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HE BEGINNING of the sixth century CE found the
venerable Athenian Academy unexpectedly struggling

to maintain its very existence. The institution enjoyed
both curricular and political stability for much of the fifth
century under the capable leadership of Proclus of Lycia, but
after his death in 485, the school struggled to find a capable
successor. Edward Watts has suggested that the failing fortunes
of the Academy in this period were due to a dearth of candi-
dates who possessed the right combination of the intellectual
heft required to carry on the grand tradition of the Academy
and the political deftness needed to protect it against encroach-
ing Christian authorities. As a result, the school was perched on
the razor’s edge. In particular, Watts postulates that an im-
politic emphasis on traditional forms of religious ritual in the
Academy in the post-Proclan era, especially by the indiscrete
Hegias, the head of the school around the beginning of the
sixth century, intensified Christian scrutiny.! Thus, the assump-
tion of the position of scholarch, the head of the school, by the

I'See E. J. Watts, City and School in Late Antique Athens and Alexandria (Berke-
ley 2006) 118—-142; and “Athens between East and West: Elite Self-Presen-
tation and the Durability of Traditional Cult,” GRBS 57 (2017) 191-213,
which contends that, with regard to religion, Athens retained a decidedly
traditional character well into the fifth century. Even after the temples were
shuttered in the second quarter of that century, elites supportive of ancestral
practices extended financial support to the Academy, for it was known to be
sympathetic to traditional deities and rites.
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Syrian Damascius in the first decade of the sixth century came
at a critical moment in the life of the Academy. His reconstitu-
tion of the curriculum was characterized, in part, by a critique
of Proclus’ readings of Plato’s dialogues and the Chaldean
Oracles, the second-century CE collection of Adyio cherished by
the Late Platonists; some also have suggested that a con-
comitant devaluation of the hieratic/theurgic ritual directed
towards traditional deities that had been prevalent during
Proclus’ stewardship of the Academy may have played a sig-
nificant role in Damascius’ success.? The scholarly portrait of
Damascius developed from this hypothesis has been that of a
sober rationalist who, as Polymnia Athanassiadi posits, “pre-
ferred the philosophical to the theurgic” and sought to rid the
Academy of its theurgic tincture and to return the institution to

2 I. Trabattoni, “Per una biografia di Damascio,” Ruwista critica di storia
della filosofia 40 (1985) 179-201; P. Hoffman, “Damascius,” Dictionnaire des
philosophes antiques 11 (Paris 1994) 555-556, follows Trabattoni; Sara Ahbel-
Rappe, Damascius’ Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles (Oxford
2010) 5, follows Hoffman. A partial listing of significant scholarship on the-
urgy includes: E. R. Dodds, “Theurgy and its Relationship to Neoplaton-
ism,” FRS 37 (1947) 55—69; Laurence J. Rosan, The Philosophy of Proclus: The
Fmal Phase of Ancient Thought (New York 1949); Friedrich W. Cremer, Die
Chalddischen Orakel und Jamblich de mysteriis (Meisenheim am Glan 1969); A.
Smith, Porphyry’s Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition (The Hague 1974); H. Lewy,
The Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy: Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy® (Paris 1978);
A. Sheppard, “Proclus’ Attitude to Theurgy,” CQ 32 (1982) 212-224; R.
Majercik, The Chaldean Oracles (Leiden 1989); B. Nasemann, 7heurgie und Phi-
losophie in Jamblichs de mysteris (Stuttgart 1991); P. Athanassiadi, “Dreams,
Theurgy and Freelance Divination: The Testimony of Iamblichus,” 7RS 83
(1993) 115-130; G. Shaw, “Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neo-
platonism of Iamblichus,” Traditio 41 (1985) 1-28, and Theurgy and the Soul:
The Neoplatonism of Iamblichus (University Park 1995); J. Stacker, Die Stellung
der Theurgie in der Lehire Iamblichs (Frankfurt 1995); C. Van Liefferinge, La thé-
urgte des Oracles Chaldaiques a Proclus (Liege 1999); E. C. Clarke, lamblichus® De
Mpysteriis: A Manifesto of the Miraculous (Aldershot 2001); J. Dillon, “Iambli-
chus’ Defence of Theurgy: Some Reflections,” International Journal of the Pla-
tonic Tradition 1 (2007) 30—41; I. Tanaseanu-Dobler, Theurgy in Late Antiquity:
The Invention of a Ritual Tradition (Gottingen 2013); C. Addey, Divination and
Theurgy in Neoplatonism: Oracles of the Gods (London/New York 2014).
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its philosophical roots.? Athanassiadi is partly correct, for Da-
mascius did allot greater efficacy to philosophy, but this does
not mean that he disdained hieratic ritual. Indeed, he recog-
nized the power and, in some ontological spheres, even the
primacy of hieratic acts, but he also offered a vision of Late
Platonist philosophy that incorporated the cathartic effects of
the rites without requiring performance. In this, he differed
from Proclus who valued the anagogic power inherent not only
in philosophy but also in hieratic/theurgic ritual acts.

Although not an official component of the Academy’s philo-
sophical curriculum,* hieratic ritual had been identified with
the school for the better part of the fifth century. This is due in
no small part to the influence Proclus had on the school, which
included formal studies of texts associated with the Chaldean
and Orphic traditions that were valued for their contributions
to both philosophy/theology and ritual performance. Further,
many of his readings of Plato and Homer were infused with
theurgic themes and references to ritual acts.> Finally, Proclus’
own personal practices embraced an array of rites from
different cultural traditions and were deemed to have cathartic
efficacy. Not all of them were theurgic (if we limit the use of the
term in this instance to rites associated with the Chaldean
Oracles), but most could be described as ‘“hieratic.”® Ilinca

3 P. Athanassiadi, Damascius: The Philosophical History (Athens 1999) 56; cf.
223 n.234 on fr.88: “one detects a criticism of the active interest in theurgy
as theory and practice displayed by Proclus and Hegias.” Trabattoni, Rivista
critica di storia della filosofia 40 (1985) 179, also argues that Damascius sought
to “lead the school back to its genuine speculative characteristics, against
the excess of religious and theurgical motives”; cf. Hoffman, Dictionnaire des
philosophes antiques 11 574.

* Anon.Prol. 10 Westerink lists Plato’s dialogues and the different types of
virtues (natural, ethical, political, cathartic, and contemplative) that each
addresses (according to Iamblichus), but there is no mention of ritual.

5 Tanaseanu-Daobler, Theurgy 199-257.

6 Marinus V.Procl. 18-19, 28. This differentiation is not one that will
normally be made in this article, but it seem necessary to do so because
Marinus alluded specifically to Chaldean purifications.
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Tanaseanu-Dobler has emphasized the “strictly personal and
private” nature of these acts, but Marinus indicates that
Proclus lectured at length about the cathartic virtues, “what
they are and how one comes to possess these also, and living
strictly in accordance with them, doing on all occasions the
things that produce separation for the soul.”” Marinus proceeds
to allude to Chaldean and Orphic apotropaic methods, pro-
cessions to the sea, observations of the rites of different ethnic
groups, and other such practices as the means by which Proclus
demonstrated his cathartic virtue. This is not to suggest that
Proclus sought to flaunt his hieratic methods in a way that
might prove overly troubling to Christian authorities, but his
international reputation was surely forged, in part, by his em-
brace of the hieratic in both his exegesis and his classroom
lectures.® The picture of Proclus painted by Marinus hints at a
personal religiosity that informed the views he expressed and
wished to impress upon his students. The aforementioned
lectures, along with his tendency to regularly declare that a
philosopher ought to be the “common priest of the entire
world” (V.Procl. 20) and his inclusion of students in Chaldean
rituals,’ indicate that, though it was perhaps not a formal
aspect of the curriculum, advanced students, at least, experi-
enced sustained exposure to hieratic theory and practice in the
course of their studies. Thus, when Damascius deemphasized
ritual praxis in the school, he was bucking a tradition that had
been associated with the Academy for at least half a century.

