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 54-55.)

291 In different degrees, of course, just like there are 6 virtues in Damascius though, the levels of reality are as
multiple as the levels of virtue. Cf. O’Meara, 2006.

292 Oswald Spengler postulated the existence of an infinity of incommensurate cultures existing in the
darkness and vastness of infinite space. Only a few enlightened individuals, like himself, could have access
to transcultural and transhistorical knowledge. Cf. Der Untergang des Abendlandes. C.H. Beck, 1918-1922.
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TPO0d0g, Emotpoen or amoppon have a history in the Neoplatonic systems of exegesis to
Plato and the Chaldean Oracles related to the doctrines of the descent of the soul and need
a better clarification. Like all the Neoplatonic philosophical systems, Damascius’ one is a
great scheme of different degrees of reality being emanated from the fundamental reality or
Source. It is a scheme of “Great Chain of Being” derived from Plotinus three fundamental
hypostases, as seen above, but with an increasing complexification in many degrees of
reality since lamblichus. The purpose of my task in the next step is to clarify the
relationship between such system and Plato, lamblichus and other later Platonists, in order
to understand the minimal basis for the syncretized cosmological theory analyzed in the
second part. As the proper interpretation of the very complex Damascian system of
metaphysics goes well beyond the scope of the present work, I will rely mostly on the
interpretations of other scholars. | will also provide a visual representation of the universe
in an image that is an approximate representation of the universe as conceived by
lamblichus in the next section when discussing embodiment and the different ontological

layers of reality.

*kk

The conclusion that can be reached through the fragments analyzed so far is that
Damascius was not an active militant pagan in the political sense. Considering the
circumstances of political history in his own times, the spiritual fulfillment of pagan
intellectuals had to be searched elsewhere. Damascius was not a pessimist, but was
conscious of the inevitable decline that was the fate of certain historical forms and the form
of history itself is related to the Neoplatonic doctrines of emanation, procession and
reversion. Some aspects of the Christian-pagan difference have been analyzed, in
preparation for the theory of embodiment and its relation with the mysticism exposed in
the text.



83

3. Embodiment, the theory of the soul and the liminality of the pagan

holy man

The metaphysical scheme in which the personalities described in the chapter above
circulate presupposes a certain theory about human souls and how they experience
embodiment in the overall scheme of the cosmic order. This theory was an innovation of
lamblichus, that claimed to be following the Timaeus of Plato and ‘“‘ancient religious
authorities” (the Chaldean Oracles, the Egyptians etc.) against a whole philosophical
tradition that supposedly misinterpreted and deviated from the true teachings about the
nature of the soul®. In the extracts of his “De Anima” and in other writings, lamblichus
develops a theory of classes of souls that experience embodiment in different ways. As

noted by Dillon and Finamore?®*

in his theory of the soul he is following the true
philosophical tradition that included not only
Plato and Aristotle but also a whole host of
ancient sources from the Egyptians and
Chaldaeans through to Orpheus. Second, all
philosophers since Aristotle have misconstrued
this true psychology. The De Anima, therefore, is
a polemical work aimed against a host of writers
(Peripatetics, ~ Stoics, Epicureans,  Middle
Platonists, and in particular his own immediate
predecessors Plotinus, Amelius, and Porphyry)
but one that aims to place in clear light
Iamblichus’ doctrine of the soul.

In the establishment of his theory of the soul lamblichus had a preoccupation of avoiding
dualisms, his thought had the goal to avoid the vilification of matter and the devaluation of

the physical cosmos against a perceived Plotinian and Porphyrian fall into dualism?%.

293 According to Dillon and Finamore, lamblichus created a kind of dichotomy between his own theory, based
on ancient and sacred traditions, and the theories of Aristotle, Plotinus, Amelius and other thinkers. He was
not directly concerned with the subtleties of those theories, but arguing in a way that could make them simply
“look wrong” (2002, p. 13).

2% (1bid, p. 10).

295 The subtleties of the discussion between lamblichus and the theories of Plotinus/Porphyry go far beyond
the scope of this work, but summarizing the problem it all falls down to the nature of the human soul in the
overall scheme of the spatial cosmos: Plotinus considered that the soul do not descend wholly to the world of
matter, while lamblichus believed that in the process of descent the soul suffered a damage and had to be
encapsulated in the corporeal world through a vehicle or carrier called &ynua. Cf. De Anima: 6.8-15; 89.38-
90.7; 241.8-12. The essence of the soul was then ontologically altered after its descent from the realm of the
VEPoVPAVIOg to the realm of generation (yéveoic). The danification of the ontological structure of the soul is



84

Those themes do have a strong resonance in the Philosophical History, but before showing
the relevance of the doctrines of the classes of souls and the theory of the vehicle of the
soul (&ynua) in the text, it is necessary to explain very briefly the lamblichean perspective.
The doctrines on the embodiment, release and destiny of the human soul are
directly intertwined with the justification for theurgy and the holy rites in the philosophy of
lamblichus. In this exposition | will rely mostly on the developments made by A.J.
Festugiére®®®, Gregory Shaw?®’, John Finamore?®® and John Dillon®®°. The position of
lamblichus in the establishment of Neoplatonism is central, his teachings on the soul, the
cosmos and the relation between philosophy, theology and the sacred rites are the
foundation for most thinkers that came after him and his position in the late Platonic world
can be said to have been more relevant throughout Late Antiquity than the position of
Plotinus®®. Despite the claim of synthesizing Plato’s creation myth in the Timaeus, the
soul’s charioteer in the Phaedrus and Aristotle’s ideas about the soul, the doctrine of the
Oymua is a purely Neoplatonic innovation that probably has more consonance with the
mystical hexameters of the Chaldean Oracles than with the Platonic or Aristotelian corpus.
As noted by Kissling®:

The theory of the dynuo-mveduo, as met with in
the  Neo-Platonic  writers, represents the
reconciliation of Plato and Aristotle on a subject
which the former never taught and the latter was
incapable of defining intelligibly.

what justify [amblichus’ defense of theurgy as a fundamental path of union with the divine and transcendence
from the “forces of generation”. Cf. (Bussanich, 2005, p. 8; Finamore; Dillon, 2002, p. 79-83 and Shaw,
2014, p. 35). Damascius seems to believe in the efficacy of theurgy, but its position seems to be less
“fundamental” than in the work of Tamblichus, as will be seen.

29%(_a révélation d'Hermés Trismégiste vol. Ill: Les Doctrines de L'Ame. Les Belles Lettres, 1953).

297 (Theurgy and the Soul: The Neoplatonism of lamblichus. Angelico Press, 2014 [1995]).

2% (lamblichus and the Theory of the Vehicle of the Soul. Scholars Press, 1985).

299 (Introduction. In: lamblichus De Anima. Brill, 2002. With Finamore).

300 Damascius himself barely quotes Plotinus or even mentions him. In the Philosophical History, Plotinus is
not mentioned a single time and even in a proper historical work, like Eunapius’ Lives, Plotinus is briefly
discussed in some few lines while lamblichus and his life occupy a considerable amount of the text. Despite
the originality of Plotinus in sparking the metaphysical doctrines of Neoplatonism, his influence was stronger
in post-pagan times, precisely because his metaphysics was more adaptable to conform to Christian and
Islamic theological tenets in comparison with thinkers like lamblichus or Damascius. In the Middle Ages, a
paraphrase of Plotinus Enneads known in Arabic as Theology of Aristotle (Athulujiya Aristu) circulated in the
Islamic world, influenced al-Kindi and Avicenna and through them a whole lot of Islamic and Christian
philosophers. Cf. (Adamson, P. The Arabic Plotinus: A Philosophical Study of the “Theology of Aristotle”.
Duckworth, 2002).

301 (1922, p. 318).
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The Neoplatonists ascribed such theory to Plato mainly through the creation myth of the
Timaeus®? in which Plato says that the Demiurge "distributed each soul to each star, and
having mounted them as if on a vehicle [chariot], he showed them the nature of the
universe."% The subtleties of the Platonic interpretation by lamblichus and the
“orthodoxy” of his reading of Plato are not a direct object of my concern, but his
interpretation of the Timaeus as giving a base for the éynuo theory is fundamental to
understand the Philosophical History. The vehicle of the soul is neither a material entity

nor a spiritual one, but something in between34:

The vehicle is intended to join together two
diametrically opposed entities: the incorporeal
soul and the corporeal body. It is, therefore,
neither material nor immaterial, but a mean
between these two extremes. Later philosophers
claimed that ether, mentioned in Epinomis 981c5-
8 (a work they believed to be by Plato) and in
Aristotle’s works (e.g., De Caelo 270b20-26), was
the substance comprising the vehicle. For
Neoplatonists, the vehicle fulfills three functions:
it houses the rational soul in its descent from the
noetic realm to the realm of generation; it acts as
the organ of sense-perception and imagination;
and, through theurgic rites, it can be purified and
lifted above, a vehicle for the rational soul's
return through the cosmos to the gods.

The interpretation outlined above by Finamore shows that in order to ascend back to the
astral realm the soul needs to perform certain acts of physical nature since it became
tainted with material garments in its descent to the sublunar world. The way to lead the
soul back to its divine and astral origin thus became of fundamental concern.

According to Festugiere, the cosmological doctrines of the Timaeus and the astral
origin of the soul were mostly ignored in the Hellenistic period, reemerging again only in
the brink of the Imperial period with a revival of Platonism and a reconsideration of

spiritualism as a fundamental soteriological concern by pagan thinkers®®. In his historical

302 Cf. (Finamore, 1985, p. 1-2).

303 Tim. 41e. Cf. Laws, 10, 899a: avtod 81| duewvov tavtmv v yoxny, eite &v dppacty &ovoa Nuiv oy
Gyer p&¢ toig dnoow, gite EEwbev, €10° dnwg €107 6my, Oeov Myeicban ypewv wavto Gvdpa. i wdg; This soul,
— whether it is by riding in the car of the sun, or from outside, or otherwise, that it brings light to us all—
every man is bound to regard as a god. Is not that so? (Transl. R.G. Bury).

304 (Finamore, 1985, p.1.)

35 Cf, (Rev. 111, p. 1317).
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considerations, he outlines a series of developments leading to lamblichus, showing how
the doctrine of the celestial and divine soul was articulated in Cicero, Albinus, Numenius,
Tertulian, Plotinus, Hermetism and the Chaldean Oracles®®. In historical terms the passage
from the world of the cities and kingdoms to the world of the Empire opens the way to new
anxieties®”’, existential angst and the belief in ontological concepts hypostasized as
mythical beings®®. The supposedly abstract concepts of Hellenic philosophy are turned
into universal forces that determine the destiny of men, escaping the torrents of those
forces is turned into the greatest problem of existence for the philosophical or mystically
inclined individual. Indeed, it becomes widespread not only for the learned but also for the
common folk, as the myriad of mystery cults and religions of salvation testify.

In the Chaldean Oracles, this force is manifested as the sipoppévn®®, an
ontologized form of the verb peipeoBan, that is directly related to the word poipa, denoting
the three sisters that in classical Greek religion are responsible for determining the fates of
men. As noted by Dodds®, the belief in the overwhelming force of destiny — either
represented as the Moirai, Tyche or Ananké — ruling over the sublunar world was
widespread in Late Antiquity. As a form of escape, spiritual ascension beyond the sublunar
world, the world of generation (yéveoic), was the spiritual goal of the sage or mystical
practitioner: ov yap V@' sipaptiv dyéhnv mintovot Bsovpyoi>tl. This Chaldean fragment is
discussed extensively in the scholarship as the first occurrence of an allusion to theurgy or
theurgists in the Greek lexicon®?. The theurgist is presented as someone that can escape
from the constraints of reality fixed by fate (eipaptdg) or ascend to the higher levels of the
ontological sphere in a spatial sense — in opposition to the masses of men (ayé\n)
determined exclusively by their sublunar or, in terms of this work, ‘historical”
existence®’S,

Indeed, the greatest innovation of Iamblichus’ theory of the soul that concerns the

discussion on the Philosophical History here is the theorization of an ontological

306 (1bid. p. 1333-1356).

307 Cf. (Dodds, 1991 [1965], p. 14-18).

308 «a mythologizing tendency that hypostasizes various abstractions into quasi-mythical beings.” (Majercik,
1989, p. 4).

309 The gipappévn is also prominent in the Latin Asclepius and stands there as among the key non-translated
Greek terms, alongside other 10 words: Adng, dpduntixn, idelv, ®OGUOC, 0VGIR, OVGIAPYNG, OVCIHINC,
TTavtopopeoc, HAn, VAxdg. Of those 11, gipappévn and ododpyne appear also in the extant Greek fragments
of the Latin translation. CF. (Pessoa de Lira; Quintella Viana, 2021, p. 155).

310 Cf. (Dodds, 1991 [1965], p. 18-30).

311 Or. Ch. Fr.153 (Des Places) and also 106, 107 and 198.

812 Cf. the theoretical discussion above.

313 The fragments 102 and 103 also make allusions to “Destiny”” or “Fate”.
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difference between classes of souls attached to its double nature as material and spiritual. A
visual representation of the lamblichean system of the universe might shed some light on
the different ontological scales that the soul must pass in the endless process of procession

and reversion3:

The Chain of Being

The Ineftable One
The Simply One
sameness/Difference
The One Extant

The One

Pre-Essential
Letriiirgas

Being of Being
Life of Being Hoetis Gods Moetic Realm
Mind of Being

Being of Life

Mastic-Meeric  Noetic-Moeric Realm
Gods

Moetic Kosmos Life oof Life
Mind of Life

Being of Mind

Life of Mind Moeric Gods Moeric Realm

Mind of Mind

Celestial Demiurgos

Whole soul
world Soul

Psychic Kosmos

Soul

Hypercosmis Gods HFPErCﬂSﬂIiC Realm

Hypercenosmic H Yper- Encosmic Realm
Gods

Generative Kosimos

Encosmic Gods
Sub-Lunar Demiurgos
Encosmic Realm

314 Based in (Kupperman, 2014).
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The subtleties of the system, of course, do not concern us directly, but the image is
illustrative of a gradual complexification of the Neoplatonic system of metaphysics after
the Enneads of Plotinus and its relatively simple system of three hypostases of One-
Intellect-Soul. From the Ineffable One to the Encosmic realm three triads that are
themselves triadic follow hypostatically in the creative demiurgy of the cosmos, a creation
that is constant and does not have a point in time. The systems exposed by Proclus and
Damascius are even more complex, but both revert ultimately to a tentative of making
sense of the lamblichean scheme, its correspondences with the mystical poems of the
Chaldean Oracles and the theologies of Homer, Hesiod, the Orphic poems, Plato, Aristotle,
Hermetism, Phoenician, Egyptian and Babylonian mythologies.

The world in which the figures discussed in the preceding ‘historical” section
inhabit is the Encosmic realm, a tiny fraction of the hierarchical cosmic space. What is
understood in modern terms as “historical time” would be considered by the Neoplatonists
as participating only in that fraction of the cosmos and the cycles of history that will be
dealt with in the second part are actually hypostatizations of different parts of the whole
cosmos beyond the heavens in the Encosmic realm. For now, it is necessary to understand
the position of the soul in the scheme and also how it is articulated by the narrative of
Isidore’s embodiment by Damascius. The cosmos is not a temporal procession, but an
emanation of universal space.

Gregory Shaw has remarked that lamblichus’ defense of theurgy is endowed with
his perception of a decline in Platonism associated with the predominance of dualisms
based on the idea of the undescended soul and/or a radical separation between soul and
matter. The position of lamblichus must be understood in terms of his own cosmology and
soteriology and in his debate with Porphyry, a supposedly representative of Plotinus’
views, is based on Iamblichus’ refutation of the doctrine of the undescended soul®*®. The
cosmology of Iamblichus is reminiscent of the “locative” view expressed by Plato in the
Timaeus and the Laws®!®, In the Laws Plato says that in the Golden Age humanity was

ruled by Cronos®!’:

315 <| would argue that Porphyry's repudiation of the value of cult sacrifice and his belief that man can save
himself depend entirely on his accepting the doctrine of the undescended soul and its corollary that the
human self is identical to the divine Nous.” (2014 [1995], p. 15).

316 «“For Iamblichus, Plato's Laws provide the model of a community properly placed in the cosmos.” Cf.
(Ibid. p. 8).

317 713ab.
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TGV Yap M TOLe®V OV EUTPOcOE TAC GUVOIKNGELG
omABopev, €1t mpotépa TOVTOV TAUTOAL AéyeTal
TIG Gpyn t€ Kol oiknoig yeyovévar €mi Kpdvou
HéA’ e0daipmv, fig pipnua &ovcd oty fTig TV
VOV dprota olkeiTat.

Long ages before even those cities existed whose
formation we have described above, there existed
in the time of Cronos, it is said, a most
prosperous government and settlement, on which
the best of the States now existing is modelled.
(Trans. R.G. Bury),

Plato in his mythmaking was discussing the ideal government and how a human society
must be organized based on cosmic principles, but in Late Antiquity at the time of the
Empire the discussions over the “ideal community” in political terms shifted from political
theology to soteriology and personal salvation®!8,

The main preoccupation of lamblichus’ theory of the soul and the cosmos was not
with a politico-theological debate but with the right constitution of religious rites and the
position of human soul in regards to it. In the Platonic text the sum of perfection in
existence was actualized in the ideal molteia®!® through the Cronian ordering of the human
society in cosmic terms, with Daimones ruling over men. In a Neoplatonic sense of
Damascius, as will be seen, it is turned into a philosophy of history in which the Cronian is
a manifestation of the highest degree of order in a historical-temporal process that
reproduces in its structure the whole structure of the ordered whole in the lamblichean
cosmos of the image above. It is also related with one of the main tenets of the
Philosophical History: the demonstration that human souls reflect the cosmic order and
that the scale of virtues is a microcosm of the macrocosm. As Pamprepius’ soul is

reflective of the lowest of elements in reality, the soul of Isidore and other spiritual masters

318 In the second part | will return to the mytheme of the Cronian Golden Age in the discussion of the
fragment 18 (Athanassiadi) of the Philosophical History. It must be noted however, that all the individuals
discussed in the chapter 1 and 2 are bound to exhibit features of the different scales or degrees of cosmic
reality and even the forms of humans reflect somehow the mystical properties of geometric figures and the
numbers. In the Commentary on the Parmenides, ‘“Damascius stresses the theological dimension of
geometrical figures, refers to the Pythagorean practice according to which particular geometric figures were
consecrated to particular gods, and cites the specific connection between Hermes and the figure of the square
(127)”. Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 89).

319 «“Cronos gave our communities as their kings and rulers, not men but Daimones, beings of a more divine
and superior kind just as we still do the same with our flocks of sheep and herds of other domesticated
animals. We do not set oxen to manage oxen, or goats to manage goats; we, their betters in kind, act as
masters ourselves. So, the god, in his kindness to man, did the same; he set over us the superior race of
Daimones.” (713c-d; Transl. A.E. Taylor)
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is embodied for a very specific purpose: to guide humanity in its quest towards the One
beyond the One, the Sanctuary of Silence, the Primordial Abyss3%,

This is also a development of an lamblichean construction on the nature of the soul.
In his De Anima (26.13-14), in a passage concerning the creation of the souls in the
Timaeus, lamblichus claims that Plotinus, Porphyry and Amelius assign equal status to all
souls and ‘“and bring them forth from the supracelestial soul to reside in bodies”
(Motivog pev koi [Topevprog kol ApuéMog Amd Tiic VIEP TOV 0VPAVOV YLYTG Kol TAGHG
émiong sicowkilovoty &ig 10 copata). Then ITamblichus proceeds with the claim that Plato’s

account of creation in the Timaeus is very different?!:

TOV ONovPYOV SAGTEIPOVTO TEPL TAVTO PEV TA
Kkpeittova yévn, kaf' dilov 0& TOV ovpavdv, E€ic
dhow 8¢ o otoryeia Tod mavtdg. “Ecton 51 ovv xoi
1 omopa 1 SNUIOVPYIKT TAV YUYDYV S1oPOoVUEVT
mopd t0g Oelag dnuovpyiag kol 1 TPOT TOV
Yoxdv mpoodog cuvueloTapévn, ped'  ovtig
&yovca T OEYOUEVA TAG WYuYAS 1 pev OAn tov
OAov KOouOV, ai 08 T®V Eupavdv Bedv Tag Kat'
oVpavov ceaipag, ai 0¢ T®V otoyeimv avTd TO
ototyela ped' AV kail Yoyl cuvekAnpmOncoy kad'
gkdoty TowdTV Ay, 49" Ov 81 oi kébodot
yiyvovtor  t®v  yoy®dv dAlow  an' GAAoV
SwKANpmcemv, ¢ BovAetar Evdeikvuchal cap®dg
1 100 Tyoaiov drdtaéic.

The Demiurge sows them among all the superior
classes, throughout all the heaven, and into all the
elements of the universe. Thus, the demiurgic
sowing of souls will be divided around the divine
creations, and the first procession of souls will
come into existence along with it and will
comprise the receptacles for the souls. The Whole
Soul will take up its abode in the whole universe,
the souls of the visible gods in the heavenly
spheres, and the souls of the elements in the
elements themselves to which souls were also
assigned in each such allotment. From these
places occur the souls’ descents, some from some
allotments, others from others, as it is clearly the

320 Cf. Or. Ch. 18: “You (gods) who know the supermundane, Paternal Abyss by perceiving it” (ol TOv
VIépKocpov ToTpikov Pubov iote voodvieg) Transl Majercik. The fragment is quoted by Damascius in the
De. Princ. (I, 16, 15-16) in a discussion about the “intellectual gods”, Athanassiadi suggests a different
translation for the fragment, but she does not do it herself. Based on her indications, | would translate the
fragment as “You (gods) that feel with the mind the Hypercosmic Abyss of the Father” (Omépxoouov
TOTPIKOV fuOoOV).

321 De Anima, 26.13-14
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purpose of the account in the Timaeus to show.
(Transl. Dillon-Finamore)

lamblichus here is alluding to an important Platonic doctrine about number, voice and
sound as the fundaments of the universe shaped by the polysemic word ototyeiov®??, firstly
used as a concept®?® of ‘element’ by Empedocles and related by lamblichus with the
natures of souls in the process of demiurgy. The passage makes it clear that the Demiurge
scatter (dwaoneipovta) the souls of the ta kpeittova yévn (the mightier/superior classes) in
conjunction with all the elements (otoygiov) of the universe. The consubstantiality of the
elements and the spiritual nature of the soul is something that might have deeper roots in
the Greek tradition.

An important quality of the elements in the Empedoclean writings is their “halfway
ontological status, being intermediary between the transcendent and the material”>3?4, just
like the soul for lamblichus has both material and spiritual natures®?®. Empedocles
characterizes the ototygia as Tp®dO’ HAwd t° apynv (primordial and jointly originating) and
in the allusions of the concept by Aristotle it is not clear if the elements are in any sense
easily distinguishable from origin and cause (apyn and aitio)®?: croyeiov Aéyston &€ ob

GUYKELTOL TPAOTOV EvTapyovTog adlonpéton 16 £idel [gig Etepov €1doc] (Element means a

322 According to the LSJ entry, the word ctotygiov in the sense of a fundamental principle or element might
have been first used by Empedocles in relation to physics: “ototygio were the components into which matter
is ultimately divisible, elements, reduced to four by Empedocles, who called them puWdpotoa, the word
otoygio being first used (acc. to Eudem. ap. Simp. in Ph. 7.13) by Plato, t& np@dto olovrepel 6., &€ @V fusic
te oykeipeba koi TdAAa Tht. 201e.” In the Platonic dialogue that bears his name: “Timaeus mocks earlier
philosophers who referred to the elements as ototeia [...], ‘letters’, observing that those ototyeia ‘are not
even syllables’ of reality, meaning by this that these ‘so-called elements’ (td kaAlovpeva otoryeia) are already
compounds and far from elemental.” Cf. (Acevedo, 2018, p. 14) The concept itself sparked many discussions
and shapes from the time of the Greek polis to the High Middle Ages, passing through the Renaissance and
reaching the modern world in discussions over what is the first and the perfect language. A good summary
can be found in (Eco, 1995, p. 7-20).

323 There are previous lexical uses, of course, and the comparative exploration of the concept alongside the
Latin elementum in (Acevedo, 2018) is a great recent contribution to its history. For the themes discussed in
this section the pages 28-33 and 135-157 are the most important.

324 (Acevedo, 2018, p. 30).

325 Cf. (Dillon; Finamore, 2002, p. 15): “From these passages it becomes clear that lamblichus held not only
that the soul was a mean but also that, since the activities of the human soul differ when it intelligizes above
and when it acts in a body, the very essence of the soul is double. The human soul is both Intellect-like and
animal-like, but is neither permanently. The essence of the soul is double and at variance with itself. It is this
conception of the soul that defines [amblichus’ unique psychological theory. lamblichus thereby makes the
soul a mean in the strongest sense possible, verging on a Heraclitean explanation of its duality. The soul is
not in essence always intelligizing (or it would be Intellect), nor is it always involved in activities in Nature
(or it would be animal soul). The soul therefore is both at once. This mediality is its permanent condition, not
its intelligizing or its lower-order activities alone.”

326 Metaphysics, A 1014a26.
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primary immanent component, formally indivisible into another form)3?’. Despite being

defined as “immanent” (évumdpyw), thus in a sense being correlated with the things

dependent upon it, in other parts of Aristotelian discussion it is somewhat correlated with

apyP?8: Ot pév odv Ta mpdTOL GpyGc Kol oToyEion KOADG Exst Aéyew, £0T®

ovvoporoyovpevov (Let us now be in agreement that it is right to call the primordial beings

‘principles’ and ‘elements’).

Such inconsistency of use in the part of Aristotle is reminiscent of Plato’s own use

of the word. If the modern philological tools ascribe to Empedocles the primacy in its use

to physical realities, the ancient commentators attributed it to Plato®?°:

[MMatov 1@ 1¢ 1OV I[IvBayopeiov kol TdV
EAeatik®v €ml 10 GOQECTEPOV TPOAYAYADV T TE
omep v @vowv &&duvnoev aElog kav - TOlG
(QLOIKOTG KOl YEVNTOIG TG OTOLXELMOELS APYOC TV
dAlov Oékpve kol oTolEll TPDTOG  AVTOG
DVOLOGE TOG TOLTOG APYAC.

Clarifying greatly the doctrines of the
Pythagoreans and Eleatics, Plato composed
worthy ‘hymns’ about the pre-manifested. He
discerned the elementary principles in what is
manifested and natural, and he was the first to
call those principles ‘elements’. (Transl. Acevedo,
slightly altered)

The usage of Plato, however, was not consistent33:

327 (Transl. Crowley, 2005).
328 De gen. et corr., 329a5.

Unfortunately, the Platonic corpus does not really
warrant such a clear distinction. In fact, when
comparing the rather motley use of otoyein
across the Platonic corpus against the wealth of
pre-Socratic metaphysical speculation, it seems
more appropriate not to insist too much on any
sort of a programmatic intention on the part of
Plato [...]

325 Fudemus of Rhodes, Fragmenta, 2nd ed., ed. F. Wehrli, Die Schule des Aristoteles 8 (Basel: Schwabe,

1969), fr. 31.
330 (Ibid. 2018, p. 31).
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From Plato and Aristotle to lamblichus and the world of Late Antiquity the usage of the
word and its relation to the process of constant creation might have shifted, but a meaning
that might have been retained by lamblichus is the Empedoclean double meaning of
transcendence and materiality that is attached to the elements of the soul. As argued by
Kingsley®! and Lebedev®®?, Empedocles was strongly related with both Orphism and
Pythagoreanism, thus making the transmission to lamblichus or at least his personal
inspiration or recontextualization of that discussion more likely, considering his
Pythagorean tendencies®®,

Shaw starts his exposition of lamblichean theurgy with a narrative about
embodiment in the Platonic tradition and the discussions between dualist and monist
interpretations of the relation between soul and matter encapsulated by optimistic and
pessimistic views of embodiment in the Platonic tradition®3. In a certain sense, that is a
transposing of modern concerns for the ancient world, with the word ‘“dualismus” having
been coined by Thomas Hyde in 17003 and multiple interpretations of the supposedly
dualism or anti-dualism of Plato and subsequent Platonists have unfolded since the 18"
century3®, Shaw is following a path already opened by Dodds®*” and A.J. Festugiére®® in
their discussions of “optimistic”’ and ““pessimistic’ responses to the problem of matter,
soul and their relation to embodiment. Iamblichus’ position is firmly inserted into the
‘optimistic’ camp and his defense of theurgy would be linked to his positive view of

embodiment related with his particular interpretation of the Timaeus and the creation of

different degrees of souls. Dillon and Finamore note that another feature of the

3L Cf, (1995, p. 371-375).

332 Cf. (2015, p. 550-585).

333 lamblichus regarded Pythagoras as the model for the Neoplatonic sage and might have even considered
him above Plato. Cf. (Giangiulio, p. 18-30).

334 (2014 [1995], p. 23-30).

335 Cf. (Couliano, 1989 [1987], p. 25).

33 For the concept of dualism and its historiographical discussion Cf. (Couliano, 1989 [1987], p. 25-53).

337 Dodds summarizes the lamblichean view in historical terms in the following passage: “Such reflections
inevitably raised the question, “What are we here for?” [...] It was only under the Empire that both
philosophers and other men began to treat it as a major problem. They provided a wide variety of answers,
which Festugiére has classified, starting from the doxography given by lamblichus in his essay On the Soul.
He divides them into two main groups, optimistic and pessimistic. For those who held fast to the old faith in
the divinity of the cosmos the Timaeus offered an easy answer: without humanity the perfection of the world
would be incomplete. In other terms, we are here, as a second-century Platonist put it, ‘for the revelation of
divine life’ —human existence is part of the self-realization of God. Others, starting from the Platonic saying
that “all life cares for the lifeless everywhere’, saw man as God’s administrator and earthly existence as a
form of service (leitourgia).

338 Rev. 1l. p. 1364-1387.
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lamblichean psychology is the fundamental entanglement between embodiment and
salvation, between soteriology and incarnation33°.

lamblichus seems to equate the processional demiurgy (= constant creation =
npoodog) linked to the differentiation of the souls as something both material and
immaterial — thus making the soul “dual” in nature — with the principles/elements of the
universe. The souls descend according to their passing through the different places in the
cosmic order and have their “lots” (dtakAnpdocewv) according to such structure. As
discussed above, this is an idea that has an echo in the narrative structure of the
Philosophical History, especially in the description of Isidore’s feats and his embodiment
in the Encosmic realm as imbued of a holy mission. The word ctoyeiov do appear in the
text®¥, but in a context of discussion of the 3 fundamental principles of an investigation
(iotopia) that contemplates reality: £pwg, grlomovia and dvyivoia. That is a somewhat
complicated passage of Athanassiadi’s text in the philological sense, she synthesizes two
different passages from the Suda®*! and one from Photius®*? in order to recreate a readable
version of the text. That passage might be related to the Chaldean-Hermetic lore grounding
the discussion on cosmic ages, so it will be discussed in a later chapter®*,

More related to the Damascian presentation of Isidore’s great soul in the
Philosophical History is the description of the ta kpeittova yévn as a special kind of souls.
In the presentation of Isidore’s embodiment and his mission, Damascius presents a related
term and discussion®**: “no0ev, & &toipe, SHhov”, imot Ti¢ v, “6TL 6 GO PILOGOPOG GO
1000 100 £Bvoug dpunto tdV youxdv;” (““Someone might ask: how can you prove, my
friend, that your philosopher comes from this caste of souls?’’) The purpose of Damascius
in this passage and in what follows is the presentation of Isidore as a soul imbued of a

mission, a staggering type of soul, a soul that came to the world in order to enlighten it and

339 “The implications of this theory are far-reaching. If what it is to be a human soul necessarily involves two
aspects, higher and lower, then the human soul must live two lives. It must engage in intellectual acts as well
as in acts in Nature. Therefore, every human soul must descend into a body, or part of its essence would be
unfulfilled, which is impossible. Further, in order to be fully human, the soul must ascend again, either after
death or in this life through theurgy. In this way, theurgy takes on exceptional importance in lamblichus’
philosophy. It is not some adventitious magical adjunct that can be jettisoned from human life. Theurgy is a
fully natural part of the human condition, inherent in Nature, existing for those wise enough to utilize it so
that they may raise their souls to the highest aspect and fulfill their role as true mediatory entities.” (2002, p.
16.)

340(PH, 33A, B, C). Additionally, it also appears many times in other works of Damascius, like the De. Princ.
or the Commentary on the Parmenides.

341 The entries for otoygia and &pwc. Cf. (S 1V, 446, 6) and (11, 418, 8).

2@ 3]1.

343 For now, it is important to note, following Shaw, the role of Eros in the recreation of the creative acts of
the Demiurge by the lamblichean theurgist. Cf. (2014, p. 135-143).

34 (PH, 6A).
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transfigure material existence into a more blissful experience, the spiritualization of the
body. Isidore is presented as a philosopher that subscribed to the theory of the vehicle of

the soul®*°:

gpaocke &' oV map' Eketvov Kkai 8keivo dxnKoévol
0 Toidwpog, mg Exet L N Yoy adyoeldes Oymuo
Aeyouevov, Aotpoedég TL kal didov. Koi todto
LEVTOL T AOGTPOEIDET CAOUATL TOOE ATOKEKAELTOL
éviog pev elom thc kePoAfic, éviolg 6¢ low Tod
oe&lod duov.

Isidore affirmed to have heard from him that the
soul possesses a luminous vehicle, astral and
eternal. And that this vehicle is united with the
astral body which in some men lies inside the
head, in others in the right shoulder.

The vehicle of the soul (&ynua) is astral and has the properties of the stars and the elements
(otorygiov)®*® from which they are made as in the description of the souls’ creation by
lamblichus. As noted by Dillon and Finamore3¥”: “the concepts of the descent of the soul
and the different classes of human soul are closely bound together.”

| suppose that the ékeivoc from which Isidore heard about the vehicle of the soul
might have been Proclus®®, Syrianus or even Salustius. Athanassiadi includes that
fragment in a section called “Unclassified Fragments”, alongside a later fragment from
the Suda that exposes a very similar doctrine about the consubstantiation of the immaculate
body (&omhog odpa) and the soul: 10 6pdGTOROV YWUYG diomhov odua’s®. Based on the

fact that Athanassiadi defends that Damascius somehow devaluated theurgy in comparison

345 (Ibid. 153A).

36 Cf. the fr. 63 of E. des Places: (oi) t®v otorgimv aifépeg... The quotation of that Chaldean fragment is
made by Damascius in his commentary on the Phaedo [it is actually a teaching class taken by one of his
students] in which he is discussing Socrates’ description of the heavenly spheres. Damascius argues that the
elements and souls are purer and more beautiful there and that the luminous vehicles are necessarily purer in
those regions: €i 8¢ 10070, TAVIOG MOV kKol TG aVYOEWT OyNuata kabopd koi ol yoyal kaAAiovg. The
expression here is exactly the same as the one found in the Philosophical History: atvyoeideg dynua. L.G.
Westerink argues that what Damascius is saying is that the ethereal aspect is the purest form of any element.
Cf. (1977, p. 358). The fragment 98 states: Avdpog o1 iepod dépag aibépeg oikodouncav (the ethers have
strengthened the body of a sacred man). The éynua also appears in other works of Damascius, like the De.
Princ. (1. 157.13; 1. 255.3; I. 264.17 and the In. Parm. (7.9; 8.2; 8.4; 42.10; 255.17).

347.(2002, p. 16).

348 Proclus exposed a theory of the double vehicle of the soul (In Tim. 11 236.31 ff. and Elem. Theol. § 207—
210), one mortal and other immortal. In his particular view of transmigration, he argues that human souls
cannot degrade and inhabit the souls of animals or plants, while Damascius, probably in a more orthodox
Iamblichean fashion, maintains that they indeed can be transformed into the souls of other “lesser” beings.
(PH, 4A)

39 pH, 153B.
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to philosophy®?, the placement of such Suda’s fragments inside a coherent whole in her
reconstruction would cause problems for a narrative in which theurgy is supposedly
responsible for the decline of the Platonic school of Athens under Hegias. | would argue
that those two fragments should be placed in the section concerning Isidore’s embodiment
and miraculous powers®?,

Regardless of that, it is clear that the lamblichean perspective of embodiment,
destiny and final destination of the soul is enclosed in the narrative of the Philosophical
History. It is a Cosmo-Historical narrative of embodiment and the subsequent release from
matter or the transfiguration of material reality itself by the spiritual transcendence of the
Platonic sage, since the vehicle of the soul is inscribed in the very own material body (kai
TOVTO PEVTOL TG AGTPOEWET COUATL TMOE AmokEkAettal &violg HEV elom Thg KeQOATC, éviolg
0¢ glow oD 6e&100 duov). In other works of Damascius, notably the Commentary on the
Parmenides, the problem might be placed in a slightly different way, but the fundamental
premise of the ontological nature of the soul being altered by embodiment is never

questioned>:

In several passages, Damascius explains
(consistent with many Platonists) that all of the
qualities of the body are dependent on
(enmattered) forms, whether those qualities are
bestowed by a universal or cosmic soul (as in the
case of the four elements) or by the individual
soul, or by the demiurge, who first prepares the
substrate to receive the traces of the forms. So,
there can be no kind of body without soul and
body gets all of its qualities from the soul or
maybe we should say, a soul. But in that case, it
would seem that embodiment, that is, the fact that
an individual soul is embodied, would not change
or affect the nature of the soul. After all, soul
brings to the body all that body has on offer. The
direction of causation is unilateral, from the
immaterial to the material. And yet (and here
Damascius enters into explicit controversy with
his predecessors Plotinus and Proclus) Damascius
reluctantly speculates that the soul ‘changes
essentially’ owing to embodiment, owing, that is,
to its relationship to the body [...] the soul’s very
engagement with the forms that it, after all,

350 Cf. the fragments 88A and 150 and the discussion by Krulak (2017, p. 478-480).
31 Athanassiadi’s 5-38.
352 Cf. (Ahbel-Rappe, 2018, p. 152-153).
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projects from itself on embodiment changes the
nature of the soul, according to Damascius.

In my opinion, Ahbel-Rappe puts too much faith on the originality of Damascius as “one
of the first philosophers of consciousness”**3 in her text on the Parmenides commentary, in
many aspects he seems to be continuing the lamblichean tradition, but that problem is far
beyond my concern here, that is only how the idea might be reflected in the Philosophical
History. What really matters is that Damascius’ narrative about the descent of the soul and
its embodiment seems to be overall coherent with the lamblichean theory.

Even if the narrative on embodiment might not have been constructed as mytho-
historical elsewhere, in the Philosophical History it obviously can be defined in that way,
considering the narrative structure of the work that, as seen in the Introduction, is a blend
of history, biography, mythography and even the so-called ancient prose fiction or novel.
Returning to the text and its place in the historical development of the Mediterranean
world, the messenger of the gods Isidore, a soul incarnated into the world with the purpose
of guiding those who followed him into the light of God®*, is a sage that did not extended
his light into our future. The historical testimony of his ecstatic experience, as that of most
“pagan holy men” of Late Antique society, waned with the expansion of Christianity and
became part of the debris of historical experience. The pagan holy man has been reduced to
a charlatan, a miracle-monger®®, a counterfeiter, a witch-doctor®®. His Christian
counterpart acquired the respectability of the mystical furor and the veneration of many
historical generations, while Isidore, Heraiscus, Syrianus and even the more famous and

appreciated Proclus became mere footnotes to history, faced by historians and classical

353 Cf. (2018, p. 154).

34 Cf. PH, 12A, B and 14.

3% In a now very famous text, René Girard analyzed the biography of Apollonius of Tyana by Philostratus in
light of his mimetic theory of culture and religion. In the description of Girard, Apollonius is pictured as a
charlatan and guru with no authentic divine or religious experience, but as a mere social manipulator that
could understand the basic tenets of human desire and then turn it into social control and influence. The
pagan hermit or holy man in such a narrative is a very intelligent and conscious pettifogger. Cf. (2001 [1999],
p. 49-62)

356 “The holy men of Greco-Roman paganism will never inspire the reverence or the fascinated horror that
the ascetics and monks of early Christianity have commanded ever since they first impinged on the common
mind in the time of Antony and Athanasios. Writing for a Christian audience Francis Bacon could dismiss the
semi-mythical Epimenides and Numa, and notorious exhibitionists like Empedokles and Apollonios, as self-
evident imposters; while in our own less devout times the abundance of the hagiographical literature ensures
that the Christian saint will preoccupy scholars for the indefinite future, if only as the unwitting patron of a
mass of historical and sociological data that is only just beginning to be analyzed. Yet this is poor excuse for
neglecting the pagan holy man, who came in the later Roman empire to play a conspicuous part in his own
religious tradition, and also affords instructive points of comparison with his Christian competitors.” Cf.
(Fowden, 1989, p. 33)
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scholars as deluded men with the same spiritual value as that of “unworthy’” shamans and
tribesmen of the most remote “primitive cultures”.

If Isidore was to be almost forgotten by history, his soul did not arrive in the
Encosmic realm without a reason. Again, the lamblichean theory of the soul can enlighten
how and why such a soul exists. The golden chain of holy philosophers had to incarnate in
this world by an act of necessity. As Dillon-Finamore attest®’:

In discussing the soul’s descent (sections 26-27),
Iamblichus argues (following Plato’s Timaeus)
that there is a certain necessity to the descent and
the order through which the souls are brought to
generation. The Demiurge sends all souls into the
cosmos, and all souls follow a leader-god (one of
the planets or stars) with its entourage of angels,
daemons, and heroes. Within this descent there
are clearly different sorts of human souls. Some
are purified and, although sometimes existing in
bodies, remain a cut above other mortals, able to
re-connect with the supra-celestial Intellect and
engage in pure intellection.

So, in base of that conclusion, there is a reason for the descent of all souls. Some descend
upon the world in order to purge offenses committed in previous lives, while others, like
the souls of Pythagoras and Plato, are pure souls that “descend freely in order to make the
world a better place”®®, The translators and commentators of the De Anima note a striking
similarity between the lamblichean theory of the soul and the Buddhist theory of the
bodhisattva, a supremely enlightened being that stay in the temporal realm of the Samsara

in order to illuminate all sentient beings through his/her attainment of bodhicitta®*®.

357(2002, p. 16).

38 (Ibid. p. 17) “Their divine thoughts help us lesser mortals re-ascend and better our own lives. (2) Souls
that require punishment are forced to descend and live a life designed to pay the penalty for past sins. (3) In
between the two extremes, there is the soul which has made some progress in its past lives but has not yet
achieved the status of pure soul. It descends in a partially free manner since it must still pay for its previous
offences but it also is somewhat willing to make the descent since it will thereby improve its lot and work its
way further upward toward the rank of pure soul.”

39 Dillon and Finamore are sceptic about any Buddhist influence or contact in the part of Tamblichus: “Since
lamblichus was hardly acquainted with Buddhism, this is presumably a coincidence, but an interesting one. A
difference is important as well. The bodhisattvas choose to help their fellow creatures; the highest human
souls in the lamblichean universe must descend and help. The similarity with the philosopher-rulers in Plato’s
Republic is clear. Like them, perhaps, the pure souls see no conflict between the desire to intelligize and the
need to descend and help others, but the descent is necessary nonetheless (Rep. 540a-c)” (2002, p. 17).
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Doctrines similar to the bodhisattva theory can also be found in Hindu writings
corresponding to the Greco-Roman late antique period3®® and the speculations of possible
intercourses between Neoplatonism and Indian religious and philosophical schools offer
much food for thought, but any profound development of the theme is, again, beyond the
present concern®®!. What is important is to show that the soul of ““the great Isidore’’3? was
one of such pure souls. When discussing his master amazing prophetic powers, Damascius
says®: kol téyo dv §de 1 AN dmpoaipetoc Gv £in, kai d1é TodTo cvpPoaivor dv icwg Kod
Toic aknpdrowc. “That state happened naturally to Isidore, without deliberation
(dmpoaipeTog) as a necessary outcome of his undefiled and pure (axnpatog) soul.”

The key word here is axnpatoc, a technical term also used by lamblichus in his

discussion of the state of the pure souls before they enter into bodies®®:

A€l 6¢ mov kol Tov¢ Plovg TAOV YuydV KOTAVOELV
npiv éA0slv eic odua, OC dpo kol 0DTOl TOAATV
&Yovotv &v €0VToig S1AoTAGIY AT 08 doPOpwV
POV {®Tg S1POopOoV TO10VVTOL £QVTAV Kol TV
npdTV ovvodov. O 18 yap veotelelc Koi
moAvBedpoves TV dviov, ol t€ Guvomadol Koi
ovyyevelg t@v 0Oedv, ol te movVIEAElS Ko
OAOKANPaL T €10M TG YLYNG TEPIEXOVTES, TAVTEG
Amabelc Kol AKNPOTOL EUPLOVIOL TPMOTOG €1g TO
chpatas ol 8¢ amd OV EmOLAV®  Ednv

30 The Yogasitra of Patafjali, already commented, is the most obvious parallel. That particular textual
tradition absorbed many Buddhist influences, so the similarities might also point in that direction.

