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            Praise for Moin Mir

            
                

            

            In Moin Mir we have a prodigious talent. The new Amin Maalouf.

            william dalrymple

            
                

            

            In Travels With Plotinus Moin Mir takes us on an enthralling journey in the footsteps of the elusive 3rd century CE philosopher regarded as the founding father of neo Platonism. From the streets of Old Rome, to the banks of the Nile, from Athens to Alexandria to the island of Patmos, Mir describes with brio his whirlwind intellectual quest for the meaning of Plotinus’s central concept of ‘The One’.

            andrea di robilant

            
                

            

            Retracing the footsteps of Plotinus, the ancient Greek philosopher whose dream was to reach India and study the Upanishads, Moin Mir takes us on a meditative, poetic and evocative journey in search of Oneness and Unity. Nearly 1800 years separate the author from his subject, but surely this would have been immaterial had they met.

            alba arikha

            
                

            

            In his celebrated novel The Lost Fragrance of Infinity Moin Mir retraces the steps of a group of Sufi travellers on their Westward journey from India to Spain and in the process brings to life the richness and beauty of one of the great spiritual traditions of mankind. In his new work Travels With Plotinus the author embarks on an Eastward journey, together with one of the founding fathers of that very tradition: Plotinus, the Alexandrian philosopher who had hoped to visit India but never reached it. Now Moin Mir has come to take him there. A voyage like no other awaits.

            stefan sperl

            emeritus professor in arabic and middle eastern studies soas, university of london

            
                

            

            It’s not only Moin Mir’s quite astounding depth of knowledge but his magical, mystical, compassionate and deeply moving observations that make this book very much more than a ‘just read’ travelogue.

            naseeruddin shah
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            Make voyages! Attempt them… there’s nothing else…. The violets in the mountains have broken the rocks.

            Tennessee Williams

            
                

            

            A traveller without observation is a bird without wings.

            Saadi

            
                

            

            Don’t tell me how educated you are, tell me how much you have travelled.

            Mohammad
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         While travelling in the footsteps of Plotinus I had the good fortune of meeting some exceptional human beings. From the simplest farmers and refugees ravaged by war to aristocrats and princesses. From innocent boatmen drifting on the Nile to the destitute that line the streets in Ajmer, and from patient potters and artists in Greece to thinkers and writers in Rome. All of them opened their hearts to me and spoke with beauty, passion, love and sometimes with fear. Without these cherished experiences and conversations, you would not be holding this book in your hand. I thank them all. The names of Fuad and Narek Shogolu have been changed so that no harm befalls them.

         I thank the ethereal beauty of our planet which I encountered on my travels, particularly in the isolated parts of Greece, the warm breeze and rustle of the olive branches in Sicily and the formless but beguiling charm of the Nile in Egypt.

         This book would not have been possible if The Enneads, which had been written in Greek, would not have been xiitranslated and edited into English by Prof. Lloyd Gerson. Exemplary commentaries by J. Bussanich and Pao-Shen Ho helped me to better understand Plotinus’ philosophy. Prof. Stefan Sperl’s lectures on Plotinus and his brilliant book Faces of the Infinite were enlightening and so was The Philosophy of the Upanishads by Paul Deussen and its English rendering by Rev. A.S. Geden. Edward Gibbon’s The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire and Anthony Sattin’s The Pharaoh’s Shadow: Travels in Ancient and Modern Egypt were immensely helpful. The lectures by Myles Burnyeat and Bryan Magee on Plato’s Theory of Forms were informative. I have referred to and quoted from all the above works of scholarship and many more which are part of the bibliography and notes section. I thank Aphrodite Gonou for her time in Athens and for her introduction to the artist Nikomachi Karakostanoglou Boutari. I am grateful to the wonderful photographer Antonio Monfreda. Both of us were in Rome on the day of the murmuration of the starlings; while my phone ran out of battery and I failed to take a picture, it was Antonio who was successful and has been most kind to share his picture of the starlings that has been reproduced in this book. Some of Silka Rittson-Thomas’ beautiful pictures of Patmos have been reproduced in the book. I thank my wife Leonie and my younger daughter Zohaa for their patience, immeasurable endurance, and encouragement. My older daughter Aara’s occasional enquiry about the progress of the manuscript kept me alert.xiiixiv
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         Important Dates

         
            Abraham: Approx. 2006 BCE

            Upanishads: Approx. 1,000 – 500 BCE

            Hermetica: Approx. 1,000 – 500 BCE

            Socrates: 470 BCE – 399 BCE

            Plato: 424 BCE – 347 BCE. He studied philosophy under Socrates and is considered the architect of ancient Greek philosophical thought.