7 V.Procl. 18; transl. Mark Edwards, Neoplatonic Saints: The Liwes of Plotinus
and Proclus by their Students (Liverpool 2000).

8 The emphasis here on Proclus’ ritual side is not to suggest that this is the
sole focus of his philosophical program. Tanaseanu-Dobler has demon-
strated that Proclus was “first and foremost a philosopher” (Theurgy 255),
that is, he was interested in reading and interpreting Aristotle and Plato,
amongst others, in a manner similar to that of previous generations of
philosophers. He did not define himself solely by his theurgic interests and
practices.

9 V.Isid. 59F Athanassiadi = {r.200 Zintzen.
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Yet, it would be hasty to conclude that Damascius did not ap-
preciate the cathartic power of the rites and was, as one scholar
has written, “deeply alarmed about the subordination of philo-
sophical studies to ritual.”!? As will be argued, he believed the
rites to have value, even if not to the degree that had charac-
terized the philosophical life in Proclus’ Academy, but he re-
imagined the manner in which they were incorporated into
philosophy.!!

Two of Damascius’ works will be central to this discussion,
the Life of Isidore and the notes from his lectures on the Phaedo.
Both have reached us in a fragmentary state. As a result, con-
text and, possibly, greater elaboration on the topics are absent,
so that interpretation must be viewed as tentative. Further, a
firm sense of when the two works were written is lacking. The
lecture notes presumably were compiled after Damascius took
the reins of the Academy, which likely occurred sometime in
the early sixth century, but his tenure as scholarch lasted until
the school was shuttered by Justinian in 529. Dating the Life is
slightly less problematic as we have a ten-year window in which
it was written, 517-526.12 With the possibility that a decade or
more may stand between the two works, it must be acknowl-
edged that an individual’s perspectives might change and, thus,
continuity of opinion cannot be assumed. One purpose of this
article, however, i3 to examine statements on philosophy and
tepatikn, and to suggest that Damascius assessed the two cat-
egories in a consistent manner.

The Damascian Dichotomy

One of Damascius’ best-known statements speaks to the
purported divide between philosophy and ritual theory and

10 Ahbel-Rappe, Damascius’ Problems and Solutions 5.

I Cf. Iamb. Myst. 230 Des Places (hieratic ritual enables ascent to the
One); Procl. In Crat. 71 Pasquali (theurgy enables ascent to Intelligible In-
tellect).

12 L. G. Westerink, The Greek Commentaries on Plato’s Phaedo 11 Damascius
(Amsterdam 1977) 8.
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praxis and offers the opportunity to scrutinize these competing
or, alternatively, complementary methods by which the divine
might be approached and the soul emancipated from its ma-
terial constraints. In his lectures on Plato’s Phaedo, Damascius
seemingly offered a dichotomous'? description of the characters
and characteristics of late Platonism (In Phd. 1 172):

To some philosophy is primary, as for Porphyry and Plotinus

and many other philosophers; to others hieratic, as it is to Iam-

blichus, Syrianus, Proclus, and the hieratic school in general.

Ot puev v erAocoelav mpotiudoy, og IMopevplog kol IMAw-

TIvog kol GAAOL TOAAOL @LAOGOEOL. Ol O TNV 1EPOTIKNY, OC

TauPAryog kol Tuplovog kol IMpdkAog kol ol 1epaTikol TaVTEG.
With this statement, Damascius distinguished between the dia-
lectical/theoretical approach to the divine that had been so
closely associated with the philosophy of the Academy since its
establishment nearly one thousand years earlier and the ritual
emphasis that entered the Platonic tradition in the late third
century CE. This ceremonial component, frequently desig-
nated by the interchangeable terms “theurgy” (Beovpyie) and
the “hieratic art” (| iepotikn teyvn), was introduced into the
Platonist mainstream in earnest by Iamblichus (ca. 245-325),
who contended in his apologia for theurgy, On the Mysteries, that
the contemplative approach to the divine so favored by his
predecessors was inadequate; instead, by engaging the aid of
the divine via a complex ritual process, the soul could be puri-
fied and liberated from its material constraints and even enjoy
union with the One, the Platonic First Principle.!* Although
this essay will follow the terminology of Damascius in
differentiating between “philosophy” and “hieratic/theurgic/
telestic” practice, this is not to suggest that the terminological

13 Throughout the paper, I refer to this passage and the juxtaposition it
presents as the Damascian Dichotomy.

14 Tamb. Mpyst. 230.12—13. Ilinca Tanaseanu-Débler (per Lit.) has noted
that Tamblichus’ Pythagorean treatises demonstrate evidence of more tra-

ditional approaches to catharsis through mathematics and philosophy. See
too her Theurgy 111-130.

Greek, Roman, and Byzantine Studies 57 (2017) 454481



460 PHILOSOPHY, IEPATIKH, DAMASCIAN DICHOTOMY

dichotomy he established with this statement was nearly as tidy
as his categories would suggest. Plotinus is listed by Damascius
as one of those for whom philosophy was most important, but
recent studies have highlighted the ritualistic nature of
Plotinian contemplation and the similarities between it and
mystical/‘magical’ practices of the period.!> Further, it is to be
noted that Porphyry was said to have admitted the value of
theurgic techniques for the purification of the “spiritual” soul
(amima spiritalis), which interfaces with the material realm.!® Al-
though he prized hieratic rites, Proclus was no less enthusiastic
about philosophy. In his commentary on the Parmenides, two
separate forms of ascent are mentioned, the philosophical
(associated with Plato) and the theurgic (associated with the
Chaldean Oracles).'” T'anaseanu-Dobler observes that there is no
hierarchy in which theurgy is presented as more elevated than
theoretical philosophy; rather, each is presented as a legitimate
method of ascent. And further, his readings of the Chaldean
Oracles attest a similar philosophical approach, showing that
Proclus read the text as much for its theological insights as for
any ritual purposes.!® In light of these examples, the Di-
chotomy was simplistic the moment Damascius spoke it into
existence and the notion of a pure Plotinian or Porphyrian
theoretical philosophy without any concern for ritual is prob-
lematic as is a pure Proclan hieratic philosophy. Given this
complexity, it is important to note that, in this essay, ‘ritual’
ought to be understood to refer primarily to ritual involving
material objects.

15 See Z. Mazur, “‘Unio Magica’: Part I: On the Magical Origins of Plo-
tinus’ Mysticism,” Dionysius 21 (2003) 23-52, and “ ‘Unio Magica’: Part II:
Plotinus, Theurgy, and the Question of Ritual,” Dionysius 22 (2004) 29-55.
Against Mazur, see L. Brisson, “Plotinus and the Magical Rites Practiced by
the Gnostics,” in K. Corrigan and T. Rasimus (eds.), Gnosticism, Platonism and
the Late Ancient World. Essays in Honour of John D. Turner (Leiden 2013) 443—
463.