361 Cf. (Gregorios, 2002, p. 15-25); (Ciapalo, 2002, p. 71-83); (Staal, 1961, p. 22-24) and the volume
organized by R. Baine Harris: Neoplatonism and Indian Thought (1981). Beginning already in the 19%
century, before J. Bidez published Eos: Platon et L’Orient (1945), the speculation on the Oriental influence
over Plato and the Neoplatonists led the German Indologist R. Garbe (1896) to assume that the doctrines of
the Gnostics and Plotinus had origins in the philosophical school of Samkhya. Garbe devotes a whole chapter
of his book on Samkhya-Yoga to discuss the dependence of late antique Greek systems on ‘“samkyam”
concepts and in p. 4. affirms that: Die Abhaugigkeit des Neuplatonismus von unserem Systeme ist so stark,
dass sich die Anschauungen der bedeutendsten Vertreter jener Schule zum Teil vollstandig mit Sdmkhya-
Lehren decken. Hierher rechne ich u. a.die Satze Plotin's, dass die Seele von Leiden und Alterationen frei sei,
dass sie von allem derartigen nicht beriihrt werde, sondern dass das Leiden der Welt der Materie angehdre;
desgleichen die Forderung, dass der Mensch der Sinnenwelt entsagen und durch Contemplation der Wahrheit
zustreben solle. Of course, his view on Plotinus and the problem of the soul is radically different from the
Iamblichean theory of the vehicle of the soul and the “bodhisattva” theory present in Buddhism and
somehow resonating in the Yogasiitra, but some kind of link between the Greco-Roman oikovpévn and India
certainly existed and recent research has even argued about the constant presence of Buddhists and Brahmins
in Alexandria and Syria with even local practitioners being hypothesized Cf. (Bueno, 2016, p. 69-70).

362 PH, 9C.

363 |bid. 9D.

364 De. Anim. 30.11-21. Stob. 1. 49. 40. 34-45.

365 The nature of the souls is also reflective of the successive ages of history as will be shown in the second
chapter. Everything is a reflex of all things in the sympathetic world of the Philosophical History. The time
of Damascius is described in the fragment 18 as being dominated by desire (émBvpio) and in that period the



100

avomenAnGuévol Kol dAA®mV Tabdv pectol peTd
OOV GLVEPYOVTOL TPMTMG TOIG CAOOGL.

One must also consider the lives of souls before
they entered into body, since these lives have
great individual variation. From different
manners of life souls experience a different first
encounter with the body. For, those who are
“newly-initiated,” who have seen much of reality
and are companions and kinsmen of the gods, and
who are fully perfected and encompass the parts
of their soul complete are all first implanted free
of passions and pure [axnpatot] into body. As to
those, on the other hand, who are sated with
desires and full of passions, it is with passions
that they first encounter bodies.

Philological considerations aside of the word’s meaning in Greek lyric poetry, Herodotus
or Plato®®, the theory of the pure souls (axnipatotr) in the historical setting seems to be
related with the Neoplatonic usage of the Hesiodic image of the Golden Chain (ypvchi
oep@) and the ideological justification of the Neoplatonist diadoché as sacred amidst a
world dominated by Titanic chaos and ém@vpio®®’. In a passage quoted and discussed by
Fowden®®8, the Neoplatonist Hierocles of Alexandria started a genealogy for the “holy
race” (iepd yeved)®®® in Ammonius Saccas, the mysterious master of Plotinus.

The development of a holy genealogy for the sacred race might be seen as a
rhetorical strategy in order to socially justify the position of the Pythagoreanized
Neoplatonic Ogioc dvip and his production of discourses based on his experiences of
holiness. Indeed, the development of the Neoplatonic biographical and narrative tradition
is strongly influenced by the Pythagorean narratives on the life of Pythagoras®’® and other
Pythagorean sages, like the Life of Apollonius of Tyana of Philostratus®’. While the

Neoplatonists themselves surprisingly made very few allusions to Apollonius, the model of

dominance over things of politics and social is dominated by individuals in which émfvpia is the rulling
principle of their embodiment, like Pamprepius and the Christian emperors.

366 The word appears in the Phaedr. (247d) and the Laws (735c), but the meaning is not necessarily related to
the theory of the unpolluted souls and their embodiment.

367 Cf. (Fowden, 1982, p. 34-38).

368 Hierocles apud. Photius, Bibl. 214, esp. 172a, 173a.

39 In PH, 73, Damascius says that the “holy race” lived apart [from the corrupt society], leading a blissful
life pleasing to the gods and devoted to philosophy and the worship of divine beings: 1 8¢ iepd yeved kad'
gautnVv 01€ln PBiov Beoirf] kai evdaipova, TOv 1€ Prrocoovto Kol Tov T0 Beia Bepamedovra.

370 Both lamblichus and Porphyry wrote about the Pythagorean life and the latter also wrote a History of
Philosophers. Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 39).

371 Cf. (Fowden, 1982, p. 36-38).
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the Pythagorean sage incarnated in the world in order to help humanity in its liberation
became a literary topos®’2. In the time period in which Damascius was writing the
Philosophical History, when paganism was already disassembled in terms of sacred space
and sacred geography, the pagan holy man was already a marginal figure, someone in
which their followers deposited hope for guidance and leadership in the darkest times of
the Typhonian order. The Egyptian bodhisattva Isidore®”® can predict the future®™#, advise
people in need®®, communicate with the souls of the dead®’®, expose the most mystical
doctrines even for the learned®’” and even convert someone from the limited perspective of
the Peripatetics to the Divine Meadow of the Immense Ocean of Platonic Concepts.

The conversion of Dorus, the Arabian Peripatetic, is a demonstration of Isidore’s

natural disposition towards truth and mystical illumination®’®:

A®dpog, 0 and Mg Apafioc @¢ pnot douaokios
gic ™y @iléoopov iotopioay devdTaTOV Elval
v 1 dAnbelag. todtov Toidwpog O
OEWOG0Qo¢ NoBdveto pev v apynyv €mi Toig
Ap1oToTéLOVG VTOBEcECY EvOEdepnEVOY, BGTE €K
moldwv &v avTaic TEOPAUIEVOV TOPPOTEP® THG
nlkiag, kol o v andewav tig I[MAdtwvog
HeYOAOTTPENODG  €MOTAUNG OV  duvduevov
avamtijvoar mpOg Td VYNAL Kol Aoumpd TV
vonuatwv. obtw 0&  &ovia  Koatapabmv
avekaAéoatd te KOTA Ppoyd Kol OGVETETAGEV
abTod TV youynv eig t0 péya méloyog TG
aAnOelag, HGoTE AMOCKELAGAUEVOV TNV TA WIKPQ
cvALoyilopévny axpifelay TEPUTATNTIKNV €ig TNV
ow IlpounBémg tvdog Gua  eavotdt mopi

372 peter T. Struck (2004, p. 194) notes that in the Roman Imperial period the approximation between the
Pythagorean philosopher — the model for the Neoplatonists — with his symbolic discourses and the sorcerer or
magician is a growing trend: “Pythagorean symbols in the Roman period begin to be regarded, to some
extent, as efficacious speech. They have the capacity not merely to communicate ideas but also to get things
done. Their early function as identity tokens, already a kind of efficaciousness, here expands into broader
regions and picks up affiliations with ritual and even magical power. In these contexts, then, the Pythagorean
“symbol” acquires capacities similar to the symbol of the mystery religions and takes on an increasingly
performative power. Its function outgrows the boundaries of semiotics and encroaches on the territory
normally reserved for the priest and the magician.”

373 The theophoric nature of the name (“gift of Isis”) should not be ignored, especially considering the heavy
influence that the cults of the Egyptian gods and the mysteries of Isis and Osiris had in the Neoplatonic
milieu in which Isidore was born. Based on Damascius comments in 35B, it seems that Isidore was not an
ethnic Egyptian considering that Heraiscus and Asclepiades, Egyptians themselves, consulted with him
“even in questions of Egyptian philosophy”. The myths of Osiris and Isis are interpreted as paradigmatic
examples of cosmogonical narrative by Damacius in the PH, 3.

S4PH,9A,B,C,D,E, F.

375 |bid. 24B.

376 |bid. 11

377 |bid. 35B

378 |hid. 134A.
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KotameueOeicov  SloAekTiKV, avtoyiovy 1€
kabapdToTov  ovcav VoD Kol (pPOVHGE®G,
avadpopelv te kal év oot sicowicotr Tag Tod
Biov priocdeovg EATidag.

Dorus, from Arabia. Damascius says in his
Philosophical History that he was a marvelous
investigator of the truth. The philosopher Isidore
perceived since the beginning that he was
enchained by the hypotheses of Aristotle
inasmuch as these were the basis of his
development and growth since childhood. Given
that he was unaccustomed with Plato’s marvelous
wisdom, he was incapable as he progressed in
years to take flight towards sublime and luminous
states of mind. Being aware of this, [Isidore]
gradually called him back and opened his soul to
the immense ocean of Truth, so that Dorus freed
himself from the meticulous syllogisms of the
Peripatetics, concentrated on proving tiny points,
towards the art of dialectics which was sent down
by some Prometheus at the same time as a
shining fire to be the purest revelation of wisdom
and mind, and there he based the hope of his life
in regards to philosophy.

The holy man is also a guide into the “immense ocean of Truth” (10 péya méhayog ti|g
aAn0eioc)®’® in itself a metaphor for mystical experience across many religious and literary
traditions®®® and the process of becoming acquainted with Truth depends on an experience
that goes beyond the Aristotelian ducpipera®, it is self-transformation dependent on
mystical vision, supernatural experience (avtoyia). According to the LSJ entry, avtoyia

can have the meaning both of ‘“seeing with one’s own eyes” and ‘‘supernatural

379 Cf. PH, 22: avtv 8¢ v yuynv &v toic iepaic evyoic mpog dhov 10 Ogiov méhayog Eleye. This fragment
will be discussed later, but the image of the ocean as a counterpart for the state of the soul that has surpassed
the limitations of the body is important to note by now.

380 Tn the Hindu tradition, the stories of the seekers Narada and Markandeya involve the overcoming of their
terrestrial and localized existences and the penetration into “‘the waters of non-existence”, the final and
supreme mystery of Maya. Being the element of life preservation, circulating in nature in the form of rain,
sap, blood and milk, it is the substance endowed with the power of transformation. In the symbolic plane,
penetrating into the waters or the vast oceans of existence means to be initiated into the supreme mysteries of
life. Cf. (Zimmer, 2002 [1946], p. 31-48.)

381 |sidore is shown in another passage (PH, 106B) to also be endowed with dxpifeio. Preciseness and
meticulousness is still in the terrestrial realm, where the Aristotelian knowledge exceeds: “Those who
directed poetic and rhetorical schools also looked for the company of the philosopher, for despite his lack of
specialization in their subjects he gave them through his philosophical precision [axpifeio] a sense of care
for their own childish disciplines. (énei xai door pritopikdv Tpoictavto dtpPdv § ToMTIKAOVY, NoTALoVTOo
THV 70D PIA0GOQOV GUYVIY OpAioy. €1 Y Kol avaywyog v Té TotodTa, GAAL T Y AT P1hocdpm dicptPsin
npooetifet TL Kol Ekeivolg Empeléotepov €ig 10 cEETEPA ADTOV TEXVOOPLOL)
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manifestation, vision’ and can also mean the magical action that provoke a supernatural
vision in the PGM3®, In the sense used by Damascius, who witnessed the events in first
person, it can have both meanings since it narrates concomitantly the conversion of Dorus
from Avristotelian technicism to the Platonic way of life and Damascius’ own conversion
from rhetoric to philosophy as he journeyed with Isidore from Alexandria to Athens in a
sacred peregrination through the holy shrines of the Middle East®3,

In the Neoplatonic lexicon, avtoyio appears in some other passages as reflective of

mystical experience or theurgic operation3®*

and in its etymological history one can find
both medical, literary and philosophical meanings since the 3™ century BCE®®. In a time in
which the legitimacy of the pagan mystical traditions was practically lost®® by the proto-
secularizing and appropriative efforts of Christian apologists, monks and politicians,
someone like Isidore, in his secretive®’ journey with his disciples Dorus and Damascius,
seemed to progressively resemble the magician described by Betz in the introduction to his

edition and translation of the PGM?38é:

This type of wandering craftsman seems keen to
adopt and adapt every religious tradition that
appeared useful to him [...] this type of magician
no longer understood the old languages, although
he used remnants of them in transcription. He
recited and used what must at one time have been
metrically composed hymns; [...] In the hands of

382 1,950, PMag. Leid.W.16.38. It also appears in PGM XIII, 734: mpocAquyn 88, & tékvov, &mi Tiic
avtoyiag... (you should drink, o son, for the practice of direct vision (adtoyia)...)

33 It is hard to say exactly what happened when Isidore converted Dorus, what kind of images and
experiences the three men (Isidore, Dorus and Damascius) had at that moment, but based on descriptions of
other events in the Philosophical History and Neoplatonic literature it might have been exhilarating for
Dorus. Isidore might have had his body involved in mystical light or manifested supernatural powers like
levitation, the invocation of Plato’s soul or conjuration of metaphysical beings into the material plane. All of
these phenomena are attested in Neoplatonic literature, like lamblichus incredible powers in Eunapius or the
narratives about the miracles of the two Juliani.

384 E.g. Proclus, in Alc. p. 92C; lamblichus De. Myst. 2.4, 7.3.

38 Cf. Foster, J. The "autopsy" enigma: etymology, related terms and unambiguous alternatives. In: Forensic
Sci Med Pathol. 2023

386 As noted in the introduction, Isidore was considered a magician, a sorcerer, by a Christian writer like
Zacharias of Mytilene and a particularly problematic one. Cf. VS, [22-23]: “Thus he insulted the companions
of Horapollon: Asclepiodotus, Heraiskos, Ammonios and Isidore — who eventually became known as an
overt magician and troublemaker — and the other pagans with what had taken place in Menouthis: all the
excesses and the fornication of the priestess of Isis, and how she was offering this to 23| anyone who wanted,
just like a prostitute who is available to everyone.” Transl. Ambjdrn.

387 Cf. PH, 9A; 30, A, B, C, D. Secrecy is also a common feature of the Pythagorean philosopher since the
Archaic Greece. Cf. (Burkert, 1972, p. 178-179). The actions of Isidore are in a great part molded on
Pythagoras, that could even be considered a superior to Plato among some Neoplatonists like lamblichus. Cf.
(Struck, 2004, p. 194). In 26A and B, Damascius attests the Pythagorean background of Isidore’s actions.

388 (1992, p. xlvi-xlvii).
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magicians of this type, the gods from the various
cults gradually merged, and as their natures
became Dblurred, they often changed into
completely different deities.

Betz is describing a reality more fitting to the 3™ and 4" centuries in which the
demarcation between the philosopher and the magus was more explicit, but as the
expansion of Christianity became unstoppable the confusion between pagan religious
thinkers and the wandering magicians and craftsmen of the syncretistic Greco-Egyptian
culture became unavoidable.

As a matter of fact, Isidore was a wandering holy man eager to travel abroad
(rpoBuudtotog ig dmodnuiav). His psychology reflects the Pythagorean literary topos of
the man that wants to absorb inside himself the marvels of the world through a spiritual

journey3s:

poBupdtatog €ic amodnuioy ov TNV UATOOV Ko
puedoav, €ig avOpomve oikodopnuato Kol
neyeom kol kKdAAN moéAemv dlayaivovoov: AL €l
700 Tt BAVUOCTOV AKNKOEV 1) IEPOTPETES, APOVEG
1 eavov, avtoémmg mMPovieto  yevésBar ToD
Bavparoc.

He was eager for long journeys, not of the empty
and luxurious type and also not of the type that
yawn at of the greatness and beauty of man-made
buildings and cities. But if he ever heard about
marvelous or sacred places, manifest or
unmanifest, he desired to witness [avtomTNG] the
wonder into himself.

Another word of the family of avtoyia takes place here: avtomtng. As noted above, words
of that ‘family’ are prominent through the magical papyri*® and are part of common

magical lexicon and also of prose fictional narratives®®* influenced by magical practices®?.

389 pH, 21.

3% Another example from the PGM VII 321: Attontog Aafav dyyeiov yodkodv <kai> Balav g avto H8mp
SuPpipov EniBoe Aifavov apoevikov.

391 The narrative of Damascius is considered by Photius (cod. 130) in terms of literary style and beauty of
expression alongside the likes of Lucian, Lucius of Patras, lamblichus the Novelist, Achilles Tatius and
Heliodorus. He also juxtaposes some passages of Damascius’ mirabilia with Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius
in the cod. 241.

392 Cf. (Ruiz-Montero, 2007, p. 53). For the general theory that the prose fictional narratives (aka ‘“‘ancient
novels”) have origins in magical, aretalogical and ritualistic contexts Cf. (Merkelbach, 2001, p. 266-304 and
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Isidore wanted to experience in himself the unmanifest and manifest wonders of the
magical cosmos of the Neoplatonists (&AA' €l wov Tt BovpooTOV GKNKOEV T lepompeméc,
apaveg | eavov, avtomtng nPovieto yevésbar tod Badpatoc). His soul had a special
attunement to such phenomena considering his extraordinary embodiment conditions.
Appearing also in the fragments 9E (£ypnyopott pev @ Todmp® od mapiv M

dppntoc avtoyio®®) and 9F (6t Surtdv Eleyev &k TovTOL TOV TPOMOV TAV Oelv

395

avToy1dv>4), avtoyia is related with émonteia®® in the Commentary on the Phaedo®®:

‘Ot év toig iepoig 1Myodvio HEV oi TAvOmuOot
Kaddpoelc, elta 4mi TANTOIC AITOPPNTOTEPAL, LETO
0¢ tavtag ovotdoels mapelapupdvovto Kol Emi
TadToNg  pLNOoEL, &v TéAEl  O0€  EMOMTEIOL.
avaAoyodot Toivov ai pev bwal te Koi moAttikol
dpetoil  toig éupovéot  KabBappoig, ol O¢
KaBaptikai, O&oor dmookevdlovtar mAvVTo  TA
€ktdg, 1Ol AmoppnToTEPOLS, Ol O mepL T
dwovontd Bempntikal Evépyelon Toilc cLOTAGESLY,
ol 0¢ TOVTOV CLVUPECELS €iC TO AUEPIOTOV TOG
LLNOEGLY, 0l 0& AmAol T®V AmADV ld®V avToyiot
Taig émomteiong.

In the mysteries the first stage used to be general
purifying ceremonies, followed by more secret
ones, after which conjunction took place, then
initiation, and finally vision. Analogous to these
stages are the several degrees of virtues, the
ethical and social virtues corresponding to the
public purifying rites, the purificatory virtues, in
which all the extraneous is discarded, to the more
secret purifications, speculative activity on the
reflective level to conjunction, integration of its
results to form an indivisible whole to initiation,
simple intuition of simple forms to vision.
(Transl. L.G. Westerink)

The lexicon of that passage contains several important words for Damascius’ philosophy,
like koBoppog, ovotacic and cuvaipesic, but the main link of that passage with my

discussion is the Pythagorean portrayal — following Plato — of the philosopher as the

335-451). Merkelbach developed the theory first exposed by Kérenyi (1931) about the ritual origins of the
so-called fictional narratives in the Greco-Roman world.

393 «“When awakened, Isidore’s ineffable vision disappeared.”

394 «He talked therefore of the dual nature of the miraculous visions.”

3% The final grade of initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries, émonteio is alluded here in the context of
Socrates’ discussion of the philosopher as someone initiated in the mysteries. Cf. Phaed. 69¢3-d2.

3% 1.167.
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initiate, someone that can directly see (adtoyia) the final truth of the mysteries (énonteia).
In the world of Damascius, however, the mysteries of Eleusis were already prohibited and
the sanctuary had been destroyed by the Germans and “the men in black robes” (i.e. the
Christian monks)®®’ and the association with mystery religions and other pagan initiatory
practices might have been punishable with death and frequently associated with sorcery

and magic. Isidore and Damascius might have seemed arcane figures for his

398 399

contemporaries”®. Thus, even philosophical mysticism could be seen as form of magic

The association between the Pythagorean sage and occult, ““shamanic’ or mystical
practices is not an innovation of Late Antiquity“® but the universal soteriological aim of
the embodied soul arrived in the material realm for the liberation of humanity — or more
precisely of those who want to follow him/her in his journey — is a typical late antique
trend. That said, what separated someone like the ““bodhisattva” Isidore from the magician
in the period of the High Empire and pagan hegemony was his soteriological emphasis*?.
With the dominance of Christianity and the radical devaluation of pagan myths, sacred
geography and metaphysical validity, the pagan holy man was increasingly pushed to the
boundaries of society, associated with magicians and sorcerers, and became almost a late
antique Parsifal, a romantic longing for a time in which the order of the gods was
manifested in this world, the Golden Age, the perfection that once permeated all society

and was now restrict to his private journeys and rites with disciples and friends.

397 The story of the last hierophants can be found in Eunapius’ PS alongside the closing of the mysteries by
the emperor Theodosius in 392. Eunapius was initiated into the mysteries by the last legitimate hierophant, at
a period in which the mysteries were already in decline.

3% Cf. (Chuvin, 1990, p. 6): “For pagans, what was different was the necessity of adapting to a completely
unparalleled situation. No longer were their religion and their rituals those of the state. This was a situation to
inspire nostalgia and attempts at winning back their lost public privileges, and also to hasten the spread,
beginning in the third century, of beliefs and practices of a private nature, under the influence of philosophy
(Platonic and Pythagorean), former initiation cults (official ones like the Eleusinian mysteries or less formal
ones like Orphism), and "Chaldean" or "Egyptian" magic.”

399 As | pretend to discuss in the last chapter, that might be one of the reasons for the general absence of
“theurgy” in the philosophical writings of Damascius, instead of any return to a ‘Plotinian’ atheurgic
mysticism. In the Eunapian narration about Antoninus we are told that the Canobic mystic avoided talking
about theurgy, probably as a measure to avoid open persecution by Christian authorities. Cf.

400 Cf, (Burkert, 1972, p. 127-137 and p. 357-363).

401 Sarah lles Johnston (2018, p. 695) discusses how the theurgists of the Platonic tradition radically
separated themselves from magicians: “While theurgists practiced rituals that we (or other ancient people)
might identify as “magic”—that is, roughly evoking the features listed above—the theurgists themselves
rejected that label [...] the theurgists claimed that, in contrast to magoi, they worked with the cooperation of
the gods rather than by coercing them, and that they worked for the higher purpose, ultimately, of purifying
their souls, rather than towards cotidian purposes such as the magoi did (e.g., the incitement of sexual passion
or the acquisition of wealth).” Also (p. 703): “Indeed, the theurgists insisted that what set their rituals apart
from ‘magic’ was the fact that those rituals were rooted in philosophy and the understanding of the cosmos
that this philosophy gave them. The theurgists claimed to be putting into effect metaphysical principles that
had been woven into the universe at the beginning of time. In doing so, the theurgists claimed to be not only
pursuing their private goals, but also participating in the on-going, demiurgic (re)creation of the cosmos.”
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The late Neoplatonic longing for the Golden Age, its actualization through mystical
rites and the developments of holy genealogies (“‘the Golden Chain’’) for the followers of
the religions of the gods might fit somehow into Athanassiadi’s scheme of the growing
trend of monodoxy in late antique society: the search for the only correct opinion about
truth and religion amongst a myriad of false and deviant opinions*®?. But as Athanassiadi
herself recognizes in a previous work*®, the psychological pressure exerted by Christianity
into the psyche of the pagans might have been responsible for such a phenomenon among
the pagan Platonists. What it seems to me, and | want to explore it further in the last
chapter, is that the pagan mind was somehow ‘“lost” into the abyss of metaphysical
dislocations and ontological mutations unleashed by the official Christianized
establishment. As noted by P. Chuvin, “the pagans' stubborn refusal to change religion led
them, not always knowingly, to change their religion.”*%The “monodoxy” of the pagan
genealogies and anti-heretical interpretations of Plato, the Chaldean Oracles and sacred
literature in general might have been a way to counteract Christianity and to cope with the
changing times*® in a desperate need to establish at least some ordering in a fragmented

world.

402 Cf, (2016, p. 14): ““Ayant atteint vers le ne siécle de notre ére un zénith de permissivité intellectuelle et
spirituelle - on dirait un état extréme de polydoxie -, l'univers hellénistique s'embarquait déja sur un
mouvement inverse, une lente marche a rebours vers la pensée unique - la monodoxie -, néologisme qui a
spontanément surgi devant moi alors que je venais de terminer un livre qui tente d'analyser la notion d'hérésie
chez les platoniciens tardifs. Fruit d'un cycle de conférences & la Section des sciences religieuses del 'Ecole
pratique des Hautes Etudes, ce petit livre, inspiré par une maxime d'Eudore d'Alexandrie, qui revendiquait
pour Platon une pensée unique, est en effet une enquéte sur l'intolérance dans un milieu spécifique et
restreint: de Numénius a Damascius, chacun des maitres du platonisme avait sa propre maniere de lire les
écrits du fondateur de la secte, position qui aboutissait inéluctablement la certitude que toute autre lecture de
Platon dans le présent et le passé sentait 1'hérésie.”

403 Cf. (1993, p. 11): “Intolerance is built into the very presuppositions of Judeo-Christian thought and,
accordingly, the triumph of Christianity raised intolerance of other creeds to the level of a religious and social
ideal. Infected by the new ethos, the Neoplatonists strove for a few generations towards making their creed as
monochrome as possible until Proclus, that scholastic saint who gave the Academy its monastic tone, arrived
and equated Platonism with lamblichan teaching, as he understood it.”

404 Cf. (1990, p. 10).

405 In Empire to Commonwealth (1993, p. 5), Fowden defines the consequences of the Christian monotheism
and its intertwining with the Roman state as the foundation of the political theology that came to dominate
the late antique and medieval world in the conjunction between monotheism and the idea of empire: “When,
by the fifth century, the Roman Empire appears to have become irreversibly Christian, it is tempting to
suppose that a “transformation” of antiquity has been brought about. But the Christianization of the Roman
Empire was not merely a “transformation” or “transition” within a limited segment of time. It was part of a
wider and longer process by which the idea of empire, and in particular monarchy, was conjoined with belief
in the One God—monotheism. Sasanian Iran was likewise struggling with the relationship between religion,
in this case Mazdaism, and empire; and although that particular nexus of problems never came anywhere
near being resolved, the religion Iran eventually adopted, Islam, was very much part of that late antique
dynamic whose first phase had been Christianization.”
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*k*k

In this section, | tried to give a brief outline of the very complex lamblichean doctrines of
the embodiment, their relation with a cosmic structure and its presence as the ideological
justification for Isidore’s mission in the Philosophical History. The brief discussion of the
literary topos of the pagan holy man in a historical background led me to the conclusion
that the activity of mystics like Isidore in the world of the 5" century had a tendency to
appropriate the lamblichean doctrine of classes of souls and special conditions of
embodiment to a context in which the social legitimacy of pagan religious elites was
dwindling and the ecstatic or trance induced holy man was approaching the liminal figure
of the sorcerer in terms of social perception and perhaps even (unconscious) self-
perception through the somewhat frequent use in the Philosophical History of lexicon
associated with the PGM. In the next chapter, I will look closely to a “case study” between
the narrative of Damascius and that of a contemporary Christian hagiographer. As noted by
Chuvin, the place of the learned pagan in the post-Christian Roman society was that of a
practitioner of the “occult sciences”*%. That fact in itself has huge consequences for the

idea of “mysticism” as a discourse of liminality.

406 Cf. (1990, p. 10-11): “Scattered throughout the Empire, pagan communities survived locally throughout
the fifth and sixth centuries, in ways that often escape us, with a dynamism and intellectual vitality that were
greater in the East than in the West. Adherents were excluded from political, administrative, and military
power but not from civil office or teaching, and they provided good Christian society with practitioners of
"occult" sciences.”
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4. The Story of Asclepiodotus and the Christian “proto-secularization” of

pagan myths

The proto-secularizing efforts of Christianity and its metaphysical dislocation of
pagan myths and narratives can be seen in the Life of Severus in the story of Paralius and
the barren wife of Asclepiodotus. The story of Asclepiodotus is also told by Damascius,
even if in a much more fragmentary state, so it constitutes a good parallel of opposite
Christian and pagan narratives. But before analyzing that story as the main remark of this
chapter, 1 will briefly return one more time to the “‘bodhisattva theory” to illustrate a
historical point. In the second century, in the time of the two Juliani, the Middle Platonic*®’
topos of the qualitative spiritual difference between the sage or initiate and the masses of
men was established in its core, as the Chaldean Oracle fragments attests (e.g. o0 yap VO’
gipaptv ayév mintovor Osovpyoi’®). The Chaldean bipartite anthropology*® is
foundational for the separation of the classes of souls and by the time of Damascius such a
bipartite anthropological perspective was joined with the theory of the classes of souls.

Olympiodorus, a younger contemporary of Damascius, commenting upon the

Phaedo’s 72b1-3 reports an explanation of Chaldean fr. 138 in this way*°:

AL PNV 00OE TOG TV BeovpydV Yuydg BovAeTal
pévey del &v 1@ vont®, ALY kol Kotévor €ig
YéveGLY' TEPL OV NGV TO AOY0V dryyehkd &vi
yopw’ [fr. 138].

But he (sc. Plato) holds that the souls of the
theurgists do not remain forever in the intelligible
order, but that they, too, descend into generation,
concerning whom the oracle says: "in the angelic
order."

407 1t would be better, in terms of this work, to use the (clashing) expressions of “underworld of Platonism”
(Dillon) and ““universal Platonic world” (Athanassiadi) instead of Middle Platonism because it is not a strict
investigation about “‘philosophy” as it is understood in manuals of the history of philosophy, rather a study in
the history of spirituality, a phenomenon in which philosophy is participant but not the sole focus. Much of
the ideas and doctrines that were present in the Greco-Roman world from c. 150 to 650 that overlapped with
philosophy usually are not studied in courses on the history of philosophy. Using the expressions of Dillon or
Athanassiadi allows one to integrate the Chaldean Oracles, the Gnostics, Hermetism and other groups into
the whole.

408 r. 153 (E. des Places). ““For the theurgists do not fall into the herd that is subject to destiny”’.

409 Cf. (Stang, 2011, p. 3.)

410 OQlympiodorus, In Phaed., 149 [64, 2-5 N.) W.
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Plato, as far as is known, never used the word theurgy or ever referred to theurgists. This is
a particular late antique interpretation of certain cosmological and anthropological
developments that were taking place since the times of Apollonius of Tyana, as noted by
Fowden*'!. The conjunction between the theory of the unpolluted (éxipatoc) soul and the
eschatological doctrine about ‘““‘saviors” might have been a particular pagan way of dealing
with the expansion of Christianity and its prominence since the 4™ century.

412 s reflecting the same lamblichean pattern®'® that has been described in

Olympiodorus
the Philosophical History and seems to be permeating the mindset of the Platonic
philosophers and other elite pagans of the period. The necessity of certain guiding souls
that can understand correctly the nature of things due to their particular conditions of
embodiment is of fundamental importance for a community that saw its prestige shift from
the center to the periphery of society in the 2 centuries from Constantine to Justinian,
Indeed, as shown both by the Philosophical History and the Life of Severus, the
conflicts between the two sects — that of the pagans and the Christians — was not mainly
political-theological, but involves deeper issues of way of life and ontology. The story of
Paralius is paradigmatic for the shifting perspectives among the two groups**® and to
demonstrate both the decay in prestige of the pagan holy man, with his description as a
fraudulent magician, and Christianity’s proto-secularizing efforts in its evaluations of the
myths and traditions of the pagans. Isidore, an unpolluted soul and a sage imbued of
cosmic mission in the chronicle of Damascius, is described as a magician in Zachariah’s

work?18,

411(1982, p. 36-37.)

412 Cf. (Stang, 2015, p. 3-5)

413 As Shaw has commented (2014, p. 3-5), some perception of “‘decline” or at least deviation of pagan
practices was already widespread by the time of lamblichus, but in his time, it was not felt as being caused by
Christianity. Arguably, not even Damascius thought something like that, the Christians are just the symptom
rather than the disease.

414 Cf. (Chuvin, 1990, p. 11.)

415 Both were, of course, far from being unified groups. Any dichotomy between the pagan and the Christian
might take into consideration the significant differences inside both communities. As discussed in the section
above, Damascius e.g. abhorred the pagan Pamprepius while Christians had enough internal fights in order to
“purify” the community of believers either from orthopraxical or politico-theological reasons. That said,
Damascius does not make positive comments towards any Christian figure in any extant part of the
Philosophical History. Every time that the Christians are mentioned they are either mentioned through the
adjective aALOo@DAo¢ (foreigner) or as representatives of the “forces of generation” (yéveoig), the forces
inherent to the sublunar world and that in the mythical cyclical scheme of Damascius predominate in his
times. In short, Damascius never praises the Christians in any single line.

418 Cf. VS, 22.
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In the extant Syriac edition of the original (now lost) Greek text of the Life of
Severus, we are told that the only practitioners of “true philosophy” are those following

the teachings of Christ*’:

For it seems, from what you are saying, that
although he is a Christian in form and
appearance, he rather takes pains to honor the
pagans, his mouth wide open to praise those with
whose help he is abusing not only those whose
virtue is recognized, and who have already been
serving God as priests for a long time, but the
whole philosophy that they have revealed [...] So
if you care about the truth—and you do care
about it—speak about his childhood—for the
glory of the great God and our Saviour Jesus
Christ, in whom they are resting, the priests and
those  who  practised  philosophy, true
philosophy—indicating also from what city he
was, from what people and from what family, if
you know these things about the man; and
particularly everything about how he conducted
himself and how he, from his very childhood, was
thinking about God.

The legitimacy of philosophy is dependent on the revelation of the true mystery of Jesus

Christ in his Incarnation on the historical world*'8. This is, of course, an idea that is an

47VS, 8-9.

418 Not all Christian theologians, in antiquity or in modern times, subscribe to such idea. In the ancient world,
the controversies regarding Docetism (the idea that Jesus only appeared to be human and was fully divine)
were condemned by the council of Nicaea in 325 and deemed heretical by all the main Christian churches. In
modern times, someone like Henry Corbin defended an abandonment of the doctrine of Incarnation in name
of a pluralistic Abrahamic theology bordering a polytheistic Mazdean angelology. In the words of Tom
Cheetham (2009): “One of the most important themes in Corbin's work is his critique of the Christian
doctrine of the Incarnation. His particular brand of heresy is a form of docetism, from the Greek dokeo, "to
seem or appear” - the idea is that Christ only seemed to be human, but was really wholly divine. The
theological details are complex and difficult, but suffice it to say here that Corbin's concern is to bridge the
gulf between the transcendent and the immanent in such a way as to open the individual soul to
transcendence while guarding against the "entrapment” of God in material and social history. And too, a
doctrine of the unique and literal incarnation of God at one particular time in history makes of Christianity
the one true religion - which for Corbin is a denial of the truth, coherence and continuity of the Abrahamic
tradition. He does not deny the transcendence of God, but that God is the Hidden God-beyond-God, the God
of negative theology, whom we can never know. What we can know, in limited but multiple ways, are the
plural "gods" of the angelic hierarchies. Corbin's Christology is an "angel Christology" in which the figure of
Christ is multiplied, appearing uniquely to each individual, and Corbin's intent is to open up dogmatic
monotheism by envisioning a kind of "polytheism" that prevents monotheism from collapsing in upon itself
in a fatal idolatry.”
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echo of many previous Christian philosophers and apologists**® and can also be found in
the already discussed Theosophia Tubingensis and in the Sibylline Oracles*?°. Despite
significant theological difference between Christian sects like Monophysites and
Chalcedonians, many inside both groups tend to agree that the Adyoc of Jesus Christ is a
confirmation and overcoming of previous pagan prophetic and philosophical truths. The
idea that philosophical and oracular pagan knowledge predicted the coming of Christ and
the instauration of the Christian faith is a typical late antique phenomenon. The doctrines
of the pagan holy men, like Isidore or Proclus, are in the eyes of the Christians fraudulent
sorcery instituted by the devil in order to deviate souls from their salvation. The only
embodiment of any soul that is ontologically superior to all others is the embodiment of
Jesus Christ as incarnated God.

Now this has consequences for the whole appreciation of pagan knowledge and
way of life by Christians. From a historical point of view, the experience of Christianity
was being constructed at that time as a hegemonic order, an epistemological field that
needed to neutralize and deconstruct the pagan mythological and theological edifice as
witchcraft and sorcery. Severus is presented by Zachariah as someone special, a man

acquainted to become one of the guardians of the City of God*?*:

The illustrious Severus was of Pisidian origin.
His city was Sozopolis, which befell him after the
first [city], from which we all |11| fell because of
the transgression of Adam, and toward which the
divine apostle is calling us anew, saying: “We
have no lasting city here, but we seek the one that
will come, the one whose Artificer and Maker is
God.

Contrary to Isidore’s, Severus’ soul was not endowed with a special ontological status, he
was a man among many and was his embracing of the Christian faith that allowed him to
have special perceptions on the nature of things. Another point that is in striking opposition
to the Philosophical History here is the affirmation that the true Temple is yet to come in

the form of the New Jerusalem in the future, in the fulfillment of the eschaton at the end of

419 E g. Clement of Alexandria, Strom. 1. 15. 66-73 or 1.21. 134 and even 6.4.35-8. Also, Origen, c. Cels.1.12
or 4.39.

420 Cf. (Lightfoot, 2007, p. 18-23).

421Vs, 10-11.
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times (““We have no lasting city here, but we seek the one that will come, the one whose
Artificer and Maker is God”).

The relationship between a doctrine of embodiment, time, cosmology and the
nature of history’s unfoldment is radically different between the texts*?2. In the sense of the
Foucaultian épisteme we are dealing with radical — opposite even — perceptions of the
conditions of knowledge and ontological possibilities of conceiving the world. The concept
in Foucault means the historical a priori in which all the possibilities of a given culture can
unfold*?®, the passage between the different types of épistéme is not extensively discussed
and between its development in Les Mots et les Choses (The Order of Things) and
L'archéologie du savoir (The Archeology of Knowledge) there is a complexification of the
conceptual discussion and his historical conceptualization of “ages” is kind of clumsy*?4,

But the point here is not so much in discussing Foucault and post-structuralist
theories of history, rather in emphasizing the discontinuity between two ontological orders
of history: the pagan Neoplatonic and the Christian. Such “epistemic shift”” can also be
discussed through the Eliadean dichotomy between linear and cyclical cosmologies and
Jonathan Z. Smith’s theorizations of “locative” — somewhat correspondent to Eliade’s
archetypical repetition — and “utopian” worldviews. The mystical discourse is a form in
which individuals at the sunset of a historical-religious culture deal with its epistemic
crisis, a litany for the dead, a gaze into the abyss. For now, what is important is to note is
the fundamental contrast between the overall outlook of Damascius and that of the world

surrounding him represent for the hegemony of the Christian épistéme.

422 The contrast between Isidore’s abilities of prophecy with that passage (VS, 13) is striking (emphasis is
mine): “My friend Menas, astonishing everyone in his love of God, predicted what would happen in a
prophecy as the outcome showed: “He will be a brilliant bishop, like the holy John who was entrusted with
the rudder of the holy church of Constantinople.” And so this was revealed—once again by means of a God-
loving soul—about Severus, while he was still young, by God, who is the only one who has foreknowledge of
the future.”

423 Cf. (The Order of Things, 1994 [1966], p xxi-xxiii.)

424 In many ways, the historical conceptualization of Foucault is indebted far more to Oswald Spengler than
to the usual sources that are ascribed to his thought in Marxism, Psychoanalysis and even structuralist
anthropology. The notion of the radical discontinuity between historical cultures in an ontological sense with
its corollary that the world of the ancient Greco-Roman culture was not an ancestor of the West but rather a
radically different historical “civilization™ and also a kind of ““poetic” forging of historical eras is a product
of Spengler’s thought that is often neglected in the theory of history and the humanities. The archeological
concept of épistéme is a prolongation of the Spenglerian morphogenesis, “archetypal exemplars” and
historical intuitions. Cf. (Richardson, 1995, p. 109.) As noted by some critics, there is little discussion in
Foucault’s works on how the passage from one épisteme to another is unfolded, | would say that religion
plays a major role in such change and that a history of the unfolding of the archetypal exemplars (Spengler)
or épistémes (Foucault) is largely the history of religion.
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Arriving in Alexandria to study rhetoric in the circles of Horapollo*?®, Damascius
probably met the same circle described by Zachariah in the Paralius section*?®:

Now Paralius, who had been raised a pagan by
his other brothers in his country*?’, came to
Alexandria with the intention to study the art of
grammar [..] He came to Horapollo, the
grammarian, a man who was a specialist in his art
and a splendid teacher, but also a pagan,
bewildered by demons and magic. Hence Paralius
became even more pagan; he was even induced to
make sacrifices to the idols together with his
master.

Horapollo’s school in Alexandria was a repository of pagan cultural artifacts in the
Egyptian context of the 5th century and in a subsequent persecution, Horapollo himself,
nicknamed as Psychapollo (soul destroyer) by the Christians*?®, has been tortured and
accepted Christianity due to his own personal interests of survival. Damascius comments
about Horapollo’s torture in the persecution of 489 when the Christian authorities were
searching for Isidore and Heraiscus**® and subsequently about his conversion to
Christianity due to “his insatiable desire for gain”*®, Details aside, the most important
figure for the argument of the present chapter is not Horapollo, but Asclepiodotus. Like
Horapollo, the Alexandrian Asclepiodotus was a polymath and an influential pagan
philosopher with financial resources and well established in the elite of Aphrodisias, where
he married the daughter of his counterpart also named Asclepiodotus (the elder)*3!.

425 pPH, 120.

426 VS, 15.

427 paralius was a young pagan student from Aprodisias that upon arrival in Alexandria to study soon enough
developed a beef with Asclepiodotus the younger. The story of his conversion to Christianity and revelation
of the frauds of the pagan philosophers (Asclepiodotus, Isidore, Heraiscus, Asclepiades etc.) occupies a large
part of the work.

428 |bid. 32.

422 PH, 117B: {ntdyv 8¢ 6 Nuopndng tov Apmokpdiv v kol pry evpickov adtov. 6 8¢ Toidmpog 6 eIAOcopog
t00t0 pobav mépmel <...> S YPOUUATOV ONAOLVIOV TOUG £mMOVTOG. £0A® O O YPAPLOTNEOPOg Kol
OpoAdYeL TOV TEPYaVTA® Kol TOV ‘Qpamdilmva kal Tov Hpdiokov aipodot kol vevpolg avokpePacavTeg Omo
TG YEPOG £KATEPOV AmfTovy TOoV Aprokpdv Kol Ioidmpov. “Nicomedes was looking for Harpocras and he
could not find him. And Isidore the philosopher sent a letter to Harpocras indicating his persecutors as he
heard this. The messenger was captured and revealed the identity of the man who had sent him. Then they
arrested Horapollo and Heraiscus and, suspending them by their tied hands, demanded information about
Isidore and Harpocras.” The subsequent fragment (117C) continues the story: katateivag et éunpicavteg kal
KOTATEWVOUEV® TOTG OTPEPANLG VTEP TOD KATEWELV TOVG CLUVEYVOKOTAS. 01 8¢ Eumpicavteg ToLG 00OVTOC TOD
£1E01 T® TUPAVVE YEYOVOGL KPEITTOVG

430 PH, 120.

41VS 17, and (L. Robert, Hellenica IV (1948), p. 115-126) and (C. Roueché, Aphrodisias in late antiquity,
85-93. Cf. Appendix II, p. 348-9.)
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In the Philosophical History, Asclepiodotus is presented as a sharp-minded and
erudite (moAvpofng) representative of Hellenism, a man with many abilities and endless

scientific and artistic curiosity:

0010 £k Taidmv VOVC dUoAoyEiTo dEVTATOC Kai
nolpodécToTog eivarl TOV NMKIOTHY, HoTe Kol
TOALTPAYUOVAY 0VOEV EMAVETO TEPL EKAGTOV TMV
TOPUTITTOVTOV, OV § T8 {1} @VoI1g dmepydleTon
Bovpociov kol téyxvn  ékdotn  mopEyeTol
OMNUOVPYNUATOV.

He was considered since childhood to be the
smartest and most erudite of all his
contemporaries, as he never stopped being busy
with whatever came across his path, whether it
was a wonder of nature or some craft made with
human art.