            Aristotle: 384 BCE – 322 BCE. He studied under Plato and went on to become arguably the greatest philosopher to have lived. He also taught Alexander.

            Plotinus: 204 CE – 270 CE. Studied Plato, Aristotle and Hermetica in Alexandria and wrote The Enneads in Rome.

            Mohammad: 570 CE – 632 CE

         

         Plotinus’ Travels

         
            232 CE: Plotinus begins the study of philosophy under Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria after having travelled extensively in Egypt trying to find an inspiring teacher.

            242 CE: Plotinus leaves Egypt to join Gordian III’s army with the hope of reaching Persia and eventually India.

            246/247 CE: Plotinus returns to Rome. Later, he visits Sicily for a short while.

            269-270 CE: Plotinus leaves Rome for a country estate near Minturnae.xvi

         

         Other Reference Dates

         
            332 BCE: Alexander conquers Egypt.

            326 BCE: Alexander defeats Porus in a battle near the river Jhelum, India.

            323 BCE: Death of Alexander.

            47 BCE: Julius Caesar conquers Egypt.

            30-350 CE: Kushans rule most of North India, Afghanistan, and parts of Central Asia.

            330 CE: Emperor Constantine shifts capital from Rome to Byzantium and renames it Constantinople. Also known as ‘Nova Roma’ or ‘New Rome’.

            641 CE: Arab conquest of Egypt.

            827 CE: Arab conquest of Sicily.

            1453 CE: Ottoman conquest of Constantinople.
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         In 242 CE, Plotinus, a philosopher who was travelling from Rome to India, tugged at the reins of his horse while breaking his journey in Byzantium. He looked heavenwards for inspiration and after several moments of silence uttered the words:

         
            Intellect is free because of the Good (the One).1

         

         Around Plotinus burnt the campfires of a Roman army on the march. He looked closely at those fires. Having just declared that intellect was free because of ‘The One’ he spoke again:

         
            The intellect though did somehow dare to stand away from the One.2
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         1,780 years later, on 26 February 2022, a group of Catholic monks racing through the narrow streets of Trastevere in Rome headed towards the Apostolic Palace – the residence of the Pope in the Vatican. Under Michelangelo’s looming fresco ‘The Creation of Adam’, the monks walked swiftly, accompanied only by the sound of their footsteps. In the fresco that watched over them, God created man as a reflection of himself and gifted him intellect. There is a certain arrogance in man as he nonchalantly looks at his xviiicreator. The creator though seems utterly in love with his creation and seems to be surging towards him ready to give it all. But God doesn’t quite touch man, thus, not giving it all away. On the way to their meeting with the Pope, some of the monks must have glanced upwards for inspiration, for what they were going to discuss was something that could change the very fabric of humanity forever. The subject: Artificial Intelligence (AI), its ramifications on humankind, and its use for good and evil.

         More than a millennium and a half after the death of Plotinus, one of the greatest philosophers to have walked the earth, I am travelling in his footsteps. On the same date when the Pope was meeting with the monks in Rome, I am in Byzantium, later known as Constantinople and New Rome; now known as Istanbul. But Byzantium is the name by which Plotinus would have recognised it while breaking his journey here on his way to India. My hands caress what remains of the foundations of an ancient Greek wall, quite possibly the Baths of Zeuxippus built over a temple of Zeus. These are the same walls that Plotinus would have touched, and the remnants of the ancient Roman road, the Via Egnatia that I am walking down would have disappeared under the hooves of his horse which he had hoped would carry him to India. To my west lies Rome and to my east Anatolia, Persia, and India. Seduced by Plotinus’ philosophy of ‘The One’ (unity), I have been travelling in his footsteps, reading his work, fulfilling his dream of reaching India, and marvelling at his restless mind.