16 August. De Cw. D. 10.9.
17 Procl. In Parm. 5.990 (II 205 Steel).
18 Tanaseanu-Dobler, Theurgy 219-220 and 252.
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Philosophy and teportixn in the Life of Isidore

When the Damascian Dichotomy has been cited in scholar-
ship, it has been used primarily to illustrate the historical
division between pre- and post-theurgic Platonic philosophy,'®
but little note has been taken of the meaning that Damascius
invested in the terms “philosophy” and tepatikn or the context
in which they were used.?’ It is necessary to attend to both
1ssues, first by exploring the question of definition and then by
addressing contextual matters. Insight into the use of the two
words is gained from another Damascian work, the Life of Isi-
dore, in which the terms again were employed appositionally:?!

tepatikn and philosophy do not stem from the same principles.
Philosophy descends (koBfkovoa) from the one cause of all
things to the lowest level of existence through all the intermedi-

19 For example, G. Fowden, “The Pagan Holy Man in Late Antique
Society,” FHS 102 (1982) 37.

20 Recently Tanaseanu-Débler has examined the relationship between
philosophy and ritual in Damascius’ philosophy. She correctly argues that
dialectical philosophy offered access to the First Principle, and hieratic
practice, which operated within the encosmic realm, did not (Theurgy 272).
Second, she indicates that the meaning of iepotikf, a term that became
associated under Proclus with ceremonial praxes of both a theurgic nature
(“theurgy” being a term she links to acts specifically associated with the
Chaldean tradition) and a more traditionally priestly cast, tilted heavily
towards the latter (268—275). In her reading, tepatikn lacked the theurgic
overtones and was simply a “term used for the sum total of living pagan
cults” (271). The impulse to reconnect Damascius to the hieratic is correct,
but it is argued in this essay that he included in his use of “hieratic” not only
the sacerdotal sense, but also the theurgic.

21 VIsid. 4A Athanassiadi = frr.3, 3o Zintzen. I have modified Athanas-
siadi’s translation slightly, and have preferred to retain the order of the
version in the Suda which placed “Nothing ... Egyptian ones” in its current
position rather than Athanassiadi’s version inserting it after the description
of tepatikn. I think Damascius was drawing a distinction between philoso-
phy, which was universal, and tepatikn, which was ‘originally’ Egyptian
and only imported to the Greeks via Pythagoras; on this last point see Hdt.
2.58, Diod. 1.9.6. I note that Tanaseanu-Dobler also made the decision to
leave the text in the form found in the Suda (Theurgy 271 n.67).
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ate orders—the divine, the next in excellence after the divine
and, on the so-called third level, the visible. Nothing is exclusive
to philosophers on one side [of the Mediterranean] only; so that
it is easy, if one wishes, to adapt Greek notions to conform with
Egyptian ones. As for tepotikn, which is the worship of the gods,
it ties the ropes of anagogic salvation on the third, pericosmic
level, that of generation; it has its root in the pericosmic causes
and this is its subject—the immortality of the soul (on which the
philosophy of the Egyptians is the same), the infinite variety of
fates allotted in Hades according to one’s good or bad qualities,
and also the infinite changes in life, how at different times souls
inhabit different human bodies or different species of animals
and plants. The Egyptians were the first men to philosophise on
these things. Indeed it is from the Egyptians that the Pythago-
reans introduced all these matters to the Greeks.

1epaTikn Kol @A0c0oQle. 00K OmO TAV DTV GpYovIoL GpydV,

QAL T eV @1hocoeia and Thg Ubc TV TévVTOv oltiag, elg Ty

VrooTdOuny Tdv Svtev kabikovso S pécmv TV SAwv Yevdy,

Beilwv te kol 1OV petd Beovg kperttévav kol év 1pite, poct, Bi-

LOTL QOVOLLEVQY. EV Yoip 0084V €0t TdV K0BdAov Tpoetpnuévov

101g éxatépobl prhocdpolg, Bote kol padiov elvarl v épap-

poynv t® PovAopéve mpocapudtiely tolg Alyvrtiolg To TOV

‘BAMvov. v 8¢ iepatichv, §| éott Bedv Oepameio, éviedOév

nofev &md @V mepikoouiov oitidv Gpyesbor kol mepl tadTor

npoypotevesBot, yoydv mepl dBavaociog, 3Tt kot o 00T Kol

Atlyvrtiolg rAoco@eltot, TOV € év ¢dov {uuvplav} Afcemv Tov-

TolwV TPOG APETNV Kol KOKIoy QQOPIoUEVOV, ETL TOV TEPL TOV

Blov poplov petafoddv, dg GAAOTE &V BALOIG COUACIY T} Yéve-

ow Coov kol gutdv drotpifovcdv. Alydrtiol 8¢ tadtd elotv ot

TPATOL PIAOCOPOVVTIEG" GO YO TOV Alyurtiov EKOoTO TOVTOV

ot [MuBaydperor €fveykav eic tovg "EAANvac.

Described in this passage are two methods by which the di-
vine might be approached. The first, philosophy, was universal,
accessible, and easily translated trans-ethnically for all who had
the ability to see through the cultural trappings, such as local or
regional mythologies, that encased the philosophical truths.
Damascius’ allusion to the existence of a perennial philosophy,
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a notion with roots in Stoicism and Middle Platonism, was a
recurring theme in Late Platonism and appears at other points
in his works.?? At the end of On First Principles, for example,
Damascius sought to find correspondences between aspects of
his metaphysics and Chaldean, Orphic, Babylonian, Persian,
Sidonian, and Egyptian theologies so that he might demon-
strate that the qualities of the divine adduced in his own ex-
ploration of the intelligible realm were compatible with the
theologies of more ancient cultures.?> As a product of the First
Principle, philosophy descended from “higher” to “lower” on-
tological orders. The verb used in the Life of Isidore to describe
this descent, xafnkewv, was commonly employed by Late
Platonists to signify 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.”?> Proclus elsewhere counted the heliotrope as an in-
dicator of the divine in the material and, by extension, as

22 See G. Boys-Stones, Post-Hellenistic Philosophy: A Study of its Development
Sfrom the Stoics to Origen (Oxford 2001); J. Schott, Christianity, Empire, and the
Making of Religion in Late Antiquity (Philadelphia 2008) 16—51.

23 Damasc. De princ. 1 314-324 Ruelle; cf. H.-D. Saffrey, “Accorder entre
elles les traditions théologiques: une caractéristique du néoplatonisme
athénien,” in E. P. Bos and P. A. Meijjer (eds.), On Proclus and his Influence in
Medieval Philosophy (Leiden 1992) 35-50.

24 For example, Procl. In Ti. 1 111.11, 167.8 Diehl; Elem. Theol. 140, 145
Dodds; In Parm. 4.874 (I 49); Tamb. Myst. 56.14, 192.14; similar (though not
identical) use of the term by Damascius at De princ. 259.10.