In the world of Late Platonism, those qualities are not necessarily an encomium by the part
of Damascius, since many Platonists had a disdain for moAvnafia**? and in some other
fragments the futile and learned Asclepiodotus is compared negatively to Isidore and the
mystic Sarapio, men who only cared about “two or three books”*®, The divinely
possessed wandering man was far higher in the spiritual ladder than the ‘“humanist”
erudite with all his vanities and technicalities, as I already commented in the ‘conversion’
of Dorus perpetrated by Isidore***. Be that as it may, Asclepiodotus was nonetheless a
respected member of the pagan community and, despite his inferiority to Isidore or

432 E g. In the Vita Procli (38), Marinus says that Proclus desired to burn all books other than the Timaeus of
Plato and the Chaldean Oracles. Commenting upon that passage, Fowden comments the following: “Proklos
once observed that 'If | had the power, | would allow of all the ancient books only the (Chaldaean) Oracles
and the Timaeus to circulate, but all the other books | would conceal from the present generation, because
those who read them carelessly or without attention can only be harmed'. These words are close in spirit to
lamblichos, whose distinctive contribution to the evolution of Neoplatonism was the attempt to mould
together into a coherent whole the philosophy of Plotinos and Porphyry and the theurgical doctrines of the
Oracula Chaldaica. Theurgy taught how, through sacramental actions and the use of 'the ineffable words by
which a mortal charm the heart of the immortals', the initiate might purify his soul and be raised up to union
with the gods. The resulting state of divine possession (évbovciacdc), the culmination of the theurgic
process, was among the most distinctive characteristics of the pagan holy man. Carried away by divine
madness, and filled with supernatural power (d0vapic), he was able not merely to bring about the separation
of his soul from his body (Exctacic), but to make a positive advance into the divine realm (évoyoyn koi
petdotactg).” Cf. (1982, p. 37.)

433 PH, 35Aand 111.

434 Eunapius (PS, 6.9.2) also make pejorative comparisons between scholarly erudites and “god-filled”
theurgists when he comments that the teachings of Aedesius of Pergamon, a disciple of lamblichus, were
mere “precise learning” (év Adyo1g dxpifeiln) in comparison with the mystically infused évBovoiacpog of the
theurgist Sosipatra.
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Sarapio®®, an initiate of the Neoplatonist community and someone that had spiritual

capabilities still far above any common pagan, let alone the despised Christians due to his

436 438

abilities as an iatrosophist or physician*®, alchemist**”, mathematician**® and musician**®.
In the narrative of Damascius, that is far more complicated than the one of Zachariah due
to its extreme fragmentary state*, the story of the barren wife is briefly alluded.

The only information that we can gather about Damiane’s — Asclepiodotus’ wife
and heir of Asclepiodotus the elder — miraculous conception in the Philosophical History
comes from very short passages in the fragments 95B, C and D. The story of the birth of
the blessed son of Asclepiodotus cannot be linked to another story, one about a divine
tragedy in the temple of Isis, without recurring to Zachariah’s account of the revelation of a
supposed fraud of the pagan philosophers by the enatonian monk Stephen in the Life of
Severus. After arriving in Alexandria, Paralius searched for his brother Athanasius, then

living as a monk alongside Stephen in the Enaton:*4

Eventually overcome by nature, he was longing
to see, at last, his brother Athanasius, and when
he came to the monastery of Salomon, he fell an
easy prey to the holy couple, Stephen and
Athanasius, who, being faced with his numerous
pagan arguments and problems, easily solved
them through the power of the divine spirit. For

435 Asclepiodotus is somewhat negatively compared to Isidore and Marinus in the fragment 103B, where it is
said that both Isidore and Marinus were “‘true philosophers” and in contrast to the flamboyant Asclepiodotus
could not use marriage as a mean of social alpinism.

43 pH, 85D.

437 PH, 80.

438 8BA.

439 858, C.

440 p_ Chuvin (1990, p. 111) observes that immediate identification between some of the events in the work of
Zachariah and that of Damascius are complicated to sustain, but the story of the barren wife seems to be
referenced in both works, the same for the Christian profanation (from the pagan point of view) or the
revelation of the pagan charlatanism (Christian point of view) in the temple of Isis. Chuvin also notes that the
points of comparison between both works can be difficult when accounting for a general history of the
persecution against pagans in Alexandrian in the second half of the 5™ century: “The group of intellectuals
mentioned by Zacharias — specifically Horapollo, Asclepiodotus, Heraiscus, Ammonius, and Isidorus —
reappears in the Life of Isidorus by Damascius. It is tempting to assume that the scuffles with the police
mentioned in the fragments of the work that have been preserved are related to the same period. Tempting,
but not certain, since according to those fragments, the police investigated a group around Ammonius, not
Horapollo, and some of the figures are different. On the pagan side, the professor of Greek, Harpocras, and
on the Christian side, the police officer, Nicomedes, are not mentioned in the Life of Severus. Furthermore, in
this account, Horapollo and his uncle Heraiscus were arrested and whipped, but did not reveal the
whereabouts of Harpocras and Ammonius. The two episodes cannot be fused, and circumstances in the one
related by Damascius are more difficult for us to grasp than in the other, because of the fragmentation of
Damascius' work. Ammonius, who appears in Damascius as the prime target of the authorities, is accused by
the philosopher of having reached an agreement with the bishop in order to continue teaching.”

441Vs, 15-16.
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Stephen was very learned and well qualified in
the divine doctrines as well as in general
knowledge; |16| and being familiar with many
writings of the Doctors of the Church that stand
up against the pagans, he received God’s grace to
refute them [the pagans] completely when
discussing with them. In his zealous fear of God,
he was like the great Elia. Refuting the pagans’
sophistic arguments against the Christians he
argued against their absurdities, and the
disgraceful consecrations of pagan gods, and the
false oracles of polytheism with their obscure and
distorted answers, their ignorance of the future
and other errors of these demons. And he
[Stephen] persuaded him [Paralius] to forward
doubts like these to the companions of
Horapollon, Heraiskos, Asclepiodotus,
Ammonius, Isidore and the other philosophers
who were with them, and make a fair judgment of
what was being said from both sides. After
several days of such discussions, Paralius found
paganism weak and without foundation.

Stephen, the Christian monk, acts throughout the story as someone that has a more
pragmatic and ‘“‘rational” explanation of the stories that the pagans claim to be miraculous.
The contrast between the truth teller Stephen and the pagan charlatans is fundamental to
Zachariah’s narrative.

“Refuting the pagans’ sophistic arguments against the Christians [...] and the false
oracles of polytheism with their obscure and distorted answers, their ignorance of the
future and other errors of these demons™, Stephen is the late antique equivalent of the
modern skeptic, showing reservations to all the miracles and supernatural events of the
pagans. Stephen stands in contrast to Isidore, Heraiscus, Asclepiades and Asclepiodotus®#2.
Soon after describing the arrival of Paralius, Zachariah introduces Asclepiodotus*®:

Asclepiodotus the Alexandrian, by exercising
sorcery and magic, and making |17| invocations
of demons, had taken the opportunity to become
admired by the pagans through philosophy. He
urged his namesake—who at this time was
glorified with the honours and dignities given to

42 As noted by Ambjorn: “Paralius acts as a mediator between the pagan philosophers and Stephen. Here, it
is Stephen who plays the part of the rational thinker, arguing on the basis of physiological facts, whereas the
pagans are depicted as irrational miracle-seekers.”” Cf. (2008, p. 14, n. 10).

43 Vs, 16-17.
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him by the emperor, and was a prominent
member of the senate of Aphrodisias—to give
him [the Alexandrian] his daughter as wife. But
when he had spent a long time in Caria with this
woman, and wished to become a father, his wish
was not fulfilled, since God brought punishment
upon him — the lack of children and the
barrenness of his wife — as a result of his
committing evil acts of magic.

The marriage of the Alexandrian Asclepiodotus with Damiane, the daughter of the
Aphrodisian Asclepiodotus, was barren due to the impiety and sorcery practiced by the
Alexandrian man. As noted above, Damascius described Asclepiodotus as a practitioner of
many disciplines that in our modern standards could be classified as “occult”, like
alchemy and he was also a specialist in herbs, stones and other substances. Some of those
practices could be related to the rites of theurgy or hieratic arts and also to affiliate private
practical disciplines, like the ones of the famous Mithras Liturgy***. Since Zachariah’s
Greek original has been lost, it is not possible to speculate about which words he might
have used in reference to Asclepiodotus’ practices, and I cannot say much about the Syriac
text because | do not have knowledge that language.

For the axiological neutral text of Damascius*®, most of those evil acts of magic
practiced by Asclepiodotus were simply part of the typical paideia of the learned pagan
Neoplatonist*®, but the extent to which the rites of Asclepiodotus overlapped with what is
called in the Philosophical History as iepatikn is hard to discuss. According to Damascius,
the polymath Asclepiodotus was highly deficient in ‘“‘higher Orphic and Chaldean

99447,

knowledge

v 8¢ 6 AokAmiddotog ovy OAOKANPOG TRV
gvpviav, ®g 101l mAeiotolg £€doke TOV AvOpOTWV,

444 Hanegraaff (2022) discusses the phases of the PGM V. 475-829 ritual and their relation with psychoactive
substances in pages 36-42. For Hanegraaff, the rituals of the Mithras Liturgy have overlap with the ecstatic
practices of the Chaldean Oracles and Georg Luck also considers that the rituals of theurgy and other
affiliated pagan practices of the Neoplatonists involved the use of substances that in the modern world we
would call “drugs”:

445 Neutral regarding the pagan sciences and types of knowledge, not neutral towards the events, of course.

46 As noted above, Asclepiodotus had abilities in music, geometry, alchemy and medicine, all of those
practices have “occult” (in a modern post-Christian sense) or mystical resonances among the Neoplatonists.
In his commentaries on the Phaedo and the Parmenides, Damascius discusses the mystical properties of
geometric forms and rituals related with mathematics and alchemy.

447 PH, 85A.
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AL dmopeiv p&v 0&vtatog, cuveival 0¢ ov Adav
ayyivovg ovde adTog £0vTd OLo10G, GAAMC TE Kol
0 Oedtepa 1OV mpoyudtov, dco Aeovi Kod
vonta kol ti¢ [TAdtovog é€aipeta dravoiag. mpog
0¢ mv Opownyv te kol XoAdaiknv {tnv}
VYNAOTEPOY  Goeilay, <TNV> Kol TOV KOOV
Quocopiag vodv vmepaipovoayv, &tt UAAAOV
€\elneto. mpoOg 0 QuoloAoyiav TOV kah' Eavtov
TAVTOV TV EPPOUEVESTATOS MGAVTMG Kod &V TOig
padnuacty, ae' Gv kol émi To dAA0 TO péya Thg
@OoEMC AnMMnVEYKaTo KAE0G. &V TOig Ttepl NOGY O
Kol ApeT®V del TL Kavovpyelv Emeyeipel, Kol Tpog
T0 KOAT® Kol TO QOIWVOUEVE GUOTEAAEWV TNV
Bewpiav, oVoey pev (g &nog eimelv) TV dpyaiov
VONUATOV AITOIKOVOLOVEVOS, TAVTA O& GLVOODY
Kol  katdyov €lg tVoe TNV @Oow TNV
TEPIKOGULOV.

Asclepiodotus’ disposition was not perfect, as
many people thought. He was very sharp in
raising questions, but not very synthetic in his
understanding. His intelligence was not synthetic,
especially in terms of divine matters and the
invisible and intelligible essence of Plato’s
sublime thought. On the higher Orphic and
Chaldean knowledge [coia], that transcends the
purpose of common philosophy, he was even
more deficient. In the natural sciences he was,
however, more learned than all. He was also great
in mathematics and earned a reputation of glory
in that field. In the field of ethics, he always
attempted to innovate and to limit his research to
the visible and manifested world without getting
rid of any of the doctrines of the Ancients [t®v
apyoiov vonudtwv], but packing everything
together and bringing it down to the level of the
pericosmos.

Now this passage is of extreme importance not only for the development of Paralius’ story
but also to open an excursus on the levels of possibility of ascent among the pagan

initiates**, Despite all of his talents and knowledge, Asclepiodotus had a lower

448 O’Meara discusses, in his chart on the scale of virtues in the Philosophical History, how only some few
philosophers were really endowed with “theurgic virtue”, the highest of them all. Cf. (2004, p. 86): “It is
difficult to find, in the fragments remaining from Damascius' Life of Isidore, clear examples of individuals
reaching the highest level in the scale of virtues, 'theurgic' virtue. We should assume that this was at least as
rare as was success in reaching' theoretical' virtue. Perhaps we can also assume that Damascius' hero, Isidore,
and his equal, Sarapio, went this far. Perhaps another instance is that of the priest Heraiscus, who had uneven
natural talents (76D [F182]), ethical and political virtue (76C [F173]), but was also particularly close to the
gods, so much so that (76E [EI07]): “They say that even Proclus recognized Heraiscus as being superior to
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understanding than someone like Isidore. The last sentence, where Damascius says that he
synthesized or compressed (cuvwBém) everything in the pericosmic level, shows not only a
difference between the supposed rituals and invocations practiced by Asclepiodotus and the
true traditions of the Chaldean Oracles**°, but also the differences of appreciation between
the Christian and Neoplatonic exegetes.

What seemed like evil magic for the Christian observer was merely part of the
sciences involved with traditional pagan learning and in the highest form of pagan
initiatory practices Asclepiodotus was highly deficient.**® That is not to say that
Asclepiodotus could not produce miracles, because he likely could, but there has to be
some difference between the miracles that he was able to perform and the higher theurgic

or mystical state of existence*!:

Evépnoav pev eig 10 peibpov t0d Madvopov
dwvnéacBor  motapod  avtdég te kol O
AcKINmOS0TOC O TAAOL YEYOVAS TOUSUY®YOC
avTod" 0 8¢ oPag &v puécaig Toig dlvarg dmorafav,
0 Maiavdpog, vmoPpvyiovg Emoiel, £€wg O
Aockinmbddotog  émi  pikpov  avadvg,  Ooov
BedcacOar TOv fiAov, “amobvncropev” £pn Kol Tt
wpocheival Kol AmdppnTov Novvnom. téte O
€€aipvng, am' ovdedg eavepdg mpoundeiag, €mi
g dxOnc Ekevto Tod motopod Muovijtes sita
GVOKTNOALEVOL TAG YLYOG Avex®pNoay €5 adTdv
TV ye T0D @dov pevpdTev. oVTwg EvOeov
gktNoato dVvapUy 0 AckANmddotog, kol TodTo
HETO TOD GAONOTOG ETL GIV.

Going into direction of the river Maeander, he*>?
and his older teacher Asclepiodotus tried to swim

himself, for Heraiscus knew all that Proclus knew, whereas the reverse was not the case.” This was very high
praise indeed from Proclus, a philosopher who, according to Marinus, had reached the summit of the scale of
virtues. It is possible that the lost parts of Damascius' work might have mentioned other examples of such
perfection, but it is likely that these would have been small in number as compared to the many instances of
people exemplifying 'natural’, 'ethical’ and 'political’ virtues.”

49 It might not mean that Asclepiodotus was not a practitioner of Chaldean theurgy, just that he was
incompetent or did not went very high in the scale of ascesis. It is known that theurgy involved long periods
of silence (Or. Ch. 132), abstinence from food, sleep and the practice of praying for long periods of time.
Asclepiodotus, a rather flamboyant person, probably did not had the discipline to follow the rituals to the
most elevated spheres.

450 Chuvin notes (1990, p. 104): “This universal initiate, schooled in Orphic as well as Chaldaean doctrines,
teaches us a great deal about the beliefs and rituals of late paganism. His conduct as a "man of god" was quite
unusual, however, and his influence was limited to a very narrow circle.”

41PH, 81.

42 1t is not clear in the fragment who are the persons involved, they might be Isidore and the younger
Asclepiodotus (that was still older than Isidore) or the two Asclepiodoti, with the younger one being the
responsible to perform the miraculous salvation from death.
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in the river. But the Maeander seized them and
submerged them in its flows, until Asclepiodotus
came up to the surface for a small moment, just
long enough to look with marvel to the sun
[Bedoacbar] and scream “We are dying”, being
able also to impose a secret word [amoppntoc®?]
on the sun. Then, out of a sudden, without any
apparent assistance, they were lying on the bank
of the river half-dead. Soon enough their souls
returned to them from the streams of the Hades.
This was the divine [EvOeoc] power [dvvouig]
possessed by Asclepiodotus, even when still
existing as an earthly body.

Assuming that the passage refers to Asclepiodotus the younger, it seems that he was also a
theurgist beyond being a “theoretical” philosopher, so the level of his deficiency as seem
by Damascius was not bound to any consideration on the so-called dichotomy between
“philosophers and hieratics™, but possible due to his overemphasis in an alchemical or
material [pericosmic] explanation for the uses of iepatucry itself*>, rather than in in futile
discussions over rational philosophy against ritualized ‘““irrational’ practices.

As seen by the text of Zachariah, the barrenness of Damiane was due to

Asclepiodotus’ impious invocations of demons. Zachariah proceeds in the story*®:

Since his father-in-law was grieving his
daughter’s lack of children, this philosopher made
up a divination — or rather, was deceived by the
demon, the one that represented Isis, who
promised him the seed of children if he brought
his wife to her temple which, since long ago, was

453 Athanassiadi translates dmoppntog as ““secret spell” given the context in which Asclepiodotus seems to be
forcing the sun through manipulation of nature and that might sound like magic for our contemporary
sensibilities. However, such marvelous feats are common in Neoplatonic literature, like when Proclus saved
Athens from a drought bringing rain through his manipulation of Chaldean rituals (VP, 28). Asclepiodotus’
uttering of an esoteric word probably activated a coufora/cuvOnuoaze and through his theurgic ability he was
able to manipulate the correspondences in the universe and save himself and his companion. That is another
indication of why the worldview of pagans and Christians was strikingly different: the pagans believed that
the fundamental laws of correspondence in the pericosmic level were attached to their religious beliefs, while
Christians usually regarded such laws as abominations and manipulation of demons. This is, again, another
idea that penetrated the Neoplatonic philosophy through the Chaldean Oracles and lamblichus’
interpretations. Cf. (Fowden, 1993, p. 116-128); (Struck, 2004, p. 211-212); (Shaw, 2014, p. 162-169.)

454 Based on the description of Damascius here, it seems that Zachariah and the Christians were also not too
far from the truth in their description of Asclepiodotus as a “magician”, both his alchemical practices and
theurgic invocations seem to be bounded for with concerns from the practical life, rather than as anagogic
elevations of the soul back to the primeval Source. In the last chapter, Asclepiodotus will appear again in the
discussion about the fragment 87.

45 Vs, 17-19.
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in Menouthis, a town 14 miles from Alexandria,
close to the one called Canopus. And so he
persuaded his father-in-law to let him take his
wife and bring her to this place. Having promised
to return to him with his wife and the child she
was going to get, Asclepiodotus, having deceived
his namesake [the father-in law], went to
Alexandria. |18 Though he spent some time in
Menouthis, and offered many sacrifices to the
demons, this proved of little use to him, since the
barrenness persisted even there, at her [Isis’] site.
Then, when he thought he saw, in a dream, that
Isis was sleeping with him, those who interpreted
dreams there and served the demon that
represented Isis, told him that he should mate
with her statue, and, afterwards, be together with
his wife. This way he would get a son. When this
‘philosopher’ had been persuaded to [commit]
such an error—which the priest, who had given
the advice in the first place, eventually admitted
— he had intercourse with the rock that had the
shape of Isis, and afterwards with his wife. But
she remained barren. Finally, the priest advised
him to go, alone with his wife, to the town Astu
and stay there for some time, and adopt the child
that had recently been born by the priestess, [who
was] a member of his family. For this, he [the
priest] foolishly claimed, was what the gods and
the Fates wanted him to do. Having been
persuaded to follow this advice, he went with his
wife — unescorted — to the child’s mother, and,
after giving her money, took her child. Then, after
a while, he returned to Alexandria, boasting about
the barren woman having given birth after such a
long time. And those who were seized with pagan
madness made a great fuss about this swindle,
|19| as if it were true, and praised Isis, and
Menouthis, her town — where some benefactor
has covered the temple of Isis with sand, so that
not even a trace of it can be spotted.

As the text of Zachariah makes clear, Asclepiodotus was clearly a charlatan from the

Christian point of view. This contrasts heavily with the text of Damascius, where
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Asclepiodotus is described almost as what would be called “natural philosopher” in
subsequent centuries*®.
Not only Asclepiodotus was a charlatan, but the whole ensemble of already

457 and ritual activities was based on wrongdoing and

“covered” pagan religious, scientific
the priests and priestesses of Isis were implied in the cult of evil demons and religious
fraud. There is nothing that can be saved in those practices. The allusion of Asclepiodotus
fornication with the statue of Isis can be a possible reference to theurgy, as is known that
the practice involved the animation of statues*®. The problem at hand here concerns both
the history of religion and the history of science®® and can be seen as a paradigmatic shift
in the literary and epistemic history in the passage from the ancient world to the Byzantine
period. The story of the barren wife also reached our own world very briefly from the
remaining fragments of the Philosophical History and is surprising, at least to my limited
knowledge, that no historian, philologist or epistemologist up to that point has analyzed

comparatively both narratives.

456 Up until the 18™ century the practitioners of the modern natural sciences in Europe were called natural
philosophers and many of them were strongly interested in alchemy, occultism, the doctrine of
correspondences and other types of knowledge that started to be “rejected” at the aftermath of the
Enlightenment and the 19" century. The case of the physicist Isaac Newton, the creator of classical
mechanics and calculus, is emblematic. Newton was called by John Maynard Keynes as “the last of the
magicians”. For a discussion of the presence of occult and esoteric types of knowledge in the scientific
milieus of modernity, see (Josephson-Storm, 2017, p. 41-62) and for the “‘rejection” of esotericism among
the moderns, see (Hanegraaff, 2013, p. 45-68). The perspectives of Josephson-Storm and Hanegraaff are
more complementary than it seems at first glance, with the former emphasizing how the supposedly absence
of esoteric and religious elements in the founders of modern thought has been a historiographical construct
while the latter discusses how a certain historiography constructed a history of modern rationality in
opposition to the esoteric elements of the Renaissance that were still somewhat in vogue up until the 18"
century.

457 Again, | must stress that my approach is not an attempt to find who was “right” or wrong in the debate
over theological and epistemic matters between pagans and Christians. The task here, as should be stressed
again and again, is of the confrontation of two epistemic and imagetical universes and how the experience of
the “defeated” side was felt like a collapse and led to the sensibilities of mysticism and mystical union. My
argument is historical, but from a phenomenological or psychological point of view mysticism can be defined
as the “escape from history”.

458 Cf. (lles-Johnston, 2018, p. 713-716); (Uzdavinys, 2014, p. 143-203.)

49 The “Foucaultian™ perspective adopted here is not dissimilar to the intuitions of Paul Feyerabend, Leo
Frobenius or Oswald Spengler, i.e. the idea that scientific truth — in the sense of the coordinate body of
discourses of what is true about reality or the theory of knowledge — depends of many historical and
anthropological matters, rather than being abstract truths floating in an intangible realm beyond history.
Different epistemic formations imprint different possibilities of possibility of knowledge. Paul Feyerabend
(1975) argued that in the debate between the Catholics and the emerging scientific method in the 17" century
it is not possible to define an objective and neutral method of ascribing who was wrong or right. As it turns
out, in my perspective, among the myriad of possibilities of knowledge entailed by the infinitely possible
cultural systems, mystical experience might be the closest thing to an unmediated experience of Truth and
transcendence of subject-object distinction, mysticism might be the mark 0 of history, or rather the beyond
history, the point in which the historical experience collapses as Union. | believe that such a reading of
Damascius’ aporesis is possible if mysticism is understood as a category of experience attached to the
historical unfolding of man.
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In the fragments 9C and D, that seem to be variations of the same Damascius’
passage in Photius*®, we are told that Damiane did get pregnant due to divine interference:
“And taking with him his wife that was about to give birth” (4nitexo ovcav THV YOUETHV
ovveniiyev) and “being compassionate for the first hopes of marriage, the god gave a sign
[oopPolov] of the birth that was to happen and the husband saw that the wife was
pregnant” (katelencog tod yauov Ta¢ TpdTOS EATidG O Oe0g £6idov cvuPolov Tig
goopévne yoviic' kol TV yopetiv Aoumodv Edpa énitexo ovoav O avip). For Damascius, the
wife of Asclepiodotus really gave birth due to miraculous divine activity and the use of the
word cbppolrov here is not a coincidence, since in the Neoplatonic world the coppoirov is
related to the andppnroc. In the Chaldean Oracles, the fire-like paternal Intellect diffused
cvpBora and cuvOnuara’®? through the created cosmos and according to the Neoplatonists
those symbols or tokens could be used in mysterious or esoteric ways (amoéppnroc)*®? to
instigate miraculous events in the pericosmic world through the knowledge of the science
of correspondences.

This is a worldview that entails in itself a blend of poetics, philosophy and science.
One can even wonder if the literary topos of the arcane mage with a long beard, a
laboratory and books full of manipulation of mystic symbols is not based on images of the
Neoplatonists and other ideologically affiliated groups in Late Antiquity*®3. In the text of
our author, the practices of Asclepiodotus are well inside a limit of anthropological
possibilities of his given culture, even though he is kind of deficient in the higher practices.
For the Christian Zachariah, however, all of this epistemic and mythical cultural baggage
of the pagans is prone to error and falsity, with the pagan “magic’ being at the same time

demonic and false, ineffective.

460 Cf, @ 137 and @ 269 of Zintzen’s VI edition.

4! The two words are usually used with interchangeable meanings in most Neoplatonic philosophers. Cf.
Proclus, In. Crat. 20.31-21.2. The fundamental idea is that the transcendent Father of the Universe sowed or
sprinkled [Eomepev] hidden or secret symbols [dopacta copBora] all over the universe [katda kéopov].

42 That is one of the most common words in the lexicon of Damascius, with words of the same family
appearing over 100 times in his works in reference both to the mystery and transcendence of the Ineffable
principle and to esoteric aspects of the religious cult. For the former use, see De. Princ. I. 17. 27 (006¢ mdg
0eo¢ anodppntog mpotepov 1§ v) and for the latter, in the Philosophical History itself the word appears in the
fragment 87C, where we are told about known and unknown (mysterious) aspects of divine practice
[6pnoxeia]: tiic mepi T Ocio Srarpifovong Opnokeiag, don te pnTn Kol dorn ddppnToC.

463 As seen in the first chapter, the connections between the intellectual worlds of Neoplatonic late Greek
spirituality and post-Medieval Western thought passed through the streams of the Islamic or Islamicate world.
Many ideas of mathematics, magic, alchemy and natural philosophy also passed from the Greeks to the world
of Islam and to the so-called West through the influence of late pagan philosophers like Damascius and
Simplicius, men that were possibly responsible for preserving such traditions at Harran.
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The monk Stephen acts as a rationalizer of pagan miraculous narratives and,
according to Zachariah, unmasks the charlatanism of Asclepiodotus*®*:

Believing that this false story [i.e. Damiane’s
conception] was true, Paralius announced what
had happened to his brother [Athanasius] and his
companions as something great, saying that it was
more powerful than any rational argument. He
boasted about it as if it were a manifest pagan
miracle. When the divine Stephen heard this
nonsense, he said to Paralius: “If the barren
woman has given birth, dear friend, she also
produces milk, and they should make sure about
this through a woman who is trustworthy and
decent, and known to be of an Alexandrian
family. She can observe the sign of the milk and
confirm the miracle, so that no one will think that
the daughter of a prominent person in Caria, and
the wife of a philosopher, has been outraged [by
the observer].” Since this seemed to be a good
idea, Paralius forwarded the suggestion (protasis)
of the monks to the pagan philosophers. They,
however, fearing that the fraud would be refuted,
said to Paralius: “You are attempting the
impossible! How can you expect any honest
person to consent |20| to any such thing? [...]

Indeed, after hearing the explanation of Stephen, Paralius went to Menouthis, where there
was a secret temple of Isis, and he had a revelation of the goddess, or the demon that
appeared disguised as Isis, telling him to pay attention to another student of Horapollo’s
school and that the student was an evil magician.

As the story unfolds, Paralius start to doubt the explanations of the pagan oracle
after his questions about who was the magician remained unanswered, accepted the words
of the enatonian monks, prepared a conundrum for the pagan philosophers*®® and started to

pray in the Christian way*%¢:

464 VS, 18-20.

465 «Thus he insulted the companions of Horapollon: Asclepiodotus, Heraiskos, Ammonios and Isidore —
who eventually became known as an overt magician and troublemaker — and the other pagans with what had
taken place in Menouthis: all the excesses and the fornication of the priestess of Isis, and how she was
offering this to |23| anyone who wanted, just like a prostitute who is available to everyone.”

468 VS, 21-22.
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And from now on he prayed in the manner they
had advised him: “Creator of all [etc.],” adding
what the great |22| Stephen used to say: “Show
me your truth, and do not ever again let me be
deceived by the demon, this lover of warfare who
arms people against each other and provokes
them into quarrel, nor by the rest of the evil
demons that resemble him.” For they had advised
him to pray to the “Creator of all,” since they
immediately wanted to draw him away from
invocation of pagan gods and demons — of
Kronos, | say, and Zeus and Isis and names like
these — and, little by little, discipline him to the
true doctrines, and to knowing no other creator of
all but our lord Jesus Christ, through whom the
father made the world, the archai and the
dominions. As it is written: “For everything was
through him, the divine speaker says, and without
him was nothing.”

A notable thing in this passage is the emphasis on the “Creator of all”’. More than just an
apposition between the Christian God and the pagan idols, the passage stresses the
importance for Christians of the doctrine of Creation, in opposition of the pagan idea of the
eternity of the world*®’.

In the note 465 above, there is a reference to events happened at Menouthis, where
there was a temple of Isis. This event is important because it haunts the Philosophical
History as a specter and represents a trauma for pagans and a victory for Christians.
Damascius talks about such event as a destruction of the esoteric side of philosophy (ta tfic
pocopiog amoppnta)?®®: “By this time, the mysteries of philosophy were turned into
objects of comedy and great laughter by some of those people whose ears are shattered and
perception destroyed” (f0n yap &vioig TV T8 AT KaTeNyOTOV Kai dpo Sedappévav Tog
davoiag gig kKopdiav ETpdnn Kol yéAmta Toddv Ta Thg PrAocopiog drnoppnta). The event
described here is the destruction of a secret temple of Isis at Menouthis and the public
humiliation of the statues of the gods, in that place the remaining pagans deposited their

hopes and religious expectations. It is important to note in the passage the intrinsic relation

467 John Philoponus, a Christian philosopher and theologian, wrote treatises against Proclus and Aristotle
refuting the pagan idea of the eternity of the world. Zachariah himself wrote a dialogue called ‘“Ammonius”
in which the arguments of Ammonius Hermiae, the teacher of Philoponus, Zachariah and Damascius, are
analyzed and refuted: “On the whole, the authors of these treatises criticized the idea of co-eternity of the
world to God, which was characteristic of the Neoplatonic philosophy.” Cf. (Varlamova, 2017, p. 385).
Damascius scorned Ammonius for his compromise with Christianity

468 pH, 58A.
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between philosophy and pagan cult. The destruction is also alluded in in the fragments
53A, B, C and D and is extensively narrated by Zachariah.

The 4 fragments selected by Athanassiadi as part of her main fragment 53 are
obviously related and also appear as a sequence in Photius and Zintzen*%®. They are
significant passages in terms of my argument in this text — i.e. that the “epistemic”
cosmological world of the pagans was shattered in the conflict with the Christian
“ontological” views. In 53A, Damascius talks about the astrological cycle of Sothis and its

relation with the myths of Isis and Orion:

mv 0w Alydmtior v low  glvan
fsoroyobowv*’?, ol 8¢ “EMnveg sic tov Zeipov
avayovost todTo TO AOTPOV, KOl OC KOHVO TOV
Yeipov, omadov  tod  Qpiwvog  dvta
KLV YETOOVTOG, 0UT® O10lmypapodot, HdALlov O
EVIETUTTOUEVOV T® 0VPAVEH OEIKVOOVOTL.

The Egyptians ‘‘theologize” [Bgoloyodowv] on
Isis as Sothis, while the Greeks attribute this star
to  Sirius, thus the dog of Orion, who
accompanies him in his hunting, or rather they
show him carved in the sky in this form.

It is not my purpose to enter into the details on the between ancient myth and astrology
here*’?, but the opening of the section with the correspondence between a cosmological-
mythological fact is symptomatic to the fact that, for the pagans, a whole universe was

collapsing*’2.

¥ 70,071, ®72, D 73.

470 The verb Ogoloyém according to the LSJ, means a discourse on the gods and cosmology, what is fitting an
appropriate for the section.

471 For an interpretation of the myths of Isis and the mythical Dog and their relation with astrology, see the
discussion of (Merkelbach, 2001, p. 102-111). Sothis is “‘the brightest star of the constellation Canis Maior,
which appears next to Orion” (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 151, n. 125). The myth of Isis-Sothis is related to the
cycles of the Nile and the inundation of the river in the heliac rise of the star after its occultation for seventy
days. The inundation of the Nile marks the rebirth of Osiris and the recreation of cosmogony. Thus, the myth
is related to fundamental aspects of Egyptian symbolism and is appropriated by Damascius to represent his
Chaldean influenced cosmic theology in the Proemium of the Philosophical History.

472 The correspondence between the Egyptian and Greek myth in astrological terms also need to be
emphasized. According to the Egyptologist and cultural theorist Jan Assmann, all the “polytheistic”
theologies had a common semantics of understanding in which the different cults and gods could be
accommodated and translated. In opposition, monotheism emerges as a ““‘in the first place as a negative or
counterreligion, defining what god is not and how god should not be worshiped. Revolutionary monotheism
is based on the distinction between true and false, between one true god and the rest of forbidden, false, or
nonexistent gods. The introduction of this distinction into the realm of religion constitutes a radical break.
Polytheistic or “primary” religions generally are not concerned with questions of what to believe, but how to
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The situation becomes clearer when looking at the subsequent passages*’>:

Tveg 0¢ Elabov 10 1épopo  KoTAEAVTEG Kod
oweOeipavteg, Kol  AMOPOVUEVOL  TEAECTIKNG
Bonbelag ot émydplor avOpomivy omovdi] kol
TéYVN TOV Apéva LOALG €0vtoig mepto®lovcty ol
Atyomtiot.

Some people stealthily destroyed and shattered
the sacred object [the statue], and abandoned of
initiatic assistance the local Egyptian population
succeded only with difficulty in preserving a
refuge using human effort and skill.

The abandonment of the initiatory rites (tedeotikfic*’?) is a tragic event, we are witnessing
a Gotterdammerung. The passage from 53D finishes the cycle: “as they dug emerged and
was disclosed the pediment of a very ancient temple” (0pvttéviov 6& dvakvmTel Kol
gkpaiveral Tolottdrov vem détmpa). The story is also told in Zachariah, after Paralius
supposedly discovered the fraud of Asclepiodotus and the priest of Isis. According to
Zachariah, after discovering the fraud and confronting the pagans, Paralius was beaten by
them*™.

Then, they contacted Peter Mongus, the Bishop of Alexandria, described by
Damascius as a “reckless and worthless man” (évip itapdg dv kol mepurévnpog )48, and
prepared a revenge against the pagans, contacting the prefect of Alexandria and accusing

the pagans of practicing magic and sacrifices*’”:

As soon as the great Stephen was informed about
this, he called us to him, to Enaton, the monastery
of Salomon, and asked Paralius if he could show
the pagan idols that were hidden in Menouthis.
He said that he would show them, and hand over

act. Not the truth of the beliefs but the correctness of the ritual performances and recitations is what matters:
orthopraxy instead of orthodoxy. No primary religion is concerned with the danger of worshiping “false”
gods; their concern is, rather, not to neglect any gods requiring worship.” Cf. (2004, p. 28).

473 53B. That passage of the text is corrupt and looking at the note of Athanassiadi (1999a, p. 151, n.126)
might be enlightening.

474 In terms of the philosophy of Damascius, the initiatory rites may be engulfed by the larger semantic field
of igpatikn, in which the rites of all pagan cults are subsumed under Chaldean theurgy as a kind of ““first
theology”. Cf. 4A: Thv 8¢ igpatiknv, 1 éot1 Oedv Bepancia.

415 VS, 23-25.

476 PH, 1131: 6 8¢ T®V kpaToVVTOV THG TOAMTEINC TyEUOVY THY d6Eav Emioronely eidnymce, Svopa ITéTpoc, dviip
iTopog MV Kol TEPUTdVNPOG.

4TS, 27.



129

the altar, and confirm the sacrifices that they had
dared to make.

With the help of the monks called Tabennesiotes, Paralius and the other Christians reached
the temple of Isis at Menouthis and started to destroy everything*'8, putting apart statues,
demolishing the walls and probably sacking the offerings. It is a scene not much different
from the contemporary acts, transmitted all over the world, of the so-called Islamic state of
Irag and Syria (ISIS) and from an anthropological standpoint can be seen as a justified act
by the Christians, a reinforcing of Christian necessity for orthodoxy in contrast to pagan
emphasis in orthopraxy. The conflict of visions is related to the Christian emphasis on the
Incarnation*’® and transfiguration of history, thus leading to a focus in paradigmatic acts
manifested through historical-temporal actions and Redemption as the main cosmo-
historical horizon, while the pagans believed in the transcendence of history by the
symbols and many degrees of cosmic ascent beyond the realm of historical existence in
innumerable cycles. The pagan ‘‘terror of history” was somehow substituted by the
Christian historiolatry*e,

The events at Menouthis, unleashed by the rivalry or envy of Paralius towards

Asclepiodotus, were probably felt like a trauma by the Alexandrian pagans and

478 \/S, 28-30: “When the Tabennesiote entered, and saw the many idols, and spotted the altar |29| that was
awash with blood, he called out, in Egyptian: “One God!” as to eradicate the error of polytheism. First, he
reached for the idol of Kronos, which was weltering in blood, and then all the other demonic idols, and a
collection of all various kinds of them—for at that time even dogs, cats, apes, lizards and reptiles were, since
old, worshipped by the Egyptians. And he got hold of the insolent dragon, the graven image of which was of
wood, and it seems to me that they who worshipped it, or itself, since it wanted to be honoured in that way,
saw it as a symbol of the rebellion of the first formed creatures, since it [the rebellion] was by means of wood
[the tree], on its [the snake’s] advice. [...] Those that had already, due to the long time that had passed,
become partly destroyed, we burned in Menouthis, while the pagans |30| who lived in the said village were
expecting, due to the demonic power that possessed them, that it would be impossible for anyone who
approached them with contempt to escape, and not perish immediately.”

4719 VS, 30: “But we wanted to show them that all the power of the pagan gods and demons has actually been
dissolved and lost after Christ, the word of God, had come and become human—he who voluntarily carried
the cross for our sake in order to abolish all contrary power. For he said: “I have seen Satan fall like lightning
from the sky and I have given you the authority to tread on snakes and scorpions, and over all enemy power.”
[Luke 10:18-19]. Since we wanted to show them this, we set some of the [idols] on fire, whereas we
described others in writing: those that were of brass, or skilfully made with particular artfulness, or of marble,
of all forms, and also the brass altar and the wooden dragon. We sent the description to the city, to Peter, the
bishop of our Lord Jesus Christ, asking him to tell us what to do.”

480 Cf. Mircea Eliade (1991, p. 141-148) has discussed the internal tensions inside Christianity between the
more literalist and ““proto-historicist” Christian fathers and those that wanted to incorporate many aspects of
pagan traditional views of cycles and the periodic regeneration of history. It can be said that this tension
inside Christianity was latent for many centuries and was always manifested historically in the form of the
persecutions against heretics and even mystics. Meister Eckhart, for example, was initially condemned as
heretic due to his suspicious writings. The theological tensions inside Christianity are a fabulous subject, but
unfortunately | do not have the space or time to develop it here. What could be interesting to point is that if
any of the theories regarding the Damascian authorship of Ps. Dionysus are true, it means that the main body
of Christian mysticism is indeed indebted to a pagan philosopher.
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Neoplatonists. The temple of Isis was among the last functioning pagan shrines in the
region and its destruction might have precipitated a sense of mourn, distaste and
melancholia, the elimination of the hieratic side of philosophy (ta tig @Aocoiag
anoppnta). Not to say of actual risk of torture and physical elimination. At this particular
point in time, only the refuge in the remains of the Golden Age, of Cronian life, the inner
temple that could not be violated, was a possible experience of the divine among the
pagans. It was necessary to be absorbed, to contemplate the passage of time inside oneself
and to rest assured that the cycles of history would bring back and resurrect the ancient and

austere marbles that once ruled life and the sweetness of divine existence.

**k*

The destruction of the Isiac temple at Menouthis marks the focal point from which my
narrative will continue: the elimination of an important pagan shrine, a dislocation of the
sacred space. In the scattered fragments of Damascius — as ruined as the pagan temples
that disappeared as rocks and marbles within the deserts of Egypt — the events assume a
clear conscience of the metaphysical, symbolic and historical meanings of the destruction
and the comparison with Zachariah of Mytilene, a Christian contemporary of Damascius,
shows the inevitable outcome. The Christians are the constantly béte noire of the
Philosophical History, the antithesis through which the spiritual unity of the later centuries
would unfold. It is clear that most of the initiatory sciences through which philosophical
and intellectual pagans entered in contact with a certain way of life were threatened to be
extinct in the historical plane, with only the infinity of consciousness and philosophical
ascesis — through journeys of body and soul — available as possible paths for the pagan
spiritual practitioners. The aroppnra that was shattered now must be sought in nature and

the inner self.
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I1. Cosmology, Prophecy and the Religio Mentis



132

5. Hermetic Egyptian Topoi and the Center of the Cosmos

Evidently, by the channel of the Pythagorean tradition,
some seeds and certain roots of Egyptian wisdom reached
Hellas where they grew into the magnificent tree of
Platonism.

C. Evangeliou, The Hellenic Philosophy: Between Europe,
Asia and Africa, p. 119.

In light of what was seen in the last chapter with the story of Asclepiodotus/Paralius
and the destruction of the last temple of Isis at Menouthis, the pagan holy man and its
entourage of followers suffered a fatal blow in their expectations, dreams and hopes in the
passage from the 5" century to the 6™ century. If in the world of the 4™ century the
pressure of Christianity was felt like doom*!, between 515 and 525 the situation might
have appeared more like if cosmic necessity was about to overcome everything*®?.
Damascius points to it himself in a passage about the destruction of a statue in a sanctuary
of Apollo*3: “But this statue too was destroyed by the Necessity that overcomes all that is
ancient” (GAAd On kol TodTo TO dyodpo kabeilev 1 Tavta T dpyoio kabelodoo avaykn).
The use of the verb kabaipéw creates no doubt about the profound sense of loss involved in

seeing the death of a world. We know that statues were mutilated*®, temples torn apart*®

481 Athanassiadi says that among the main differences between the narratives of Eunapius and Damascius is
“the sense of doom” that permeates the first and that Damascius was far more practical and realist, being
often humorous and overtly critical. Cf. (1993, p. 3). However, as different as personalities and writing styles
are, the fact is that in the world of Damascius any pagan hope of restoration was long gone and that is a fact
that certainly influenced his own perspective.

42 Cf. (Chuvin, 1990, p. 132): “Justinian, who shared power from the time his uncle Justin I ascended the
throne in 518, governed alone after his uncle's death on August 1, 527. As of that year, even before his
personal reign began, Justinian tightened the laws against heretics, Manichaeans, Samaritans, pagans, and the
like. Stakes were set up to burn Manichaeans, and the law passed against them that year contained a
statement of general intolerance: "With regard to heretics, and also Hellenes who try to introduce polytheism,
as well as Jews and Samaritans, we have resolved not only to restore the regulations of existing laws and to
reinforce them with this present law, but also to enforce other measures which will provide those who share
our shining faith with greater security, order, and honor."

483 PH, 82B.

484 In her edition of the Philosophical History, Athanassiadi annexed plates of statues found in Damascius’
possible home in Athens and one can see clearly the phenomenon at hand: the statue of Athena (Plate 111) has
been deliberately beheaded, a votive relief with the Cave of Pan with Hermes presenting the newly born
Dionysus to the Nymphs (Plate V) is shown with all the faces of gods being deliberately disfigured. |
included the statue of Athena and the votive relief as appendixes | and I1.

8> In Constantinople e.g. by the time of Justinian there were no more pagan temples and open worship has
been eradicated since the time of Theodosius I: “Open worship had ceased in the reign of Theodosius 1. By
the reign of Justinian cultic paganism in the capital necessarily would have gone underground, and we do not
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and a way of life disappeared into the shadows of anonymity. Athanassiadi interprets
avaykn in the text both as a reference for cosmic necessity and for the actions of the

Christians*®. That they were linked in the thought of Damascius there can be no doubt.