         The beauty of unity is irrefutable, and as Plotinus says, it has bestowed a gift on us – the intellect. It is the free will of intellect, though, that uses unity evidently for intellectual evolution, as in the case of man’s greatest astronomical achievement: the Mars landing in February 2021. This was only possible when Swati Mohan, Allen Chen, and Ken xixFarley – scientists of Indian, Chinese, and American origin came together as part of NASA’s team to land a rover aptly named Perseverance on the surface of Mars. For all its social challenges, a country that has a name beginning with the word ‘United’ made this monumental human achievement possible. Alarmingly though, unity can also be used by intellect to wreck destruction as Vladimir Putin does by identifying Ukrainians and Russians as ‘one’ people and unleashing war and human suffering.3

         The rugged rust-coloured walls of Byzantium overlook the sparkling cobalt waters of the Golden Horn. I feel the restlessness of the waves within me quite like what Plotinus must have felt standing here in the third century. The wind picks up. To the right are the misty blue mountains of Anatolia towards which Plotinus would have nudged his horse. The mountains draw me in. I will travel more for I have been set in motion by the Plotinian thought to learn and unlearn. Delving into our basic instincts of good and evil, I will continue to journey in his footsteps through lands that echo with his philosophy. In those lands, I will stand dazzled by the power of oneness and the stealth of intellect.xx

         
            
242Notes

            1. Lloyd Gerson, ed., Plotinus: The Enneads (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 868.

            2. J. Bussanich, The One and its Relation to Intellect in Plotinus – A Commentary on Selected Texts (The Netherlands: E.J Brill, 1988), 82.

            3. Sky News, translation of Putin’s speech, ‘Breaking News: Russian President Vladimir Putin says Russians and Ukrainians are “one people”.’

         

      

   


   
      
         
xxi
            Introduction

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         Rome 242 CE

         Emperor Gordian III flings open the doors of the temple of Janus signalling war as a crescendo of trumpets erupt in the air. The mighty Roman army is going to war with Persia. But one man, given neither to lance or sword, but to letters and thought, has embedded himself in the legions. Travelling with the army brings relative safety and assured provisions. He nurtures a secret dream – one of reaching India. Plotinus, an already renowned philosopher having studied Aristotle and Plato in Alexandria and Rome, now has an unquenchable thirst to drink from the fountains of knowledge in India. That faraway land which lies beyond Persia and beyond the flowing Indus has to offer the most mouth-watering prospect for any philosopher – the study of the Upanishads. In time, history would mark Plotinus as one of the greatest thinkers, but today as he watches emperor Gordian III approaching, he can only hope that the Persian campaign would end in victory, thus unlocking the road to India. xxii

         The Roman Empire is imploding with the loss of territories in Mesopotamia which must be regained. Under its audacious emperor Shapur I, Persia has stretched its borders and taken key towns in Mesopotamia that were part of the Roman Empire. The Persian advance must be checked. In response to the war trumpets, famed legions pour into the streets of Rome. Catching the first rays of the sun, armour plates of stalwart warriors glisten on robust chests. Crimson helmet tails of commanders ascend and descend in brilliant unison, and the nervous hooves of their majestic steeds exude a thunderous clamour whilst clashing against the stone road. Passing the Colosseum where in peace times gladiatorial contests between man and beast had entertained citizenry, the legions ride the straight path dotted with olive trees passing the marble pillared Forum of Augustus and the temple of Mars, finally making their way to the Pantheon – the temple of all gods. Here, emperor Gordian III standing on the porch between imposing pillars addresses his troops amidst wild cheering crowds.