25 Procl. In Ti. T 111.10-13: 8mov xol uéypr méag xoi AlBwv Ny tdv
Bedv TV 2pdpov 1816t¢ kabhker, kol ot AMBoc kol oo the HAwokfg ¢&-
npuévor dvvdueme, eite HArotpdmiov eite GAlwg dnwoodv kalely €0éNoig;
noponAnciong 8¢ kémi v GAlwov Oedv.
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theurgically potent (CAMAG VI 148.14). Damascius’ characteri-
zation of philosophy in the Life of Isidore as descended from the
First Cause accomplished two things. The first and most ob-
vious effect was the establishment of a link between philosophy
and the First Principle, which accorded to philosophy a singu-
lar status; secondly, because in the context of Late Platonist
metaphysics the language of descent necessarily implied a re-
turn to the source or, in this case, the One, philosophy was
granted an anagogic role similar to that claimed for theurgy by
Tamblichus.?¢

Damascius’ description of tepatikn, the “priestly art,” sug-
gests that it played a role different from that of philosophy. Its
characterization as service or worship of the gods (Bepaneio
Bedv) indicates the accent that he placed on the special re-
lationship between hieratic practice and the gods. Whatever
philosophy might have been and whatever its interface with the
divine, it was not Bepameio Oedv, a status reserved for iepotiih
alone. While Tanaseanu-Dobler’s association of the term solely
with priestly acts is too exclusive, it is important to emphasize
the sacerdotal qualities implied by iepatikn; the use of this
word both in the fragment from the Life of Isidore and in the
Damascian Dichotomy alludes not only to ritual acts, but also
to a lifestyle centered upon the celebration of traditional rites
and the observation of holy days. Surely, the example of
Proclus, arguably the quintessential representative of the philo-
sophico-hieratic lifestyle, would still have been fresh in the col-
lective memory of the Athenian Academy. As noted above,
Proclus was portrayed in Marinus’ Life as one involved in the
cathartic rituals of the Orphics and Chaldeans that “produces

26 As noted above, Iamblichus vouched for theurgy’s ability to unite the
individual with the One (Mpyst. 230.12-14); Proclus, on the other hand,
suggested that theurgy’s efficacy did not extend as far as the One (/n Crat.
71); see C. Helmig and A. L. C. Vargas, “Ascent of the Soul and Grades of
Freedom: Neoplatonic Theurgy between Ritual and Philosophy,” in P.
d’Hoine and G. van Riel (eds.), Fate, Providence and Moral Responsibility in
Ancient, Medieval and Early Modern Thought (Leuven 2014) 253-266.
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separation for the soul” (18) and who piously observed the
“significant holidays of every people and the ancestral rites of
each” (19); thus, he sought to personify his frequently-pro-
claimed maxim that a philosopher “should be the common
priest of the entire world” (19). The ‘hieratic school’ of the Da-
mascian Dichotomy must be understood in light of the Proclan
model, which not only embraced ritual, but also sought to
position the philosopher as a sacerdotal figure.?’” The Oepaneio
of the gods, a phrase used in some contexts to describe worship
in a general sense, but also employed to label the services
associated with priests and temples, further emphasized the
priestly qualities of tepotikn.?® Elsewhere in the Life of Isidore,
Damascius again accentuated the hieratic nature of the late
Platonists by describing them as a “sacred race” who “lit holy
fire on the altars.”?? Such a depiction evoked the recollection of
an increasingly distant past in which the altar fires had blazed
in front of the temples, and thereby connected, rather ideal-
istically, the Platonists with the practice of traditional cultic
ceremonies in a period in which private displays of sacrificial
piety, such as those alluded to in the Vita Proch and the Life of
Isidore, would have been the norm.39

27 For a discussion of the priestly pretensions of philosophers in Late An-
tiquity see H. Marx-Wolf, “High Priests of the Highest God: Third-Century
Platonists as Ritual Experts,” 7ECS 18 (2010) 481-513. Also, if Watts, GRBS
57 (2017) 208-209, is correct that wealthy benefactors of the school gave
money because of the Academy’s reputation as a repository of traditional
beliefs and praxes, this may be a result of the type of language found in the
Life of Isidore, and, in turn, may have provoked the use of these phrases as a
way of reminding potential benefactors of the conservationist ethos present
in the Academy.

28 General: Pl. Euthphr. 13D, Phdr. 255A; Arist. Pol. 1329a32; Jul. Or.
5.159b; Marin. V.Procl. 19. Priests/temples: Pl. Resp. 4278; Hermias In Phdb.
99.14-16 Couvreur.

29 V.Isid. 73B Athanassiadi = Epit. 96 Zintzen.

30 V. Procl. 19, alluding to Proclus’ participation, or at least his presence, in
a sacrificial context; V.Isid. 73A Athanassiadi = Epit. 95 Zintzen: “The holy
race [the Late Platonists| led a private life (61€€n Biov) dear to the gods and
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The object of worship in the phrase Oepaneio Oedv, the gods,
also requires further examination. Damascius described iepa-
Tikn as a process dependent upon the pericosmic causes, that
1s, the deities directly responsible for the creation and oversight
of the material realm. This finds accord with earlier descrip-
tions of the theurgic process in which the celebrant propitiated
pericosmic beings who elevated the soul to higher classes of
deities, who in turn liberated it from the bonds of generation.!
The designation of the soul’s elevation as dvoywyn also is con-
sonant with the Late Platonists’ use of the term in a theurgic
context to refer to the soul’s liberation from the body and its
subsequent ascent.3? This anagogic aspect provides evidence of
a primary difference between iepatikn and philosophy: as
noted above, Damascius depicted philosophy as proceeding
Jrom the First Cause, but iepotikn, though rooted in the
material realm, focused on return f/ the gods. Procession
(nrpoodoc) and reversion (émiotpogn) were elemental aspects of
Late Platonist metaphysics and were used, in part, to describe
the ontological descent into multiplicity and the return to unity,
respectively.?? As a discipline in procession, philosophy was the
fairest of gifts from the gods because it offered the soul a means
by which to effect reversion or, as Damascius called it, “per-
fection” (teAewoVton, In Phd. 1 173). Its connection with the
First Cause 1s indicative of Damascius’ estimation of philoso-
phy’s potency on all ontological levels from the encosmic to the
transcendent. iepotikn, on the other hand, was positioned as
an epistrophic process poised to guide the soul towards the

blissful, a life dedicated to philosophy and to the worship of things divine
(tov 10 Bela Bepamnedovra).”

31 Tamb. Myst. 209.9-210.10, 217.1-218.13, 230.12—14; Procl. De Sac. et
Mag., CMAG VI 151.15-23.

32 For references see Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy 487—489; Lewy
notes that the term was not always used in a theurgic context, but in the
passage from the Life of Isidore it makes the most sense to view it as referring
to theurgic ascent.

33 Procl. Elem. Theol. 25—39.
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pericosmic sources and to aid in its journey from the encosmic
realm towards that of the divine. Its association with the peri-
cosmic entities and its intense focus on the enmattered soul
suggests that Damascius understood tepatikn to be specifically
a cathartic process by which the soul was purified and freed
from the bonds of generation and positioned to progress to
ontologically higher tiers, but its efficacy was limited.

It was, in fact, the immortality of the soul with which iepa-
Tk was primarily concerned. Such a statement is deceptive as
it could be read to suggest that Damascius viewed philosophy
as a discipline that was uninterested in the nature or salvation
of the soul, but this would be to misunderstand his position.
Even a casual perusal of On First Principles and the lecture notes
on the Parmenides and the Phaedo finds the soul to be of central
importance;3* however, the focus of tepatikn was steadfastly on
the soul ensnared in the cycles of generation, and it is in this
context that the hieratic approach shone. The fragment from
the Life of Isidore provides insight into the central interests of the
hieratic rites, such as fate and metempsychosis, and indicates
that itepatikh’s essentially pericosmic order of operations was
that which enabled its eflicacy in this realm. Both metempsy-
chosis and fate were viewed by Platonists such as Iamblichus
and Proclus as byproducts of the soul’s embodiment, and both
held that hieratic ritual could offer respite from these afflic-
tions.?> Damascius shared this perspective and, like both his

34 See Damascius’ interpretation of the Third Hypothesis in In Parm. 4.1—
50; C. Steel, The Changing Self (Brussels 1978) 79-119; Ahbel-Rappe, Da-
mascuus’ Problems and Solutions 28—34.