Damascius starts the Philosophical History, if we take for granted Asmus, Zintzen
and Athanassiadi’s renderings of the fragments, with observations about the preeminence
of Egypt among all the peoples and the nature and origin of philosophy, with an
explanation about the cosmogonic function of the hieratic arts (iepatikr}) among the
Egyptians. He presents observations on ritual, philosophy, theurgy and fundamental
anthropology, with plenty of Hermetic and Chaldean resonances*®’. The Syrian philosopher
begins with the claim of the antiquity of the Egyptians and with the cosmogonical nature of
the Egyptian priestly rites as the upholder elements of sacred order. The metaphysical
centrality of Egypt with its traditional rituals of cosmic significance is a literary topos
common to the Hermetic treatises, being present, as will be seen, in the Koré Kosmou and
the Asclepius. In the first chapter of The Egyptian Hermes, Fowden contends with the
historiographical interpretations of the eschatological myths in the Hermetica, claiming
them not as pagan prophecies foretelling the demise of paganism in the 4" century, but as
Egyptocentric reactions against the Hellenocentric Greco-Roman culture?®,

Fowden’s hypothesis is that the prophecies are literary laments on the demise of
Egypt as a traditional society, with its gods, priests, pharaohs and initiation rites. Taking
into consideration passages like the criticism against the Greeks in C.H. XVI1*%, Fowden’s

know what form their rites took. There remains, furthermore, no physical evidence of pagan cult, temples, or
priesthoods at Constantinople in the sixth century. Procopius reveals that “Hellenes” performed their rites in
secret.” (Cf. Maas, 1992, p. 62.) In the countryside or in the provinces, as discussed before, paganism
remained alive, but it is no exaggeration to point again and again that it was a liminal religious trend in the
time of Damascius.

486 Cf. (1999a, p. 207, n. 208).

487 pH, 1-4.

488 Cf. (1993, p. 38): “In the form in which it has come down to us, the Asclepius is a compilation of
materials from various sources, loosely linked together [...] Paragraphs 24-7 (= N.H.C. vi.8.70-5) contain a
more or less self-sufficient narrative foretelling the demise of Egypt and its gods, which modern scholarship
has analyzed as a compound of apocalyptic topoi and allusions to the persecution of paganism by victorious
fourth-century Christianity. That it is indeed related to other literary prophecies, especially Egyptian ones
such as the Oracle of the Potter, there can be no dispute; but its allusions to legal penalties for pagan
worship, and even for those who devote themselves to religio mentis, are certainly not, as has been alleged,
fourth century insertions in response to the anti-pagan laws of the Christian emperors, since the
eschatological prophecy in book vii of Lactantius’s Divinae Institutiones, composed during the first decade of
the fourth century, is not only based on the Perfect Discourse, but actually makes use of both the passages in
question. In fact, Hermes’s prophecy cannot be shown to contain any necessary reference to Christianity.”

489 «Therefore, all is possible for you, o King, you are capable of everything. Preserve this discourse
untranslated, in order that such mysteries may be kept from the Greeks, and that their insolent, insipid and
meretricious manner of speech may not reduce to impotence the dignity and strength [of our language], and
the cogent force of the words. For all the Greeks have...is empty speech, good for showing off; and the
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arguments do make some sense, but it must be remembered that even a Hellenophone non-
Egyptian philosopher like the Arab lamblichus*® criticized the Hellenes for being
superficial and cultivators of the latest trends*®!. As noted by Domaradzki, from his
“Egyptophile perspective, lamblichus castigates the Greeks for their variability and
insatiable taste for novelty, which he contrasts sharply with the stability and faithfulness of
the Egyptians”492, At the hands of a Neoplatonist like Damascius, endowed with the
typical Neoplatonic cultural imperialism*®3, the Hermetic literary topoi have mingled with
other sources of Greek and Oriental thought. Moreover, the world of the sixth century in
ideological, religious and political matters was radically different from the one that existed
at the 3" and 4™ centuries, when the Hermetic treatises were supposedly written*,

philosophy of the Greeks is just noisy talk. For our part, we use not words, but sounds full of energy.”” (6cov
obv duvatdv éoti cot, Pacihed, mavta 88 Sdvacor, TOV Adyov Swothpnoov dvepunvevtov, fvo pite €ig
"EMnvag EABn towdta poothipla, pite 1 @V EAMvov dmepneavog @pdolg kal ékAeivpévn kal domep
KekaAA@TIGPEVT €EITNAOV oMot TO GeUVOV Kol oTiBapdy, Kol TV EVEPYNTIKNV T®V OVOUATOV QPAcLy.
"EAAnvec vép, & Pactied, Adyovg £ovct kevodg amodsifewv évepyntikove, koi abtn dotiv EAMvov
@ ocoia, AdyoV Yoeog. NUELG 08 o0 Adyolg xpdpeda. dALG oVaig peoTais TV Epymv.)

4% Nevertheless, it has to be asserted that lamblichus was as much “Hermetist’” as <’Neoplatonist” if we take
into consideration Wouter Hanegraaff’s ideas on the author of the De Mysteriis.

491 Cf. In a context of criticism against the translation of Egyptian names to the Greek language that
resembles C.H. XVI, 1-2, lamblichus resonates the Hermetic condemnation against the Greeks: “it is
understandable why lamblichus vehemently repudiates [in the De Mysteriis] (7.5.257.8-11) the idea of
rendering any foreign names into Greek: when “translated” (neBepunvevdpeva) these sacred names lose not
only their original “meaning” (dtdvowr) but also their original “power” (dOvopig). Thus, Hellenization of
barbarian discourse is wrong because its power is inextricably connected to its form. Towards the end of the
book, lamblichus similarly stresses (259.6—7) that also prayers lose their power, as they are modified through
the “inventiveness” (kowvotopio) and “lawlessness” (mopoavopia) of the Hellenes. As his salvific project
builds on the idea that certain cultures have a privileged access to the divine, Abamon harshly condemns
those philosophers who (like Plutarch or Porphyry) think that names, prayers, symbols, and rites are
conventional and therefore essentially interchangeable from culture to culture. Accordingly, he concludes
with the diagnosis (259.7-13) that the Greeks have lost contact with the gods through the flaws of their
national character: the Hellenes “by nature” (pvogl) are “innovative” (vemtepomotoi), which is why they
remold everything “in accordance with [their] unresting linguistic ingenuity” (kotd TV dotatov
gvpeothoyiov), whereas the barbarians are “constant” (uéviuor) in their customs and remain “steadfastly”
(BeBaimc) with the same words, which is why they are “dear” (mpoo@ileic) to the gods.” Cf. (Domaradzki,
2021, p. 386-387.)

492 (1bid. p. 387.)

4% The Neoplatonists had the habit of appropriating philosophical and religious concepts of other sects and
ascribing them to Pythagoras, Plato or the Chaldean Oracles. Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 137, n. 107). Such
philosophical syncretism is the reflection of their self-perception as repositories of the Hellenic paideia. In
the biography of Proclus by Marinus it is said that Proclus claimed that the philosopher “‘should be the
hierophant of the whole world in common” (VP, 19). The position of metaphysical high-priest gives to the
Neoplatonic philosopher the highest position as hermeneut of rites, myths and cultic practices. The vast
majority of men would only have access to half-truths and symbolically mediated mythological constructs
while the Neoplatonist can work as the meta-interpreter of cultures, traditions and rites with his superior
intuition. In the PH, 35B we are told that Isidore was consulted by Heraiscus and Asclepiades ““even in
questions of Egyptian philosophy’’ and that he was the one that could lead both of them, who were his elders
and practitioners of the “Egyptian” tradition (likely Hermetism), to the light of truth of their own concepts.
494 The exact date of the Hermetic treatises is disputed in the scholarship and since mine is not a work on
Hermetism | prefer to abstain of any polemics, but some clarification needs to be done. The texts were
usually divided in technical and philosophical Hermetica by Festugiére and other 20" century scholars, but
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As will be unfolded in this chapter, the so called Proemium is of fundamental
importance to understand the cosmological structure in which the dramatis personae of the
Philosophical History move in and it is reflective of syncretism with the Hermetic literary
topoi that Damascius probably absorbed in the course of his studies in Alexandria through
his contact with Isidore, Horapollo, Heraiscus, Asclepiades, Asclepiodotus and perhaps
even with Indian Brahmans through Severus. As with anything in this field of research, all
the conclusions must be deemed provisional at the very best. The cyclical doctrine of the 3
(or 4) ages exposed in Athanassiadi’s fragment 18 must be interpreted in the light of the

cosmology of the section organized as the “Proemium” by Athanassiadi.

The fragments analyzed together — the fragment 18 will be the subject of the next
chapter — point to a typically pagan cyclical cosmic narrative and Damascius’ particular
development of it might be illustrative of his assimilation and reinterpretation both of late
antique and traditional Hellenic literary allusions. The presence of disciplines leading to
the state of Ogoxpacio (@rhoco@ia and iepotikr) as a way of dealing with the cyclical
passage of time can be described as the presence of trance induced forms of ecstasies and
enstasis to cope with the changing epistemic systems in a Foucaultian sense*®®. Through
his acts of self-deification, the pagan holy man can reach the outer reaches of space and

time and transcend history.

The antiquity and ritual knowledge of the Egyptians is a topos of the Hellenic
culture that is present since the Archaic and Classical periods, with its concrete

manifestation in authors like Herodotus*®® and Plato*®” but in the text of Damascius that

since the works of Fowden in the 80s and 90s of 20" century and especially many works of 21% century
scholarship the division has been questioned and the “classic’ position that the texts derived their doctrines
wholly from Greek philosophy has been questioned, as will be shown below. Cf. (Hanegraaff, 2022, p. 18):
“From the 1970s, the pro-Greek/anti-Egyptian ideology was gradually weakened and finally abandoned, due
partly to the discovery of new Hermetic manuscripts in Coptic and other ancient languages and partly to a
slow decline of philhellenic bias in the study of ancient religions more generally.”

4% In an essay about Foucault and the “black sun of language”, Michel de Certeau makes an interesting
connection between the foucaultian notion of the conditions of possibility of knowledge and what he calls
“La Mystique”, the sense of absurdity felt by some individuals at the collapse of religious and mythical
structures, a sense that is felt like a need to affirm the lost oneness with Being beyond all socially accepted
truths. Cf. (2000 [1986], p. 171.185). I believe that a phenomenological link between de Certeau’s Christian
mystics and the late pagan holy men can be made through a shared experience of dissolution and decay.
Moreover, the Western mystic intuition itself, as seen in the section mysticism, might be attributed to the
writings of the Pseudo-Dionysus the Areopagite, and if behind his mask there was not the person of
Damascius, we know for sure that he was heavily influenced by the Neoplatonism of the Athenian school.

4% E.g. Histories II. 50: “Moreover the naming of almost all the gods has come to Hellas from Egypt.”

497 <“Socrates: The story is that in the region of Naucratis in Egypt there dwelt one of the old gods of the
country, the god to whom the bird called Ibis is sacred, his own name being Theuth. He it was that invented
number and calculation, geometry and astronomy, not to speak of draughts and dice, and above all writing.
Now the king of the whole country at that time was Thamus... To him came Theuth, and revealed his arts,
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topos is fundamentally linked with a pattern of Hermetic influences that were foundational
among the post-lamblichean Neoplatonists rather than only with Platonic or traditional
Hellenic cultural topoi. In the world of Late Antiquity, many cultural patterns of Greek
language and culture have been reshaped to fit the new cosmopolitical order inaugurated
by the world of kingdoms and empires since the Hellenistic period*® and most of the
representatives of Greek paideia were Hellenized Orientals*®® — like the Neoplatonists —

that probably were not solely native Greek speakers or were at least bilingual®®.

In the beginning of the De Mysteriis, lamblichus makes clear allusions to the
teachings of Hermes and ‘“Egyptian philosophy” as the foundations of Platonic and

Pythagorean philosophies®:

Oeoc 6 TV AdYywv Tyeudv, Epuic, mhiot
dédoxton KoAMG Gmoot Toig iepedotv eivar kovog:
0 0¢ 1tig mepl Bedv dAnOwic Emotnung
TPOEGTNKAG €lg 6TtV O avTdg &v Bhog @ d1 kai
ol Muétepot mPOYovol TO OOT®V THG coEiag
evpnuata avetiBeoav, Eppod mdvta td oikelo
ovyypbupata €rmovopdloviec. Ei 8¢ todde t0D
Beod kai MpEg 10 EMPAALOV Kol SOLVOTOV £0VTOIG
LEPOG LETEYOLEV, GV TE KOADC TOLETS O €ic YVDOLV
t0ig igpedoly, g @odol, mepi Beoroyiog
TpoTEivVOV EpMTNUAT, €YD TE EIKOTMG TNV TPOC
AveBd TOV €UOV poBNTV TEPQOEicOY EMGTOANV
EUaNT® yeypaebar vouicag dmokpivoduai oot
Ot TEANOR VEp GV movOavn. OV yap b &in
npémov  [TvBayopav pev koi TTAdtove koi
Anpokprrov koi Ebdofov kol moAlolg dAlovg
TV Toho®dv EAMvev tetoynkévol ddayfg Thg
TPOocNKovoNg LITO TAV KB' EAVTOVG YIYVOUEVOV
iepoypoppdtov, of &' 9" Mudv ovta Kol TV
avTVv €keivolg &povta yvounyv Stopoptelv Tig

saying that they ought to be passed on to the Egyptians in general... "Here, O king, is a branch of learning
that will make the people of Egypt wiser and improve their memories ... "The king answered and said, "O
man full of arts, if men learn this, it will implant forgetfulness in their souls; they will cease to exercise
memory because they rely on that which is written, calling things to remembrance no longer from within
themselves, but by means of external marks." Phaed. 274c- 275a, with omissions.

498 Cf. (Chaniotis, 2018, p. 344-385); (Bowersock, 1990, p.15-28).

49 1t would be interesting to discuss how the *“Oriental” background of the Neoplatonists led them to have a
more positive perspective of the barbarian religions and philosophies in contrast with a Delphic Hellenic
priest like Plutarch. Domaradzki in the article quoted above makes an interesting comparison between
Plutarch and lamblichus as purveyors of opposite interpretations of the validity of Egyptian symbols and
rituals by Hellenic philosophers.

500 pPorphyry’s allusion to the difficulty that Plotinus had with some Greek phrasal constructions is very
telling of the type of cultural interaction that was being developed since the 1%t century in Roman Egypt and
other Roman provinces in the Middle East and North Africa.

01 De. Myst. 1.1.1.
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VIO TV VOV {OVTOV Kol KOAOLUEVOV KoMV
SBAGKAA®Y VPNYHCEDG.

Hermes, the god who presides over language, 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. And if we, for our part, receive from this
god our due share of favour, such as we are
capable of receiving, you, for your part, do well
in laying before the priests questions about
theology, such as they love to deal with, and
which pertain to their expertise; and, at the same
time, assuming that the letter sent to my student
Anebo may be addressed equally well to me, it is
reasonable for me to grant you a true reply to
your enquiries. For it would not be right for
Pythagoras and Plato and Democritus and
Eudoxus and many other of the Hellenes of old to
have been granted suitable instruction by the
sacred scribes of their time, but for you, in our
time, who have the same purpose as they, to fail
of guidance at the hands of those who are
accounted public teachers now. (Transl. Dillon,
Clarke, Hershbell, slightly altered).

lamblichus’ text — the beginning of his response to Porphyry in matters of theurgy —
represents a typical late antique blend of the traditional Hellenic lore about Egyptian
primary wisdom®%?, the centrality of Hermetic influences and Egyptian mysticism among
the spiritual currents of the time. Such “Egyptianizing” tendency has often been described
by 19th and early 20th century scholars as being indicative of a literary allusion, an

embellishment without any real Egyptian or Oriental strata in the body of Greek thought®>®.

502 E.g. Plato Tim. 22b and Crit. 108d.

503 Scholars like E.R. Dodds (1961) and Gilbert Murray (1925) criticized lamblichus as a transposer of
“Oriental” superstitions and magic to the supposedly rational edifice of Greek thought. Others, like
Festugiére, claimed that even among the philosophical Hermetica nothing really Egyptian could be discerned
and that the ontological and cosmological patterns of Hermetism were totally of Greek provenance.
Festugiére, in principle, admits that such influences are possible in the preface for the 3rd edition of Rev. but
maintains throughout that they cannot be discerned textually, considering his limited methodology of
identifying influences solely through philological and internalist analysis. The discovery of the Nag
Hammadi library with many Coptic versions of Greek papyri and obvious signs of native Egyptian influence
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As Fowden comments in the introduction of the already classic “The Egyptian
Hermes™, denying the substantial influence of native Egyptian culture over Hermetism and
—as a side note — the Oriental influence over theurgic and mystical Neoplatonic practices is
only possible if we confine ourselves to the internalist approach of classical philology and
focus more on questions of lexicon than social or intellectual history®®. The basic
agreement of Fowden with Bull®®®, Edmonds®®, Gurgel Pereira®®’ and Hanegraaff°%, of an
actual Egyptian base for Hermetism and its connection with theurgy and Neoplatonism, is
fundamentally enlightening to the interpretation of the first fragments of the Philosophical
History. The days of Walter Scott have long gone and his comments about the lack of
Hermetic influences and allusions on the pagan Neoplatonists also do not hold water

against the test of time®,

In the opening lines of the Philosophical History, Damascius affirms that the

Egyptians are ““the oldest and more venerable” race of men known:

Atyontior totvov Ot pév maaitotor avlpdnwv
gioly, Qv dKof] yvdoKkopev, OAyov TL TAVTOV,
o0l oVTMG €0Tiv OYaBNg O ovYL TOAAGDV
GKNKOE AEYOVIMV TE KO YPOUPOVIMV.

over the ““pagan gnosis” weakens considerably his claims. According to Fowden, the Greeks that established
themselves in Egypt soon adopted many Egyptian religious customs and evidence of Greco-Roman gods in
Ptolemaic and Roman Egypt, especially outside Alexandria, was scarce. Cf. (1993a, p. 19-20).

504 Cf. (1993a, p. xiii-xxv and 13-56). Additionally, the claims of some 20th century scholars that the
doctrines of Hermetism, the Chaldean Oracles and the Neoplatonists expose a purely “’Hellenic” strain of
though exhibit a certain anthropological naiveté. As recently as 1999 one can find authors like C. Van
Liefferinge trying to derive all the doctrines of the Chaldean Oracles from a purely ‘’Hellenic field of
thought. Even if someone was taking for granted that Numenius, both Julians, the authors of the Hermetic
treatises and all Neoplatonists were simply Greeks from the Balkan peninsula transplanted to Egypt,
Mesopotamia and the Levant, what is extremely unlikely and contradicted by many available sources, it
would be very naive to think that they were not influenced even to a minor degree by the religious and
cultural environment around them.

505 (2018, p. 33-36.)

506 (2019, p. 321-322.)

%7 ‘The Hermetic Adyog: Reading the Corpus Hermeticum as a Reflection of Graeco-Egyptian Mentality’
(PhD diss., Philosophisch-Historischen Fakultét der Universitat Basel, 2010).

508 (2022, p. 23-31).

509 Walter Scott translated the Corpus Hermeticum to English in the early 20" century. In his edition of the
texts, he includes the testimonia and many theoretical interpretations. In one of his commentaries, he states
that the communication between the authors of the Hermetic texts and the Neoplatonic schools was scarce
and that ““the pagan Neoplatonists paid little attention to the Hermetica.”” Cf. (1982, p. 95). According to
Scott, the Neoplatonists knew that Hermes Trismegistus was not the author of the Hermetica and preferred to
accept as revealed literature the Chaldean Oracles and the Orphic material (p. 96). The fact that nothing
seems to stand above the Chaldean Oracles for the Neoplatonists that came after Porphyry is true, but many
recent scholars have been reevaluating the intercourse between the Neoplatonic authors and the Hermetic
texts. In her notes to the Philosophical History, Athanassiadi detects many passages with Hermetic literary
style, parallels and undertones.



139

That the Egyptians are indeed the oldest and more
venerable®l® race of men that we have heard, no
one is ignorant enough to not have apprehended
from many different sayings and writings.

In fact, it seems that Damascius is making a point about the origins of the sacred arts and
techniques — including philosophy — and a description of the “Golden Age” of humanity in
which Egyptian sacred priests doing sacred rites established a link between the cosmic
regions and thus created an ontological subsistence to the whole civilization. The sacred
spiritual economy of the ancient Egyptian theocratic state, idealized as being fundamental
to the “good fortunes” of all the people through the appropriate mythical rituals, is
established as the source for the heavenly mandate in this world and a description of a
world oriented to the sacred. In my opinion, his words here have a double meaning: 1)
They are an appropriation of the Hermetic topoi on the centrality of Egypt as found in the
Asclepius and the Kore Kosmou reconfigured by a 6™ century Neoplatonic scholarch; 2)
The passage might be shown to contain an attack on Christianity due to presence of the

word oyipabnc.

Let me begin with the attack on Christianity. The adjective oywoarg is used to
mean that someone is “late in learning” or “learns later”°!!. Athanassiadi affirms that
oyafng can be used to denote those that are culturally noveau riche and translates the
word as “‘ignorant”®'?, The Neoplatonists typically thought that Christians were late
learners and corruptors of the ancient paideia, a dispute that formally goes back at least
since the polemics of the Emperor Julian with the Christian professors of rhetoric and
philosophy®t3. By affirming that no one can be dywadng about the antiquity of the
Egyptians, Damascius is positioning Egyptian myth at the center of the historical process
and refuting Christian claims about the Creation of the world and reaffirming the pagan
cultural identity, as Christians often claimed that Moses predated the sages of Egypt and
Chaldea.

510 1 believe that maAaitotot in that context might mean something like “ancient and venerable” rather than
just old, considering Damascius’ multiple allusions to the profundity and knowledge of the Egyptians
throughout the extant fragments of the PH (e.g. 35B or 72B and 72C). A similar use of the word can be found
in other examples of Greek literature according to the LSJ entry.

11 The word is used by Plato in the Republic 409b, but the context does not seem to be associated with
Damascius’ usage.

512 Cf. (19993, p. 75, n. 1.)

513 Julian, as the last pagan ruler of the Roman Empire (361-363), forbade Christians (‘‘Galileans™) of
teaching rhethoric and philosophy, claiming that they should conform to “their own Mark, Matthew and
Luke”. Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1992 [1981], p. 9-11) and (Smith, 1995, p. 190.)
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Thus, the antiquity of the Egyptians is related to the fact of them being the first to
establish initiation rites and ritualistic activities, in rituals that are of cosmogonical nature,

recreations of the constant and infinite demiurgy of the cosmos®**:

oL pnyovilg Tvog Gmopov kol AvOpwmivig
é\midog &Em kabeotnkviog €v amopprtolg T
ATOPPNTO SLOUUNYOVOUEVOVG VTTEP TE OOV AVTOV
g ovpaviog €Amidog kol VmEp TOV AAA®V
Atyvrtiov g 6Ang evdnuocvvng.

[The Egyptian priests] execute esoteric mysteries
in hidden places in ways that are unfathomable
and free from the hope of any reward in this life,

in search of their own salvation and the well-
being of all the Egyptians.

The esoteric and ineffable rites (év amoppntoig ta amoppnra) of the Egyptian priests are
directed to the general well-being and good order of all Egyptians (bnep @OV GAL®V
Alyvrtiov tig 6Ang e0Onpocvvng), the order, in a metaphysical sense, of Egypt and the

cosmos as a whole. The word €0Onpooctvng is used by Plotinus in the sense of denoting

99515

“good order and is also present in Hesiod as an apposition to kakoOnpoctvn, disorder.

In Op. 471-472 it is used in the sense of ‘“organization and disorganization”®®. In
Damascius, that might have picked that word both from Hesiodic and Plotinian lexicon, the
reference might be to the Hermetic perspective of Egypt as the center of the cosmos, the

place of a cosmic organization enacted by the cosmogonic ritual of the Egyptian priests.

As can be seen from the Latin Asclepius, the image of Egypt as a terrestrial image

of heaven is a fundamental Hermetic theme®'’:

Au ignoras, o Asclepi, quod Aegyptus imago sit
caeli aut, quod est uerius, translatio aut descensio
omnium, quae gubernantur atque exercentur in
caelo? et si dicendum est uerius, terra nostra
mundi totius est templum.

And do you ignore, o Asclepius, that Egypt is the
copy of heaven or, better said, the place that
projects here [below] all the operations that

514 pH, 2B,

515 Enn. IV. 4. 5. 18.

516 ghOnuochvn Yap dpictn/Ovitoic avBpdmorg, kakoOnuoovvn 8¢ kaxio.
517 Asc. 24. 14-20.
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govern and implement the celestial forces? If this
is true, our land is the temple of the whole world.

That passage inaugurates the “prophecy” of Hermes Trismegistus to his disciples about the
decadence of Egypt and the fall of its sacred order. The theme resonates in the
Philosophical History and will be also discussed in the last chapter. But before reaching
that point, another Hermetic correspondence of that theme can be found in the Koré

Kosmou®!8:

‘Encidn 6¢ év 1@ péo@ thg yiic ket M TV
TPOYOVOV UGV 1Ep®TATN YOPa, TO & HEGOV TOD
avOponivov copatog povng thg kapdiag €oti
onNKoG, TG 0& Yuyfic opuntpdv ot kapdia,
noapd TodTY TV oitiov, @ tékvov, <oi> dviadfa
dvOpomot té pev dAla Exovsty ody NTTov 860 Kol
mhvteg, £aipeTov d¢ TV TAVI®V voegPol giot Kol
ocoOEpPoveg, MG av £€ml kapdiog yevouevolr Koi
TPOPEVTEC.

Since the most sacred land of our ancestors lies in
the center of the earth, and the center of the
human body is the precinct of the single heart,
and the heart is the headquarters of the soul®®, for
this reason, my child, people in this region
possess these other fine qualities no less than all
other people. In distinction to all others, however,
they have a superior intelligence and moderation
as those born and raised in the region of the
world’s heart®®. (Transl. Litwa)

518 SH, XXIV. 14.

519 The Koré Kosmou also presents an extensive discussion on the nature of the soul (SH. XXIV) that is
related to the lamblichean doctrines discussed in chapter 3. Since many aspects of the theories of lamblichus
apparently did not came from Plato, one might wonder if any Egyptian source might be possible considering
the fact that the Koré Kosmou is the “most Egyptian” of all Hermetic extant texts. Cf. (Podemann Sgrensen,
2012, p. 1).

520 Cf. (Hanegraaff, 2022, p. 54): “Thus Egypt, the temple of the soul, is located at the heart of the world. It
is the home of divine instruction, the jewel of creation from which all good things flow. This “heartland” is of
vital importance in the most literal sense, for the world (not just the earth, but the cosmos as a whole) is itself
the body of a great living and breathing Being, a “second god” that can be apprehended by the senses and has
been created or born from the ultimate divine Source. The divinely appointed task of human beings is to take
good care of the world and all living things; and since the Egyptians among all other human beings find
themselves living in the most sacred space on earth, they have a special responsibility to act and behave with
priestly devotion as servants of divinity.”
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This is a central mytheme of the Egyptian religion, the idea of Egypt as the center of the
whole world®?!. In both Hermetic treatises and also in lamblichus De Mysteriis, the
mytheme of Egypt as the center of the cosmos is related with the initiatory rites and
practices of mysteries. An earlier passage of the Koré Kosmou, says that Egypt is the center

of the cosmos, the pupil of the eye of the world®?2,

Aside from Hermetic and Neoplatonic writings, the preeminence of Egypt is also
present in stories about Orpheus being initiated in Egypt, just like Plato and Pythagoras.
Orphism and stories about Orpheus figure prominently in the Neoplatonic writings. It
could even be said that Orphism has for Damascius an authority even equal to that of Plato
and closer to the Chaldean Oracles®?®. That Orpheus was also initiated in Egypt was not

coincidence, as Diodorus of Sicily attests®?:

Oppéa. pev yop TAOV HUOTIKAOV TEAETOV T
mAeloto. kKol TO mEPL TV €0vtod  WAGVNV
opywlopevo kal v T®V €v Gdov pvbomotiov
anevéykacBat. v pev yap Ocipidog tehetnv T
Awovicov Ty adThv eivat, TV 8¢ Ti¢ “Towdog Ti
g Anuntpog  Opototdrnv  VmApyEw, TV
OVOUATOV pOVeV EVNAAaYREVOVT TOG 08 TAV
acefdv €v doov Tmpiog Kol Tovg TV eVGEPDY
Aeyudvog Kol TG Topd Tolc ToAAoig eldmAoTOLiog
GVOTETAAGIEVOS TOPEICOYOYETV UIUNGAUEVOV T
ywopeva Ttepl TOG ToPAS TG Kot Alyvmtov.

Orpheus brought from Egypt the majority of
initiations into mysteries and the rites celebrated
in honor of his peregrinations and the myths
about the Hades. The initiatic rite of Osiris is in
fact identical to that of Dionysus and the one of
Isis is indeed in all similar to that of Demeter:
only the names are changed. It was Orpheus who

521 A very detailed discussion can be found in (Assmann, 2001, p. 17-52.) Also interesting, (Fowden, 1993b,
p. 46-47.)

522 GH. XXV, 13.

52 Cf. PH, 85B. Also, it is not coincidental that in the De. Princ. the closing section is devoted to the
theologies and theogonies of Greeks and Barbarians. After exhausting the possibilities of metaphysics and
language in an exhilarating discussion, Damascius turns himself to theology and mysticism as antidotes to
the opacity of language. In the same text, he affirms that information about Egyptian matters was given to
him by Heraiscus and Asclepiades, both of whom are heavily involved with Egyptian religion and probably
linked with Hermetism. One can only wonder why Egyptian cosmogony, that is only one more in the
kaleidoscope of mythologies in the De. Princ assumes such position of centrality in the Philosophical
History. In my opinion, the appropriation by Damascius of the Hermetic apocalyptic topoi constitutes the
most viable explanation.

5241, 96. 4-5.
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introduced the punishments of the wicked into
Hades, the meadows of the devoted, and the
production of images in the presence of the many,
imitating the funerary rites of the Egyptians.

525 can be found in the Proemium of the

Some of the themes presented here by Diodorus
Philosophical History, although in a typical lamblichean Neoplatonic exegetic framework:
the centrality of Egypt as the purveyor of initiation rites (t@v pootik@®v teretd®v) and the
equivalence between the myths of Dionysus and Osiris. The myth of Dionysus Zagreus is
fundamental for the Orphic mythology of Damascius and Olympiodorus commentaries on
the Phaedo of Plato®?® and Damascius reproduces an Egyptianized version of the myth in

the same section of the Philosophical History®?’.

That Damascius is not solely making descriptive historical observations seems
obvious by the passage placed by Athanassiadi just before the presentation of the
cosmogonical rites of the Egyptian priests>?®:

glow 0¢ 1M TowOTn coPle KPLTTOUEVT &V TQ
oVt TG pvbBoAdyov TavTNg dAndeiag, oVtmg

NPELO TapoyLUVODTOL KATA Bpoyd T® SVVOUEVED
POC BedV avakAivol Thv iepav avyny g Yoxmic.

Wisdom of this kind, hidden in the temple of truth
that is expressed by the mythologist, it is in this
way quietly and slowly revealed to the man who
can lift to the divine the sacred light of his soul.

This is a sketch of the Neoplatonic theory of myth. Athanassiadi, in her notes to the
passage, shows it to be a reminiscence of Plato’s allegory of the cave “conveyed through a
verbatim quotation from Resp. 540a.%%® The section 540a of the Republic follows the
passage where Socrates instructs Glaucon about the education of the ideal citizens for 15

years until they reach the age of 50, only those capable of surviving the tests would have

525 Also, see 1. 23.2, 6-7.

526 Following the thesis of A. Digs (1927) of the “transposition of the mysteries™, A. Bernabé (2011) argues
that Plato himself was a transposer of Orphic mysteries to philosophy. The details of his thesis cannot be
discussed here appropriately, but in his conclusions he claims that Plato takes from Orphism mainly the
doctrine of immortality of the soul and the possibility of divinization. R. G. Edmonds (2009) in his
discussion of Olympiodorus’ reception and retelling of the Dionisyan Orphic myth emphasizes the “creative”
aspects of individual interpreters instead of a supposedly monolithic “Orphic myth” that has passed down
unchanged through the ages up until the times of Olympiodorus. Cf. (p. 4-7).

521 3A, B and C, all to be discussed later.

528 2A.

529 (1999A, p. 75,n. 2.)
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been required to ““turn upwards the vision of their souls and fix their gaze on that which
sheds light on all” (xail dvaykaoctéov avokAivavtog v THS Yuyfic ovynv &ig ovto
amoPAréyon 1o ol pdg mapéxov)>L. The language of Damascius is almost a paraphrase of
Plato: mpog Oeov avaxiivar v iepav avynv tig yoydg, but I suspect that his paraphrase

conveys something else.

The metaphor of the light is already present at the beginning of the Republic®®! in
the exposition of the Allegory of the Cave. It seems to me that Damascius is appropriating
the language of Plato in order to place the Neoplatonic holy man and mystic as the
privileged interpreter of myth, especially the Hermetic cosmological myth of Egypt’s
centrality. The reason why only the pagan (Neoplatonic) holy man can know those facts
and not someone that is oywaOng is due to the special conditions of his enlightened soul:
his soul is endowed with sacred light (iepd avyn}), or rather it can perceive the sacred light
of God better than other men due to his special soul, wrapped in a luminous vehicle
(odyoedeg Symua)®2. It must be remembered that the Philosophical History was written
for Damascius’ students, the remaining flowers of the pagan Neoplatonic elite. The elitism
of his theory of myth (1 towd™ coeio kpvrTopévn €v @ AdvTE Tic wobordyov) and
general interpretation of history attached to it is reflective of a demarcation between the
Neoplatonists and the “herd” of ignorant men, both Christian and the remaining pagan

sects outside the sphere of the Neoplatonic paideia.>*

The Neoplatonic mythologist can also understand the mystery of Egypt’s cosmic

centrality due to his mystical experiences. Plotinus often used the image of the inner

530 The book VII of the Republic is where one could find the famous analogy between the Sun and the Good
and the famous Allegory of the Cave. Despite not being part of the Neoplatonic canon established by
lamblichus, the Republic was read by the Neoplatonists, as both Proclus and Damascius can testify. Cf.
(Baltzly; Finamore; Miles, 2018, p. 2-6.) The Republic was not part of the usual reading list of the
Neoplatonists, a list that usually followed lamblichus scheme starting from the Alcibiades | and ending in the
Parmenides. However, as it is obvious by the allusion here and in other parts of the Philosophical History
(e.g. fragments 18 and 46D), Damascius appreciated and read the Republic. Proclus wrote a commentary, and
it seems that this work of Plato, that in modern times is his most known, only gained some traction in the
Neoplatonic schools in the late 4th century and in the 5th century. In Olympiodorus commentary on the
Gorgias, the Republic and the Laws are the most extensively referred. Cf. (Ibid. p. 8-9).

%31 514a-516a.

532 Cf. 153A and the discussion above.

53 In the fragment 89A, Damascius presents a philosopher called Dominus, ‘“from Laodicea and Larissa in
Syria”, a pupil of Syrianus that studied philosophy alongside Proclus. Dominus was competent (ikoavdc) in
mathematics, but shallow in other philosophical subjects. Daring to write his own interpretations of Plato, he
is accused by Damascius in the Philosophical History of distorting the words of Plato. His distortion was so
strong that Proclus had to write a ““purificatory” (kaboptikdg) treatise against him. Athanassiadi (2006, p.
150), notes that since the times of lamblichus the interpretation of philosophy and mythology at the hands of
the Neoplatonists had such a conformation that the possession of knowledge as divine revelation becomes:
“la pierre de touche de la nouvelle religiosité.”



145

temple as a metaphor for his experiences®* and in other passages of the Philosophical
History the image of the &dvtoc/&dvtov>®® is employed to denote sacred or miraculous
experiences®*®. The cosmogonic rituals of the Egyptian priests are thus faced with a typical
Neoplatonic understanding of myth and traditional ritual. It is a “locative” perspective that
is largely derived from Plato’s Laws and the Timaeus. According to Jonathan Z. Smith,
such locative perspective of a fundamentally good cosmic order is based on patterns

537 and seems

developed by priestly castes of Babylonian and other Mesopotamian religions
to be the model for religion and the repetition of archetypes in the religious theory of
Mircea Eliade>®. However, such order, that once was manifested even in the historical
world (“Encosmic’), in the Golden Age of Cronus, can now be accessed only through

special means. But | will return to that point later.

The location of the Egyptians as the “oldest people” on the world is an attempt to
metaphysically locate the first populations to begin esoteric rites (amoppnra), religious
cults and to live in geometrically conceived cities, to delineate a ““sacred space”. That is
the meaning of being “‘the oldest race of men of which we have heard” (aiydmtiol toivov
0Tt pév modaitator avOpomwv eioiv), it is both a metaphysical and a historical
description®®. The attribution of the greatest antiquity to the Egyptians might also be
related with the Neoplatonic holy man mystical authority over the teachings that define the
place of Egypt and the initiation rites in the center of the cosmos. The Neoplatonist can, in
this manner, posit himself as the specialist in cosmogony, the one that can interpret through

his intuition (cuvaipeoig) and sacred light the meaning of rites, cults and the conformation

534 “there was no movement in him and he had no emotion, no desire for anything else when he had made the

ascent — but there was not even any reason or thought, and he himself was not there, if one must say this; but
he was as if carried away or possessed by a god, in a quiet solitude and a state of calm... He had no thought of
beauties, but had already run up beyond beauty and gone beyond the choir of virtues, like a man who enters
into the sanctuary (adyton) and leaves behind the statues in the outer shrine; ...And when one falls from the
vision, he wakes again the virtue in himself... and he will again be lightened... This is the life of gods and of
godlike and blessed men, deliverance from the things of this world” (Enn.VI. 9. 11). Transl. A.H. Armstrong.
5% The &dvtog (“not to be entered”) is the innermost sanctuary of the Greek temple and its dominion is
considered to be exclusive of the gods. To enter that place metaphysically means that someone is reaching a
god-like state.

5% E.g. 34C.

537(1978, p. 13).

538 (1bid.)

539 ““The Greek world at large, and after it the Roman, was firmly persuaded that the Egyptians had been the
first people to organize formal religious cult. Men of these less ancient nations were prepared to admire quite
uncritically the temples and rituals of the Egyptians and even to accept the idea that the land of Egypt was
intrinsically holy. The priesthood, which retained not a little of the vast social and political power it had
wielded under the Pharaohs, enjoyed a reputation among men of Greek and Latin culture usually accorded
only to the sages of nations safely and romantically remote from the well-trodden highways of the
Mediterranean world, such as the Brahmins and Gymnosophists of India”. Fowden, Egpt. p. 14-15.
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of the historical process. Damascius, being a former student of Horapollo®® and
acquaintance of Heraiscus and Asclepiades, probably had access to the variegated texts of
the Hermetic tradition, but did not consider them revealed literature in the same level as the
Chaldean Oracles and the Orphic writings. He merely appropriates the Hermetic topoi to

his own needs.

Considering all of this, he then proceeds to another level of interpretation: the
actual position of the myths Osiris and Isis and their interpretation through the triadic
revelation of the Chaldean Oracles. Later on, his vessel arrives at the ports of the relation
between @ilocoeio and iepatikn), to finally arrive at the mighty ocean of Ogoxpacia. That
is a subject for the next chapter, where the fragments 3 A, B, C and 4A, B and C will be
related to the fr. 18, in order to prepare the terrain for the particular ““heterotopical”

mystical discussion of the last chapter.

*k*k

The present chapter acts as a prelude to the next and opens the influences of Hermetism
and the mobilization by Damascius of a series of pagan sources in order to construct a
metaphysical bricolage of mythological patterns and topoi of the endangered pagan
religions. The position of Egypt as the center of metaphysical order and of the esoteric
rituals of the Egyptian priests as the ““center of the cosmos” might have been a rhetorical
construction in order to write a cosmo-historical text in opposition to Christianity. The
centrality of Egypt as the first repository of the mystical traditions is the model of the
mythical Golden Age, an age that existed before the divided state of the 5" and 6"

centuries.

540 Horapollo says that, “Only the land of Egypt, since it is in the middle of the earth, just as the so-called
pupil is in the eye, causes the rise of the Nile in summer” (Hieroglyphics 1.21). Quoted by (Litwa, 2018, p.
101). The pedagogical formation of Damascius in Egypt likely had a strong effect on him and according to
some sources the cults of the Egyptian gods were present in the Roman province of Syria
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6. The Collapse of the Great Year Myth and Hieratic Art

Oh how lonely settles the evening-wind. /Dying away a
man’s head droops in the dark of the olive tree. /How
shattering is the decline of a family. /This is the hour when
the seer’s eyes are filled/With gold as he beholds the stars.

Georg Trakl, Helian

The discussion of the previous chapter gives rise to the inquiry into the Age of
Darkness and the pagan perception of the perpetual night that enveloped their wandering
existences through the shores of the Mediterranean and decayed tombs of the fallen kings
of old, cedar forests with cloudy mists, snow-caped mountains, merciless deserts, mighty
rivers and all the superb Egyptian, Middle Eastern, Anatolian and Greek landscapes. Once
full of gods and temples of the ancestors, now the houses of the gods were turned to simple
bricks and rocks, nothing more than human artifice corrupted by the irresistible Fate that
rules life in the sublunar world>*. That Damascius saw his epoch as the one of setting sun
there is no discussion. It does not matter how much some modern historians pretend that
Late Antiquity is just an age of innocent transformations, that pagan sources exaggerate the
amount of brutality, that Christianity is the rightful inheritor of Hellenism, that Edward
Gibbon was just an Enlightenment thinker obsessed with combating the Church, that
barbarian invasions were just a matter of people changing identities®*? and so on. All of
those ‘“enemies of decadence” seem to forget that transformation entails destruction,
historical change is the herald of annihilation. It is in the shadow of the black sun of decay

that new languages are born.

541 Cf. Or. Ch. 102: “Do not gaze at Nature, her name is Fate” (M1 @oowv éupréync eipappévov obvopa
tfode) and 103: “Do not join excessively [the] Fate” (unde cuvavénong Oeipoppévov).

%42 That particular claim, made by historians like Patrick Geary and Walter Goffart, and still taken seriously in
academic circles, is particularly mistaken. The fact that identity is a cultural construct and some Germanic
peoples adopted Roman culture do not allow us to deny that at a certain point in time different peoples with
different cultural traditions and identities clashed in the aftermath of the Western Roman Empire. Based on
recent archaeogenetic research, there was strong populational substitution in places like Italy, Central Europe,
the West Balkans and Greece due to the Germanic Volkerwanderung and the expansions of Bulgars, Slavs,
Huns, Magyars etc. Cf. Antonio et al. 2019 and the fresh doctoral dissertation of C. Cannariato (2024) on the
population of Pompeii: Pompei, capsula del tempo dell'Impero Romano: analisi paleogenomica dei resti
umani rinvenuti nell'antica citta. However, | am not making the contrary naive claim that identity derives
from biology or genetic ancestry, just pointing that massive population substitution seems to have happened
in many territories of the Roman Empire. According to medieval historian Peter Heather, the idea that the
“barbarian” peoples from the North were just absorbed peacefully into Roman society ‘“smells more of
wishful thinking than likely reality.”” Cf. (2018, p. 80.)
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Coming back to the text of the Philosophical History, the myth of Osiris and
Dionysus imposes itself as an extension of the discussion of the hidden mysteries of
mythological interpretation in 2A and B. The myth is particularly fit to be linked again to

another passage in the Koré Kosmou®*:

At a certain point in Isis’ mythological account of
the present deplorable condition, the earth,
polluted by crimes and dead bodies, implores
God for a holy emanation from himself that might
somehow make things right. In response to the
prayers of not only earth, but all the elements,
certain measures are taken by God, but Horus
interrupts his mother’s narrative and asks:
“Mother, how did earth succeed in obtaining an
emanation from God?”

The instruction of Isis to Horus in this fragmentary Hermetic treatise preserved by
Stobaeus>** contains observations on the nature of soul and embodiment, a statement on
the decay of the present times and an interpretation of the myth of Osiris. The extensive
allusion to the Koré Kosmou (S.H. XXII-XXVII) in Athanassiadi’s notes to the
Philosophical History awakened my interest for its relations with the text of Damascius,
even though an extensive development of them is impossible to be accomplished in this

work.

The presentation of the myth of Osiris and Isis by Damascius in the text is a
rendition of the triadic cosmological structure of the Chaldean Oracles and is an important
counterpart for discussing both the fragment 18 and the passages about the iepatikn-
ouocoeia following the myth in the Proemium. The discussion of anthropological and
symbolic expressions of the mythological pattern here will be minimal, just the basic for
reinforcing the overall argument. The myth of Osiris and Isis is such an infinite subject that
someone could write one-thousand pages on it and still not exhaust the possible
meanings®*® and appearances of those deities in Egyptian and Greco-Roman sources.

Important to note, as well, is the presence of Isis in the Koré Kosmou and in the

%43 Cf. (Podemann Sgrensen, 2012, p. 1-2).
544 Stobaeus |. 49. 44, vol. i, p. 385 (Wachsmuth).
545 Cf. (Merkelbach, 2001, p. 3-40 and p. 71-87); (Borgeaud, 2000, p. 39-42.)
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hypothetical Chaldean Oracle that Damascius is quoting in the fragment 3B. Isis is
considered to be a disciple of Hermes in much of Hellenistic and late antique literature®®.