         After a rousing speech by the emperor, the army winds its way out of the city gates like a serpentine and into the pine-tree-lined hills. The borderlands with Persia are a long way away, and the legions will have to chart their course through the untamed woodlands of southern Italy from where they will board ships which will carry them across the dancing waves of the Adriatic and into the Roman colonies of Macedonia and Thrace, after which they will enter Asia Minor via Byzantium. From there the sweeping lands of Anatolia with its flowing rivers, rugged mountains, gorges, and ravines will open to them. Beyond these lands they will meet the Persian army. Amidst a sea of fluttering war banners and sparkling sabres, Plotinus sees his dream of reaching India becoming a reality. xxiii

         Born in Egypt into a Greek family in 204 CE, Plotinus, aged thirty-nine and at the peak of his intellectual powers, can feel the excitement running through his veins. An adventure awaits him of which there can be no predicted end. Would he return once he had been enchanted by the charms and philosophical depth of India? What would life be in that distant land whose frontiers had barely been penetrated by Alexander the Great? But Plotinus’ dream to reach India would not come true. It would be shattered in Ctesiphon (modern-day Iraq), and he would be forced to return to Rome.

         In time, Plotinus, who spoke and wrote in Greek, would go on to dictate to Porphyry (his devoted student) his most profound teachings which would eventually be compiled as The Enneads. The origins of the title are in the Greek word Ennea, meaning ‘nine’. An Ennea is a ‘niner’ because each Ennea is composed of nine treatises. The Enneads would eventually become the unimpeachable philosophical landmark in the study of metaphysics, the One creator, the concept of unity, the origin of intellect, soul, ‘othering’, beauty and happiness, origins of mathematics, and the study of the most delicious question of all time – how can we unite with God?

         Porphyry describes Plotinus as such:

         
            When he spoke his intellect was manifest even in the way it lit up his face. He was handsome to look at, but even more beautiful in those moments. He exuded kindliness; his face looked gentle but also intellectually rigorous when he was questioned…. A number of men and women of the highest social order (in Rome) brought their offspring to him when they were about to die. They would entrust them to him along with what remained of their property, treating his protection as sacred and god like…. He was, to those who had xxivany dealings with him, kind and accessible. For this reason although he lived for 26 whole years in Rome, and acted as arbitrator in many cases of personal dispute, he never made a single enemy in his public life…. He certainly could not stand talking about his race, his parents or his original homeland and disliked the idea of being painted or sculpted that when Amelius asked him to allow an image to be made he said “Isn’t it enough that I have to carry around the image that nature has clothed me with?”4

         

         The most impactful theory that Plotinus established in The Enneads is that ‘it is from “The One” that all beings are beings’. According to Plotinus ‘The One’ is indivisible, and in his writings, he often addresses ‘The One’ as ‘The Good’, ‘Unity’, ‘Simple’, ‘First Principle’ and ‘It’. All five are synonyms for ‘The One’. He believed ‘The One’ generates intellect, the activation of which brings about substance. The intellect then generates soul and being. The intellect also causes multiplicity. But for multiplicity to exist something singular and simple must be in existence prior to it and that is ‘The One’. The intellect and soul from the moment they come into existence are injected with a desire by ‘The One’ to know their originator and they succumb to this desire placing them in a constant quest to reunite with ‘The One’.

         Plotinus’ thought has striking similarities with Brahman (the One – the absolute reality) in the Upanishads and the Atman (the individual soul that seeks union with Brahman). Around 350 years after Plotinus, a man would emerge from the silent sand dunes of Arabia, his heart ablaze with poetic expressions of ‘The One’ – his name was Mohammad. The philosophical concept of Tawheed in Islam where ‘The One’ is proclaimed as the Absolute and the Creator of the universe resonates deeply with Plotinian thought. And 1,700 years later, modern scientists would accept a theory called the xxv‘Big Bang singularity’ – a moment of creation that originated from singularity giving birth to space, time, and the universe.

         One can imagine Plotinus crouched over his stone desk in Rome surrounded by flickering candles lamenting never having reached India, desiring only solitude while reciting to Porphyry the most exquisite poetry.

         
            My soul is still in even stronger labour. Perhaps she is now at the point when she must bring forth, having reached the fullness of her birth-pangs in her eager longing for the One. But we must sing another charm to her, if we can find one anywhere to allay her pangs…. Intellect in love, when it goes out of its mind “drunk with the nectar”, simplified into happiness.5

         

         Plotinus must have paused, giving his student time to reflect. More words were then uttered by the ageing philosopher in a whisper, for he was about to declare a mystical vision.