35 Shaw, Theurgy and the Soul 158-161; Procl. Hymn. 1.48-50; 3, a hymn to
the Muses in which intellect-awaking books help the soul to ascend to its
kindred star (R. M. van den Berg, Proclus’ Hymns [Leiden 2001] 212-213,
notes that the Muses were associated with the study of philosophy, which
accords well with the general picture of Proclus painted by Tanaseanu-
Doébler as one who embraced both philosophy and hieratic rites. Tana-
seanu-Débler also adopts a cautious stance contra van den Berg, who argued
that the hymns were used in theurgic rites, and suggests that the hymns
were modeled upon theurgy “as a distinct but related endeavor” [7Theurgy
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predecessors, found philosophy and hieratic to be compatible;
but whereas Iamblichus and Proclus emphasized hieratic ritual
either in their hermeneutical methods or in specific treatises,®
Damascius emphasized philosophy, but not to the neglect of
the hieratic impulse.

In fr.4A of the Life of Isidore, philosophy and iepotikn were
neither antagonistic nor opposites of one another; theirs was a
difference of orientation. Philosophy descended to the gen-
erated world from on high and provided the soul the oppor-
tunity to secure its own salvation and to return to its source,
while tepatikn was grounded in the material realm and,
through priestly ministrations addressed to the gods, acted to
address the condition of the soul entrapped in the cycle of fate.
In this limited pericosmic layer, hieratic rites were complemen-
tary to the aims of philosophy and, to a minor degree, even
more efficacious. Indeed, at one point he claimed, “Just as the
other arts and sciences appeal to philosophy for corroboration,
philosophy looks to hieratic to establish her own doctrines.”3’
In light of what the Life of Isidore says of 1epotikn)’s preeminence
in the pericosmic realm, philosophical methods of purification
were confirmed by comparing them to hieratic practices and
interpretations.3® As will be seen, by accenting this relationship,
Damascius did not subordinate philosophy to ritual, but in-
stead established the value of hieratic catharsis and affirmed

254]. In either case, the hymns do provide insight into the power of the
gods to cleanse the soul and aid its escape and ascent from materiality.
Whether or not the hymns themselves were used in hieratic ritual is
immaterial, for the rites also were directed towards the same deities and
sought purification and ascent in much the same way seen in the hymns [see
e.g. In Crat. 176]); 4; 6. De prov. 21 Boese describes how the Chaldean Oracles
teach how to escape from fate. This passage does not refer directly to ritual
means for this escape, but it is likely that these play into it.

36 Tambl. Myst.; Procl. De sac. et. mag., CMAG VI 148-151.

37 Damasc. In Phd. 11 109: 611 domep ol dAlot téqvarl kol miothipat énl
@lAoco0ioy katoevyoboatl BePatodvial, 0¥Tm Kol erAocoeio £rl TV lepo-
TIKNV avoPooo T0 olkeTo SOYUOTO GUVIGTNGLY.

38 In Phd. 1496, 508, 11 108.
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that philosophy, too, could approximate the cathartic success
associated with iepotixn.

The Bacchic Phalosopher

Further evidence of Damascius’ esteem for both is found in
the Dichotomy. Although there 1s, in his division of Platonism
into philosophical and hieratic schools, a degree of historical
reflection, readers often neglect to allow Damascius to finish his
thought.?® His statement was made in the context of the
exegesis of a particular Platonic dialogue, the Phaedo, a text un-
derstood by Late Platonists to be focused on psychic catharsis,
and was but a preface to a grander statement on the ideal phi-
losopher and the purification of the soul:*

Plato, however, recognizing that strong arguments can be ad-

vanced from both sides, has united the two into one single truth

by calling the philosopher a “Bacchus.” For by using the notion
of a man who has separated himself from generation as an inter-
mediate term, we can identify the one with the other.

0 8¢ MAdtov to¢ éxatépobev cvvnyopiog évvoncog moAAdg

oYoog el plov avtdg cuvAyayev dAfBetov, OV @uAdcogov

“Bakyov” ovopdlov: kol yop O ymploag E0VTOV THg Yevésemg el

tefein pnéoog eig ToTOV Gl T £1épm TOV ETEpov.

The purified, “Bacchic” philosopher perfectly blended the
hieratic and the philosophical. Damascius derived this refer-
ence to the philosopher as a Bacchus from the passage under
his consideration, Phaedo 69C—D, in which Plato claimed that
virtue, exemplified by self-restraint, justice, and wisdom, was a
form of purification analogous to that gained through the
mysteries. Plato suggested that the anonymous founders of the
mysteries, themselves crypto-philosophers who asserted that
those who were initiated and purified would dwell with the
gods, indicated the presence of a deeper truth in the cer-
emonies. These initiates, the Bakchot, were associated by Plato

39 Exceptions are found in Athanassiadi, Damascius, Philosophical History 57;
Tanaseanu-Daobler, Theurgy 268—269.

40 In Phd. 1 172, transl. Westerink, slightly modified.
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with the True Philosopher.

In the Life of Isidore, Damascius described Heraiscus, a
philosopher who “had become a Bacchus,” as a man whose
intellectual and thaumaturgical gifts were innate.*! In the frag-
ment, the predominant emphasis was placed on the latter; for
example, Damascius related how Heraiscus, with merely a
glance, could determine whether or not a statue of a god was
alive with the deity’s presence.*? Other illustrations gave insight
into Heraiscus’ divinatory abilities and sensitivity to impurity.*3
The intellectual side of the philosopher was not ignored en-
tirely by Damascius, who suggested that Heraiscus was blessed
at birth with good fortune (evpoipio),** a term defined else-
where in the Life as a divine illumination of the soul that al-
lowed the one so blessed to be able to perceive and understand
truth and falsity.*> Perhaps the highest praise was reserved until
the end of the brief biography where Damascius compared his
subject to the great Proclus: “even Proclus recognized Hera-
iscus as being superior to himself; for Heraiscus knew all that
Proclus knew, whereas the reverse was not the case.”*® For
those figures whom he admired—and Heraiscus must be
counted amongst these—Damascius displayed hagiographical
tendencies, which must caution one against attempting to map
Heraiscus’ qualities precisely on the model presented in the
notes on the Phaedo.*’ Nevertheless, the contours of the Bacchic

41 76A Athanassiadi = fr.172 Zintzen. For a full discussion of the Platonic
virtues in the V.Isid see D. J. O’Meara, “Patterns of Perfection in Da-
mascius’ Life of Isidore,” Phronesis 51 (2006) 74-90; O’Meara views Heraiscus
as a representative of theurgic (hieratic?) virtue (86).

42V Isid. 76F Athanassiadi = Epit. 106, Epit. 107, fr.174 Zintzen.

B VIsid. 76B, E Athanassiadi = Epit. 104 Zintzen.

V. Isid. 76D Athanassiadi = fr.182 Zintzen.

5V Isid. 33C Athanassiadi = Epit. 32, frr.72, 73 Zintzen.

46 V. Isid. 76E Athanassiadi = Epit. 106, 107, fr.174 Zintzen.

47 On biography/hagiography in late antiquity see P. Cox, Biography in
Late Antiquity: A Quest for the Holy Man (Berkeley 1983); H. J. Blumenthal,
“Marinus’ Life of Proclus: Neoplatonist Biography,” Byzantion 54 (1984)
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philosopher found in both works are similar enough to be note-
worthy. A man blessed with both supernatural and intellectual
gifts, the Bacchic Heraiscus bore the marks of the two poles
characteristic of such philosophers described in the Phaedo lec-
tures and was deemed by Damascius and Proclus to possess a
transcendent greatness. At the same time, the special qualities
of Heraiscus were present even at birth, according to Da-
mascius, which runs counter to what appears to be the more
methodical approach, characterized by leading a life of philo-
sophical virtue, found in the Phaedo commentary. Exacting
detail in the mechanics of the process by which the philosopher
becomes a Bacchus should not be expected from a historical
and, in places, hagiographical work like the Life of Isidore, but in
Heraiscus, the outline of such a philosopher can be discerned.
The lectures on the Phaedo, however, offer greater insight into
the potency inherent in a ‘Bacchic’ philosophy, that is, a philos-
ophy in which the hieratic and the dialectical were combined.