Following the definition of myth and the centrality of the Egyptians as a sacred

people, Damascius says®*’:

Ot Aiyontior écéfovto Bedv pdiiota Ootpiv te
kai “Toty, TOV pv Gmovto dnuovpysiv vopilovtec
€ldect 1€ kail apBpoic v VANV dekoouodvia,
mv 6¢ kotdpdovcdv Te Koi moivovoav TNV
To0ToL  dnuovpyiay  deviov  (ofig  OYETOIC
GULETPNTOLC.

Among the gods, the Egyptians worshipped
mainly Osiris and Isis. He was the creator of all
things, arranging matter by form and number, she
nurtures and sprinkle his incessant demiurgy®*
through the ilimited channels of infinite life”.

At a first glance, the text mobilizes a lexicon from many strands of philosophy and religion
that converged in Neoplatonism. First, obviously, Plato and Pythagoreanism (dnuovpyéw/

dnuovpyia, apOpoc>®), the Orphic Poems (6évaoc®™) and the Chaldean Oracles ({om,

546 See the references collected by Litwa (2018, p. 100) in his translation of the Kore Kosmou. Litwa also
establishes some links between the mythological persona of Isis and the theme of the preceding chapter
saying that ““The line of Hermetic teaching thus travels from Hermes to Isis to Horus. Horus, physical son of
Isis and Osiris, is apparently considered to be Egypt’s second king (after Osiris). Diodorus of Sicily (a first-
century BCE historian) also represents Isis as the teacher of her son Horus. After resurrecting Horus with the
elixir of immortality, Isis teaches him both medicine and prophecy. In alchemical literature, moreover, Isis
reveals to Horus the secrets of metals. To the Greeks of the Hellenistic and Roman periods (roughly from 300
BCE to 300 CE), Isis was depicted as a culture heroine. She taught human beings how to grow food, make
medicines, and in general how to live a civilized life. The view of Isis as a civilizer (along with her husband
Osiris) is beautifully expressed at the end of this excerpt (88 65-68) [i.e. the Kore Kosmou]. This material
may derive from popular hymns that laud the virtues of the gods (called “aretalogies™).”

547 PH, 3A. | suppressed the Photian conjunction &tt and the verb gnui from the text and maintaned only the
text that is supposed to be from Damascius.

%8 The word ““incessant” do not appear in the text, but the concept of ““demiurgy” entails a constant creation
rather than a creatio ex nihilo like in the Christian tradition.

549 Cf. (Acevedo, 2018, p. 70): “Pythagoras says that the cosmos is a created thing in the realm of thought
but not in that of time (kat’ €mivowav ov kot ypovov).’*® Aristotle dismisses offhand this Pythagorean
doctrine as absurd, but it appears in later literature as Pythagorean, and it agrees with the cosmology of
Timaeus, and with the important doxographical statement that Pythagoras coined the term ‘cosmos’, €k tfjg
&v aut® té&ewc, ‘because of the order in it.’®! The association of Pythagoras with the henceforth allied
concepts of ‘universal orderly beauty’ (xdopog) and ‘sequential order’ (td&ig), established from early on a
sort of conceptual amalgam that would be perpetuated through the Middle Ages. The intemporal and
conceptual character of this creation, this universe and this order is to be related to the immaterial aspect of
letter and number in their intrinsic duality. Discussing Philolaus’ theories, Burkert observes: ‘the Greek word
apOuog is not completely equivalent to the modern concept of “number”. ApiBuog is always a whole
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oyet6c). If the section on the antiquity of the Egyptians was establishing the Neoplatonic
philosopher as the privileged esoteric interpreter of myths, this section might be the
establishment of the Neoplatonic Chaldean influenced cosmological theories as the

51 50 the

exegesis of the myth of Isis. In the Koré Kosmou there are analogous passages
question of the text direct influence over Damascius might be pointed, but there is also the
possibility that Damascius had access to other sources, no longer extant, that also
influenced the author of the Hermetic treatise. The last hypothesis seems likely considering
that Damascius studied with Horapollo from his teenage years up until his late twenties or
early thirties®® and that the Neoplatonists appropriated the Hermetic writings for their own

purposes>>,

The purpose here seems to be the insertion of the Egyptian myth into the
metaphysical scheme of the Chaldean Oracles, a scheme that is similar to the one in the
image presented in the chapter 3. Since the original text of the Oracles is not extant, all we
have are the interpretations of the different Neoplatonic writers®*. In order for disclosing
the relation between the myth, philosophy and hieratic art it is an important step because it
is, like many other post-lamblichean Neoplatonic attempts, to locate a widespread and
tradition myth inside the theological framework of Neoplatonism and to give to the
Neoplatonic sage the “meta-theory” regarding a tradition that was in danger of extinction.
That is how the subsequent passage unfolds with reference to Typhon (Seth) as the
mythological figure that is responsible both for the sorrows of the Egyptians due to his
dismemberment of Osiris and as a counterpart for the dark age in which Damascius was

living.

Indeed, in the fragment 3B Damascius talks about the dismemberment of Osiris-

Dionysus:

number, and tied up with the actual process of counting. Thus it is closely connected with things, and in fact
is itself a thing, or at least an ordering of things. Ap1Oudc means a numerically arranged system, or its parts.’
550

%51 Cf. SH. XXIII, 62. Cf. Litwa p. 101.

552 Damascius was probably somewhere between 27-33 at the time of the events described in his journey with
Isidore from Alexandria to Athens, when he abandoned the profession of rhetorician and became a disciple of
philosophers like Isidore, Marinus and Zenodotus. Based on the description of the events in the book, the
Philosophical History was probably written 30-35 years later, when he was already the diadoch of the
Platonic school in Athens and before the edict of Justinian in 529.

53 The differences in social origin between the authors of the Hermetic treatises and the Neoplatonists were
very likely marked. Fowden (1993a, p. 5) argues that Hermetism gave expression to a wider current of
Platonic or Platonizing counterculture that was literate — thus already a small minority — but not necessarily
instructed in the formal schools of philosophy, while the pagan holy men of the Neoplatonic schools came
from a very restrict elite, both in intellectual and socio-economic stands. C. Bull also makes a

554 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999b, p. 158); (Majercik, 2001, p. 265).
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TodTOV 01 P&V Aéyovsty etvar TOvV Atdvucov, oi 8¢
dAlov: Oov vmo Tvedvoc daipovog éomapdydat,
Kol péya mévhog yevésBan toig Atyvmtiolg, kol Tod
omapoypuod puviunv moieicbor €ml mavta TOV
YPOVOV.

Some say that Osiris is Dionysus, others that he is
another [god]. He was cut in pieces by the demon
Typhon, what brought much sorrow for the
Egyptians. His dismemberment is remembered
and ritualized forever.

The orapaypdc of Osiris is obviously related with Damascius’ interpretation of the myth of
Dionysus in the Commentary on the Phaedo®>®. But | would like to focus here on the
allusion to Typhon, one of the most common recurrences all over the Philosophical History
in regards to the state of decay and moral dissolution of the Roman Empire®®. The
Typhonian state is metaphysical, it might be present at any time of history as a counterpart
of matter, but in the fragment 18 it is said that some inherent metaphysical states in the
triads manifest themselves as predominant historical forces in certain periods, following a
cosmic and cyclical cosmological theory. The remembrance (uvrun) of Osiris is related to
the establishment of the esoteric rituals necessary for the ascension of the soul and the
dispersal of the body of Osiris is the mythical representation of the fragmented

“enmattered” state of existence®®’.

55 The figures of Dionysus and the Titans have a history in terms of Neoplatonic interpretation as part of the
relation between the One and the Many, Unity and Multiplicity. In the world of generation, Dionysus unify
the Titanic in himself. While he is below the higher triad that is dominated by Zeus, Dionysus is responsible
for the “demiurgic” activities while the Titans are the ones who ‘“‘fragment” the constant creations of
Dionysus. The Titanic state is the state in which human beings cannot ascend beyond the fragmented
conditions of embodiment and material constraints. The discussion is about a section of Plato’s Phaedo (62b)
regarding the ““custody” in which human beings are attached in the body: &v tivi ppovpd éopev (we are in a
certain type of custody). Damascius says: "Using these principles, we shall easily prove that ““the custody” is
not the Good, as some say, nor pleasure, as Numenius would have it, nor the Demiurge, as Paterius says, but
rather, as Xenocrates has it, that it is Titanic and culminates in Dionysus.” (‘Ott to0t01g Yp®UEVOL TOIG KAVOGL
padiog dedéyEopev, @ ovte TayoBov €otv 1| @povpd, A¢ Tives, obte 1| Ndovh, d¢ Novunviog, obte 0O
dnuovpyode, ag Motéprog, GAN', dg Zevokpatng, Trtavikn éotv kai €ig Atdvuoov darnokopveovtar). In. Phaed.
1.2. According to Edmonds (2009, p. 8), Damascius usually uses droxopveodton in reference to the process
of returning to a unitary state out of a multiple or division, like in the In. Parm. 94.26 and 95.9.

5% E.g. the allusions to Pamprepius in the fragment 112.

57 The activity of matter as being monstruous and titanic is present in the treatise De Iside et Osiride (373A-
C) of Plutarch: “they have a legend that the soul of Osiris is everlasting and imperishable, but that his body
Typhon oftentimes dismembers and causes to disappear, and that Isis wanders hither and yon in her search for
it, and fi ts it together again; for that which really is and is perceptible and good is superior to destruction and
change. The images from it with which the sensible and corporeal is impressed, and the relations, forms, and
likeness which this takes upon itself, like impressions of seals in wax, are not permanently lasting, but
disorder and disturbance overtakes them, being driven hither from the upper reaches, and fi ghting against
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Let me now hurry, following some hints by P. Hoffmann (2017), to the presentation
of the structure of Damascius’ interpretation of the relation between the sacred origin,
associated with Egypt and its establishment of mystical and hieratic rites, and the process
of time, procession or decadence in the historical ages. The French classicist presents an
interpretation of the philosophy of history in Damascius as being related to the Hesiodic
ages of the world and to some influences of Plato’s cosmological reflections®®. The text of
Damascius is synthesized by Athanassiadi in her fragment 18 based on 3 sources: two

comments by Photius of varying lengths®>®

— chosen by the Byzantine patriarch on the
basis of their “beautiful of expression” (kaAAiéneln) — and a reconstructed text based on
indications by the Suda. The three texts are not identical, even if their meaning is more or
less similar. As | am dealing mostly with Athanassiadi’s condensed edition, the other texts
are provided in an appendix in the Greek original and in my own English translation,

adapted from Hoffmann.>°

Athanassiadi places the synthesized fragment into the section about Isidore’s
actions and miraculous powers (fragments 1-38). The contrast of the different types of
“modes of existence” or moAreia®®! and their interpenetration in the totality of history, side
by side with the correspondence between soul — history — cosmos is possibly a way of
dealing with a possibility of transcendence even in the monstruous Typhonian age. As shall

be seen, it also entails a particular interpretation of the relation between history and matter:

Horus, whom Isis brings forth, beholden of all, as the image of the perceptible world. Therefore it is said that
he is brought to trial by Typhon on the charge of illegitimacy, as not being pure nor uncontaminated like his
father, reason unalloyed and unaffected of itself, but contaminated in his substance because of the corporeal
element. He prevails, however, and wins the case when Hermes, that is to say Reason, testifies and points out
that Nature, by undergoing changes of form with reference to the perceptible, duly brings about the creation
of the world.” Transl. Del Lucchese.

558 Cf. p. 749-753.

59 A “brief” (VI fr. 22) and a long one (VI fr. 238).

60 Tt could be argued philologically that I am dealing with Athanassiadi’s Damascius rather than with
Damascius himself, but then it would also need to be argued that any reading of the Philosophical History is
a reading of Photius and the Suda and not of Damascius. Moreover, that same problem could be extended to a
large number of ancient texts considering the problems of transmission, manuscript tradition and copy. And
that is just the tip of the iceberg, considering that there are also psychological and anthropological gaps
between the world of Late Antiquity and our own. Anyway, the task of interpretation, the risk of reading
texts, involves formulating a narrative that might be probable based in internal coherence and correspondence
to the material.

%61 In the Greek Patristic lexicon of Lampe (p.1113), it is said that moAiteia can mean a community or society,
like the modes of living of Jewish people or the Christian way of life and conduct. It can also be used in
reference to ascetic practices or an act of religious behavior (p. 1114). It seems probable that Damascius is
using the word in a manner that is similar to the modern concept of “culture” or cultural formation. A more
or less coherent Neoplatonic historical anthropology can be derived from that passage in fragment 18.
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Ot tpdv 8¢ dvtwv pepdv i €id®dV TG Yuyxic, 7
Omwg Gv Tic €0élot KoAelv TpurTnV EQACKE
yiveoBor moMrtelav, &yovcav pEv €KAGTNV TOG
Tpelc, GAMO T KpotodVIL  €vi  TO WAV
HOPPOLUEVTY Kol OVOUALOUEVEY T@ EMKPOTODVTL.
Kot v pév mpoiévon pdiiota kota Adyov, v av
16 oipon ToVv émi Kpdvov Bilov émovopdoetey §j Thv
YPLGRV Yevedv fi 10 Oedv dyyiomopov yévog, oia
&v oyNUaTtL poBov cepvivouoty v T@® Tpimodt Tig
Movong kabnuevol momtai-tnyv 6& xotd Bouodv,
SovioTapévey Eml TOAEHOLG KOl HAYOG Kol ™G
Emmav  @avol, TEV Tepl TPOTEIMV Kol O0ENG
ayovilopévev, otov yeveoBar tev €mi Thg iotopiog
€Kaotote Opviovuévev dkovopev: TNV 0¢ KOt
émbopiav, mavtoyn dappéovsay Koi VO TPVPTG
AKOALAGTOL OlEPOUPUEVIV, TATEVO Kol YUVOIKETO
@povodoay, deMe GUVOIKOV Kol €v Taon vmvig
KoAvOOLUEVTV,  QIAOYPNUOVO,  UIKPOTPETT,
d0VAEVEY AoQOADG EtéhovbBoav, 0VOEV Tipov
0VOE €AevBepov OUMPATTOUEVEY, AVOPOTOODON
Kol docbevn, yootpi Kol aidoioc el v
guoaioviay HETpOLGAY 0VOE Buudl yevvaimt
YPOUEVEV" 010V OO0 TOPEYEVOV €V IO YDPOUL
Kelpevov €kvevevpiopgvov, ovdE Kivelobatr ETt
duvhpevov: Kol TOAADL  YOLOUTETECTEPOV
énedeikvoto v fonv t®V VOV &v Ti] yevéoel
TOMTEVOUEVOV AVOPOTOV.

He used to say that, just as the soul has three parts
or types (or whatever one chooses to call them),
so too there are three different ways of life, each
of which contains all three elements while
receiving its overall shape from the dominant
one, which also gives it its name. Reason is the
main influence on the first of these, which could
be called the Cronian life, the Golden Race or the
generation akin to the gods, celebrated in the
guise of myth by poets seated on the tripod of the
Muse. Emotion influences the second, which
engages in wars and battles and generally fights
for the first prizes and for glory, and which we
continually hear talked about by history. Appetite
rules the third, which is totally dissipated,
corrupted by unbridled wantoness, dominated by
base and womanish thoughts, associated with
cowardice, wallowing in swinishness of every
kind, avaricious and petty, desiring the security of
a slave, achieving nothing noble or free, servile
and weak, measuring happiness solely in
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accordance with the belly and the pudenda,
totally without nobility of spirit; like a body
dumped in a corner, lying enervated and
incapable of movement. And he showed the life
of the men who are now in the service of
generation to be much baser even than this.
(Transl. Athanassiadi, altered).

Hoffmann associates the description of Damascius “three forms of living” (moAiteia) with

the Platonic correspondence between the microcosm of the soul (yvyn) and the larger

cosmic Processes.

The structure of the human soul corresponds to the structure of reality in the

Damascian Neoplatonic philosophy of history. The passage can be seen as a synthesis of

the tripartite division of the soul in Plato’s Republic and Hesiod’s theory of the Ages of the

World:562

562 Cf. 2017, p. 742.

Ce texte philologiquement instable, en raison de
sa transmission multiple, expose clairement ce
que l’on pourrait appeler une « philosophie
néoplatonicienne de 1’Histoire », ou une théorie
des « Ages de I’Humanité », selon une
consécution chronologique et un schéma de
dégradation qui font se succéder : un temps —
mythique — de la Raison (Adyog), correspondant a
I’age d’or d’Hésiode ; un temps — héroique et
proprement historique — du principe Irascible
(Bopdg) et des activités guerrieres, qui est, en
termes platoniciens, le temps du courage
(&vopeia) et de la recherche des honneurs
(ptrotipia) et qui correspond a I’histoire de la
Grece ancienne et de la Rome paienne jusqu’au
IVe siécle ; et enfin un temps présent (VOv)
dominé par le principe Concupiscible, et ou
s’exprime toute la détestation de Damascius pour
le régime politique byzantine et la société
corrompue qui I’entoure.

This philological unstable text, due to its multiple
transmission, exposes clearly something that one
may call a “Neoplatonic philosophy of history”
or one theory of the “Ages of Mankind”
according to a chronological sequence and a
scheme of degradation which make one succeed
another: a — mythical — time of Reason (Adyog),
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corresponding to the golden age of Hesiod; a time
— heroic and properly historical — of the Irascible
principle (Bupdg) and warlike activities, which is,
in Platonic terms, the time of courage (&vdpeior)
and the search for honors (pilotyio) and which
corresponds to the history of ancient Greece and
pagan Rome until the 4th century; and finally a
present time (vdv) dominated by the
Concupiscible principle, and where all of
Damascius' detestation for the Byzantine political
regime and the corrupt society that surrounds it is
expressed.

Hoffmann’s view seems plausible and correlates with the argument developed here, but |

would like to present a slightly modified version of his account.

The comparative forms used at the end both of Athanassiadi’s synthesized passage,
present in Photius and Suda accounts, and the comparative form used in the fragment 4C
(rolvmhokmtépwv) also in relation to Typhon and the present time (viv) might pose a
problem for the tripartite anthropology-cosmology in terms of a fourth element outside the
triad: a fourth principle that would be correspondent to matter and the demonic elements of
its manifestation as a historical age. Because, as it is clear by the passage, all the elements
of the cosmos have a counterpart in history. In the fragment 4C, after describing the state
of Oeoxpacio attained by the true mystic, Damascius talks about the divisions and
sufferings entailed by the state of embodiment and the really Typhonian nature of that

process:

Kol todt' v €in Beoxpacio, pdilov o6& Evmoig
TOVTEMG, €MAVOO0GC TV MUETEPOV YYDV TPOC
10 OBelov émoTpeopévev Kol cuvabpollopévav
amo Tod moAAOD peEpPIoUOD, Kol Ti yap oV AEym
onapaypod Sappndnv, ov évtadba pveicor Kol
o®duo yivov Aafodcat dieotdacncov avtai ae'
€auT®V, Kol ToAloyR OlwwkicOncav VIO TAV
Tvpovelov 1® dvtt kol  dAAOC  ynyevadv
nafnudtov, Oviov ye ob katd tOV Tvedva
puoévov,  GAN . olpon kol TOVTOV
TOAVTTAOKMTEP®V.

That would be the absorption into the divine, or
rather the total union, the ascension of our souls
to God as they return and are unified after the
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multiple divisions. It can be said that after being
fragmented and having taken earthly bodies, they
were torn apart from themselves and are scattered
through many sufferings not only Typhonian, but
also with other terrestrial sufferings, | believe,
even more tortuous (ToAVTAOK®TEPWV).

The more tortuous sufferings of the soul that Damascius discuss here might be related with
the comparatives used in the fragments composing Athanassiadi’s 18: koi 7TOAAD

YOUOUTETESTEPAY EMESEIKVLTO TNV {®OTV TAOV VOV £V Tf] YEVEGEL TOAMTELOUEVOVY AVOPOT®V.

Athanassiadi translates the passage as “And he showed the life of the men who are
now in the service of generation to be much baser even than this” while Hoffmann
translates the passage to the French as “ef c¢’est sous des couleurs plus viles encore que
[Damascius] représentait la vie des hommes qui maintenant menent leur existence dans le
monde de la generation.” Athanassiadi thinks that the passage is a reference to Isidore, he
is the subject that shows the life in his own times as even lower than the lowest point of
existence, while Hoffmann’s more conservative philological reading thinks that the Suda’s
excerpter is referring to Damascius. As far as | know, the use of the comparative in these
two related passages (frs. 4C and 18) has not been explored yet. As the LSJ entry shows,
yopoumetng (lit. “falling to the ground™) is a word attested in Pindar, Aeschylus, Euripides
and Plato and has a general meaning of something low, groveling and even sensuous, being
also used to refer to the roots of the trees in bizarre forms. In the same manner, ToAvnAokog
means something tangled, complex, tortuous. Both forms can be connected to an enrooted,
entangled material existence lost amid the complexities of the world of generation

(yéveoic).

It would be easy to explain why Damascius used such words in reference to the
mythological figure of Typhon in terms of Neoplatonic metaphysics and the scheme from
simplicity to complexity that arises from the One to matter in his metaphysical scheme.
The use of the comparatives, however, is not obvious and a questioning regarding the
number of historical ages — 3 or 4 — might arise from that fact and I will return to that point
soon. Nevertheless, Hoffmann’s reading attests that Damascius developed a “philosophy
of history” equivalent to a Platonized conformation of Hesiod’s theory of the ages of
mankind. Hesiod perhaps is the first Greek source alluding to a cyclical cosmology and, in

fact, most ancient philosophers and cultures, not only in the Mediterranean, had a cyclical
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conception of time. As noted by Thomas McEvilley, ‘““the circular view of time is part of
the shape of ancient thought and one of the major differences between ancient and modern
attitudes.”®® That cyclicity of time can be defined as the “Great Year Myth”, a concept

forged by the historian of mathematics and astronomy Otto Neugebauer®®.

Among historians of religion, Mircea Eliade thought that the cyclical shapes of time
and the linear historical understanding inaugurated by Jewish and Christian thought
marked the strongest difference between Christian and pagan religious sensibilities, with
the Christian understanding of time being a proto-secular or proto-modern way of dealing
with time and, consequently, with religion. This has also been observed by the Indologist
Heinrich Zimmer in the decade of 1940s, in one of his essays presented at the Eranos
meetings®®®, not to say of Hamlet's Mill, the massive book written by philosopher Giorgio
Santillana and anthropologist Hertha von Dechend on the relation between ancient
mythologies, cosmic cycles and astronomical theories®®®. The cyclicity of historical time
and a cosmology based on the repetition of archetypes (“Eternal Return’°®") might be
defined as being part of the cosmological axis of pagan religions. As discussed above, in
the chapter about Asclepiodotus’ story, the observations of Damascius regarding the
destruction of the temple of Isis at Menouthis is punctuated with astronomical observations

and a sense of mourn, like a lament for the passing of a “world-image”’.

Hoffman’s location of a Damascian philosophy of history in those fragments as
being related to the Platonic tripartite psychology exposed in the Republic and the Hesiodic
account of the Ages of Mankind in the Works and Days is indeed ingenuous®®, even

though there are also other influences in the thought of Damascius and his presentation of

563 (2002, p. 69.)

564 A History of Ancient Mathematical Astronomy. 3 vols. Springer, 1975, p. 618.

565 Zimmer also makes an allusion to the essay of the Augustinian priest Erich Frank (1942, p. 9-10), in
which Frank locates the writings of Augustine and other Christian fathers as the roots of the modern idea of
linear time. Cf. 1946, p. 22-23).

566 Cf. (1977, p. 43-56).

567 It must be stressed nonetheless that the dichotomic perspective of Eliade fails to acknowledge conflicts
between similar types of cultural formation (““archaic’’) inside his system with his antithesis between archaic
— modern man, an antithesis that is probably fruit of his traditionalist leanings and the dichotomy between
traditional and modern established by René Guénon and his followers. Cf. (Bordas, 2008, p. 41-48). | believe
that the Foucaltian concept of épisttme might be richer for my particular approach of detecting how
“mysticism’ in the text of Damascius is a response to the collapse of a “world-image™.

568 ““Damascius croise deux références fondamentales : les Travaux d’Hésiode — commentés par Proclus — et
la République de Platon, qui, sans appartenir expressément au « canon de Jamblique » qui régissait
I’enseignement néoplatonicien, était évidemment lue et commentée a Athénes comme a Alexandrie : le
commentaire de Proclus, 1a encore, en est une preuve éclatante et 1’on sait que Damascius — restaurateur de
I’ensemble du cursus philosophique néoplatonicien dans 1’école d’Athénes — a peut-étre lui-méme consacré
des cours a la République.” 2017, p. 749.
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Isidore’s discourse on the historical ages: Hermetism, the Chaldean Oracles and their
anthropological and cosmological reflections. The possible Hermetic influences and
resonances permeate the text in its opening Egyptianism and in allusion to many mystical
doctrines of the Egyptians, like in the affirmation of the Egyptians as the first people to
discover the hieratic arts, thus discovering the fundamental elements of correspondence in
the universe®®®. As discussed in the preceding chapter, Damascius seems to have absorbed

many Hermetic topoi through his contacts in Alexandria®"

and Athanassiadi locates many
resonances between his text and the Stobaeus Hermetica XXIII-XXVII known as Kore
Kosmou®™L. In the Koré Kosmou there is a discussion of the geography of different peoples
and its relation with the descent of the soul®’2. As much as Plato and Hesiod are present in

Damascius, the level of his syncretism seems to go beyond those two sources.

So, it is necessary to understand what is specific to the cyclic view of Damascius
and how it relates to the hieratic arts in terms of spiritual technologies auxiliary in the
ascension of the soul. Or even, if it is possible to be articulated, in which way the theurgic
or hieratic art can make the divine principles beyond the realm of time actualized in the
embodied soul. Returning to Hoffmann, his specific claim is that the tripartite division of
the ages in Damascius is a mingling of the Hesiodic 5 ages®”® in the Works and Days with
the Platonic tripartite division of the soul as A6yoc, Gupdg and mvpuia®’®. The Hesiodic
cosmology of the ages®” is in itself a probable Archaic Greek reconfiguration of certain
traditional patterns of Mesopotamian origin and similar schematical patterns, probably
through an early Egyptian or Sumerian diffusion, can also be found in India. The cyclical
cosmology is related with certain astrological and astronomical observations and

patterns®’® and with the doctrines of the immortality of the soul®’’, what makes the

569 PH, 4A.

570 Also, considering the scarcity of biographic information about most ancient and medieval individuals,
nothing can indicate that Damascius might not have journeyed deeper into Egypt and had established
contacts beyond the extremely Hellenic milieu of Alexandria.

571 Thus, in many of her footnotes she points to the similarities between the Philosophical History and
Hermetic texts, pointing that Hermetic influences or at least common sources between Damascius and the
Hermetists permeate the Philosophical History.

572 §H, XXIV.

573 Cf. 106-201.

574 n. 744, n. 23.

57 Hesiod divides the ages of mankind into five stages: a perfect Golden Age of Cronus, a Silver Age, a
Bronze Age, a Heroic Age and an Iron Age. The total perfection decreases from age to age, with the
exception being the Heroic Age inserted between the Bronze and Iron Ages. The Heroic Age seems to be a
probable interpolation in the Greek poetic tradition of a mythical motif of Near Eastern origin. Cf.
(McEvilley, 2002, p. 72).

576 |bid. p. 76-78.

577 |bid. p. 103-112.
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Damascian claim about the nature of the hieratic arts in the Proemium related not only to
Proclus’ definition of iepotikr as a science of correspondences but also to the overall
cosmic scheme presented in the fragment 18 and also to the tripartite divisions in the
fragment 33A and the allusions to the Sothic cycle in the fragments 53A and 74F, as seen
in the fourth chapter.

For Hoffmann, the doctrine of the equivalence between wyvyn and moliteia is
developed among the Neoplatonists mainly by Proclus, in his commentary to Plato’s
Republic®’® and Damascius’ text is probably answering to questions first developed by
Proclus in his inquiry to Plato’s geographic discussion of the different types of principles
related to the peoples that inhabit the variegated landscapes known by the classical Greeks.
In the Platonic discussion®”®, the Greek world is centered in the middle and corresponds to
the principle of reason and love of wisdom (10 @ulopadéc), to the Irascible principle
correspond the Thracians, Scythians and other northern peoples (16 Bvpogidég) and the
Concupiscible principle, based on the love of money (10 @iloypnpatov) is correlated with

the southern peoples of the Phoenicians and Egyptians.

The novelty of the Philosophical History according to such view would be the
transposition of that scheme from geography to history®, in a movement that is seem by
Hoffmann as an incorporation of Hesiod. The geographical schemes of the Platonic lexicon
would be transposed for an interpretation of the historical process. And for Damascius,
history must be understood as a very specific manifestation of the cosmic procession, as
have been discussed in chapter 2. It has a beginning and an end and will repeat itself
forever and ever. Also, since all the 3 ages contain all the others (§yovcav pev ékdotyv tag
TPELC, AALL T KpaToDVTL £V TO OV pop@ovuévny Kol dvoualopévey 1@ EmKpatodVTL),

there are specific ways to access the Golden Age of Cronus even in the Typhonian age.

578 “La doctrine de Damascius situe la moArteio chrétienne au dernier niveau d’un processus de dégradation
qui évoque les livres VIII et 1X de la République et la description platonicienne de la corruption des
moMteion, et qui est fondée sur 1’idée d’une homologie de structure entre 1’dme humaine et les régimes
politiques déterminés par un certain état de I’0og des citoyens: cette analogie parcourt la République, et
Damascius, aprés Proclus réinterpréete ici la théorie de Platon (notamment en Rép. IV et VIII-1X) selon
laquelle il y a une correspondance entre la yoyn et la molig, la Cité idéale étant une projection universelle de
I’ame juste — dans le cadre d’une doctrine de la tripartition de I’ame, et des quatre vertus que sont la cooia,
I’avdpeia, la coppoocivn et la dikatooOvr. On a montré ailleurs que ’anthropologie platonicienne de la
République est le cadre conceptuel a travers lequel un Proclus appréhende le phénomeéne du christianisme, et
1’état dégradé de I’ame chrétienne — ignorante, passionnelle et injuste.” 2017, p. 750.

579 Rep. 435E 1-436A 3.

580¢Alors que Proclus reproduit assez fidélement la géographie platonicienne de République IV, une
nouveauté marquante s’observe dans le texte de la Vie d’Isidore: la tripartition de 1’ame ne fonde plus une
géographie, mais une histoire, qui porte incontestablement une marque hésiodique.” Ibid. p. 751.



160

However, the interrelatedness of the cosmic, mythical and astronomical/astrological
symbolism that Damascius takes supposedly from Hesiod is part of a mythological pattern
that has encompassed much of the ancient world, including not only the ancient cultures of
Greece and Rome but also the Near East, North Africa, India, Southeast Asia etc. That is
part of the apparatus of the Great Year Myth and its presence has been noted by historians
of religions in many disparate cultural formations®!. The allusion to the Hesiodic ypvof
veved (“Golden Race”) does not make the poem of Hesiod the only or even the main
source for Damascius. Considering the fragment 18 alone — or his triple sources in Photius
and the Suda — can lead to an overstatement of the Hesiodic influence on the basis of
linguistic ““internalism”. It is not because Damascius wrote in Greek and that the first
occurrence of the expression “Golden Race” can be found in Hesiod®®? that such theme
resonated exclusively from that source. It seems to me that Damascius was appropriating

different sources in Greek literature to fit his own philosophical and theological agendas.

Moreover, as noted by Radcliffe Edmonds®®:

In the Greek mythic tradition, the interpretation
of the myth cannot be kept separate from the way
the narrative is recounted, since the author
retelling a traditional tale always adapts the
details of the story to fit the ideas he is trying to
convey and the audience to which he is
recounting the tale. In this process of bricolage
(to borrow the term from Levi-Strauss), the
author strives to render his version authoritative
for his audience by engaging with previous
versions of the tale, especially the best known or
most authoritative renditions.

The Greek literary and philosophical tradition is a system constantly actualized with

personal interpretations in a system of bricolage. It is clear by the exposition of the

581 E g. Mircea Eliade described the doctrine of the cosmic cycles as a natural development of the periodicity
of nature and the repetition of sacred archetypes in mythical rituals all over the world. His theory is
phenomenological and universalist, but even more historically inclined researchers like Scarpi and McEvilley
have written about such phenomenon. Indeed, it seems that McEvilley’s discussion of the Great Year myth in
his colossal The Shape of Ancient Thought (2002, p. 67-82) is highly indebted to some interpretations by
Eliade (alongside de Santillana and Von Dechend’s Hamlet’s Mill), even if the Romanian scholar is not
quoted in a single line.

82 Xpvoeov pev mpdTiota Yévog uepdnmv avlponov/addvartotl toincav Oldumia ddpot' Exoviec./ol pév émi
Kpévov ficav, 8t ovpavd éupacitevey . Opera et dies, 109-111.

583 Cf. (2009. p.2).
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Proemium, that the fragments of the cosmic ages are related with the Egyptianist and
hieratic elements delineated in the opening statement of Egypt’s prominence and discovery

of the hieratic arts (Aiydmtiol 8¢ TadTd €ictv 01 TPDTOL PILOGOPOVVTEC).

As Garth Fowden has commented, the mytheme of the Golden Age had ample
circulation in Egypt during the 3rd and 4th centuries®®. Moreover, beyond the very likely
Egyptian influences it could also be related with Chaldean thought, especially with the Isis-
Osiris myth described by Damascius in the terms of the Chaldean Oracles in the PH, 3A
quoted above. According to Athanassiadi, in that passage Damascius is likely quoting a
Chaldean Oracle, reconstructed by her as follows®®: ‘Ioiv 1€ devéov (ofic OxeToig

%8 Apart from supposedly discovering a “new” Oracle, not listed in the edition

QUETPNTOLS
of E. des Places®®’, Athanassiadi’s interpretation also correlates the passage with the triadic
structure of the Chaldean doctrines®®® and such interpretation sheds light in the passages

quoted by Photius and the Suda that are synthesized in her fragment 18.

The tripartite nature of the cosmic process is reflected in the myth of Osiris-
Dionysus described in PH 3, a possible correspondence with the Chaldean triadic
interpretation (Father — Power — Intellect) — in which Osiris and Isis are interpreted as
being the first and second principles of the triad by the Neoplatonists®®® — of the processes
engendered in the totality of existence that is also present in lamblichus discussion of the
Egyptian theology in book VIII of the De. Myst., a chapter that is, again, associated with
Hermetic influences®®. So the 3 ages of human history in the temporal sphere can be
accurately said to correspond to the 3 principles of the main triad in the cosmic sphere: The
Unknown Father, Dynamis or Hecate and Intellect®. Osiris in his infinite demiurgy is the

Egyptian equivalent to the Chaldean Father while Isis corresponds to the role of Hecate or

584 Cf. (1987, p. 35 and 38-44). I disagree with Fowden’s emphasis on Egyptian traditionalism as the only (?)
or main motivator of such types of discourse in the centuries III and IV, rather than in a general “pagan”
sensibility being overrun by the tides of Christianity. That is certainly the case for texts like the Oracle of the
Potter, but not the sole or even main explanation for the prophecies of the Latin Asclepius, a text that shares
much imagery with the prophecies of Olympus and Antoninus.

585 «As this phrase includes two characteristically Chaldaean terms ({of}, 6xet0g) and constitutes an almost
complete hexameter line, I suggest that Damascius may here be quoting a Chaldaean oracle”. Cf. (1999a, p.
77).

586 ““Continuing everlastingly the infinite streams of Isis infinite life.”

587 Des Places, E. Oracles chaldaiques. Les Belles Lettres, 2010 (1971).

%88 “For the Neoplatonic identity of these two deities as first and second principles of the intellectual triad in
the lamblichan system...” Cf. 1999a, p. 77, n.1.

589 Cf. (Majercik, 2001, p. 266-267).

590 Cf. Clark, D. Iamblichus’ Egyptian Neoplatonic Theology in De Mysteriis. In: International Journal of the
Platonic Tradition 2. 164-205, 2008.

591 (Majercik, 1989, p. 4).
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Power (6vvagug). The Isiac principle, considered as the dynamic action that engenders the
ineffable silence beyond reality®®?, appears in the Damascian lexicon with obvious

Hermetic allusions as (on, the infinite life, a term that is as equally Hermetic as

Chaldean®%,

The Hesiodic influence is certainly there, but it is far from being the single
influence upon the presentation of the cosmic ages in the Philosophical History. It is
appropriated, in a mix of many other sources, alongside Hermetic allusions filtered through
Chaldean theology. Besides being a follower of lamblichean Platonism, Damascius was
also a native of the West Semitic regions and had a relatively informed knowledge of the
Semitic traditions of the Phoenicians®®* and the Babylonians®®®, as his knowledge of the
Enuma Elish can well attest. His predilection for the Chaldean Oracles and for their
Platonized Oriental thought probably cannot be ascribed solely to his lamblicheanism. The
synthesis of Hermetic, Chaldean and traditional Hellenic (both Hesiodic and Platonic)
currents is a better explanation for the Golden Age in the Philosophical History. That
synthesis is fruit of a religious and philosophical syncretism typical of the Neoplatonists,
especially of the later Neoplatonists, men who lived in a world in which preserving and
synthesizing the doctrines of the evanescent religions was seen almost as a mystical task.

In the systems of Hermetism and the Chaldean Oracles, the Father or Source — the
unmanifested — manifests itself through Nature/Kosmos (Hermetism) or Dynamis/Hecate
(Chaldean Oracles), precisely the vessel of Isis sprinkling the infinite life for the mystical
Osirian creation in the silence of his death and rebirth. In such a view, nothing really
perishes, nothing can die®®. The interpenetration of one historical age into another in
different proportions is a sign that the historical temporal order is only a material
transmutation of the infinite activities of Isis and the practices of philosophy and the
hieratic arts can allow the soul to transcend any temporal limitation (tnv 8¢ iepatiknyv [...]

yoy®v mept abavaciog). The cyclical cosmological ideas of the Philosophical History

592 That silence perhaps could be understood as the motif behind Osiris death and resurrection, a process that
mirrors the cycles of life. The mystery behind the cycles is exactly the mystical death of the Creative
Principle. Cf. (Assmann, 1983, p.345-377).

53 E.g. CH.1.

594 De. Princ. 111, 125.3.

5% |bid. 111, 125.1.

5% Cf. C.H. VIII. 'O11 0088V @V dvimv dmdrivTal, GAAG Tdc petaPoric dnmAeiog kai OovaTovg TAavduevol
Aéyovov.
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synthesize Hermetic, traditional Hellenic (Hesiod, Plato) and Chaldean doctrines,
considering that Chaldean influences permeate the bulk of Damascius thought™®’.

There is also another possibility, more speculative but not without some substance,
that the ages are actually four rather than three. It can also fit inside the triadic structure of
Platonism, the Chaldean Oracles and Hermetism correlating at the same time with Hesiod
and other traditional accounts of the Great Year myth. As Hoffman argued, Damascius
triadic description is based on the same sources of the Proclean description of Being-Life-
Thought in the proposition 103 of the Elements of Theology®®® and that triad might revert
to the thought of Numenius®®®, a thinker that is very likely related to the dawn of the
poetic-oracular traditions that reached us as the remaining fragments of the Chaldean
Oracles®®. In the Chaldean system, as in Hermetism, the triad of Source-Life-World only
includes matter as shaped by the demiurgic powers of God through the activity of
Cony/Hecate/Isis. Primal matter, the irrational structure of matter, exists as a formless entity

before demiurgic activity.

The nature of such matter, as related to the interpretations of the Timaeus of Plato,
even sparked a debate between Cherniss and Festugiére over the moment in which matter
comes into existence®®. In the C.H.VIII, there are two types of matter, one enveloped as a
circle by the Creator — let us call it cosmic matter — and another type that is pre-existent,

eternal, that exists forever®%?:

0 0¢ xOcpog VmO TOod TATPOG T Aidlog T oKai
a0dvatog yéyove, kol Boov TV Thg VAN
dmokeipevov 1@ €atod ... 1O WAV O TATNP
COOTOTOMGOG Kol OYKMOGOGC émoinoe
cOUPOEWES, TODTO OUT® TO TOWV TePBEiC,
oboav kol otV Gddvatov, kol &xovcay Gidiov
TNV VAOTNTO.

597 «“Combés (PP II, 215 n. 3) advances the plausible hypothesis that many elements of Iamblichus’
Chaldaean Theology were integrated by Damascius in his treatise On the First Principles. Indeed he
describes the entire first volume as ‘une justification critique de la doctrine selon laquelle 1’inéffable est
transcendant, & 1'un et 1'un transcendant a la triade qui suit’, which on his evidence was Iamblichus’
interpretation, not accepted by Proclus, and not apparent from the De Mysteriis. As regards Damascius’
posterity, even his own pupil and companion Simplicius admits that he finds him too difficult, indeed
incomprehensible (CAG ix, 625, 2 and 775, 32).” (Athanassiadi, 1999b, p. 164, n. 68.)

59 (2017, p. 754.)

59 (1bid.)

600 <.some sort of bridge must have linked the two systems; but I find it hard to be quite sure which way the
traffic ran. It could even have been a two-way traffic, since (. . .) Numenius and Julianus may well have been
contemporaries’’. Dodds, 1961, p. 271.

601 Rev. vol. I11, Int.

02 CH. VIII, 2.9-3.5.
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The cosmos came into being immortal from the
Eternal Father, and he took the matter that he
desired into a body and gave it substance and
created it into a spherical form. This quality [the
circularity] the Father imposed on the matter, but
matter is in itself eternal and its materiality lasts
forever.

Some lines below, Hermes says that “when matter was without body, my son, it
was without order”’®%. So, beyond the ordered triad of the world still exists the disordered
and chaotic matter lurking as one of the principles that exist in the cosmos. That fact for
itself creates difficulties for the abstraction of some unified Hermetic system and alongside
other passages came to be regarded as part of possible gnostic or dualistic introgressions
inside the Platonic inspired monism of the Corpus Hermeticum, the Chaldean Oracles also
seen to have some passages that could be interpreted in such way, like the fragment 88 in
which “evil matter” (xoxfic DAng) is alluded: [f @Voig] meifel motevev eivan ToG
dodpovag ayvode, kai to kakfc BAng PractipoTo xpnotd koi £60A4..5% As seen in the
introductory section on mysticism, Hanegraaff, following Fowden®®®, argues that such
philosophical inconsistencies are indeed a reflex of degrees of initiation related to an
experiential and spiritual aspect of the Hermetic writings®®, but could also be expanded for

the ““universal Platonic world”’ as a whole.

What | would like to emphsize in such cosmological comments on unshaped matter
as a fundamental principle is related to the comparative form of yapoumetég discussed
above that is present in the Suda fragment that Athanassiadi synthesizes in her fragment
18. As discussed, the relevant passage is translated by Athanassiadi: “And he showed the
life of the men who are now in the service of generation to be much baser even than
this®®’.” The reference is to a supposed teaching of Isidore in which the lives of the men

living in Damascius times are even baser than the men of the age of Concupiscence. That

803 g1e yap v domdpatoc 1 BAN, O tévov, dtoxtog v. Ibid. 3.10-11.

604 [Nature] persuades us to believe that the demons are pure, and that the offspring of evil matter are good
and useful." Transl. Majercik.

805 Cf. (19934, p. 95-104).

606 «If Hermetic spirituality was a type of privatized, experience-oriented religion, this has consequences for
conventional ways of categorizing the materials. By and large, most of the texts that used to be called
“philosophical” remain relevant, but their theoretical discussions about the exact nature of God, humanity,
and the cosmos must be considered from the perspective of their function in a wider spiritual framework:
they do not stand on themselves, as contributions to philosophical debate, but are meant to provide
background information that spiritual practitioners need while navigating their journey of healing and
salvation™. 2022, p. 21.

897 ki TOAAGL yapomeTesTEPOY dnedeicvuto TV (oM T@V VOV &V Ti] YeVESEL TOMTEVOUEVOY AVOPDTOV.
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might be a rhetorical trope, of course, but could also indicate that beyond the 3 ages
reflecting the triadic structure of Chaldean and Hermetic thought, there is an age even
darker, more insubstantial and derived from the nature of primordial unshaped matter, a
reversion to the prelapsarian chaos before the constant demiurgic activity and its reflection
over the channels of generation. In the system of the Chaldean Oracles, it is not clear
where is the position of matter in relation to the triad and | believe that the way of life that
is even more decayed (yauouireteotépav) than the Typhonian described by Damascius
might be a reference to the Christian doctrines of the Creation and the Incarnation of Jesus

Christ as counterparts for material existence.

In the Chaldean fragment 134, it is said that:

Mn$d' éni uoo@ai] Koouov oreddev AdfBpov DANG,
&vBa @OvVog OTACIEG T€ KOl GPYOAE®MV QUOIG
ATU®OV ovyunpoi t€ vOool Kol oNyleg €pya 1€
PELOTA TADTA YPED® QEVYEWV TOV £pAV HEALOVTO
ToTPOS VOD.