Hueraticized Philosophy

For Platonists like Damascius, to lead the philosophical life
was to lead the virtuous life. By the sixth century (and well
before), Plato’s dialogues had taken on something close to
scriptural status for many Platonists and each dialogue was
thought to treat a specific aspect of the late Platonic way of
life.*® This required the holistic embrace of a spectrum of

474-480; B. Gentili and G. Cerri (eds.), History and Biography in Ancient
Thought (Amsterdam 1988); A. Momigliano, The Development of Greek Biogra-
phy? (Cambridge [Mass.] 1993); P. Cox Miller, “Strategies of Representation
in Collective Biography: Constructing the Subject as Holy,” in T. Hégg and
P. Rousseau, Greek Biography and Panegyric in Late Antiquity (Berkeley 2000)
209-254; J. F. Finamore, “Biography as Self-Promotion: Porphyry’s Vita
Plotini,” Dionysius 23 (2005) 49-62; A. P. Urbano, The Philosophical Life: Biog-
raphy and the Crafling of Intellectual Identity in Late Antiquity (Washington 2013).

* To gain a sense of just how ingrained in the Platonic life these virtues
were, one can look to Marinus’ biography of Proclus, in which the author
framed his text around the list of virtues and demonstrated how his subject
exemplified these virtues in all aspects of his life; see also Anon. Prol. 10.
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virtues that Platonists, following the example of Iamblichus,
denoted as (from the lowest to highest stages) physical, ethical,
political, cathartic, contemplative, paradigmatic, and theurgic/
hieratic.¥” While some of the preliminary virtues emphasized
the perfecting of the embodied soul,’® the others worked to
effect change in the soul as it sought to separate itself from the
body and attain likeness to the divine.’! As noted above, the
Platonists viewed the Phaedo to be a work addressing cathartic
virtue, which divested the rational soul of the need of the body
and delivered it from the bonds of the generated world. It was
the cathartically virtuous person, the philosopher who led the
Dionysian life and whose “troubles [were] already ended and
... [was] free from his bonds and released from custody, or
rather from the confined form of life” (In Phd. 1 171), who was
the Bacchic and in whom neither hieratic nor philosophical
catharsis was preferred; rather, he led a balanced life “dedi-
cated to philosophy and worship of the divine.”? If it was
desirable to shift the emphasis away from the active encourage-

¥ In Phd. 1 138—144. See L. Brisson, “The Doctrine of the Degrees of Vir-
tues in the Neoplatonists,” in H. Tarrant and D. Baltzly (eds.), Reading Plato
in Antiquaty (London 2006) 89-105; D. Baltzly, “Pathways to Purification:
The Cathartic Virtues in the Neoplatonic Commentary Tradition,” in Read-
ing Plato 169-184; O’Meara, Phronesis 51 (2006) 74-90.

50 In Phd. 1 151; the virtues first manifested themselves on the ontological
level of soul, so it would be only natural that they would be most beneficial
to the same.

51 O’Meara, Phronesis 51 (2006) 76.

52 V.Isid. 73A Athanassiadi = Epit. 95 Zintzen: 16v & @1A060000vTO Kol
1ov 0 Belo Bepamedovto; as indicated above, this last citation is taken from
a description of the “sacred race” (1| lepa yeved), a phrase that appears to
have had some currency in the Platonist lexicon (see Phot. Bibl 173a, in
which it is applied to Platonists from Plotinus [and his teacher Ammonius]
to Plutarch of Athens, Hierocles’ own teacher). In the Life of Isidore, 1| iepd.
yeved synchronizes with Hierocles’ usage, but with this reference to phi-
losophy and worship of the gods, the phrase is given further definition and,
unlike the Dichotomy, idealistically imagines the late Platonists as a collec-
tion of philosophers in whom both philosophical and hieratic practices were
combined.
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ment of ritual praxis, how might such a holistic philosophy be
configured? Damascius’ solution was to blend the philosophical
and hieratic in such a way as to invest theoretical philosophy
with tepatikn’s cathartic potency, that is, to retain the power
associated with the rites without requiring their performance.
Indeed, Damascius stated that the one who led a Dionysian life
was “the philosopher in the stage of purification” (In Phd. 1
171).

This hieraticized philosophy was analogous to and offered
(nearly) the same results as the rituals. Insight into this fusion is
offered in a lengthy explication of Phaedo 69C—D, in which Da-
mascius drew a comparison between the Eleusinian mysteries
and the Platonic scale of virtues (In Phd. 1 167):

In the mysteries, the first stage used to be general purifications,
followed by more secret ones, after which conjunctions (cvota-
oelg) took place, then initiations (uwvfoelg), and, finally, visions
(énomtelan [the highest degree of initiation]). The ethical and
political virtues are analogous to the public purifications, the
cathartic, in which all the external things are discarded, to the
secret purifications, contemplative [virtues] on the dianoetic
level to conjunction, the syntheses of these into a unity to initia-
tion [i.e. the paradigmatic virtues|, and the simple visions of
simple forms to éronteton [i.e. the hieratic virtues].

Ot év 101¢ iepolc Nyodvto pev ai mavdnuot xobdpoerg, elta émi

TOOTOLG ATOPPNTOTEPXL, UETO OF TOVTOC GLOTOGELS TOPEAOL-

Bdvovto kol €l ToOTOlG HVNGELG, €V TEAEL OE E€mOnTETOL. AVOL-

Aoyodot toivuv ai pév fbikoi e kol moAltikol dpetod Tolg

éupovéot xaBappolg, ai 8¢ xabaptical, Soon dmockevdlovton

TAVTIO TO £KTOG, TOTG AMOPPNTOTEPOLS, Ol O mepl TO dlovonTo

Oewpnrtikol évépyelon Tolg GLGTAGESLY, ai 88 ToVTOV GuVOILpé-
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eld®v avtoyion Tolg énontelolg.