"Do not hasten to the light-hating world,
boisterous of matter, where there is murder,
discord, foul odors, squalid illnesses, corruptions,
and fluctuating works. He who intends to love the
Intellect of the Father must flee these things."
(Transl. Majercik)

Now, the reference to Christianity as the negative counterpart of reality is obvious all over
the Philosophical History, as has been discussed already. The association of Christian
individuals and leaders (Peter Mongus, Cyril of Alexandria, Christian mobs etc.®%) with
monstrosity, corruption and decay is evident. Pamprepius, as low as he can be, is nothing
more than an instrument of the insatiable necessity that opposes the Good: &pyavov 6
Hopnpémiog €mmdetov Tic mpdg 10 KEAMOV dvtutveovong avaykng fvé®. But the
Christians might be a worse threat, an evil even beyond Typhon, the historical and

communitarian representation of matter unordered matter.

That is not to say that ““evil” here has a metaphysical meaning in the sense of being

a hypostasized metaphysical reality, like the Christian Satan, but is merely the enclosing of

608 E.g. the fragments 42, where Olympus is praised, 43, where the death of Hypatia at the hands of the
Christians is narrated and 1131 where Peter Mongus is called an evil man.
609 113D.



166

reality into the realm of sense-perception, an abandonment of Unity. “Mental sleep” is the
only Neoplatonic hell®°. T believe that here we stand at the root of Damascius’ scorn of the
Christian religion, as both Father Jean Trouillard®'! and Athanassiadi commented®'?: a
girdling membrane (vneloxdc®®) that separates the material world from the spheres
above®'®, The problem of matter is thus important to understand both the Proemium and
the narrative of the “Great Year” in fragment 18. Damascius is both an aporetic
philosopher and an austere theologian of Unity, a monist philosopher®’®. The tension
between the puzzles of aporesis and the monist worldview lie at the heart of the matter. |
cannot engage that problem here, but | can outline what seems to me the problem of
Christianity and the refuge in the mystical based on my reading of the Philosophical

History enriched with some passages of the Chaldean Oracles.

This problem has drastic consequences for the way Damascius presents hieratic
arts and mysticism in his descriptions of persons like Isidore, Sarapio or Heraiscus. The
structure of the Neoplatonic virtues among the dramatis personae of the PH detected by
O’Meara has a cosmic significance since it involves how the respective souls reflect the
doomed times in which their souls have been embodied. Indeed, everything that exists can
be manifest at some point of the cosmic scale, that is why the 3 or 4 ages contain in minor
proportions elements of the others. Even in the darkest times of mankind the
transfiguration of the individual soul towards the divine is still possible. But there has to be
an ordered way to overcome division (matter) and the vrelwkdc. The demonic side of

matter described in the Oracle 134 can be overcome by initiation®®:

OV yap ypn keivoug oe PAémewv mpiv odua
tehecOfic dvteg yap xBOvior yahemol kOveg elciv
avoideic.

For you must not gaze at them until you have
your body initiated. Being terrestrial, these ill-
tempered dogs are shameless. (Transl. Majercik)

610 Cf. (Trouillard, 1981, p. 13).

611 (1id.)

612 (1999b, p. 173).

613 Cf. Or. Ch. 6.

614 In. Parm. 131.

615 Cf, (Athanassiadi, 1999b, p. 173-174).
616 Or. Ch. 135.
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In the next chapter | will discuss how Damascius undergone an initiation into philosophy
in the Hierapolitan cave of Apollo and how this was a preparatory task in comparison with

the truly entastic experience of Isidore.

What this Chaldean fragment seems to imply is that to go beyond the terrestrial
chains of material division it is necessary to have the body “initiated” (cdpo 1elecbiic).

617 and after this

This is an Oracle quoted by Proclus in his Commentary to the Alcibiades
first quote, he continues the discussion saying: “they enchant souls, forever turning them
away from the rites” (tag yoyag 0éAyovteg dei teletdv amdyovowv). That such verses could
be understood by the late Neoplatonists, in their tendency to posit themselves as arch-
theologians of a syncretic paganism®® and true initiates, as a reference to the state of
affairs in the Roman Empire is not unlikely. To rise above the material divided state is
necessary to undergo an initiation (teletn) and that might explain why the time of the
present (vdv) in the Philosophical History is even lower than the Typhonian age. The rites
of initiation have been forbidden, the first preparatory links to the sacred are now secret or
strictly personal. That is possibly the reason why Damascius inserts the relation between

euvooo@ia and iepatikn inside the Egyptian Proemium.

In that context, it seems that piAocoeia is not inserted appositionally in relation to

iepaticn, but in a sense of interdependence®?®:

lepotikn kol @ulocopio ovK Amd TGOV aOTAV
dpyovtar apydv, GAL’ 1| HEV erhocopio Amd Thg
UG TV Tavtov aitiag, gic v dmooTdOuny TV
Svtov kofnkovca o pHEcmV TOV OA®V YEVAV,
Oelwv 1€ Kol TOV petd Beovg KpertTOVOV Kol €v
Tpite, paci, f Lot pavouévav.

Hieratic art and philosophy do not originate from
the same celestial sources. From the first cause of
all things comes philosophy, directing itself

617 In Alc., 17-18 [40, 1-5 Cr.).

618 As discussed in the Introduction, the syncretic notion of “paganism” is largely the creation of the same
intellectuals that were trying to preserve the immensely endangered traditions of pre-Christian religion
throughout the Mediterranean. One might wonder what could have happened if their theological project was
taken as a model for the political elites instead of the Chalcedonian Christian theological and political model.
It is likely that Islam would never exist, Christianity might have become a fringe group in the Roman Empire
and if the Roman state survived until modern times, it is possible that the modern notion of “Europe” as
culturally separate from the “Middle East and North Africa” would not arise as well. But that is just a
personal exercise of imaginative alternate history, it is really hard to predict what could have happened.

819 PH, 4A.
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towards the understanding of being by all
intermediate orders: the most excellent, the
Divine, that which comes after the divine and
what they call third, the world of the appearances.

The philosophy described here is at the same time the dialectical and preparatory stage for
the training of the mind®?° and the descriptions of the world of the appearances and the
pagan theology of the philosophia perennis, described at the end of the De. Princ., that is
universal and manifests itself in the writings of the sacred peoples and sages of the world.
It is a complementary and essential goal to the hieratic practitioner.®?! It seems to be
confirmed as well by the fragments 34C and 34D in which Isidore is described as having a
preference for Aristotelian philosophy in comparison with the poetical and rhetorical arts,
but at the same time finding Aristotle’s body of writings lacking in divine knowledge due
to its attachment to the discursive rather than the intuitive qualities of the mind. Thus,
philosophy also has degrees of initiation and a philosophy that lacks a divine theosophy
cannot reach the union of the divine, as Aristotle and Chrysippus never reached the
summit®?2, The same could be said of Hierocles, that disregarded hieratic art and was

immensely deficient in the divine faculties®?,

Thus, philosophy and iepatwkry are intertwined since the beginning. In truth,
tepartikn is the exegesis of myth and philosophy and their assimilation to consciousness in
order to ascend beyond the cathartic state, the first phase of virtuosity that can lead the soul
beyond the embodied state®?*. Damascius might have had a more “poetic” or interiorized

understanding of the sacred arts and philosophy, if we take the opinions of Krulak and

620 |_jke the philosophy of the peripatetics embraced by Dorus before his conversion by Isidore. Cf. 134

621 “The verb used in the Life of Isidore to describe this descent, kaOfkewv, was commonly employed by Late
Platonists to mean the expansion of divine powers into the material world and, frequently, the sympathetic
relationship between the divine and material expressions of these powers. Proclus hinted at the theurgic
expression of this process when he spoke of the special character of the encosmic, planetary gods, such as
Helios, reaching down “even as far as grass and stone—and there is grass and stone dependent on the power
of the sun, whether you care to call them ‘heliotrope’ or by any other name. It is much the same in the case of
the other gods” (Krulak, 2017, p. 463).

622 Cf. 34D.

623 Damascius also talks about ““a theosophy that comes from the gods” (4md t@v Oedv fikovoav Ococopiov).
PH, 46D. In the words of A.-J. Festugiére: “‘the last followers of philosophy, disciples of Plotinus, Porphyry
and lamblichus, taught a theosophy by which, through exercises of asceticism and initiation rites, the divinity
was made present on earth or elevated to it in the heavenly regions™.

624 “Progression in the scale of virtues (from civic to cathartic to theoretic virtues) is likened to progression
through the grades of the mysteries (In Phd. 1.167), and just as these mysteries aim, Damascius says, to bring
the souls of participants back to their origin, so too the philosopher’s progression in the virtues achieves this
same end (In Phd. 1.168). Ritual and philosophical activity both aim at the same goal and resemble each
other” (Cf. Miles, 2018, p. 58).
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Athanassiadi as foundation®?, actually even might have privileged pilocogio. However, in
the archeological remains of his possible house at Athens and in the ruins of the diadochia,
an immense amount of statuary has been found and the hieratic or theurgic art involved the
animation of statues as receptacles of the gods. Therefore, I think it is hard to sustain that
Damascius was not a theurgist at least at some level of his philosophical and religious

practices.

Moreover, his identification of the Egyptian philosophy — presumably the oldest
and “original” one — with the hieratic arts, the worship of the gods and the doctrines of
immortality of the soul introduced to the Greeks by the Pythagoreans is worthy of note®2:

v 0¢ lepatikny, 1 €ott Be®dv Oepameia, viedOEy
mobev Amd 1OV mEPKooUiwV aitidv GpyecOot Kol
mepl  todtol  mpoypoTevesOal,  Yuy®dv - mEPL
dBavaciag, Ot Kotd TO aOTA Kol Atyvmrtiolg
QU0cGoQeTTaL, TV T€ &v doov pupiov AnEewv
TOVTOlOV TPOG APETNV Kol Kakiay AQopiopévey,
gt t@v mepi tov Plov poplov petafordv, ®G
dAlote €v Ao copacty §| yéveow (Hov Kol
QLTOV dtpPovcdv. Atyvmtiol 6& TadTd giotv ol
TPAOTOL PLAOCOPOVVTES" GO YOp TOV Alyvrtiov
gxooto Toutev ol TTuBaydpelot &&nveykoav &ig
toug "EAAnvag.

Hieratic art, which is the worship of the gods, is
where, from the third and mundane sphere, the
currents of the ascension of the soul derive. With
pericosmic roots, this is its corollary: the
immortality of the soul — about which the
Egyptians philosophized — and the determination
in Hades of endless destinies according to virtues
and vices, and also the infinite transformations of
life forms, as in at different times souls transform
into the bodies of humans, animals and plants.
And about all these things, nothing is restricted to
the philosophers on each side; so that it is easy to
adjust the theorizations of the Egyptians to those

625 (2017, p. 1); (1999b, p. 166): “Primarily a poet, with a superb feel for the language which he moulds
round his considerable needs, Damascius is an exceptionally ambitious thinker. At the same time he is
poignantly aware of the limitations of both human understanding and expression, but quite unwilling to
restrict himself to the orbit of his given abilities. A lucid and tenacious fighter in the metaphysical field—as
in real life—he appears in our eyes as an intellectual acrobat who is forced to create new terms in response to
his emotional and metaphysical leaps. This is indeed what happens when he attempts to grasp and describe
the sternly apophatic region of the Beyond.”

626 |hid. 4A, 5-17.
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of the Greeks. The Egyptians were, therefore, the
first to philosophize on these things. And it was
from the Egyptians that the Pythagoreans brought
such things to the Greeks.

Indeed, the narrative of the Philosophical History seems to follow a pattern macrocosm —
microcosm and many of the individuals discussed in the work will be presented as
emanations or representatives of specific ages of the cosmic order (“Cronian”,
“Typhonian” etc.). The worship of the gods, i.e. iepatikn, was first introduced as a formal
science under the tenets established by the Egyptian sacred philosophers and that doctrine
was the correspondence between different layers of the cosmos. To ascend beyond the
material realm of division the hieratic arts are necessary: &vied0év mobev and tdV

mepkoopinv aitidv dpyxecOot kai mepi TadTo Tpaypatedechor.

Proclus, in his short treatise mepi thic xa®’ "EAAnvag iepatikig t€xvng (On the
Sacred Art of the Hellenes), attests that the theurgic art is essentially the knowledge of

correspondences and analogies of the universe®?’:

"Qomnep ol EpwTikol and TdV &v oicONcEl KAADV
00@ TPOTOVTEG €M AVTNV KATOVIAGL TNV piov TV
KOAGV TAVTOV Kol vont®dv apynv, odTmg Koi ot
lepotkol amd THg v Toilg (awvouévolg Gmact
ocvumadeiog Tpdc te AAANAN Kol TPOG TG APUVELG
duvdpelg, mavta €v TACL KOTOVONCOVIES, TV
EMOTAUNV TNV 1EPOTIKN)V  GULVEGTIHGOVTO,
Bovpdoavieg 1@ PAémey &v 1e 1O TPAOTOG TO
goyoto Kol €v TOig €0YATolg TO TPAOTIOTO, £V
ovpav®d pev ta xBo6via kat’ aitiov Kol ovpaviog,
&v 1¢ Y1 T0 oVpdavia ynivog. "H mo0ev fAotpomia
pev MAl®, oeAnvotpomio. 0 GEANVY CLYKLVETTOL
ouumepuroAodvVTa &g SVVOULY TOIG TOD KOGHOL
oootiipowy; Edyetan yop mhvta kotd v oikeiov
Ta&w Kol VUVET TOLG NYEUOVAS TOV GEPAV OAmV
1| voep®dc 1 Aoyk®dg 1| LOIKDS §| aicOntdg &mel
kol 10 MAotpdémov @ Eotv edAvtov, TOVT®
Kwveltan  koi, € O T ovtod katd TNV

627148.1-18. The text is known in modern bibliography as De Sacrificio et Magia and was a huge influence
upon Renaissance Platonism and magic. Cf. (Copenhaver, 1988, p. 77-84.) | prefer to translate the title as On
the Sacred Arts (or Science) of the Hellenes rather than just as ““On the Priestly Art” as Copenhaver did. The
allusion to the “Hellenes’ on the title is emblematic and the term, in the times of Proclus and Damascius,
meant the collective body of “pagan” practices, rituals and philosophical disciplines, rather than just an
ethnic identification of Greek speaking peoples. The Hellenic pagan association is fundamental to understand
its meaning.
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TEPIGTPOPTV AKOVELY TOV AP TAGGOVTOG 010G
1€ fv, ODuvov &v Tve S Tod Hyov TOVTOL
ocvvfobeto 1® Baoiiel mpocdyovtog, ov dhvotot
QULTOV VUVELV.

Just as lovers systematically leave behind what is
fair to sensation and attain the one true source of
all that is fair and intelligible, in the same way
priests — observing how all things are in all from
the sympathy that all visible things have for one
another and for the invisible powers — have also
framed their hieratic knowledge. For they were
amazed to see the last in the first and the very
first in the last; in heaven they saw earthly things
acting causally and in a heavenly manner, in the
earth heavenly things in an earthly manner. Why
do heliotropes move together with the sun,
selenotropes with the moon, moving around to
the extent of their ability with the luminaries of
the cosmos? All things pray according to their
own order and sing hymns, either intellectually or
rationally or naturally or sensibly, to heads of
entire chains. And since the heliotrope is also
moved toward that to which it readily opens, if
anyone hears it striking the air as it moves about,
he perceives in the sound that it offers to the king
the kind of hymn that a plant can sing. (Transl.
Copenhaver, 1988).

The universal correspondence (cuunafeio) of man and cosmos is not something restricted
to spiritual reality and nature, but a fundamental rule of everything. The significance of the
“Egyptian” Proemium has often been underestimated when considering the esoteric nature
of the work. It looks like Damascius had an initiatory structure in mind when composing
the work based on such principles, it is not merely a sparse chronicle of individual lives
and events, but a sacred history of the late pagan community, taking the fundamental
structure of the cosmos and the ways to anagogic transcendence as guiding principles. The
“hieratic knowledge” (tnv &momunv Vv iepatiknyv) is an essential way along the
ascensional path and the lack of a hieratic art among the Christians and its prohibition by

the Christian Emperors is what led to the tragedies and misfortunes of the times.

The mystical ascents, divinatory powers and theurgic acts described in the extant
fragments are inserted in that structure and should be understood as being revelatory of
different aspects of reality and degrees of initiation. It is not possible to ascend without an

initiation that might be strictly “pagan” from the anthropological and metaphysical point
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of view. As discussed by O’Meara, very few individuals in the PH seem to have attained
the highest virtues of the Platonic scale®?®, a fact that must be interpreted as reflecting the
decadence of the times. Thus, the criticism that Damascius exhibit towards his
contemporaries is not a silly attempt of setting himself as superior, as Photius claimed®?®,
but an analysis showing that men and women could overcome the intrinsic barbarity of life
in decadent times. Theopathy and sympathy, as the text of Proclus demonstrate, are still
part of the fundamental rules of the universe and God can be reached by degrees of ascent
through hieratic practices and philosophy. The Neoplatonic paideia comprising hieratic arts
and philosophy is a way through which souls that become embodied as humans can reach
the sacred Cronian time or even the Beyond. Despite the sense of tragedy and trauma
instigated by the historical destruction of the pagan cultural symbols, the Divine Grace was

a part of the emanated self-created cosmos®®°.

With the destruction of the temples and shrines, the gods and divine Beyond
continued to exist and could be reached by the mystically inclined wandering philosopher.
Mysticism is the state of hope to transcend the bitterness of the times. The collapse of the
Great Year Myth — actualized as the recreation of cosmogony by the orthopraxy of
intellectual pagans — as a social force with the institution of Christian based conceptions of
time, divinity and orthodoxy, has led to an Age governed by matter, an age in which
ascension was a question of individual practice. The intellectual pagans had to become
secretive wandering sages, often associated with magicians and charlatans by the Christian

epistemic formation®3!. They were somehow like travelers from a very distant country in

628 In O’Meara’s chart, only 3 or 4 persons might have attained the highest virtue, the theurgic one. Among
them one can find the Egyptian mystics Sarapio and Heraiscus, Isidore and perhaps Syrianus. Cf. (2006, p.
90). Curiously enough, Proclus apparently was not considered to have reached the highest state by
Damascius, despite his position of being almost a saint for the Athenian Neoplatonists.

629 “I Damascius] sets himself up as judge, not leaving a single one of those on whom he has lavished praise
without some deficiency...thus pulling down and throwing to the ground each one of those whom he has
extolled and glorified, he imperceptibly establishes his own authority in every way above everybody else.
This is why he continually matches praise of Isidore with criticism”. Bib. 181.26-37. Transl. Athanassiadi.

630 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999b, p. 172-173): “And it is within this logic of extendable unity between Man and
the Beyond that we should contemplate the function of the maintainers [...] In their unending emanational
capacity, the iynges, the maintainers, and the teletarchs are understood by Damascius to be the totally benign
powers present in all worlds—the empyrian, the aetherial, the material (Parm. 59, 87). Whether as rays of the
visible sun (that is as material maintainers (fr. 80)) or as metaphysical paradigms (that is as intelligible
iynges), they personify grace at all levels of existence. For grace, which is implicit in the act of emanation, is
a universal force for the Platonist, pre-eternally present in the world, working for salvation independently of
any individual action or even existence. It is everybody’s inalienable possession, which cannot be lost or
snatched away, though it may lie unused by the individual who has fallen asleep.”

831 Cf. (Bazou, 1994, p. 217): “Dans I'Orient de la fin du Ve siécle, quand se multipliaient les pélerinages
chrétiens, circulaient d'autres pelerins plus discrets, derniers philosophes néoplatoniciens, paiens chassés
d'Alexandrie, en sursis a Athénes. Se maintenant a I'écart des villes et desgrands sanctuaires désormais
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their own times. In the next and final chapter, the meaning of Damascius’ initiatory
journeys through the remaining sacred shrines of the Middle East and Anatolia and the
experiences of Sarapio and Isidore will be positioned as regards the experience of

Beoxpacia.

**k*k

This is the longest chapter of the text and | think that some preliminary conclusions
can be reached before submerging into the next phase: First, the cyclical cosmology of
Damascius is presented as a particular version — a bricolage — of the Great Year Myth. In
that cosmology there are possibilities of 3 or 4 historical ages, depending on the
interpretation made of the position of matter and the comparatives used by Damascius, and
those ages can interpenetrate the others in different degrees. The theory of cosmic cycles is
also related with theory behind the justification for the need and existence of the hieratic
arts (iepatwkny) as preparatory for the ascension of the soul. The Christians are doomed as a
group due to their rejection and ignorance of this sacred art.

profanés par les Chrétiens, ils recherchaient aux marges du monde byzantin, en Syrie du Sud ou en
Mésopotamie septentrionale, des sites naturels ou serait encore perceptible la présence des dieux.”



174

7. La Mystique

* The fall of the Serapeum and the prelude of mysticism

At a certain point of the 4th century, when it was becoming clear that Christianity
was not merely a trend and was definitely entrenched in imperial bureaucracy itself, the
followers of the religions of the gods started to understand that their way of life was going
to be extinguished, that the whole cosmic order was going to change. Even in the 3rd
century, while lamblichus was still living, the hints of such catastrophic events were felt by
the Hellenes as a prelude®®2. At the point in which Julian died fighting the Persians and
could not point any ‘““Hellenic” successor to the government of Rome, the crisis was
installed and the “‘restoration” started to become more and more unlikely. As seen in the
first and second chapters, Damascius did not believed in a de facto pagan restoration in his
immediate historical times, but only in a spatial access to the fundamental principles of
reality. The prediction of the fall of the divine order and the transformation of the religions
of the gods into cults of the dead, however, is the sign of a sensibility that was present in
the Mediterranean at least since the Ptolemaic times and is a reshaping by Hellenic or
Hellenized pagans of certain Egyptian sensibilities.

As noted in the examples of resonances of the Koré Kosmou and the Asclepius in
the Philosophical History, the power of Egyptian Ptolemaic prophecies about the fall of the
sacred order established by the mystical rites of Egypt was interiorized by the most
spiritually inclined pagans in Alexandria. The Oracle of the Potter, for example, is a
marked apocalyptic prediction of the destruction of Alexandria due to the impiety of the
Greeks. Such concerns of markedly Egyptianism were probably common ground in Egypt
since the 3rd century BCE®®® and were adapted and readapted to conform to new times and
cultural crises. The Oracle says®3:

And the belt-wearers [the Greeks] will destroy
themselves, for they are followers of Typhon.

Then Agathos Daimon will abandon the city that
is being built [Alexandria] and will emigrate to

832 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1993, p. 4-6 and Fowden, 1982, p. 37-40).
633 Cf. (Fowden, 1993a, p. 21-22).
834 Apud (Fowden, 19934, ibid.).
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God-bearing Memphis. And it will be deserted,
the city of foreigners that will be built among us.
These things will come to pass when all evils
have come to an end, when the foreigners who
are in Egypt disappear as leaves from a tree in
autumn. And the city of the belt-wearers will be
deserted... on account of the impieties they have
committed. And the Egyptian statues which were
carried thither will be restored to Egypt, and the
city by the sea will be transformed into a drying-
place for fishermen, for Agathos Daimon and
Mephis [= Kbnephis] will have departed to
Memphis; so that passers-by will say: ‘This was
[once] the all-nurturing [city], that was inhabited
by all races of men.’

This is a narrative of destruction and resurrection, of the reestablishment of the cosmic
order after the age of the ‘‘belt-wearers’’ (the Greeks and Romans) have passed. In Late
Antiquity or early Byzantine age, such Hellenistic prophecies were recontextualized by
pagans like Damascius in their strife against the expansion of Christianity.

The centrality of the Alexandrian Serapeum and its destruction in 391/392 led by
the Christian Bishop Theophilus then became fundamental for pagan eschatology and
historical narratives. Built by Pharaoh Ptolemy 11l Euergetes (c. 280-222 BCE), the temple
of the god Serapis was central as a library and a place of learning by the 2nd century and
continued to be a holy place for pagans in the 3rd and 4th centuries. It was also place of a
“‘truly mystical union”’ of gods — considering that Serapis was born of the Egyptians Osiris
and Apis — such as the union of Osiris and Adonis in a statue of Aion identified by the
impressive powers of Heraiscus®®. The place was also endowed with significance by
Christians and its destruction was marked as the apex of a sacred narrative as attested by
the Chronographia Golenischevensis, the so-called Alexandrian World Chronicle®®. The
triumphant figure of Theophilus over the Serapeum, as presented by the chronicle, stands
as a testimony for the Christian victory over the pagan gods.

Damascius begins the section identified by Athanassiadi as a ‘‘history and
prosopography’’®®’ of the late Platonic community exactly with events related to the
destruction of the Serapeum. First, he talks about the brothers Euprepius and Epiphanius,

Christians that abandoned Christianity in favor of the ‘‘ancient way of life’” (dpyoompennic

835 Cf. PH, 76E.
63 Garstad, B. "Barbarian interest in the Excerpta Latina Barbari”. In: Early Medieval Europe, 19 (1): 3-42.
637 (1999a, p. 72).
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molteia)®® and then proceeds to describe the great deeds of Olympus, the man who
prophesized about the destruction of the temple and led a pagan group in its defense
against Christian attackers. Olympus is famous for having said that pagans should not
mourn the rocks as the “‘real temple is within’’.%%° Before looking at the words Damascius
dedicated to Euprepius, Epiphanius and Olympus it is necessary to talk about another man,
a very mysterious one, that arrived in Alexandria from Asia Minor and installed himself in
the Serapeum. That man attended by the name of Antoninus and his impressive story
reached our world through the testimony of Eunapius.

One of the three sons of the blessed Eustathius and the holy Sosipatra, it was
predicted by his mother that Antoninus, like his siblings, would never accomplish human

happiness in the course of his life, only the divine one.54

AL dxove pev ov, Evotdbie, cuppaptopodviov
0¢ ol mapdvteg. ToAdag PV VIO Gol TEEopaL TPETS,
nhvteg 6& 10 AvOpdTIVOV doKkoDV AyafovV ovdEV
druynoovot, Tpog 1o Ogiov 88 [00dE] elc.

But now thou listenth to me, Eustathius, and let
those who are here bear me witness: | shall bear
you three children, and all of them will fail to win
what is considered to be human happiness, but of
the happiness that the gods bestow, not one of
them will fall therein. (Transl. W.C. Wright,
slightly altered)

Educated in Pergamon by the mystic and philosopher Aedesius after his father passed
away, Antoninus was in a direct line of apprenticeship from lamblichus®!. His master was
one of the disciples of the royal Syrian Platonist®*? and had access to mystical visions
himself. After living as a hermit among rocks, trees and goats for some years, Aedesius

established a school of philosophy in Pergamon and was also the teacher of Maximus of

638 pH, 41.

639 ““He too was an adept of that religio mentis of which the Hermeticists speak and, as the Christian mob
attacked the Serapeum, he urged his followers to die for the cause of religion; but, when he perceived their
distress at the massive destruction of one of the most splendid buildings of antiquity, he explained in a
moving speech that the symbols of religion are mere matter and that God is within.”” Athanassiadi, 1993, p.
14.

640 Cf. Eunapius, PS, 6.8.3.4.

641 <« Antoninus had come from good philosophical stock. His mother had been quite thoroughly educated and
his father was an associate of Aedesius, one of the inner-circle students of Tamblichus himself.”. Cf. Watts, E.
City and School in Late Antique Athens and Alexandria. University of California Press, 2006, p. 188.

842 Tamblichus was descendent of a lineage of “priestly kings” from Syria. Cf. Shaw, 2014 [1995].
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Ephesus — the famous theurgist so scorned by some modern scholars — and of the emperor

Julian.5%

Sosipatra herself was initiated into the mysteries of philosophy by two demigods or
daimones at the age of 5; after caring for her during 5 years in her father’s state they
disappeared for the Western Oceans and the Hesperides®**. She had incredible powers of
divination and was even considered to be omniscient®®. Of her three children with
Eustathius, Eunapius considered only Antoninus’ deeds worthy of being registered®*.
Antoninus established a school of philosophy in Canopus, near the Delta of the Nile. His
story, as related by Eunapius, is important for establishing a pagan ancestor of Olympus
and of the Hermetic religio mentis of interiorized ritual®’. In being the only “worthy”> son

of Sosipatra, he strived to fulfill his mother’s prophecy®:

Kol T@v pev 600 th Ovopato ovdEV déopot
TPaely, Avimvivog 8¢ fv 8&Elog Tdv matépwv, 8¢
ve 10 Koavopikov tod Nethov katadafov otoua,
Kol Toig €xkel TeEAOLEVOLS TPocheic OAov EavTov,
TV T€ Ano THG UNTPOG TPoOppNoty eEePralero. Kai
N vedmg TV Vyluvoévtov Tag Yoyl Kol
Q0G0010¢ EMBLHOOHVTIOV £QOiTOV TPOC AVTOV,
Kail 1O 1epoOv veaviokov iepémv PeoTOV V. aDTOG
Hev odv &1t EvOpwmog elvar Sok®dv kol AvOpdmoLC
OMAGV, TAGCL TOTG OUIANTOIC TTPoD Agyev, ®G UET'
ékelvov ovk &€tL 10 igpov &ootto, GAAL kol T
peydlo kol Gyl tod Xepdmidog iepd mPOg TO
OKOTOEWEG Kol dpoppov  yopnoer Kol
uetafinOnoeton, kol TO pPLOMOEC Kol GELdEC
0KOTOG Tupavvnoel Ta &mi Yiig KGAMoTo. O 08
xpovog amnieyEev dmovta, kol O TPAYUA YE EiG
xpnouod cvveteréodn Plov.

643 pg, 6.1-6.3.

644 PS,. 6.6.7.1-6.7.1.1

645 pS. 6.8.3.3.

646 Commenting on the story about the theurgist Sosipatra and a man that tried to gain her love through
magical means, G. Luck remarks: “The story is fascinating, because it tells us something about the
intellectual elite of paganism at the time of the Emperor Julian. Magic was everywhere, but it could be
defeated, and —maost important of all — theurgy worked. It looks like the pagan elite's last stand in the battle
against the Christians. To prove that they were on the right side, the pagans not only claimed to have
inherited the best of Hellenic culture — Platonism and rhetoric — but also direct contact with the ancient
gods at any time they desired. Add to this the beauty and charm of Sosipatra and her psychic gifts, and you
have an irresistible argument that paganism is better. The Emperor Julian, by returning to it, accepted this
kind of thinking and endorsed it.”” Cf. (1989, p. 191.)

647 Cf. Note 169 above.

648 pS, 6.9.15.2-6.9.17.5.
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The names of two of them | do not need to
record. But Antoninus was worthy of his parents,
for he settled at the Canobic mouth of the Nile
and devoted himself wholly to the religious rites
of that place, and strove with all his powers to
fulfill his mother’s prophecy. To him resorted all
the youth whose souls were sane and sound, and
who hungered for philosophy, and the temple was
filled with young men acting as priests. Though
he himself still appeared to be human and he
associated with human beings, he foretold to all
his followers that after his death the temple would
cease to be, and even the great and holy temples
of Serapis would pass into formless darkness and
be transformed, and that a fabulous and unseemly
gloom would sway over the fairest things on
earth. To all these prophecies time bore witness,
and in the end his prediction gained the force of
an oracle. (Transl. W.C. Wright)

The words of Eunapius resonate like a litany for the last days of paganism in Alexandria.
Even the “great and holy temples of Serapis’ would pass into an amorphous and obscure

649

state (GALG kai Ta peydla kai dylo tod Zepamdog iepd Tpog TO GKOTOEWDES ™ Kol Gpopeov

yopnoet Koi petafindnoeton).

The pagan temples were usually constructed in places of fundamental importance
for cosmogonic rituals and were spiritual, philosophical and political centers of power.
When Christianity operated the devaluation of the sacred geography of Egypt, Greece,
Italy and the Near East, the temple as an axis mundr was condemned to become a mere pile
of rocks. The divinities, of course, would not cease to exist, either literally or as a concept,
but they should be sought in other places. For pre-modern cultures, the construction of
temples and cities was not aleatory, but based on both technical knowledge of engineering
and “mythical” sciences of celestial archetypes. The temple was ““pre-existent’ in heaven
before becoming materially “actualized” by the techniques of engineers, blacksmiths and

woodworkers. In many cultures of the ancient Near East and India, the celestial archetype

649 In Damascius, the metaphors of darkness and the abyss are frequent when addressing the nature of the
Ineffable: ““Skotos theology is used to complement the message conveyed in passages as the one above.
Expressions such as skotos, skoteinoteta, are used in order to signify the impression we get of the world that
lies beyond the intelligible. More particularly the word skotos is used to signify the One and often, in the
terminology of the Egyptian priests the Pythagorean One; this is the equivalent of the Ineffable in Damascius.
The ‘one principle of everything’, ‘the principle that is beyond the All’, ‘the inexpressible principle’, and ‘the
ineffable principle’ are some of the expressions that alternate with skotos. Cf. (Kalogiratou, 2014, p. 38.)
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of city and temple existed previously in the heavenly spheres®®. That ontological
preexistence of the sacred space is what allowed it to be interiorized by the mystical

private acts of later pagan philosophers.

Based on the description of Eunapius, Antoninus practiced some form of
hieraticized philosophy that was similar to the contemplations of Isidore and Damascius.
His oracles predicted that his generation was the last before the Dark Ages, a theme that, as
we have seen, resonated strongly in the Philosophical History and might be a
“platonization” of Hermetic and Egyptian topoi. According to Eunapius, the family of
Antoninus and Sosipatra despised money and was willing to take the risk to confront any
political order in the quest for true philosophy, like Socrates did when he confronted the
Athenian authorities. That is also a theme present in Damascius and in some passages he
comments about people that converted to Christianity due to a desire to achieve social
position or financial advantages®®. Isidore is also praised for avoiding the presence of the

“impure” Christians at all costs®®:

TOVG 8¢ movTanacly dnewbeito d¢ évayeig dvtog
Kol Gvidtovg, O0VdEV  TE  OUTOV  €JVOATEL
pocdéyectal ocedv TV OpAiav, oV TAODTOG
€Eaiolog, oV meprpdveln moMteiag, oV duvaoTeia
dpLoyog, 0V KoK el TVPAVVIKTY TIC.

And he completely rejected them as if they were
cursed and incurable and nothing could be made
in order for him to accept them favorably as
companions, neither money nor political celebrity
nor unlimited power and not even tyrannical
malignity.

He also said that Isidore refused to dinner or participate in the feasts of the rich or receive
gifts from them®3, According to the LSJ, word évaync that is used to refer to Christians
have the general meaning of “cursed”, “impure”, ‘“sacrilegious” and ‘‘abominable”.
Being enemies of the arts associated with iepatikn — a conundrum of spiritual disciplines
that are necessary for the purification of the lower parts of the soul — the Christians can

never ascend beyond the world of generation, beyond the material constraints of reality and

6% Cf. (Eliade, 1991, p. 6-12).

851 The most obvious examples are Horapollo and Ammonius. Cf. 113 and 118.
852 1pid. 20A.

653 PH, 20B.
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are thus necessarily associated with the Titanic mythological symbol or even with pure

matter.

The narrative of Eunapius about Antoninus evokes a similar sensibility more than

100 years before Damascius wrote the Philosophical History®:

6% pg, 6.11.3.1-6.11.11.1

oftiveg, duo epatauevor Kotd <tdv igpdV>
MO<iv>ov kol AMboéo<dav>wmv, €mi Bouov tadto
BoAAduevol, moAépov O& unte Akonyv  <pnte
TOPOKOTNV>  VEIOTAPEVOL, T TE ZEPOMEID
KOTEALUNVAVTO Kol TOlG avadnuacty Emoiéuncay,
AVOVTOYOVIGTOV Kol GUOXOV VIKNV VIKNGOVTEG.
TOig YOOV avopliot kol avadnuoact &g T1oo6voe
yevwoimg Epaxécavto, MOOTE 00 HOVOV EViKV
adTé, GAA kol Ekhemtov, kol TAEG MV oTolC
TOAEMKT)  TO  VEEAOUEVOV  Aobelv. TOD 08
Xepameiov povov 10 £00.pog ovy VEEIAoVTO O1d
Bapog @V AOwv, od yip Moav edpeTakivnTolr
ovyyéavteg O¢ dmovta kol Tapa&ovteg, ol
TOAELKOTATOL KOl Yevvoiol, Kol TG yeipog
GVOLLAKTOVG  WHéV, OVK  A@uoypnudtovg o¢
npoteivavtes, T00¢ € B0V EPacav veviknkéva,
Kol TV igpocvAiav kol v doéfelav ic Emavov
cO®OV anT®V kateLoyilovTo.

Eito é4newofiyov 10i¢ 1iepoic tOmMOIC  TOVG
KOAOVUEVOVG HOVAXOLS, AVOPOTOVG HEV KATO TO
£1doc, 0 862 Piog oToic CLMANG, Kai &G TO EUPOVEG
Enaoyov te Kol Emoiovv popio Kokd Kol GepocTa.
GAL' Oumg Ttobto pev  evoefég €00kel, TO
KaTaPPOVElY Tod Oelov’ TVpaAVVIKTV Yip ElxeV
g€ovoiav 1OTe maG GvOpomog pélavay opdV
€00Mt0, Kol ONpocig fOVAOUEVOG AoYMLOVELY" €1G
T060VOE Apethg HAace TO AvBpdTIVOV. AALYL TEPL
TOVT®V HEV Kol €v Tolg Kabolkoig TG ioTopiog
cvyypbppacty ipnrat. ToLg O€ LoVayoVS TOVTOVG
kol €ig tov KdavoPov kabidpvcav, avii t@dv
vont®v Be®dv €lg avopamddwv Oepameiog, Kol
000E YPNOTAOV, KATOONOCOVIEC TO AVOPOTIVOV.
0otéa yap Kol KEQOANS TAV €ml  TOANOIG
apopTuocty £0lmkoTeV cvvarilovteg, obg TO
moMTkOV  €kOhale dwaotnpov, Beovg TE
anedeikvuoay, Kol TPocekaAvdodVTO TOlG OGTOIG
kol Kkpeittovg VmeldpPoavov sivor polvvopevor
TPOG TOIG TAPOLS. LAPTLPEG YOOV €KOAODVTO Ko
dldkovol Tveg kol TPECPEIS TAOV aiThoe®V TapPd
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TV Bedv, avopdmoda dedovievkdTa KOKMG, Kol
naoti&lt  katodedomovnuévo, kol TOC TG
HoyOnpiog dtelhdg &v 101 €idMA0LG PEPOVTA” GAA'
Oumc M yii e€pel TovToVg TOLG B0DC. TODTO YOOV
elg  peydAnv  mpoévowv kol <evotoyiov>
Avtovivov cvvetélecev, OtL mPOC  Amavtog
g€paokev Ta lepd TAQOLG Yevioeahal.

For these men, girding themselves in their wrath
against our sacred places as though against stones
and stone-masons, made a raid on the temples,
and though they could not allege even a rumour
of war to justify them, they demolished the
temple of Serapis and made war against the
temple offerings, whereby they won a victory
without meeting a foe or fighting a battle. In this
fashion they fought so strenuously against the
statues and votive offerings that they not only
conquered but stole them as well, and their only
military tactics were to ensure that the thief,
should escape detection. Only the floor of the
temple of Serapis they did not take, simply
because of the weight of the stones which were
not easy to move from their place. Then these
warlike and honourable men, after they had
thrown everything into confusion and disorder
and had thrust out hands, unstained indeed by
blood but not pure from greed, boasted that they
had overcome the gods, and reckoned their
sacrilege and impiety a thing to glory in.

Next, into the sacred places they imported monks,
as they called them, who were men in appearance
but led the lives of swine, and openly did and
allowed countless unspeakable crimes. But this
they accounted piety, to show contempt for things
divine. For in those days every man who wore a
black robe and consented to behave in unseemly
fashion in public, possessed the power of a tyrant,
to such a pitch of virtue had the human race
advanced ! All this however | have described in
my Universal History. They settled these monks
at Canopus also, and thus they fettered the human
race to the worship of slaves, and those not even
honest slaves, instead of the true gods. For they
collected the bones and skulls of criminals who
had been put to death for numerous crimes, men
whom the law courts of the city had condemned
to punishment, made them out to be gods,
haunted their sepulchres,1 and thought that they
became better by defiling themselves at their



182

graves. "Martyrs" the dead men were called, and
"ministers” of a sort, and "ambassadors™ from the
gods to carry men's prayers,—these slaves in
vilest servitude, who had been consumed by
stripes and carried on their phantom forms the
scars of their villainy. However these are the gods
that earth produces! This, then, greatly increased
the reputation of Antoninus also for foresight, in
that he had foretold to all that the temples would
become tombs. (Transl. W.C. Wright)

The prophecy of Antoninus that the “temples would become tombs™ (td iepd TAPOLG
yeviioesban) is one of the most impressive signs of the contrast between the pagans and the
Christians. | quoted the whole passage of Eunapius because in my opinion it is one of the
strongest narratives on the demise of paganism that reached our days®®. The idea of the
transformation into a “tomb” as the cult of the gods was substituted by the cult of the
Christian martyrs is part of the perception among some pagans that the Christians were
necromancers that worshipped the dead.

The passage of Eunapius also resonates some themes of Damascius, like the
association in the fragment 18 between the current way of life and the swines and slaves.
The text of Eunapius can also remove any doubt about the radical and vertiginous
demobilization and destruction of the pagan shrines. As a matter of fact, the destruction of
the Serapeum is also figured in the Philosophical History as a pivotal moment, a temporal
mark and Damascius starts his narrative where Eunapius ends®%®: “Olympus, brother of
Generosa. He came from Cilicia to Alexandria in order to worship Serapis” (‘Olvumoc,
adehpog Tevephong O¢ fikev amd Tig Kihikiog gig AleEdvdpetav émi v Oeponeiov 10D
Yopamdog.) Olympus travelled from Anatolia to Egypt to be one of the defenders of the
Serapeum against the Christian attack of 391-391%’, soon after Antoninus had passed

away. Contrary to Neoplatonic pagan sources, the Christian sources affirm that pagans

855 Cf. (Watts, 2015, p. 2): “The destruction of the Serapeum was a momentous event, second perhaps only
to the Gothic sack of Rome in 410 for the amount of attention it received from contemporary sources. In the
same way that the sack of Rome shocked an empire unaccustomed to questioning its military superiority, the
disappearance of Serapis’s temple in Alexandria highlighted the vulnerability of large centers of traditional
religion that had once seemed a permanent fixture of Roman life.”

6% pH, 42A.

857 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1993, p. 10): “If such miracles were not uncommon in late pagan circles, they tended to
occur inside temples or in their vicinity. This is why the Neoplatonists defended these buildings often at the
cost of their lives.”
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were capturing Christians and keeping them inside the Serapeum, forcing them to make
sacrifices and worship the pagan gods®°®,

After making multiple compliments about Olympus’ physical appearance®®,
behavior®® and diet®®* — and it should be remembered that Damascius never met Olympus,
he died even before Damascius was born, so it is a purely oral memory®®? — Damascius

touches on the subject of religion:

TadT@  Tot  Tolg  AAeEovopedol  KOTEGTN
iepodddokarog, 1oN Kotacvpouévng VIO TOD
YEWAPPOL THG moMtelng. O O& ovvayeipomv
EKAOTOTE TOVG TaPOTLYYAvVOVTOG £5i000KE TNV
mept 10 Oelov ayiotevovoav BEuty, To Apyoio
VoL, Kol TV TOVTOIS EQETOUEVV €DdALLOVIOY,
don te kol ofo Be6Bev dmnvta 10ig AkpPdg TadTO
SLPVAATTOVGLY.

Thus, he became a sacred teacher
[iepodiddokaroc] for the Alexandrians, at a time
in which their way of life [rolrteia] was swept
away by the torrent®®. He used to gather the
people around him and teach them about the right
way of performing the sacred rites
[ayiotevovoav], the ancient traditions and the
happiness that comes from them, that great and
wonderful happiness sent by the gods to those
who faithfully observe them.

By this passage and the quotation of Eunapius, it is possible to see the significance of the

Serapeum and of the sacred temples for the pagan worldview and way of life (moAteia).

6% Cf. (Watts, 2016, p. 1): “Under the leadership of the philosopher Olympus and other teachers, like the
grammarians Helladius and Ammonius, the pagans launched multiple attacks on the city’s Christians. Their
actions belied the stereotype of intellectual restraint. According to Christian sources, the people captured by
these men and their students were “forced to sacrifice at burning altars.”

859 pH, 42C.

660 42E.

661 42D.

862 Cf. (Watts, 2015, p. 215): ““Pagan authors similarly idealized the actions of figures who resisted Christian
attacks on the Serapeum. Olympus, a Cilician philosopher who had come to Alexandria in order to worship
Serapis, led the defense. He guided the defenders through regular worship and superintended a final
ceremony through which Serapis abandoned his temple. Rufinus attacked him as “a philosopher in name and
garb only” and the “leader of a criminal and impudent band.” Pagan sources, however, celebrated him as a
“man who was not human but entirely godlike.”

663 Since yeinoppog means flow, melted snow and torrent (as a substantive), the lexical choice shows the
association between Christianity and yéveoig and also a sense of “dissolution” provoked by a strong force,
like a river invading a snowy place and turning the snow into water.
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Olympus was a pagan holy man who wandered from Asia Minor to Egypt in order to
defend the pagan way of life.
Just like in the literary theory of Erich Auerbach the analysis of key-literary works

664 or Carlo

can act as catalyzers of a worldview and changing representations of reality
Ginzburg and his general theses on the history of culture in the 16" century constructed
through the microscopic analysis of a simple Friulian miller or his general thesis on
Eurasian shamanism constructed through the analysis of the Benandanti of Northeast
Italy®®®, the Philosophical History can serve as a micro-historical and literary source to the
shifting historical ontologies of paganism and Christianity and, more than that, a chronicle
of the confrontation between historical and mystical experiences among the last pagans. It
is one of the last overtly pagan narrative works that survived — even if in a fragmentary
state — from the 6™ century. After the text of Damascius it is increasingly difficult to see the
Hellenes and their experience (Erlebnis) in the historical landscape. It could be argued that
the Philosophical History counts among the few ‘‘representations of reality” from a pagan
point of view in the Christianized Byzantine Empire of Justinian.

Coming back to Olympus, after seeing that resistance was pointless, he performed a
rite through which Serapis abandoned the Serapeum®®: “Thus taking courage, he urged
them to perform throughout the day the ordained hierurgy to the god according to the old
custom” (tadtd Tol Kol BoppdV avTOC KTA TL £00G Apyoiov €kéAevce Ol MUEPOG TNV
iepovpyiov v tetaypévny dpacot t@® 0e®). The word used here for the “ritual” is
iepovpyio a term that is used by Plato to describe the rites of sacred marriage in the
Laws®’. The use here might indicate that the sacred rite is now between the souls and the

god since the temples collapsed. Athanassiadi interprets the passage in that sense®®:

In this new phase the resistance of the Serapeum
was organised by Olympius, a philosopher who,
not unlike Antoninus, had come specifically from
Asia Minor to Alexandria in order to serve the
god. He too was an adept of that religio mentis of
which the Hermeticists speak and, as the
Christian mob attacked the Serapeum, he urged
his followers to die for the cause of religion; but,
when he perceived their distress at the massive

664 Cf. (2002 [1946], p. 3-22).
665 Cf. (1996, p. 187-198).

666 PH, 42G.

667 7754.

668 Cf. (1993, p. 14).
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destruction of one of the most splendid buildings
of antiquity, he explained in a moving speech that
the symbols of religion are mere matter and that
God is within.

The focus here is in the absorption of external rituals by the practice of mentalizations,
ascesis, long days of contemplation and inner and outer journeys®®. It can be said that the

religio mentis®’®

of the Hermetists is the mystical discipline of the disenfranchised pagan.
History pushed the pagans to the limits of absorption inside the multiple layers of the
divine.

Olympus prophesized that Serapis would flee from the temple: “Olympus was so
filled with the god that he prophesized to his companions that Serapis would flee from the
temple: and this came to pass” (obte 8¢ fjv 6 "'Olvumog AP Tod Oe0d, Hote Kol Tposine
101G £taipolg, Ot Zapamig apinot tov vedv: O kol yéyovev). In the end, pagans should not
mourn the destruction of the temple and the iepd npog T0 6K0TOEOES KOl GLopPOV YwPNGEL
kai petoPAndnoeston as predicted by Antoninus. The god would not cease to exist because
the pagan gods existed as emanations from the One for all eternity. The inner temple
cannot die, the loss is only apparent because the nostalgia for Unity is the first step to
salvation®”*. The innermost temple is also the abandonment of ego and the divided state,
entailing an enstatic absorption into the Divine (Bgokpooia).

Damascius recognizes this in 4C, after beginning with the Egyptian antiquity,
describing the anagogic function of hieratic arts and their relation with philosophy and how

the Pythagoreans brought the “Egyptian philosophy” to the Greeks:

kol tobt' av €in Oeoxpacio, pdAlov O& Evaolg
TOVTEMC, €MAVOd0G TV NUETEPOV YYDV TPOC
10 Oelov émoTpepopévev Kol cuvadpollopévav
amo 10D moAAOD pepopoD, Kol Tl yap ov ALyw
onapaypod Sappndnv, Ov évtadba pveicor Kol

669 Some of those elements seemed to be also praticed by theurgists since the times of Marcus Aurelius, as the
evidence from the Chaldean Oracles indicate in the practice of silence: o1y’ £xe, poota (Keep silent, initiate).
Fr. 132.

670 Cf. Asc. 25.

671 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999b, p. 168): <“Does the all-encompassing ‘vision” which follows the emptying of the
mind reach as far as the chaotic darkness of the Beyond? What does it include? Is it a progressive experience
from the divided to the One, as in Plotinus or Proclus, or is it a sudden, unconscious and ineffable gift, as in
Numenius? The impossibility of answering these questions is reflected in Damascius’ refusal to endow us
with clear-cut certainties at any level of his description of the Oracles’ theology. Confines are continuously
blurred and the triptych Abyss—Meta-being—One is as undivided as the next—if the expression ‘next’
means anything in this context—stage of the intelligible ennead.”
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o®dpo yfivov Aafodcat dieotdacncov avtoi ae'
EaVTAV, Kol ToAloyf OlwkicOncav VIO TAV
Tvpovelov @ Ovtt kol  dAA®G  ynyevdv
modnuatwv, dviov ye ov kxotd TOV Tvedva
puévov,  GAN  Et olpon kol TOVTOV
TOATTAOKMTEPMV.

And that would be the absorption in the Divine
[6eokpaoia], with no doubt the total union, the
ascension of our souls to God as they return and
unify themselves after multiple divisions. It can
even be said that after fragmenting themselves
and taking earthly bodies, they disintegrate from
inside and are scattered through many ways not
only Typhonian®’2, but also for other terrestrial
afflictions, | believe, even more tortuous.

As it turns out, it seems that Damascius perhaps (?) knew that he was not someone that
would reach that state. He experimented altered states of mind, as will be seen below, but
his endless destruction of Neoplatonic metaphysics in the De. Princ.6”® might hint to his
impossibility of reaching Union. His apophatic theology and metaphysics based on the
incognoscibility of the Beyond ends not with extreme scepticism, but with mythology, as
Ahbel-Rappe reminds us®’*. Just like the temples were collapsing in the historical plane, so
was Greek metaphysics in the theoretical works of Damascius, his work is truly a Poetics
of the Twilight. However, in Isidore and Sarapio he saw the undivided state that goes even
beyond the Golden Age of Cronus and it is with a very limited approximation to that place

— if something like that can even be conceived — that | will conclude.

672 As noted before, the reason why the Christians could not go beyond the extremely fragmented state of
existence was due to their lack of a hieratic art, since the hieratic disciplines have unmatched efficacy in the
pericosmic realm, as noted by Krulak (2017, p. 476): “iepatici’s purgative aptitude, unmatched in the
pericosmic realm, meant that its potency in this ontological layer exceeded that of philosophy. Damascius
acknowledged this, stating that the connection (cuvaen) made through philosophy was not “as exact
(dxp1Prc) as the ineffable union (amdppnrog Evaoic)” associated with the rites (In Phd. | 168), an assertion
consonant with his portrayal of iepatikr| as a paradigm for philosophy.”

673 Unfortunately that process cannot be demonstrated here, but both Athanassiadi (1999b) and Ahbel-Rappe
(1998) summarize well his arguments. See as well: C-W, LVI-LXXII.

674 Cf. (1998, p. 362): “Despite his Sceptical affiliations, Damascius ends his Doubts and Solutions with a
theological testimony to the truth of his unorthodoxy, his metaphysics of the Ineffable (C-W, Ill. 161). In
order to justify his own name for the first principle, "the Ineffable," Damascius cites a version of the Orphic
Theogony attributed to a mysterious personage named either Hieronymous or Hellanikos. This version gives
a prominent place to several deities missing in the more commonly cited version, the Sacred Discourse in 24
Rhapsodies, or Rhapsodic Theogony. But because these versions omit the deities, they transmit by their very
silence the fact that the Originary principle is, as Damascius understands it, the Ineffable. [...] Damascius not
only authorizes his own metaphysical innovations by alluding to a primordial tradition, but he also verifies
his understanding of metaphysical discourse as presenting a lack of adequate signifiers. This abyssal
semiotics is his most authoritative statement. It marks the end of his history of Neoplatonic metaphysics with
an almost breathtaking theology of silence.”
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* The Inner Temple and the Outside of History: An Exercise in Heterotopia

“The flames sawed in the wind and the embers paled and
deepened and paled and deepened like the bloodbeat of
some living thing eviscerate upon the ground before them
and they watched the fire which does contain within it
something of men themselves inasmuch as they are less
without it and are divided from their origins and are exiles.
For each fire is all fires, the first fire and the last ever to
be.” — “Blood Meridian: Or the Evening Redness in the
West”’, Cormac McCarthy

“Thy chastity is but a more subtle form of corruption, and
thy contempt of this world is but the impotence of thy
hatred against it.” — "The Temptation of St. Antony",
Gustave Flaubert

Sometimes it is necessary to understand the limitations of hermeneutical strategies

and rhetorical devices that accumulate debris of many layers for centuries and make some

terms to acquire a fossilized meaning. That is the case for philosophy. As A.Uzdavinys

reminds us®’®:

675 (2014, p. 7.)

we should turn our attention to the hidden kernel
of what is called philosophy, be it a chariot for
traveling into another world; a mighty method,
‘stolen from the gods’ and subsequently
corrupted, turned upside down; a crafty
stratagem; or a means of achieving and
experiencing indivisible objects—that is, of living
‘another life’ where the self is assimilated to
Dionysus, the god both of tragedy and of comedy.
Accordingly, we intend to describe the chief goals
(skopoi) of this method — a method that
constitutes only one particular form of mediation
between the transcendent divine wisdom and our
human existence, one of the various ways based
on certain archetypal patterns, and our intellectual
powers as shaped according to these patterns, as
well as on our historically determined visions and
metaphysical hopes of dealing with reality.
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In his view, ancient philosophy is not an enterprise that dissociates itself from the
supposedly immense ignorance of myth and inherited mythological traditions, it is not a
language game and neither a literary genre. It is also not the search for anything called
“Being” in a historical tradition prefigured in order to glorify some specific ethnic/national
group or cultural tradition that is its supposed ““‘inheritor”. Philosophy, for a Neoplatonist
like Uzdavinys, is the sum of Hellenic spiritual exercises developed to “make the inward
journey to the place of truth”’®’® and “to become like God” as much as possible®’’. The
philosophical activity of Damascius and other late antique Platonists is no different and is
not dissimilar to what may be called “mysticism” in modern times. The dialectical and
argumentative strategies are only the prelude to the absorption in God or the Divine
(Beoxpoocio)®’®, as discussed in the previous sections.

For someone like UZzdavinys — and | bet Damascius would agree — philosophy is a
tradition that has been handed by the gods, it exists everywhere and can be accessed
through the inner workings of the spiritual complex made of mind and body. Krulak says
that Damascius “‘hieraticized” philosophy, absorbing into his philosophical contemplation
the mystical hieratic rites that were now forbidden by the Christian Emperors®’.
Philosophy is an integrative gnosis that involves dialectics, visualizations, metaphorical
approximations to the Absolute and a fundamental lived experience that cannot be directly
translated to discursive language. Even a supposed literary and biographical text like the
Philosophical History have its ineffable aspect. As G. Miles points out, philosophical
biographies and literary narratives constitute a philosophical activity in the same manner as

formal treatises®®. The supposed heavy criticism of Damascius against many of his

676 (Ibid. p 39.)

877 (Ibid. p. 67)

678 PH, 4C.

679 Cf. (2017, p. 474): “Nevertheless, it is also evident that by assigning a grade of initiation to each virtue,
Damascius intended his audience to view philosophy as an initiatory process in the same vein as the defunct
mysteries. In large degree, the power of ascent once found in ritual was still attainable in a time and place
where such praxes were forbidden. As is seen in the case of Proclus, the language of the mysteries was often
interwoven with allusions to theurgic praxes, but this is not the case in Damascius’ statement. Here is an
instance in which the broader range of iepatiky, referring to a full complement of priestly and ritual
activities, rather than the narrower association with theurgic practice, might be found. Nevertheless, this
passage shows Damascius navigating a fine line in which philosophy was both primary, in that it was the
principal means of ascent, and secondary, in that the mysteries were an idealized method of attaining likeness
to god.”

680 Cf. (2018, p. 57): “A general supposition of my approach is that philosophical biography is in a
meaningful sense a type of philosophical writing; if we can take philosophy in this period to be much more
than a set of doctrines, a way of living and thinking (as Pierre Hadot influentially argued),8 the biographical
texts become not merely sources of data to recount in the introduction to books on ancient philosophy before
moving on to the ‘hard stuff’, but works that are essential to the overall philosophical programme of late
antique Platonism, exploring in narrative terms the possibilities of integration (and disintegration) of human
beings, and especially of philosophers.”
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contemporaries might be seen as a reflection, transposed to the interpretation of society, of
human virtues and vices, of his extremely rigorous philosophical aporetic method.

Because to say that something has mystical or transcendental aims is not the same
as saying that it is a hodge podge of arbitrary opinions, falsity and ‘schizoid” mental
states, as it was often implied by some early 20th century scholars in their unsuspicious
and uncritical commitment to some reductionist ideologies of the European Enlightenment
and its historicist corollary. Athanassiadi has commented on the reasons for the lack of

“ideological descendants’ of Damascius philosophical writings®:

It is easy to see straight away why Damascius
remained without a posterity. Much more than
any accident of history, it was his own attitude
towards the human mind and its possibilities
which must be held responsible for his lack of
spiritual descendants. For Damascius is a
ferocious detractor of any classificatory attempt
in the realm of metaphysics—a jester with a
philosopher’s mask.

The peculiar sensibility of Damascius indeed shows signs of an almost skeptical spiritual
tendency®®. The affirmation and posterior negation, as logically invalid or insufficient, of
any positive hypothesis regarding the Source of everything is something that left the reader
with a sensation akin to maziness, a sense of awe. This heavy aporetic method may be seen
as a spiritual exercise in the search for the nameless truth and experience of being. As
noted by Combes, the aporetic method of Damascius is not as much a skepticism revived,
in the style of Sextus Empiricus, but a consequence of his negative theology®83.

That method has a limited recurrence in the Philosophical History, as | pointed
above, in the many evaluations of distinct schools and forms of living. Before passing to a
discrimination of the “mystic” in the text as a series of pagan turned occult interiorized
liminal experiences, it is necessary to point out some relevant aspects of Damascius
metaphysical reflections in a very brief excursus. It is fundamental to point, though, that
we have no way of knowing the exact date of composition of the metaphysical systems

exposed in the De. Princ. and the Commentary to the Parmenides, in a way that their

681 (1999b, p. 165.)

682 Ahbel-Rappe dicusses the possible scepticism of Damascius in an article: Scepticism in the Sixth Century?
Damascius’ Doubts and Solutions Concerning First Principles. In: Journal of the History of Philosophy,
volume 36, Number 3, July 1998, p. 337-363.

683 (1986, p. xxv and xxi).
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relationship of continuity with the Philosophical History can be at most an educated guess.
All three works were probably composed after Damascius became diadoch in the early 6th
century and before Justinian’s edict of 529, but the exact dates are impossible to be
affirmed.

The impulse behind the philosophizing in the Problems and Solutions Concerning
First Principles is the desire to achieve a synthesis, a final answer regarding the Unknown
or Beyond. The first principles referred to in the title are the Ineffable, the One and the
Noetic Triad. Time after time, hypothesis after hypothesis, Damascius finds himself in
metaphysical torment, a desperation through the mepuirpomi®®* of all theoretical and
linguistic formulations®®. A problem such as this one could easily lend itself to many
dissertations, books and metaphysical reflections and it is not my aim here to solve it, the
purpose of invoking Damascius theoretical treatise is to show that it has resonances with
certain practices described in the Philosophical History and for the understanding that
Damascius has of the cyclical historical procession and its relation with mystical states of
consciousness.

Searching for a response, Damascius journeyed internally, in the subjects dealing
with the soul to the point of metaphysical exhaustion and externally, in his peregrination
from Alexandria to Athens, his spiritual conversion to a tradition of sacredness that was
waning from history but had the doors of eternity to explore. Athanassiadi comments on

the particular spiritual disposition of Damascius and his contradictory character®®:

Damascius is a ferocious detractor of any
classificatory attempt in the realm of
metaphysics—a jester with a philosopher’s mask.
With great care and meticulousness, he constructs
superb intellectual edifices, which he then
proceeds to contemplate from several angles by
cleverly turning them inside out and upside down.
In doing this he displays his own thoroughness,

884 A word that has its roots in Plato’s Theaetetus (171b), the meprtpon is, according to Ahbel-Rappe,
fundamental to the lexicon of the ancient Sceptics, like Sextus Empiricus and Aenesidemus. Cf. (1998, p.
345-348). “This word has a history in the annals of skepticism. Although it can be literally translated as
'reversal’, its sense in the context of dialectic refers to arguments that are overturned from within, that is by
premises internal to the argument. Sextus Empiricus, for example, refers to a whole class of such turned-
about arguments, or arguments whose very assertion undermines the position at issue.” p. 343.

€5 “The One is completely unknowable and inexpressible. Why then look for something else beyond the
inexpressible? It is maybe the case that Plato, made us ascend ineffably towards the Ineffable, by the
mediation of the One. It is of the Ineffable that we always talk of as being beyond the One. Just like he made
us turn to the One by the suppression of the One itself and of other things.” De. Princ. 1.9.8-14. Transl.
Kalogiratou, 2014.

686 1999, p. 165.
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subtlety and ingenuity, while at the same time
exposing the extreme relativity of these
structures, with which our divided intelligence is
forever condemned to play as a result of the
dislocated state to which the Titanic War has
reduced it.

The Titanic War alluded in her text is a reference to a passage in the De. Princ. in which

Damascius comments on our human divided and ‘Titanic’ state incapable of reaching real

intuitive synthesis (cuvaipeoic), chained as we are by a limited condition of existence®®’.

It is not clear if Damascius experienced the state that he calls 6soxpoacia or at least
testimonied Isidore reaching that state. In the PH, Isidore enters into some mystical and
prophetic states himself and — more importantly — in the journey from Alexandria to Athens
under the guidance of Isidore, Damascius experiences a union with Apollo through which

he could dream of himself as being the Phrygian god Attis®e®:

6t “év Tepomdrer T Dpuylag iepov fv
AmoAlovog, VmoO O¢ TOV  vadv  kotoPdoiov
VEKETo  Oavacipovg Avamvods mopeYOUEVOV.
tobvToV TOV BOOpov 00d' Avmbév oty dkivovvov
000¢ 10l TMvoic TV {dwv dedbelv, AL doa
Kot ovtov  yivetar,  amOAAvtol. TOlG  Of
TETEAEGUEVOLG, ONGL, SLVATOV MV KOTOVTAG Kod
€lg avToVv TOV poYov APrapdg otdyev”. Aéyel &' O
GLYYPAPELG (O AVTOG TE Kol ADPOG O PIAOGOPOC,
VO wpobuping ekviknbévies, KoTEPnoav te Koi
amobeic kak®v avéPnoav. Aéyel d' O GLYYPOPEDG
ot “10te 1] Tepamodrer €ykabBevdnoag €d0Kovv
6vap O 'Atmng yevéoOar, kol pot EmitedeicOon
mopd TG UNTPOg Td®V Bedv v tdv Thapiov
KaAoVUEVOV €opThV: Omep €0MAov TNV £ (dov
yeyovuiov UGV cotnpiov.

887 His rage and sense of suffering while searching for the resolution of all the apories of Platonic philosophy
is vivid, poetic and brutal: ““And yet, if, when we attempt to sound and explore in all its senses the intelligible
depths, we fall short of that truth and deviate as we do towards what is low and divided, through being
dragged and pulled down towards them by the compulsion of our miserable nothingness, we should
nevertheless resign ourselves to this deviation and this fall. For it is not possible in our present state to grasp
these things otherwise and we must be content if we can touch them from afar as it were, with great
difficulty, very faintly, or indeed if we can gain the trace of a hint which will suddenly flash before our eyes,
even though the spark comes from the self, rising out of the soul; a small gleam, not really bright, yet still an
indication by analogy of that huge all-shining light. As regards this discourse too, this is the thing for which it
should be praised: that it despises itself and confesses itself blinded by that united, intelligible light and
unable to stare at it.”” Cf. (De. Princ. 111, 141). Transl. Athanassiadi.

688 pPH, 87.
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Wherefore, <At Hierapolis, in Phrygia, there was
a sacred place of Apollo and in the underground
depths of the temple there was a passage that
produced deadly vapors. Through this hole not
even flying creatures could pass unharmed since
everything that came within its limits died. The
initiate, however, could descend into its lower
depths and remain there unscathed. The writer
says that he and the philosopher Dorus, both
bridled by desire, descended and ascended
without suffering any harm. The author also says:
“going to sleep at Hierapolis I had a dream in
which | became Attis®®® and, with the command
of the Mother of the Gods | celebrated the festival
of the so-called Hilaria®®, which meant my
salvation from the Hades.

We can only guess what experiences might have been instigated by such religious
experience, but as Kalogiratou notes, the tendency of speaking metaphorically in the more
elaborate metaphysical treatises of Damascius might have religious experiences and other
altered mental states as its base and foundation®®’. In terms of historical experience, the
articulation of a mythological tradition that was certainly perceived as being purged from
the land into an interiorized state of inner aporetic absurdity is perhaps a hint for the
apophatic theology of Damascius. The question is not so much of doctrine, but of longing
and feeling that the ontological edifice that sustained pagan religion and philosophy was
collapsing. The metaphysical solution of escape to an Ineffable even beyond the One, holds
a clue to the One’s disappearance, as has been noted by Michel de Certeau in the
discussion of his Christian mystics of the early modern period that longed for the Christian
“historical-anthropological” One of the High Middle Ages °%.

689 Attis was a young Phrygian shepherd that was in love with the Nymph Sagaritis. The Goddess Cybele fell
in love with his youthful beauty and while she appeared to him in her transcendent power, Attis castrated
himself amidst despair and delirium. The Goddess then transformed him into a pine tree. The cult of the god
has appeared in Greece around the 4™ century BCE and reached Rome at the end of the second Punic War.
Cf. (Lancelotti, p. 17-30).

89 The “so-called” allusion is Photius’ ironic commentary.

81 CF. (2014, p. 35): “It is true that the Diadochus often supplements his theoretical endeavours with
mythological figures (particularly from the Orphic tradition and the Chaldean Oracles, as well as from other
sources) or visual imagery. This interpretive method, whether allegorical or symbolic, is common to Platonic
and Christian mystical writers, as well as to philosophical theologians of the East, such as Buddhist,
Confucian and Taoist thinkers. In Damascius’ view, non-philosophical myths, symbols, and figures are
employed as objects of reflection because it is impossible to say anything adequate about the nature of the
Ineffable, or of God.”

892 Cf. (1992 [1982], p. 2).



193

But let us take a look into the quote in a more detailed manner. The cults, rites and
overall historical and anthropological sensibilities that furnished the basic symbols and
psychic structures for the more abstract conceptualizations and speculations of Damascius
were in steadfast downturn, the pagan tradition was certainly on the “razor’s edge’®®.
What is that katapaocig that Damascius experienced alongside Dorus after their conversion
by lIsidore? Does it have any consequence for his mystical experience and does it
correspond to the state of Bgokpoacia? To the last question, the answer is most likely
negative and the argument must be elaborated after the examination of the mythical
pattern. The first thing that we take notice is the existence of a supposedly functioning
sanctuary to Apollo well inside Anatolia almost in the dawn of the 6" century®®*. That fact
in itself should not surprise us, since as other sources remark®® paganism was alive and
well in isolated pockets of the countryside at least until the Justinian policies of no-
tolerance®®.

Damascius maybe participated in a secret or at least coveted ceremony for the
Magna Mater (Cybele) or approached the sacred cave in the ruined and abandoned temple
of Apollo®® in a journey of spiritual exploration with Dorus, after both men were initiated

into the mysteries of philosophy by Isidore®®.The Thdpia is a Greek lexical adoption of the

893 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 22).

69 Considering that the meeting between Damascius and Dorus happened in the journey from Alexandria to
Athens when Isidore was fleeing from the persecution in Alexandria, the probable date for the events narrated
in fr. 87 is somewhere near 489-490. The sanctuary could be easily a ruin as well, what would make the story
even more representative of the argument being developed here: amidst the ruins of a previous sanctuary of
Apollo, the two men, recently enlightened by Isidore, nostalgically recreate the experiences of a thousand-
year-old cult that had vanished. Imagining both of them having life-changing experiences at the ruined
temple leads one to wonder what profound feeling of loss and nostalgia have sparked such experiences.

89 Cf. the discussion in Bowersock (1990, p. 1-15).

6% As previously discussed, Chuvin argued that paganism still remained in Roman society as a
“countercultural” tolerated force until at least 529, since then the records of pagan activities start to become
more and more rare. With the Islamic reorganization of the polis system in the Middle East after 642, all the
signs of the ancient Hellenic paganism start to vanish. Cf. (1990, p. 11).

897 According to Ammianus Marcellinus (XXIII, 6.18), the shrine of Apollo in Hierapolis visited by
Damascius in the end of the 5™ century has been at least partially ruined since a long time before his own
times in the 4™ century: “When this city was stormed by the generals of Verus Caesar (as | have related
before), the statue of Apollo Comaeus was torn from its place and taken to Rome, where the priests of the
gods set it up in the temple of the Palatine Apollo. And it is said that, after this same statue had been carried
off and the city burned, the soldiers in ransacking the temple found a narrow crevice; this they widened in the
hope of finding something valuable; but from a kind of shrine, closed by the occult arts of the Chaldaeans,
the germ of that pestilence burst forth, which after generating the virulence of incurable diseases, in the time
of the same Verus and of Marcus Antoninus polluted everything with contagion and death, from the frontiers
of Persia all the way to the Rhine and to Gaul.”

6% The events described in that section are placed by Athanassiadi in the section relating the prosopography
of Alexandria in the 470s, but since Dorus is present and Damascius only came to meet him and
Asclepiodotus in the so-called ““journey of conversion” from Alexandria to Athens around 489, as seen in the
events related in the fragment 134, | suppose that the story chronologically should be placed after the events
related in such fragment.
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Latin term for the equinox festival of Cybele and the rites performed in the cave®® — if
there was any ritual at all’® — definitely belong to the religious experience of cave
incubation, a tradition that has its roots even before the times of Homer™ and was
represented in Ancient Greece by the religious seer called by E.R. Dodds as
“jatromantis”’%2, he was a physician (iatpdc) and a seer (pdavric)’®® and many of the
famous sages of the Hellenic world, like Abaris, Epimenides, Empedocles and Pythagoras
were said to be healer magicians, shamanic figures that engaged in incubation rituals’®.
Now, the mythology of the underground cave and the incubatory rituals that it entails have
roots in Iron Age Anatolia’® and the general problematic, understood either as a topos or a
religious pattern, is positioned by loan P. Couliano as part of the general problematic of the
“Himmelsreise der Seele”, a term coined by Wilhelm Bousset in 19657,

Be that as it may, the question still stands: what is the relation of the experience
described in the fragment 87 and iepatikn? Is it an experience of Osokpacia? For the first
question, only some hints can be found. As already discussed in the introduction, iepotikn
is a well-established term of Greek religious and ritual practices. It also has been said that
the term is used by Proclus and other Neoplatonists to refer to what is called ‘““theurgy” in
the sense of the series of rituals associated with the Chaldean Oracles. In that sense, by the
time of Damascius it might have really meant an unificatory approach for the extant pagan

89 Cf. (Couliano, 1991, p. 126): “The ancient goddesses of the matrifocal civilization of old Europe were
conguered, but not finished. In western Anatolia and in ancient Greece, the goddess survived as Kubaba (or
Kybebe, Cybele) as Hekate, and as Artemis. These great goddesses were connected with the moon, the dead,
dogs, and ecstasy.”

70 It could have been a “ritual of the imagination” or some form of religio mentis, but as the subsequent
passage in the text do show, the ingestion of the substance was certainly real. It is hard to know if it was a
“theurgic” experience, but it does seem to confirm the suspicions of authors like Luck (1989) and Hanegraaff
(2022) that even the philosophical pagans from the Neoplatonic milieu used mind-altering substances in
ritualistic activities.

01 Cf. (Couliano, 1991, p. 115-118.)

702 ““We owe to Eric R. Dodds (The Greeks and the Irrational, 1951) the word "latromantes," and to F. M.
Cornford (Principium Sapientiae, 19S2) the idea that Greek philosophy was an outcome of earlier shamanic
speculations on the soul. Dodds was acquainted with Meuli's 1935 article, which he thoroughly critiqued.
Incidentally, he did not seem to notice that his own theory was a perfect copy of Meuli's: he explained Greek
shamanism partly by Scythian influence and partly as a native Greek Medicine Men development of ancient
ideas concerning certain divine men (theioi andres).” Cf. (Couliano, ibid. p. 136-137.)

03 Cf. (Couliano, 1983, p. 24-30.)

%4 The connection between the Goddess and Apollo can be found in (Kingsley, 1995). Apollo also had
possession rites and “‘under the name of Apollo of Hyperborea, he also possessed a very special category of
seers, the latromantes (from the Greek words iatros [healer] and mantis [prophet]), said to be phoibolamptoi
or phoiboleptoi (possessed by Phoebus-Apollo). These were native Greek shamans.” The location of the rites
of Cybele under a temple of Apollo in Phrygia is not a coincidence.

705 Cf. (Lancelotti, p. 42-43).

76 Cf. (Die Himmelsreise der Seele. Wissenschaftliche Buchgesellschaft, 1965.) Couliano criticizes
Bousset’s formula as inappropriate to describe the variegated facets of the religious phenomenon, but uses the
term anyway.
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practices unified by Chaldean and Neoplatonic syncretic metaphysical interpretations’®’.
Regarding the question if the experience entails Ocoxpacio, or rather, the total union
(Bvooig mavteAnc), it seems that it is not the case, it is not the final state and only a travel
into more intermediary levels of the Neoplatonic cosmos. It might have meant Damascius’
personal salvation from metaphysical death (tnv £§ ddov yeyovviav Hudv cwtnpiav), his
initiation into philosophy, but not the final union with the Ineffable.

Why is it so? The reason for my suspicions can be found in the unfolding of the

story:

dmynodunv 6¢ 1@ AcKANTOd0T®, Emave bV £¢
A@podictddo, tnv Tod Oveipov Oyv. O 0OE
€0avpacé e TO cvuPePnKog, Kol dNYHGUTO OVK
“dvap avti Oveipatog”, aAda Badpo peilov avti
ENATTOVOC. vemTEPOG YOp Eheyev €ic 1O ywpiov
€0ty 10010, Koi Amomelpadijvor avTod TG
pvoEmg. dig oDV kai Tpig dmmtdfag 1O ipdTiov
mepl TAG Pivag, tva kav AvamvEn TOAAAKIG, U TOV
Ste@Bapuévov Kol AHOVTIKOV dépa Avamvi), GALY
OV amabf koi cotiplov, Ov Embev elonyaye
neplhafov &v 1d ipatio, obto mpdioc sionel te
€V T Katadvoel, T Ekpof] Tdv Bepudv VoAtV
€nakolovddv, Emi TAgioTov TOD APdTOL HVYOD, 0V
unv eig téhog doiketo thg Kotafdoemg 1 yop
glcodoc ameppoyel Tpog Pabog MO TOAD TAV
V34TV, Kai avOpOT® Ye 0O StaPatdv NV, AL O
kataifatng  €vovoldv  €pépeTo  péxpL  TOD
méPOTOc.” O pévror AoKANMO00TOG  EKEIBEV
aviABe cooia T adTod KaK®V Amadng. aALd Kol
wvonv mapominciov Votepov T OBavacipo €x
OPOp®V elodv KOTOOKEVOGAUEVOG
EUNYOVAGOTO.

| narrated my dream to Asclepiodotus on my
return to Aphrodisias; he marveled at what
happened and related to me not "a dream for a
dream”, but a greater miracle for a smaller one.
He said that in his youth he had come to this
place to test its nature. Wrapping his garment
round his nostrils two or three times, so that, even

07 Cf. (Krulak, 2017, p. 481): “He had inherited a philosophical tradition deeply affected by Platonism’s
hieratic turn and, as a result, argued for a Bacchic blend of his own in which philosophy emulated effectively,
if not perfectly, hieratic catharsis. In this way, Damascius’ philosophy incorporated the ethos and efficacy
attached to hieratic ritual, thereby neutralizing any need for such practices. This hieraticized philosophy, sent
from the “one cause of all things,” ensured that the soul was purified and thereby prepared for its ascent to
transcendent realms.” However, Krulak’s conclusion seems to contradict Damascius’ narrative of his own
initiation into philosophy in the fragment 87.
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if he had to breathe frequently, he would inhale
not the bad and harmful air but the sound and
salubrious air which he had brought in from the
outside within his garment, he penetrated the
underground path following the outflow of the
hot waters almost as far as its impassable
extremities, even though he did not reach the
limit of the descent; for the path broke off where
the waters became very deep and impassable to
man. Yet the kataibates’® reached the end in a
state of inspiration. And indeed, thanks to his
wisdom, Asclepiodotus came up from there free
from harm and sometime later he managed to
produce a vapor similar to the deadly one by
using various ingredients. (Transl. Athanassiadi,
altered)

The experience of initiation entailed by Damascius after the aspiration of the Bavéoipog
avamvon} could be reproduced by the alchemist Asclepiodotus in his hieratic experiences’®.
Moreover, as we have seen before in the chapter about the story of Paralius, Asclepiodotus
was considered deficient in higher states of existence by Damascius. It could be argued,
however, that the states of mind of both individuals were different as they had such
experiences, as Damascius and Dorus entered the cave unprotected and thrilled by the
exultation of philosophical conversion, while Asclepiodotus entered prepared to decipher
the mysteries of the ritual site’*. In the case of Damascius, the experience might have had
a higher initiatory meaning. As it turns out, the ritual experience is indeed related with the
experiences of ascension and descent of the soul, but considering that Asclepiodotus could
encapsulate the mysterious vapors in his alchemical laboratory and could have access to
the experience as some type of initiate, it is probably only a very initial stage.

The meaning of v &£ "Aidov yeyovuiav Mudv cwtnpiov has been discussed by
Mihai’** and the author concludes, in accordance with my suspicions, that the experience
of Damascius at Hierapolis might have been his entrance into philosophy. Mihai does not

talk about the story of Asclepiodotus in his arguments, but rather argues that Attis had a

%8 This is one of the epithets of Hermes as the guide of the souls to the underworld (cf. Athanassiadi, 1999a,
p- 221, n. 233) and its presence confirms that the practice described is one of incubation and katdfoctig.

799 1t must be remembered that Zosimus of Panopolis regarded his alchemical activities as iepa texvri and that
the practices of the hieratic arts among the Neoplatonists share the general worldview and many spiritual
technologies with the alchemical arts of the Roman Egypt. Cf. (Grimes, 2018, p. 130-135.)

10 Additionally, Asclepiodotus was already a senior philosopher, while Damascius was still being initiated at
this time.

"1 <L e descensus ad inferos du néoplatonicien Damascius a Hiérapolis”. In: Cahiers des études anciennes.
LI, 2016.
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central position in the Neoplatonic efforts of mythological exegesis, being associated with
Helios-Apollo’? as the god responsible for elevation and conversion of a limited terrestrial
state to another state of higher ascension in the Neoplatonic triadic cosmos’*2,

| think it is safe to assume that what is at hand here is not a mystical experience of
final union or absorption into the divine, but a preparatory experience that could be shared
with many different levels of initiates, that for their part might have had different

experiences, expectations and visions. The récit conforms to the pattern described by

714

Couliano’** about the cults of the ancient Anatolian Goddess and their relation with the

experiences of the ascension of the soul through the descent to the primal “womb” of the

Goddess. The image of the womb is present in the Chaldean Oracles’®:

Tobde yap ékBpdokovoty qpueiliktol te kepovvol
Kol TTPNoTNpoddyol KOATOL TAUPEYYEOS ARG
natpoyevodg Exdtng kai vmelwkog mupog dvOog
NOE KpaTodov Tved O TOA®V TUPI®V ETEKEVAL.

For Implacable Thunders leap from him and the
lightning receiving womb of the shining light of
Hecate, who is generated from the Father. From
him leap the girdling flower of fire and the
powerful breath (situated) beyond the fiery poles.
(Transl. Majercik, altered)

12 Julian, Discourse 1V, 140b-c; Proclus, Hymn 1, 24-26 \ogt.

713 “Nous croyons donc que le songe est un indice de conversion a la philosophie, car dans le systéme
néoplatonicien, le dieu Hélios-Apollon, assimilé & Attis dans le néoplatonisme tardif27, était le dieu élévateur
et convertissant. Ainsi, la « libération de I’Hadés » ne se référe pas a une quelconque promesse de
résurrection, mais bien a une conversion, dans le cadre d’un rite de purification, et non pas nécessairement
d’initiation. Ce songe-message recoit donc de la part de Damascius deux interprétations : 1’une, disons
concréete ou littérale, affirme qu’il ne mourra pas dans la grotte par asphyxie28 ; I’autre, allégorique, qu’a
travers la purification philosophique Damascius sera affranchi de 1’Hadés. En d’autres mots, la mort étant la
séparation de I’ame d’avec le corps (Phédon 67d 4-5), la purification de I’ame s’obtient par ’exercice de la
philosophie, ce qui assure un meilleur sort dans 1’Au-dela.” (2016, p. 19).

714 A much more recent writer on the subject, the historian Yulia Ustinova, has concluded that the experience
of the caves and cave initiation — like the cave of Trophonius — was central to the cults and ecstatic
experiences of the Greek world. She explored the underground initiations of philosophers and mystics in
Archaic Greece and compared the altered states of consciousness attained by these Greek mystics with
shamanic initiations. She also points to similarities between Empedocles, Parmenides and Plotinus, despite
an 800-year gap between the first two and the latter. Cf. (2009, p. 177-215.)

15 Fr. 35. The fragment is quoted in Damascius’ De. Princ. II, 133, 1-6, where it is said: “Indeed, the First
Once Transcendent communicates the hebdomad to the gods themselves; but to others, it is communicated by
him through participation.”
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The womb or vagina of the Goddess (k6Amoc’*®) is impregnated by the shining light
[thunderbolts?] (maueeyyéog) of the Paternal Intellect. The poem has both mythological
and philosophical undertones in the Neoplatonic interpretation of Proclus’’ and the fact
that Hecate appears as receptacle of the Father signs that Damascius experience of
becoming the consort god of the Great Goddess (Attis) reaches the level of union with
Psyche or World Soul™8 in the emanationist Neoplatonic cosmos. So, in short, the
experience reaches a degree of profundity that is elevated beyond the Encosmic realm but
not of the union with the Ineffable. In terms of the triadic emanationist cosmos, it is
restricted to the first triad.

The system of Damascius could be described — in a simplified form — more or less
like this:

Ineffable

*

One

One-All

All-One

One-Being (Unified)

*

All

*

Father
Dynamis

Intellect

16 According to the LSJ, the word x6Anog can mean both womb and vagina, and considering the possible
sexual undertones of the Chaldean rituals it is not out of place that this is symbol for the interaction between
God (male) and psyche (female), with the thunderbolts being the Intellect in the scheme of the 3 hyposthases.
17 Cf. Proclus, In Crat., 58, 19-22.

18 Cf. (Tanaseanu-Ddbler, 2013, p. 22): “A peculiar aspect of the Oracles' metaphysics is the important role
assigned to Hecate, who seems to function as a mediator between different entities or realms, most
conspicuous in her role as the World Soul, the mediator between the intelligible realms and the material
cosmos; she also seems to be the principal divine speaker of the Oracles.”
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This can be delineated based on a certain reading of the De. Princ.”t® Indeed, as a historian
of Greek ecstatic and mystical “out of body” experiences’?’, Couliano does not know

exactly what to do with Neoplatonism’2L:

The greatest philosopher of late antiquity,
Plotinus (200-270 C.E.), would certainly share
the intensity of mystical concerns with this
experiential background of Greek mysticism
based on near-death and out-of-body experiences.
Plotinus's type of mysticism has, however, been
defined as a "subjectification™ and
"interiorization” of objective otherworldly
journeys like those described by Plutarch one and
a half centuries earlier.

Plotinus's philosophy is Platonism; yet the
solutions now given to many problems left
unsolved by Plato are Aristotelian. With the
middle Platonists (Philo of Alexandria, Plutarch,
Numenius of Apamea, Celsus, and others),
Plotinus shares the idea that there are a number of
intermediaries between the intelligible and the
sensible world. His system has the following
hypostases, which emanate downward and are
gradual stages, not separate or solid entities:

I. The One (monos), the Absolute, the
transcendent, which has no perfect equivalent in
Plato, but was prefigured by other Platonic
philosophers such as Plutarch himself, and
derives from the pressure to explain multiplicity
from unity;

2. The intellect (nous), which is the equivalent of
the Platonic world of Ideas or intelligible patterns
of all things, and is a first step from unity to
multiplicity;

3. The world soul, which contains in potentia the
whole universe and represents a further
downward movement of unity toward
multiplicity;

19 Cf. (Kalogiratou, 2014, p. 38).

20 He goes from Homer and the so-called “shamans” and visionaires of the Archaic period to Plato and
Plutarch without much difficulty (p. 119-153), but an unsolved questioning hover around when facing
Plotinus and the nature of his mystical experiences inside such interpretative framework.

721 (1991, p. 152-153.)
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4- Individual souls

Plotinian mysticism is the recovery from the
alienation felt by the embodied human being in
the world. Nostalgia for unity with the supreme
unity, the One, is deeply imprinted in the rational
soul, which strives to leave the burden of the
physical body and flee toward the One (Phuge
monou pros monon). Ecstasy is the supreme goal
of Plotinian mysticism, and it is described in
terms that recall the "oceanic feeling" of Hindu
mysticism. It is a state of mind in which the
knower is identified with the known. All duality
being absent, no vision or drama unfolds, unlike
most of the apocalypses examined so far. The
goal of Platonic mysticism is higher than a visit
to the heavenly Hades: it is a visit to the essence
of all essences, which is beyond the universe and
cannot be described.

The Neoplatonic mystical ascent has degrees of intensity and can be characterized by an
ascension through ladders of reality, or rather by an absorption inside oneself of the
different ladders of the ascent. The religious experience of Damascius at the temple of
Apollo in Phrygia and what unfolds from it is a preparatory task for the ascension of the
soul”? and in the scheme of Couliano in Psychanodia would fit into what is called
“otherworldly revelatory journeys”’%,

Considering this, the questioning must be directed to the proper historical setting of
the problem, what can these experiences and changing states of mind can tell about the
historical conceptualizations of the world of the Philosophical History at large and all the
events described in our inquiry until that point. Returning to Couliano, it is notable that he
labels his chapter on the intricacies of Neoplatonic, Gnostic and Hermetic systems as
“Interplanetary Tours on a Platonic space shuttle”’?*. The question addressed here leads
me back to the idea of the “underworld of Platonism” developed by Dillon’®® and
discussed briefly in the introduction. What may have been the historical and literary

reasons behind the doctrines of the ascension of the soul and progression through the

722 Cf. (Mihai, 2016, p. 5): ““Attis apparait donc 2 Damascius aprés son descensus comme symbole de sa
conversion d’abord pour sa fonction purificatrice et ensuite du fait de son assimilation avec le dieu Hélios-
Apollon. Ce songe évoque, grace a la philosophie et a I’enseignement d’Isidore, la réintégration de
Damascius dans le cercle des philosophes.”

231991, p. 5.)

724 (Ibid. p. 188.)

725(1992, p. 392-396.)
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heavenly spheres that are articulated in the text of Damascius? As noted above, the scheme
of Damascius is ascensional and, as argued by V. Napoli’?®, the miraculous tales and events
described in the Philosophical History have an anagogical meaning.

In light of the idea developed in this text, the anagogic function of the philosophical
and hieratic arts and the different mystical states attained by these disciplines — either
ecstatic or “absorptionist”’?’ — seems to be a response of the pagans to the anxieties and
the feeling of cosmic abandonment of the 2" and 3" centuries, when the mystical doctrines
of the Chaldean Oracles have been compiled and Plotinus exercised his philosophical
activity in Rome. Later pagans felt the need of unifying or synthesizing these different
strands of mysticism in order to counteracting the influence of Christianity, as noted above
in the comments of G. Luck about the story of Sosipatra and Daemons.