With this analogy to the mysteries, Damascius participated in
the time-honored tradition of Plato and his intellectual suc-
cessors in which the rites and terminology of the initiations
were employed to describe and give insight into transcendent
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realities.”® The Eleusinian ceremonies had not been practiced
in over a century, but the memory of them and the connection
made between them and the soul’s ascent remained intact;
indeed, Proclus utilized mystical language specifically in con-
nection with theurgic ascent (7heol.Plat. 4.29-30). Our passage
finds Damascius more circumspect about the hieratic influence
than his predecessor, which is consistent with the observation
that he placed less emphasis on hieratic ritual. In this instance,
the mysteries were not aligned with theurgic ascent, but rather
with ascent through attainment of the Platonic virtues. These
were grasped not by means of ritual, but through study of
philosophy and a coordinate lifestyle. 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 for-
bidden. 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 1s
an instance in which the broader range of tepatikn, referring
to a full complement of priestly and ritual activities, rather than
the more narrow 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 mys-
teries were an idealized method of attaining likeness to god.
Damascius turned next to teAerol, initiatory rituals of
purification, and again drew comparisons with philosophy.
However, the shift from the imperfect tense in the previous
analogy, in which Damascius referred to rituals no longer prac-
ticed, to the present tense suggests that he referred here to
more recent or even contemporary practices, most likely those

33 For Plato see A. M. Farrell, Plato’s Use of Eleusinian Mystery Motifs (diss.
U. Texas Austin 1999). Cf. Cic. Leg. 2.14; Plut. Mor. 81D—E; Procl. Theol.
Plat. 4.30, 4.76-77 Saffrey/Westerink.
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of theurgic purification. The object of telestikn, a term fre-
quently used in reference to psychic catharsis,>* was the return
of the individual soul to Dionysus/Bacchus, the god whom late
Platonists understood to preside over the pericosmic world,>
from whom souls flowed on their journey into materiality, and,
more importantly, who functioned as the valve through which
souls returned on their anagogic ascent towards the Intelligible
realm (In Phd. 1 10—-11). Damascius wrote of two forms of
telestic rites, each of which were efficacious on different onto-
logical levels. Those “here” (¢v0dd¢), in the material world,
cleansed the material body and were preparative to those rites
that were efficacious “there” (éxel) in the immaterial realm.6
The latter category was bifurcated further, its two types purify-
ing the pneumatic and luminous vehicles of the irrational and
rational souls, respectively.’” The effectiveness of the rites was
not disputed by Damascius; rather, he looked for similarly
effective parallels in Plato’s works: “the way upward through
telestic has three degrees as also has the way through philoso-
phy” (In Phd. 1 168). Evoking here the assertion at Phaedrus
249A that the philosopher reached perfection only after three
thousand years, Damascius found in these three millennia ana-
logues to the three telestic grades.

The function of the telestic ceremonies accorded well with

5% Cf. Hermias In Phdr. 86.22-99.20, Hierocles Aur. Carm. 26.25; cf. Tana-
seanu-Dabler, Theurgy, 197-198.

55 Procl. In Crat. 182; Saloust. De diis 6.4.6 Nock.

56 In Phd. 1 168; cf. I 544, in which Damascius says that cathartic power is
twofold, corporeal and incorporeal.

57 Sometimes spoken of in the singular and with reference only to the
rational soul. Damascius followed Proclus who argued for two vehicles of
the soul which he believed housed the irrational and rational souls. See E.
R. Dodds, Proclus, The Elements of Theology (Oxford 1963) 319-321; ]J.
Finamore, Iamblichus and the Theory of the Vehicle of the Soul (Oxford 1984); J.
Opsomer, “Was sind irrationale Seelen?” in M. Perkams and R. M. Pic-
cione (eds.), Proklos: Methode, Seclenlehre, Metaphysik (Leiden 2006) 136-166; G.
Smith, “Physics and Metaphysics,” in S. F. Johnson (ed.), The Oxford Hand-
book of Late Antiguity (Oxford 2015) 533-538.
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the hieratic description in the Life of Isidore, which was con-
cerned with the immortality of the soul and its entanglement
with and liberation from fate and metempsychosis; tepatikn’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 con-
nection (cvvoen) made through philosophy was not “as exact
(&xpiPne) as the ineffable union (drdppntog Evwoig)” associated
with the rites (In Phd. 1 168), an assertion consonant with his
portrayal of tepotikn as a paradigm for philosophy.’® Telestic
acts had unmatched cathartic value, to be sure, but the power
of the rites found parallels in the philosophical pursuit of the
Platonic virtues that nearly replicated their potency; because of
its origins in the First Principle, however, philosophy had a sal-
vific capacity that ultimately exceeded tepotikn.’? By weaving
the two together in a complementary fashion, Damascius
worked to follow Plato’s Bacchic example and, even as he de-
emphasized hieratic practices, to build a bridge to those in the
Academy who still valued the rites.

Hueraticized Philosophy and the fin-de-siecle Academy

With this understanding of Damascius’ appreciation of the
potency of hieratic ritual, new light is cast on passages in the
Life of Isidore that have been read as derogatory of hieratic
ritual.® One passage belongs not to Damascius but to his
teacher Isidore. Isidore’s comments, addressed to one of the
leading lights of the new generation of Platonists (and Da-
mascius’ predecessor), Hegias, were made in the transitional
period that followed the death of Proclus’ successor and biogra-

58 That is, within the cathartic context of the Phaedo; see n.37 above.

59 Damascius made numerous correctives to Proclus’ philosophical posi-
tions, but on this issue they appear to have been in accord. In In 7z III
300.13-20, Proclus allowed that philosophy contributed to the purgation of
the soul, but judged iepatikn to be the superior cathartic method. For a full
discussion see Baltzly, in Reading Plato 175—183.

60 Athanassiadi, Damascius 5657 n.121; Tanaseanu-Dobler, Theurgy 272—
273.
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pher Marinus ca. 490. As Marinus’ health declined, Isidore
assumed the mantle of scholarch, but had little interest in the
position and purposed to return to Alexandria, which he ap-
pears to have done shortly after Marinus died. It is probable he
would have left anyway, as Isidore demonstrated a disdain for
administrative matters, but he likely also was aware of the sup-
port that Heglas enjoyed amongst segments of the school’s pop-
ulation, which would have fostered a toxic atmosphere.5! In the
Life of Isidore, Damascius portrayed Hegias as an enthusiastic
restorer of ancestral rites whose lack of discretion in this area
endangered the existence of the Academy.®? As his departure
neared, Isidore sought to temper Hegias’ zeal for tepatikn in
order to preserve not just the school but philosophy itself:%3
“If, as you maintain, Hegias,” Isidore used to say, “hieratic prac-
tice is divine, I too admit it. But those who are destined to be
gods must first become human;6* this is why Plato, too, has said
that no greater good than philosophy has ever come down to
mankind, but it has come to pass that nowadays philosophy
stands not on a razor’s edge, but truly on the brink of extreme
old age.”
el 8¢ Bedtepov xpfpa, dg o eng @ Hylo, Ereye mpodg odTOV 6
Toidwpog, N 1epaTikn TpoyuoTelo, ENUL LEV TOVTO KAY®: GAAK
npdtov &vBpdmovg yevésBor tovg écopévoug Beovg Sel. Sk
10070 Kol 6 MGty #en un éABely eig dvBpdnovg uetlov dyo-

61 See Watts, City and School 118—128.
62 V. Isid. 145B Athanassiadi = fr.351 Zintzen; Watts, City and School 124.
63 V.Isid. 150 = Epit. 227 Zintzen.