Couliano also indicates this in his presentation of the Platonic “space shuttle” in

the work of Macrobius’%:

A nostalgic Roman aristocrat, he was close to
Symmachus and those who desperately tried to
revive pagan religion in a Roman Empire that
was rapidly moving toward religious
totalitarianism; in fact, all pagan cults, public and
private, were forbidden between 381 and 3927%°.
Macrobius was, however, certainly not the
inventor of what we are calling here the "Platonic
space shuttle. [...] In order to understand the
background of this bizarre and important
doctrine, which shaped ideas about the
interplanetary journeys of the soul down to the
seventeenth century, we need to move back in
time a few centuries, to a period ranging from the
first decades of the second century to the late

726 Cf. (2018, p. 126): “Nella Vita del filosofo Isidoro il meraviglioso, nella misura in cui ¢ individuato in
uma varieta di elementi inquadrabili nella tradizione filosofico-religiosa del neoplatonismo21, si configura
come una cifra della manifestazione del divino e di quanto vi & connesso, volta a stimolare e promuovere
I’ascesa dell’anima e I’assimilazione a dio. Ritengo che si possa affermare che, nella prospettiva
neoplatonica, in cui la filosofia ha nell’assimi-lazione a dio il fine ultimo dell’intero suo percorso, I’istanza
della peculiare potenza anagogica del meraviglioso visto nel suo specifico profilo sacrale e divino sia
pienamente integrabile, su un comune sfondo speculativo, con la topica concezione platonica e aristo-telica
della meraviglia come cominciamento (arch&) del filosofare. In questa prospettiva, che schiude un preciso
orizzonte di senso e di valore dei fenomeni qui presi in esame, le diverse manifestazioni del meraviglioso
sono fattori capaci di veicolare un forte messag-gio ideologico e di rinsaldare 1’identita pagana. Il
meraviglioso, cosi configurato, € visto come pienamente compatibile con la speculazione filosofica. In tale
ottica si possono passare in rassegna alcuni contenuti della suddetta opera damasciana, che costituiscono
anche delle significative testimonianze dell’immaginario pagano tardoantico.”

727 i e. the duality between ecstasy and enstasis.

728 (1991, p. 188-189).

29 These dates do correlate with the destruction of the Serapeum.
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fourth  century. The most outstanding
philosophers of the second century-Basilides the
Christian Gnostic, Numenius, Celsus, and the two
Julians (Julian the Chaldaean and his son, Julian
the Theurgist, authors of the Chaldaean Oracles) -
-were obsessed by a question that has now lost
much of its appeal: How does the soul descend
from its heavenly realm to be incarnated in the
body, and by what means does it return to its
origin?

As seen in the chapter 3, the lamblichean doctrine of the soul and the liminality of the
pagan holy man are intertwined in the text of Damascius. The literary genre and rhetorical
construction of the Philosophical History as a type of transcendental prosopography of
later paganism is clearly an instructional and anagogic tool to elevate the soul of the ideal
reader’® — someone that had access to the teachings and esoteric doctrines of Damascius —
to a contemplation of the kaleidoscopic brilliance of the myriad ways of ascending the
cosmic ladder and, in terms of modern theories of literary fiction, the infinite possibilities
of life and modes of living beyond the encapsulating limitation of the new Christian
épistéme.

In this way, the ““sacred race” (iepa yeved) must stand apart from the corrupt
society of its entourage and keep alive the sacred flame, as we are told in the fragments 73
A and B. They acquire a new light under the guise of Damascius’ conversion in the cave:
“The sacred race lived a life apart, happy and blessed by the gods, a life dedicated to
philosophy and the worship of the gods”’! (1] 8¢ iep& yeved xaf' Savtiv S16ln Piov
Beo@Af] kai gvdaipova, TOV T PLAoGoEodVTO Kol TOV T Ogia Bepamevovta). The religious
cauldron of late paganism synthesized in the Neoplatonic philosophy was a necessary step
for the anagogic philosophical disciplines, the hieratic art (iepatikn) and the worship
(Bepameia) of the traditional gods through the Neoplatonic cultural hermeneutics was of
central importance: “they kindled pure fire in the altars”’®? (dvékotov 6Gi® mopi Tovg
Bopovg). The fire of the altar is also a metaphoric allusion to the primordial fire that is
recurrent in the mystical poems of the Chaldean Oracles.

I will go back to the Oracles soon enough, but as much as the experiences of the

gods and their sacral ordinance in a locus are an important introductory part of the

730 Hoffmann argued that the purpose of the Philosophical History was to be a deliberate program to
reorganize the school of Athens after the death of Proclus and justify the reforms and leadership of
Damascius. Cf. (1994, p. 555).

8L PH, 73A.

32 pH, 73B.
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disciplines necessary for the ascent, the mystic is the traveler, the wanderer, the man who
wants to see for himself (Bempeiv) the miraculous. Just like the mystic Sarapio, Isidore was
a wanderer, a “true eccentric”’’®® that felt embarrassed with official titles like the
diadochy’4, he was someone that rejoiced in mysterious ways. It is in the fragments
describing the experiences of Isidore that the secret temple of the mystic in the
Philosophical History must be sought, it is in his wanderings and miraculous teachings that
Beokpaocio can be reached at least as a spiritual guess for the jeopardized reader.

As Michel de Certeau has remarked’®:

Est mystique celui ou celle qui ne peut s’arréter
de marcher et qui, avec la certitude de ce qui lui
manque, sait de chaque lieu et de chaque objet
que ce n’est pas ¢a, qu’on ne peut résider ici ni se
contenter de cela. Le desir crée um excés. Il
excede, passe et perd les lieux. Il fait aller plus
loin, ailleurs. Il n’habite nulle part. Il est habité,
dit encore Hadewijch, par

‘““un noble je ne sais quoi ni ceci, ni cela, qui nous
conduit, nous introduit et nous absorbe en notre
Origine”.

Mystical [mystique] is the one who cannot stop
walking and who, with the certainty of what is
lacking, knows from every place and every object
that it is not this, that one cannot reside here nor
be content with that. Desire creates an excess. It
exceeds, passes, and loses the places. It makes
one go further, elsewhere. It inhabits nowhere. It
is inhabited, says Hadewijch again, by

“a noble I know not what nor this, nor that,
which leads us, introduces us, and absorbs us into
our Origin.”

In the historiography of “la mystique” [the mystic] developed by de Certeau’®®, the mystic
as a literary genre is also directly implied in the experience itself, as it turns out to be a

73 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 33).

734 Cf. 98C.

735 (1982, p. 411).

% |t is not a coincidence, | believe, that the mystics about which Michel de Certeau wrote were direct
inheritors of Neoplatonism inside the Christian tradition, like Nicholas of Cusa, he even alludes to Plotinus
some few times in La Fable Mystique (p.69; p. 158; p. 235; p. 236).
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fleeting or ephemeral relation between editor and edited, the compiler of the mystic science
and the mystic that is the purveyor of the experiences. Additionally, his focus on the mystic
discourse as nostalgia amidst the dissolution of patterns with a focus in experience can be
equally applied to Late Antiquity as for the 16" and 17" centuries at the dawn of European
modernity. Paradoxically, the anguish of the Christian mystics in the dissolution of the
cultural “One” of the High Middle Ages’®’, can be compared to the wanderings and sense
of nostalgia of the pagan holy man or Neoplatonic saint witnessing the last days of his
world™,

In the text of Damascius, however, the mystic pact is far more tenuous. The
transmission is triple rather than bifocal: the wanderings of lIsidore, the paradoxical
prosopography and the experience of the marvelous of many individual lives are not
transmitted through a pact between author — the textual translator of all the events and
experiences — and subjects, but is complicated by the presence of two mediators: Photius
and the anonymous compiler of the Suda. From the historical point of view, the mystical
experience in the text of Damascius is an echo travelling in time, a radical otherness that is
a like a distant cry in the empty sky. The text of the Philosophical History and its focus on
the miraculous and paradoxical, punctuated by a huge recurrence to digressions, carries in
itself the historical experience of mysticism, but mediated through the dust of archives,
copyists and the sadness of a lost world, the world without future of paganism.

37 The word “One” here should not be understood as the metaphysical One of the Neoplatonists though, but
as the “cultural kernel” or épisteme of a given epoch. The Russian medievalist A. Gurevich (1985, p. 2-23)
used the concept of “world picture” in order to describe the cultural kernel of an epoch, its particular
sensibility towards the world, nature, space, time, the divine and socio-economic relations. If joined with the
observations of Michel de Certeau, it can certainly lead to a rich understanding of mysticism as a historical
experience: “The German historian Leopold von Ranke used to say: ‘Every historical epoch has its own
immediate relationship with God’ - an idealist way of putting a profound and undeniable truth: every epoch is
interesting and important for its own sake, in and for itself, regardless of its relations with the subsequent
course of history. In fact, we do not study the past for teleological reasons only, to discern, that is how the
present has arisen from it. Study of different periods of history, including those remote from us, and, perhaps,
unconnected in any clear or direct way with our own, enables us to see both the unity and the diversity of
mankind. Once our eyes are opened to the recurrent strains in history, when we keep on coming across the
same human needs and the same human responses, we gain a deeper understanding of human society and the
laws that govern it. Contact with human existence in all its variety in other historical periods, in other
civilisations, in other cultural environments, helps us to comprehend our own particular originality, our own
place in the historical process. Thus, we have to take account of the individual as well as of the general, of
common factors as well as of diversity” (p. 3.)

38 Cf. (Sheldrake, 2001, p. 39-40): “This paradigmatic period of mysticism proliferated in the context of
what de Certeau refers to as 'a loss'. The various movements and writings were born (to use de Certeau's
words) 'with the setting sun'. This 'sunset' was the gradual demise of a previously dominant Christian
religious worldview. De Certeau asserted that the 'dark nights' expressed in various mystical texts refer not
merely to interior, subjective states of spiritual loss and absence but also to the 'global situation' of religious
faith in western culture.”
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The eccentric philosopher and wandering sage Isidore of Alexandria, the master and
greatest personal influence over Damascius, is more than a Neoplatonic scholastic. As
much as he learned philosophy with Proclus alongside Marinus and Zenodotus’®, he also
had another master, a far more mysterious one, someone so mysterious that the writings of
Damascius transmitted by the Byzantine commentators and copyists are our only source
about him: the mystic Sarapio, a true representative of the Golden Age of Cronus. The

source for the life of Sarapio in Athanassiadi’s edition is again another synthesis of

fragments: S IV, 323, 28 and ® 1677%°:

tobtov  émooato  @idov O ‘Ioidwpog, TOV
<vmep>Paidvia maviag avBpdmovg Enil evoePeia
te kol OAn Pilov @locoeiq, ANV adtod TOD
Towdpov. TocoDTOV 8¢ 1@ Avopl meptiiv dAnBodg
TPOTOL TE Kol AOYOV, TOD T€ &V mopoluig AéyesOon
elwBotoC, Epyw 08 PePfarwbévioc vr' Eketvov, 10D
“Aabe Buoocag”, dote ovOEVA TOV T0TE (DVTOV
avlpomwv ovte 1OV VEOTEPOV  0oVTE  TAV
npecPutépov EAmicont dv eidévon olov Adyw:
08¢ &yvo Tig dALoC, olog v O Tapaminy &keivoc,
000¢ av &ywye VOV NIIGTAUNY, €1 U Lot avTog O
OPUOGOQOG VTEdEIEE TA AOY® TOV Zapamimva. o0
vop Epym mote €pn meioecbar avTOV EVTLYEV
ETépm avopl: dAAmG te kol Ote €yNpa, PNKETL
katofaively Oapd amd TG oQeTépOg oikiag,
olkelv 0¢ povov &v oikiok® HKp®, 1@ Ovt
pnovado Plov davadedeypévov, mpoOg HOVOV TA
avoykoldtato YPOUEVOV TOV YETOVODV &Violg.
gOKTIKOV  p&v oDV slvor  TOV  apamiovo
owpepdvtog Eleye kol &v 1ddTOL GYNUATL
TAVTOXOD TEPLPOLTAV TAV igpdV ywpiwv, OmOL
Nyev 6 tfig £opThc VOpOG. To ToAAL 8¢ &n' oikov
dmpuepegvovta Ly, o Tva avOporiviny {onyv, GAL
atexvdc eineiv Oelov, evydg te del kol ApeTdg
POC €owtOV | mPog TO Oelov @Beyyduevov,
HaAlov 8¢ owyf] otavoovuevov. {NNTiKog ¢ MV
Mg dAnbeiog kol @voel BewpnTiKOC 0V TEPL TA
TEYVIKOTEPA THS @lhocoiag MéElov Owatpifety,
GALQL TOIG GOPOTEPOLS KOl £VOOLGLUGTIKMTEPOLG
VONUAGLY &vepUETO. 010 ovov oyxedov tov Oppéa
EKEKTNTO Kol AVeEYIVOOKEV, EPOTAV £¢' EKAGTOLG
del toig mapanintovct (ntnpact tov  Toidwpov,
dkpav ¢ eimelv  Emomunv  év  Oeoloyig
poPefAnuévov.

3 Cf. 59A, B, C, D.
70 This is the fragment 111 of Athanassiadi’s edition.
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0c obt®w peEv Kateppdvel YpnuUATOV, OCTE
KektiioOot undotiodv §| pova dvo 1 tpia Piiia,
OV v kai 1} Opeénc moinoic: obtm 88 Hdovdv
TV mepl 10 odua, dote €& apyfig €vBvg 1A
avaykoio {Koi} pHOva TPOGPEPEV TM COUATL,
dppodiciov 8¢ dypavrov eivon d1d Piov movToC.
oUTm 0 MUEAEL TG TG Tapd avOpOTOV, HoTe
o08& Svopo ovtod My v tfi mOAel. oS av
€yvooln peta tavta, € un Osdv Tic Povindn
mapadelypa  toig avipomolg yapicacHor oD
Kpoviov Biov, tva uiy Soxfi uddog eivor 6 Adyoc,
un &yov Empaptupodoav TV ictopiov. O pev yop
Xelpov Aeyopevog év pebopio paAAOV €lGTKEL
g Kpoévov «oai Awg dpyig, 060gv  dipung.
Topamiov §& ovtoc Yo 100 PIL0GOPOL YvwGOEig
avayeypdebw T0o100TOC"  0G  KANpovOL®  Td
Towopw €xpnoato, undévo mpog yévoug Exmv,
unde d&ov &Alov drolauPavey sivor g Eavtod
ovciog, dVEV Aéym T} TPV PAiwv.

Isidore befriended this man, who in piety and his
overall philosophy of life surpassed all others
except Isidore himself. He was so full of the truth
in his behavior and speech that he provided a
living example of the well-known adage "Live
your life unnoticed", so that I doubt if any of his
younger or older contemporaries would have
known his true nature. Nor did anyone else know
the kind of man Sarapio was, nor indeed would |
have this knowledge now, had not the philosopher
himself described Sarapio to me. For he said that
there was no way that Sarapio could ever be
persuaded to meet other people, especially as he
hardly ever left his house once he grew old. He
lived alone in a tiny house, embracing a life of
utter solitude, in contact with a few of his
neighbors only when absolute necessity required
it. He said that Sarapio was exceptionally pious,
going round dressed as a private citizen to the
holy places wherever festival custom took him.
But most of the time he spent at home, leading a
life which was not that of a man, but quite simply
a god-like existence, constantly addressing
prayers and hymns to himself or to the divine, or
rather meditating in silence. A seeker of the Truth
and a man with a theoretical cast of mind, he
could not bear to occupy himself with the
technicalities of philosophy, but immersed
himself in those vigorous concepts which fill one
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with God. For this reason he possessed and read
almost nothing except the writings of Orpheus,
putting his questions as they arose to Isidore who
was as it were invested with the absolute
theological knowledge. It was only [Isidore]
whom he recognized as a kinsman and received at
home. Indeed, he thought he saw in him [Sarapio]
the legendary Golden Age of Cronus. He spent
his entire life in deed and word focusing his
attention and concentrating as far as possible on
the inner and the indivisible.

So great was his contempt for material goods that
he owned nothing except for two or three books,
among which was the poetry of Orpheus. And
such was his scorn for bodily pleasures that from
his earliest youth he offered his body the bare
necessities only, while remaining throughout his
life completely undefiled by sexual intercourse.
Besides he so disdained social honors that not
even his name was known in the city; nor would
it have become known afterwards, had not some
god desired to grace humanity with a model of
the golden age of Cronus, so that this expression
would not appear to refer merely to a legend,
unsupported by historical evidence. For the so-
called Cheiron seems to have stood on the
dividing line between the reigns of Cronus and
Zeus, hence his double nature. But this Sarapion,
who was known by the philosopher, let him be
recorded in this way. He made Isidore his heir,
having no relatives, since he considered no-one
else worthy of his property, that is his two or
three books. (Transl. Athanassiadi, altered)

This is the longest fragment of Athanassiadi’s edition of the Philosophical History and not
without a reason. Most problems that have appeared in my discussion until now can find
their unfolding in relation to that long passage. | will relate that passage to other 2
fragments about Isidore’s absorption into the Ocean of Truth as the final conclusion.

Before starting the final phase of my reflection, one more theoretical excursus and
digression is necessary to face the story of the mystic Sarapio. The narrative mixes many
traditional Hellenic topoi on the biographies of philosophers with elements of
paradoxographic and patriographic genres and certainly can be richly analyzed in such a

way. The idea presented here is that of mysticism in terms of historical experience as the
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nostalgia for a historical absolute that dissolved itself in the ruins of experience and the
longing for the union with the Source of all that exists that can be manifested eternally in
the kaleidoscope of mankind’s experience of history, This is not a pure historicization of
Ineffable experience but one specific way to look at Damascius’ transcendental
prosopography of the late pagan world in the 5" and 6™ centuries as imbued of a mystical
historical nostalgia beyond the divided and decayed state.

Additionally, Ahbel-Rappe’, Athanassiadi’#?> and Kalogiratou™®® all reach the
conclusion that Damascius’ mystic and synthetic religious thought are a consequence of his
endeavors in metaphysics, in the labyrinths explored by his thought at the limits of
Platonism. But what if the thought was the consequence of life? What if he was led to think
in such a way due to “exhilarating” experiences like the ones narrated in the Philosophical
History’#4? The mystic Sarapio is the most enigmatic figure extant in the text. Apart from
Isidore, he is said to have surpassed all men in piety and philosophical life (tov
<Omep>Pardvio mavtag avOpodmovg €mi gvoefeiq te kol OAn Piov errocoeiq). He was
secretive and enigmatic like a typical Pythagorean sage and, as seen before, Pythagoras
was the lamblichean model for the pagan holy man among the Neoplatonists. But here we
are in a long way from the times of Pythagoras or even lamblichus and Sarapio was
someone out of time, disengaged from his historical existence. If it is true that his existence
overlaps with cultural features of late antique monasticism that may be shared with
Christian monks and the overall historical features of that age, it is also true that he was
perceived to be a Cronian, someone that preserved an ideal way of life among the
formlessness of the age.

Sarapio was seen to be in such an alienation from his time that, according to
Damascius, he lived in accordance to the Epicurean Labe Bidoag (“Live Unnoticed”). It is
unusual that an Orphic mystic adopted an Epicurean trope, but in the world of the 5™
century the Epicureans had already vanished’®, the same for the Cynics, the Skeptics’®

and other non-Platonizing groups of Greek philosophers. In the Philosophical History we

741 (1998, p. 362).

742 (1999b, p. 173-174).

743 (2014, p. 47).

744 The link with Damascius more theoretical works, with extensive quatations and discussions, unfortunately
could not be explored here in depth, but the suggestion of inverting the typical premise of metaphysics > life
to life > metaphysics is a path that someone might trod in the studies of Damascius considering the
interesting complementarity between the Philosophical History, his commentaries to Plato and the De. Princ.
45 Cf. (Ramelli, 2014, p. 21).

746 (Ahbel-Rappe, 1998, p. 337-338).
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have the notice of the “Cynic” Salustius’#’, but like Sarapio he was a philosophical
syncretic and ascribed to many religious doctrines that were not part of the typical Cynic
way of life in previous centuries. It seems that those mystics of late paganism embodied in
their ways of life what has remained from the Hellenic paideia in forms that would be
unusual in previous centuries and were thought to preserve the age of the gods in their own
material existences. This phenomenon is related to the doctrine of embodiment analyzed in
the chapter 3.

Damascius never met Sarapio. He only had the knowledge of his existence through
the contact with Isidore (€1 pun pot a0TOg 6 PILOCGOPOG VTEJEIEE TA AOY® TOV Zapamimva).
Now, a monastic mystic living in contemplation isolated in the outskirts of Alexandria is
not extremely unusual for the history of the region’*®, but the unusual and heterotopical
aspect of Sarapio was that he was a silent and secretive Orphic mystic and as seen before,
the theology of Damascius ends with the mysterious silence of Orphism’*. The
experiences of Sarapio, as they are related to us, were far above the initiation of Damascius
at the Apollonian temple in Hierapolis, they had something god-like and were beyond even
the ritualistic aim of the hieratic art in the pericosmic world. Sarapio was a soul that was
embodied in the service of anagogic purposes and in that he stands in profound contrast
with Pamprepius™°. The buffoon Pamprepius is the anti-mystical individual because he is
devoted to rhetoric and to external purposes in conformation with Fate or Destiny, while
Sarapio is someone that inhabit a non-history, a place beyond history, something that might
be called heterostory rather than heterotopia.

As things unfold, it seems that the only character in Damascius’ anagogic
prosopography that was superior to Sarapio was Isidore. And is with him and the most

beautiful fragments of the Philosophical History that my story will unload™?:

Sfilog &' fv ok Gyom®V TO TAPOVTO OVTE T
dydipota mpookuvelv €0€Amv, QAL Tom én'
avTOVG TOovg Beovg i€uevog elom KpumTOUEVOUG,
00K €v AdVTOlG, GAL' &v anT® 1@ Amoppntw, 0Tt
moté €011, THC Tavtelods dyvosiog. TdS odv &'
avtovg 1eto TtowovTOVG Ovtog, EpMTL  dEV,

747 PH, 60.

748 The text known as De vita contemplativa, ascribed to Philon of Alexandria, describes the existence of a
series of mystics called Ogpomevtoi that dedicated themselves to hymns, ascetic practices and solitary
prayers. In Egypt, the Hermetists lived their contemplative lives and many Gnostic sects also proliferated.

749

750 Cf. PH, 112,

1 PH, 36A.
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amoppnT® Kol TOVT®. kol Tig 88 GAAOg 1
dyvootog kol 0 Epwc; kal tiva, ToDTOV QUEY,
fcaowv ol mepabévieg, simelv 6& Advvatov, Koi
vofjoai ye 00OEV LAAAOV PESLoV.

It was clear that he disliked the present
circumstance, neither was he willing to reverence
the statues of the gods, but he was moving
immediately towards the gods themselves, that
are hidden within, not in the temples, but in the
very mystery [andppntog], whatever he is, in the
completely  unknowable  [tfic  mavtehodg
ayvooiog]. How did he move towards them when
they are like this? Due to a terrible love, equally
mysterious. What is love if not the unknowable?
Those with the experience know what | say,
because saying it is impossible and nor is in any
way easier to comprehend it with thoughts.

The present circumstance (ta mapdvta) is a pagan euphemism for Christianity’s prohibition
of pagan worship™2. In order to avoid direct references to the Christians, the pagans used
euphemisms. | believe that in terms of mystical experiences, the fragment 36A is the most
significant of the Philosophical History. It opens with a dissatisfaction with the historical
circumstances and ends with a blend of Plotinian, Chaldean and Hermetic religion of the
inner temple or religio mentis. Despite Isidore’s paganism and involvement with Chaldean
rituals”? here he is mirroring Plotinus’ response to Amelius when he invited Plotinus to the
religious festivals: “they [the gods] ought to come to me, not I to them”"*. At the same
time, here the gods are already within, in the inner temple of the mystic, in the andppntog
that cannot be known by any means beyond intuition and direct experience.

What is the terrible and "Ayvootog Love that Isidore can know but no one else in
the text can? Is it the Chaldean love in the fragments 39-46 of the Chaldean Oracles? This
Is an apophatic mystery, like the incomprehensible Father in the first fragment of the

Oracles. The Oracle 39 says to us:

"Epya. vonoog yop Tatpikog voog avtoyEévedlog
macly évéomelpev deocuov  moupPpdn  Epwtog,
6ppa T0 mhvto pévn ypdvov gig amépoviov
Epdvta, unde méon TO TATPOG VOEPD LPAGUEVOL

752 Cf. (Athanassiadi, 1999a, p. 115-117, n. 77).
753 PH, 5F,
54 Vita Plotini, 10. Transl. A.H. Armstrong.
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Péyyer @ oLV EpwTL UEVEL KOGHOVL GTOLYELO
Béovra.

For after he thought his works, the self-generated
Paternal Intellect sowed the bond of Love, heavy
with fire, into all things in order that the All
might continue to love for an infinite time and the
things woven by the intellectual light of the
Father might not collapse. With this Love, the
elements of the world remain on course. (Transl.
Majercik, altered).

This Love™® is the mystical intuition and apprehension of the Unknown, of the Father that
generates the cosmos and sow [évéomepev] the symbols of demiurgic activity. Isidore has
attained the homology with the self-generating Love of the Father, he is god-like:

abTV 0¢ TNV YouynVv &v taig iepoic evyoig mpog
Olov 10 O¢clov méhayog &heye, 1O UEV TPAOTQ
cLVaYEPOUEVV GO TOD COUATOS €I £AVTNV,
avlic 8¢ SEotopévy TV dlov HOGY kol
avayopodoav Amd T®V AOYIKAV £vvoldv £ml TG
0 V& ovyyeveic, &k &' od tpitov dvlovsidoay
Kol mopaAddtTovcov €ig 0NN Tvd  YoArvmv
Oeompeni) kol ovk AvOpTiviy.

He used to say that when the soul is in holy
prayer facing the Ocean of the Divine, at first,
separated from the body, it concentrates on itself,
then it abandons its own conceptions, retiring
itself from logical into intuitive thinking. Finally,
in the third stage, it is possessed by the divine and
drifts into a strange calmness, divine rather than
human.

The three phases of the contemplative ascent are the movements from the divided and
known — the abandonment of the common conceptions of the terrestrial life — to the
calmness and serenity of the place beyond knowledge. The gods that are hidden within
have been assimilated, homologized, as they are the cosmic principles and only the
Unnamable and Unknowable (dyvooic) remain. | believe that here, finally, we might have

arrived at 6zoxpacio or closer, if it can ever be conceived.

5 Cf. (Majercik, 1989, p. 160): “Eros is the first issue from the Paternal Intellect, even prior to the Ideas, as
his binding quality is an essential ingredient if the Ideas are to function properly in their capacity as
connective entities.”
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We are coming close to conclude the chapter and the whole enterprise. Based on
what has been shown, and that is a preliminary beginning for future adventures, it seems
that the Philosophical History contains different degrees of initiation and ascent in the
stories narrated by Damascius. The degrees correlate with both religious practice and/or
natural talent or — in lamblichean terms — classes of souls. The experience of Damascius at
the temple of Apollo was a type of ecstatic initiatory type, a hieratic experience that opened
his way to philosophy when he was reaching the age of 30. The experiences of Isidore — on

the other hand — were not merely hieratic, or initiatory.

The master of Damascius was really endowed with a pure (axépatog) soul and thus
had arrived in this world as someone endowed with a cosmic mission. That is why Isidore
could naturally experience states of mystical union, fsoxpacia or &vooic mavtedng.’®
Someone might wonder what relation might have existed between this ascensional or
anagogic narrative and the crisis of the late Neoplatonic syncretic religion with the
persecutions and tortures promoted by the Christian state and the Christian mobs.
Someone might wonder if the young Damascius, when he arrived in Alexandria in his late
teens to study rhetoric with Horapollo from a Syrian pagan family, did not felt the longing
and the melancholy of the closing of an age. Something that we know is that the
experiences, ecstasies and “enstasies’ narrated in the Philosophical History are among the

last pagan spiritual documents to remain accesible to our modern gaze.

Despite being almost forgotten by the historians of philosophy and religion, Isidore
of Alexandria apparently escaped to a place far beyond the possibility of writing and
communication, a world we cannot conceive through our historically mediated existences.
My text cannot reach him from this point and at this time. If there is any truth in his
experiences | cannot say, there are no more temples of Serapis or Isis to fall, no journeys
into hidden shrines, no divine ecstasies conceivable. The only religious agony of our times
— | am referring, of course, to the former Christian countries — is the slow and painful
transformation of Christianity into secularism, a phenomenon so silent that we might never
be amazed like the pagans were at the destructions in Menouthis or Canopus. The
Cathedrals will slowly become shopping malls. Like Michel de Certeau correctly

diagnosed, the impetus of the mystics took refuge in modern poetry’’:

756 Cf. 9D: kol téyo v i€ 1) ©éOn dmpoaipetog v gin, kai S TodTo cvpPaivor Gv icng Kai Taic dxnpdTols.
57T Cf. (1982, 411).
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De cet esprit de dépassement, séduit par une
imprenable origine ou fin appelée Dieu, il semble
que subsiste surtout, dans la  culture
contemporaine, le mouvement de partir sans
cesse, comme si, de ne plus pouvoir se fonder sur
la croyance en Dieu, I’expérience gardait
seulement la forme et non le contenu de la
mystique traditionnelle. C’est, dit dans un poéme
Nelly Sachs, fortgehen ohne Riickschau, « partir
sans se retourner ». Et René Char: « En poésie, on
n’habite que le lieu que I’on quitte, on ne crée
que I’ceuvre dont on se détache, on n'obtient la
durée qu’en détruisant le temps. » Désancré de
I’« origine » dont parlait Hadewijch, le voyageur
n’a plus de fondement ni de fin. Livré a un désir
sans nom, c’est le bateau ivre. Dés lors, ce désir
ne peut plus parler a quelqu’un. Il semble devenu
infans, privé de voix, plus solitaire et perdu
qu’autrefois, ou moins protégé et plus radical,
toujours en quéte d’un corps ou d’un lieu
poétique. Il continue donc a marcher, a se tracer
en silence, a s’écrire.

For now, | believe that | have nothing else to say.
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Conclusion: Prosopography and Anagoge

This work pretended to be a blend between the history of religions, the history of
philosophy and a general “history of spirituality”, if spirituality can be understood as a
series of techniques that human beings use in order to alter their consciousness through
spiritual exercises and methodic practices. At the same time, what was aimed here was to
delineate a certain historical relationship between the miraculous or mystical experiences
of the individuals presented by Damascius in the Philosophical History and the theme of
“pagan decadence.” I believe that what was attempted here was almost a micro-history of
the last generation of pagan philosophers through a reading of the text of Damascius and
some investigations on the countercultural aspect of paganism in the Roman society of the
50 and 6™ centuries. The novelty of the argument here is an engagement with the
Philosophical History as a possible anagogic text and the discussion of the related problem
of “mysticism”. | believe that there is a certain logic underlying the chapters and I will try

to demonstrate this logic here.

The work is divided in two thematic parts: a first part with biographical and
historical inquiries and a second part with the cosmological, mythological and mystical

material.

In the first chapter, | offered basic biographic and bibliographic discussion about
the life of Damascius, his relationship with Isidore, his refuge in the Persian court, the
possible establishment of a school at Harran and the polemic thesis of his authorship of the
Dionysian corpus. The first chapter was basically introductory and aimed at preparing the
reader through basic historical information. It was also deliberately conceived to be the
most basic as this text is conceived as a ladder in terms of thematic importance.

The second chapter thematizes the perceptions of Damascius about the political and
historical state of paganism in his times and try to correlate them with some basic
Neoplatonic concepts about time, procession, creation and with the Christian contemporary
text of the Theosophia Tubingensis. This chapter is a preparation for the cyclical

philosophy of history discussed in the chapter 6.

The third chapter thematizes the influences of the lamblichean theory of

embodiment in the Philosophical History and | believe it contains themes that have not
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been worked in the specialized bibliography until this point, at least to my knowledge. The
main themes that run throughout the chapter are the theory of the soul as the ideological
justification for the mission of the “pagan holy man’ and the Christian pushing of the
Neoplatonic philosopher to the margins, to the realm of the magical and occult and the
historical and psychological consequences of this fact. | believe that there is no study until
the present moment analyzing the uses of the word avtowyia in the Philosophical History or
in Damascius in general. Isidore’s conversion of Dorus is paradigmatic of the mystical and

miraculous powers of the wandering pagan sages.

The fourth chapter is a comparative study of the so-called story of Paralius and a
comparative anthropology of pagan and Christian perceptions of the events that led to the
destruction of the secret temple of Isis at Menouthis. | believe that this event has never
been analyzed comparatively before and through this comparison | tried to delineate how
the world of the pagans and the Christians operated through different social ontologies and
deepened the analysis of pagan “marginality”. It is impossible to know if the original text
of Damascius detailed the conflict between Paralius and Asclepiodotus in a more detailed
manner, but the available fragments allow us to see that no reconciliation between the two
parts was possible because the basic anthropocosmical conceptions of the two groups were
radically different. The chapter also works with the idea of Christian *“‘proto-

secularization” or rationalization of the pagan myths through the monk Stephen.

The fifth chapter pretends to delineate how Damascius appropriates Hermetic topoi
about the cosmic centrality of Egypt in order to combat the Christian narratives and to
present himself and the Neoplatonic exegete in general as the privileged interpreter of
myth and the possibilities of mystical ascension. The Egyptian myth in Damascius is
articulated as part of a general Neoplatonic interpretation of mythology outlined in the

fragment 2A.

The sixth chapter is an analysis of the fragment 18 in connection with the
Proemium. In the fragment 18, Damascius articulates, according to Hoffmann, an anti-
Christian philosophy of history. The novelty of my argument is the link between this
fragment and the first 4 fragments of Athanassiadi’s edition, in this way linking his
philosophy of history with discussion on the hieratic arts. The Christians are, for
Damascius, part of the most decayed and divided historical era because they reject the
hieratic arts — understood here as the scattered remnants of pagan practices — as

preparatory techniques for the mystical ascent and the overcoming of the divided state of
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embodiment. The Christian rejection of the cyclical cosmology characteristic of the pagan
religions is seen as responsible for the “dissolution” of pagan ontological conceptions and

cultural crisis.

The seventh and last chapter is divided in two parts: one about the fall of the
Serapeum and the prophecies of Antoninus and Olympus and the second with an analysis
of two sets of fragments: the fragment 87 with Damascius’ iniatory experience in a sacred
cave of Apollo at Hierapolis and the fragments about the mysticism of Sarapio and Isidore.
The experiences of Sarapio and Isidore are understood as being part of the higher mystical
experience — a philosophical ascent called 6sokpacia, while the experience of the newly
initiated Damascius at Hierapolis is seen as a preparatory stage, rather than the higher type

of mystical union.

As a conclusion of the overall argument, I present the idea that the “transcendental
prosopography” of the Philosophical History is an anagogic narrative in which the
different individuals present in the text are symbols for the different states of ascent and
mystical experience and that the historical experience of the crisis of pagan religions in the
5™ and 6™ centuries are central elements in the elaboration of a mystical discourse, in
which the escape from the currents of time and history is seen as the highest goal for the
Neoplatonic holy man. I also need to remark that many of the conclusions reached here are
preliminary and germinal and that new conclusions depend on new evaluations of the

philosophical, religious and material sources.
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Appendix I11: The Sources for Fragment 18 in Greek and English

Photius Fr. 22

Tpidv 0¢ dvimv pepdv fi €lddV THe Yoyts, | OTtmg dv Tig £€0€L0t KaAely, TpLTTiV
g€paoke yiveaOar moltteiav, Eyovsav PEV EKAGTNV TG TPEIS, AALY T® KPATODVTL
EVL TO TTAV HOPQOLUEVIV: KOl TNV UEV TTPoTéval HAAMoTO KoTh Adyov, iV Gv TIC
oipar tov émi Kpdvov Bilov émovopdoeiey §| v ypuctiv yevedv fi 10 Oedv
dyylomopov vévog, olo &v oyfpatt podov cepvivovsty v 1d Tpimodt Thig
Movong kabnuevor momrad.

Since there are three parts in the soul or there are three aspects — whatever term
we want to use — he had been accustomed to say that there exists a triple way
of life [mrolteia], each of which contains the three regimes, but as a whole
receives its form of the only predominant way. The first proceeds mainly in
accordance with the Holy Word; this is the one we could name, | believe, life in
the time of Cronus, or the Golden Age, or “the race [of men] kin of the gods”,
which are celebrated in the form of fables by poets seated on the tripod of the
Muse.

Photius Fr. 238

OTL TPV SvtV 0DV THG YLyRG TPLTT Kol 1 ToAteia, Kol Exel HEV EKAoTN TOG
TPElG, AAL" €vi StapopeodTot Kol Ovopaletal 1@ EMKPATOOVTL. Kol AOY® UEV
iBoveral, og 0 éni Kpovov PBiog, 1 Aeyopévn xpuoti yeved 1| to Bedv dyyicmopov
vévog, ola &v oyfpatt uodov cepuvdvovsty ol &v 1@ Tpimodt Tfig Movong
KkaOnpevol momroi- Bupd o0& dStavictapévny molrteiov TNV €nl TOAEHOVS Kol
pdyoc, Kol o¢ Eximav eavat, Ty tepl TpoTeiov Kol 06&nc dywvilouévny, oiav
vevésBor v €mi Thg iotopiag £kdotote Bpviovpévny dkovopev: EmBopiq 08
NV movtoyh dtppéovoay Kol VO TPLETS dKoAdoTov de@Oapuévny, TamEVA
Kol yovaikeio povodoay, deldig chvotkov Kai v mdor tnvelg kaAtvoovpévny,
PULOYPTLOVAL, UIKPOTIPETH, SOVAEVEY AGPUADS £0EAoVGaY, ola TV £V Tf| VOV
vevéael Toltevopévav 1 Lon.

Since there are three aspects in the soul, there is also a triple way of life:
undoubtedly each contains the three regimes, but it receives its form and its
name of the only regime which predominates. By the Holy Word is governed —
like life in the time of Cronus — what we call the Golden Age, or “the race [of
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men] related to the gods”, which is celebrated in the form of fables by the poets
seated on the tripod of Muse. By the Irascible Hearth is inspired the regime
which rushes towards the wars and fights and who, in general, fights for the
first ranks and for glory, as we hear that was the one which we talk about on
every occasion in History. By Concupiscence is governed the regime which is
spreading on all sides, which is corrupted by an intemperate enjoyment, which
has only base and womanish thoughts and that is inseparable from cowardice,
that wallows in every kind of mire, that is greedy for riches, that is petty, that
only wants the security of slavery, such as life that men living in generation
nowadays.

Suda, 1V 852, 19-853, 3 (n. 164 yoyn); IV 637, 10 (n. 78 imveia); 637, 17-25
(n. 79 vmveia)

OtL pépn e woxfic f €ldn tpio Aoylopevov, Bvuovuevov, Embopodv.
dvarykaiov odv kai Tpitth mohteio &yéveto, Exovco EKAGTN TOG TPEIC, GAAL TG
KPOTOOVTL £Vi TO TTAV LOPPOVUEVT). KOl TNV HEV TPOTEVaL KoTd AOYoV, v &v Tig
mv émi Kpovov odvoupdoeie Comv kol molteiov: v 6& katd Ooudv,
Sravictapévny gig modépovg kol péyog mepl mpoteimv Koi SOENC, olo o v Taig
iotopiong OpvAhovpeva: v o6¢ Kot  €mbupiov, mavtoyf dappéovsoy Kol VO
TPLOTC AKOAAGTOV dlePOapUEVY, TOTEWVA Kol YUVOIKEID ppovodoay, Ol
oUVOIKOV Kol &v mdaon VMvig KaAVOOLUEVIV, OLAOYXPMLOVA, OOVAOTPETPT,
000gV Tipov ovde €hevbepov Stampattopévny, Avopamodmdn Koi GoBevi),
yootpl Koi oaidololg del tnv evdaipoviav petpodoav ovdte Boud yevvoim
YPOUEVIIV: OloV odUO TOPEEVOY 8V il yOPQ, KEIEVOV EKVEVELPIGUEVOY,
000¢ KwveloBon &1t duvdpevov: kol TOAAD YOUOUTETECTEPAY Emedeikvuto TNV
Conv T®V VOV €V T1] YEVEGEL TOAMTELOUEVOV AVOPOT®V.

There are three parts or forms to the soul: that which reasons, that which is
irascible, that which desires. It was therefore necessary that there also be a
triple way of life, each containing the three ways but receiving its form, as a
whole, of the only way which predominates. And the first regime proceeds
according to Holy Word: we could call it Life and locate it in the time of
Cronus. The second proceeds according to the Irascible Heart and rushes into
wars and fights for the front ranks and for glory, as we constantly talk about in
History. The third proceeds according to Concupiscence: it spreads to all sides,
it is corrupted by intemperate enjoyment, it only has base and feminine
thoughts, it is inseparable from cowardice and wallows in all kinds of mire, it is
eager for riches, servile, it accomplishes nothing estimable or free, it is worthy
of slaves and idiots, it always regulates its happiness on the stomach and on the
penis and never shows a noble heart; it is like a body abandoned somewhere,
lying angry and incapable to move again; and it is in even more vile colors that
he represented the lives of men who now lead their existence in the world of
generation.
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Appendix IV: Preliminary Portuguese Translation of the Proemium

A traducdo que se apresenta aqui € preliminar e segue a ordenagdo dos fragmentos por P.
Athanassiadi. E, sobretudo, um exercicio de interpretacdo do texto como ferramenta
intelectual. Alguns fragmentos ininteligiveis foram suprimidos, como o fragmento 4B de
Athanassiadi. O sentido final da Historia Filosofica como texto anagdgico nunca sera
recuperado sem uma possivel redescoberta do manuscrito completo, qualquer tentativa de
traducdo moderna €, no mé&ximo, uma aproximagdo. Os fragmentos foram traduzidos

diretamente do grego, nem sempre recorrendo a solucGes similes as de Athanassiadi.

Histéria Filosotfica — Vida de Isidoro: Proémio

Que os egipcios sdo a mais antiga e veneravel raca de homens de que ja ouvimos

falar, ninguém é ignorante o suficiente de ndo ter apreendido de muitos ditos e escritos.

A Sapiéncia deste tipo, oculta no templo da verdade expressada pelo mitélogo, é,
desta forma, suavemente e quietamente revelada aquele que pode elevar a luz sagrada de

sua alma ao Divino.

B Os sacerdotes egipcios executam mistérios esotéricos em lugares secretos,
insondaveis e livres da esperanca de qualquer recompensa nesta vida, em busca de sua

propria salvacdo celestial e da esperanca de bem-estar para todos 0s egipcios.
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A Desta forma, diz Damascio: “Os deuses venerados pelos egipcios sao
principalmente Osiris e Isis, ele é o criador de todas as coisas, estabelecendo a matéria por
forma e numero; ela, nutrindo e aspergindo a demiurgia incessante pelos infindaveis fluxos

da vida infinita.

B Alguns dizem que Osiris é Dioniso, outros que é outro deus. Ele foi cortado em
pedacos pelo demodnio Tifeu, o que aos egipcios muita tristeza causou. Seu

desmembramento é lembrado e ritualizado para todo sempre.

C Osiris, Dioniso.

4

A A arte hierética e a filosofia ndo principiam das mesmas fontes celestiais. Da causa
primeira de todas as coisas vem a filosofia, direcionando-se para a compreenséo do ser por
todas as ordens intermediarias: a mais excelente, o Divino, a que vem depois do divino e a
qgue chamam terceira, 0 mundo das aparéncias. A arte hieratica, que é o culto dos deuses, é
de onde, da terceira e mundana esfera, as correntes da ascensdo da alma derivam. De raizes
pericésmicas, este € seu corolario: a imortalidade da alma — sobre a qual os egipcios
filosofaram — e a determinacdo no Hades dos infindaveis destinos de acordo com as
virtudes e os vicios, e também as infinitas transformacdes das formas de vida, como em
diferentes tempos as almas transformam-se em corpos de humanos, animais e plantas. E
sobre todas estas coisas, nada é restrito aos filésofos de cada lado [do mediterraneo]; de
modo que é facil ajustar as teorizacBes dos egipcios as dos gregos. Os egipcios foram,
desta forma, os primeiros a filosofar sobre tais coisas. E foi dos egipcios que 0s pitagdricos

as trouxeram para 0s gregos.

B Essa seria a absorcdo no divino, sem duvida a unido total, a ascensdo de nossas
almas a Deus enquanto elas retornam e se unificam ap6s as mdltiplas divisbes. Pode-se
mesmo dizer que apos se fragmentarem e tomarem corpos terrestres, elas se desintegram a
partir de si mesmas e dispersam-se por muitas maneiras por sofrimentos ndo somente

tifonianos, mas também por outras afli¢des terrestres, creio eu, ainda mais tortuosas.