64 The same phrase was used nearly a century earlier by Hierocles of
Alexandria (fl. 408—450) with reference to the functions of the civic and
contemplative virtues. For Hierocles, the latter led to divinization, while
working out the civic virtues enabled one first to “become human.” These
civic virtues actually were a component of a bipartite category, which he
branded “practical” philosophy, the other element of which was telestic
ritual, which worked to purify the luminous body of the soul. Hierocles
deemed contemplative philosophy to be superior to the civic virtues, which
were, in turn, of greater value than the telestic purifications. See H. Schibli,
Hierocles of Alexandria (Oxford 2002) 81-84, 107-108.
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This passage has been understood to show Isidore’s and, by
proxy, Damascius’ preference for philosophy and concomitant
disdain for iepatikn, but there is no discernible reason to
suspect that Isidore was insincere in his belief that the hieratic
approach was divinely oriented and led to divinization. For a
period in the 470s, Isidore studied with Proclus and partici-
pated in the Chaldean ceremonies during which, much to the
bemusement of Proclus, Isidore imitated the mannerisms and
cries of birds.% It is difficult to account for this behavior, but it
appears not to have been deemed by Proclus to be disrespectful
or even terribly disruptive. It certainly was not a stain on Isi-
dore’s character or standing as a philosopher, for he was asked
by the aged scholarch to be the designated successor to Ma-
rinus, that is, to be the third link in the chain after Marinus and
Proclus himself. Isidore took no great issue with hieratic prac-
tice on its own, but believed it to have its proper place in the
philosophical life. He was of the opinion that a young man em-
barking on the study of philosophy ought to possess “a zealous
enthusiasm for his subject.” “Pious devotion to the gods,” on
the other hand, “most suited those who were already advanced
and far on the road both in years and in philosophy.”®® In his
statement, Isidore was not castigating iepaTikn Tpoypotelo,
but rather Hegias’ disregard of the proper philosophical proto-
col;%7 for Isidore, hieratic ritual was appropriate to philosophers
who were advanced both in age and in knowledge. It is note-
worthy that Isidore’s stance is more conservative than that

65 V. Isid. 59F Athanassiadi = fr.200 Zintzen.

66 V. Isid. 59D Athanassiadi = fr.136 Zintzen: thv 8¢ ebvoepfi npobupuiovy
kol @AéBeov mpootikely pdhioto toic fidn mpoPfefnkdct kol mwoppwmbev
£Aorovouot Todto uev nAtkiog, T09to 8¢ erAocoeiog.

67 Tt is unclear whether Damascius’ reservations about ritual resulted
from Isidore’s influence. That the latter participated in the Chaldean rites
might indicate an openness to them, but his bizarre behavior in the course
of the ceremonies might be read as indifference.
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adopted by Proclus, who seemingly was encouraged to em-
brace telestic ritual at a relatively young age.8

When the youthful Hegias entered the Academy around 480,
Proclus viewed him as one who possessed great potential and
granted the young man the opportunity to attend his lectures
on the Chaldean Oracles, the capstone course in the Academy.5?
Although not explicitly stated by Damascius, the inference to
be made is that Hegias missed out on crucial steps in the
Platonic curriculum and did not prize philosophy as highly as
he ought to have done; instead, he inordinately prioritized
tepatikn and deemed it something of a shortcut to divinization.
The hieratic virtues, which, as Damascius indicated, belong to
“the godlike part of the soul” (In Phd. 1 144), stood at the peak
of the scale of Platonic virtues and were to be attained later in
life; Hegias” emphasis on these to the detriment of the other
virtues troubled Isidore because it indicated that the younger
philosopher had an improper focus for one of his age and
stature. When Isidore spoke of “becoming human,” he ad-
vocated a full embrace of philosophy and the practice of the
physical, ethical, and political virtues. In his description of the
virtuous qualities of Proclus, Marinus drew a line between
these “lower virtues” and those that were “over” them, the
cathartic, contemplative, and theurgic.”” These latter effected
the flight of the soul from the concerns of materiality, enabled
the contemplation of the divine mind through dialectic phi-
losophy, and, ultimately, allowed for an intimate relationship
with divinity through theurgic virtue. It was necessary, there-
fore, first to “become human” by embracing the lower virtues
that led, in turn, to the higher virtues through which divini-
zation was achieved.”! Isidore was not denigrating the value of

68 Hermias In Phdr. 92.
69 V. Procl. 26; V.Isid. 145B Athanassiadi = fr.351 Zintzen.

70 V.Procl. 3; above all these were the paradigmatic virtues. In Damascius’
schema, the paradigmatic virtues were actually a tier below the hieratic vir-
tues.

1 See O’Meara, Phronesis 51 (2006) 79-84. Political virtue, O’Meara
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hieratic practice; rather, he was lamenting the lifestyle of
Hegias, and, perhaps, others like him, who forsook the scale of
virtues, the knowledge of which was made accessible through
careful study of Plato’s dialogues, for what Isidore perceived to
be a headlong and headstrong rush into hieratic praxes for
which they were not yet ready.

One last fragment from the Life of Isidore, used to support
claims of a ‘rational’ Damascius, leads also to some concluding
remarks. Commenting on the practices of Patricius, about
whom little else is known save that he seems to have sought out
hieratic knowledge “in breach of the philosophical rule” (ropa
vouov 1ov erhocoglog), Damascius averred, “It does not befit a
philosopher to profess and cultivate divination or any other
part of hieratic practice (iepotikn npayuateio); for the domains
of the philosopher and of the priest are no less separate than
those of the Mysians and the Phrygians, according to the
proverb.”’? In this instance, the scholarch contended that the
one who identified himself or herself as a “philosopher” was
not to expend effort on acquiring ritual expertise, for in
Damascius’ Academy, this was no longer the province of the
philosopher.”® As has been seen, Damascius was not disdainful
of ritual acts and did not view theoretical and hieratic ap-
proaches to purification as at odds with one another; in fact, he
recognized that the hieratic rites so prevalent in the Academy
under Proclus were particularly effective for the purpose of
purification. Yet the Dichotomy posited the ideal philosopher
in whom the two were combined, the Bacchic, “the philoso-
pher in the stage of purification” (In Phd. I 171). This balance
had not been found in the Academy of Proclus and his im-

states, “represents the highest level of perfection in Auman existence, in the
embodied life of the soul” (83, emphasis in original).

72 V.Isid. 88A Athanassiadi = E132; F213: ¢ihoco@oDvtog ovk 611 pow-
Ty énoyyélesBot kol mpoeépety 008E thv BAANV iepoticny ¢moTUny-
XOPIG YOP TG TOV PLLOGOQ@Y Kol TG, TOV 1epE€mV OpIoHOTE, 0VOLY NTTOV 1) TO.
Aeyoueva Mucdv kol Opuydv.

73 Tanaseanu-Dobler reaches a similar conclusion: Theurgy 272-273.
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mediate successors, Marinus and Hegias; indeed, a trace of
chastisement 1s found in Damascius’ description of Proclus as
one who “put theology before any branch of philosophy and ...
seemed to prefer piety to its counterpart—a life strong in
virtue.”’* Damascius felt it necessary to restore the Academy’s
equilibrium and placed a renewed emphasis on theoretical phi-
losophy as a method for the purification and salvation of the
soul, but it was theoretical philosophy of a sort different from
that he assigned to Plotinus and Porphyry.”> 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 eflicacy attached to hieratic ritual, thereby neutral-
1izing 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 transcen-
dent realms.”’

January, 2017 Samford University
tckrulak@hotmail.com

" Visid. 59E Athanassiadi = fr.134 Zintzen. This also appears to be a
rather strong repudiation of the claims of and, indeed, the very foundation
upon which the Life of Proclus was constructed: Marinus gave to the biogra-
phy the alternate title On Happiness, for he deemed Proclus a truly happy
man because his life was a paragon of the Platonic virtues.

75> Tanaseanu-Dobler reasonably argues that Proclus viewed theoretical
philosophy and hieratic ritual as alternate paths of ascent, with neither
being better than the other. This paper is more concerned with Damascius’
perception, because the Dichotomy is rooted in his notion that Proclus was
to be numbered with ot tepotikol and that he preferred theology and piety
(which included hieratic acts of all stripes) to theoretical philosophy.

76 V. Isid. 4A Athanassiadi = Zintzen fr.3.

77T wish to thank I. Tanaseanu-Dobler for her comments on an earlier
draft of this article and the reviewer for her or his insights which were

extremely valuable. Thanks are also due to Kent Rigsby for both helpful
suggestions and references. Any errors are my own.
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