         
            The soul in her natural state is in love with God and wants to be united with It; it is like the noble love of a girl for her noble father… in this way the Soul also loves the One - the Good, moved by it to love from the beginning…. So we must ascend again to the Good, which every soul desires. Anyone who has seen It knows what I mean when I say that It (the One) is beautiful… alone, simple, single and pure form on which all depends and to which all look: For the One is cause of life and mind and being… the knowledge or touching of the Good is the greatest thing and Plato says “it is the greatest study”.6

         

         As Rome lay shrouded under a blanket of slumber, Porphyry’s heart was aglow with enlightenment, and one can imagine him making his way through the deserted mid-night streets of Rome reciting those words he had so diligently penned down for his teacher. xxvi

         With these words Plotinus championed the following: There is ‘One’ creator, and He is the first cause of all beings that are in motion. This core principle is incontestably inspired by Aristotle’s famous presentation of God as an Unmoved First Mover, as an originator of all processes who Himself stands outside all change. In Aristotle’s words, ‘There is something that always moves the things in motion and the First Mover is itself Unmoved.’7

         Plotinus emphasises that intellect and soul once generated by ‘The One’ in turn desire ‘The One’, and based on his claim of visual contact, ‘The One’ is beautiful, accessible, and immanent in man. Access was possible through ascetic ways which could make man ascend towards ‘The One’ and finally unite with Him. To do this, man would have to shed all that he knew, which had alienated him from ‘The One’. In ancient Greek this final union with ‘The One’ is termed Henosis. Eight hundred years after Plotinus, Sufi mystics – practitioners of mystical Islam – would call this union with ‘The One’: visaal-e-ilahi. Through time, this seeking for final union would have such an impact on writers that even W. Somerset Maugham would find it irresistible, exploring it through a mystical protagonist in his novel The Razor’s Edge.

         Plotinus travelled extensively whilst tilling his mind, chiselling his thoughts, and refining his teachings about ‘The One’. Immensely secretive about his childhood and youth in Egypt, he didn’t reveal much even to his closest friends and confidants. But we do know that he had a searching mind as a young man growing up in Roman Egypt. This mind that craved the study of philosophy took him to all parts of Egypt in search of an inspiring teacher. He eventually found that teacher in Ammonius Saccas who lived in Alexandria. Ammonius Saccas introduced Plotinus to ancient Greek and Indian thought, triggering a curiosity in him to learn in India. After spending years studying in Alexandria, Plotinus xxviidecided to venture to India which led him to join the army of Gordian III on its way to Persia.

         And so 1,780 years after his failed attempt at reaching India, I decided to travel in his footsteps to fulfil his dream of reading the Upanishads in India and to understand the relevance of Plotinian philosophy for our times. From the mighty Roman Colosseum to the tranquil waters of the Yamuna. From Egypt where the muezzins’ call to prayer resounds alongside the unfading glory of the pyramids, to the olive groves of Sicily where silence is only interspersed by the sweet song of the lark. From the rubble they call the Berlin Wall that once stood as the dark symbol of division, to the wall of ‘oneness’ in Delphi. And from the abandoned ruins of Aristotle’s academy in Athens where dancing crimson poppies still whisper the master’s words, to the lonely forgotten mountain caves on a remote Greek island. Through these lands my feet and mind tread and feast on the fertile intellectual fields that Plotinus had cultivated with a resplendent love and heightened allure for ‘Unity’. I observe art and architecture, understand language and poetry all of which have the spark to stir the soul with a profound question – for if we are made as a ‘Unity’ and as a reflection of ‘the Good’, ‘the One’, then why aren’t we simply that? The answer lies in the free will of intellect. During my travels from the autumn months of 2021 till the autumn of 2022 I observed this ‘free will’, its remarkable ability for compassion and astonishing appetite, and greed for power and self-enrichment. I absorbed Plotinus’ teachings by focusing on ‘The One’s’ most relatable yet elusive definition: ‘The Good’ and ‘Simple’, and how humankind has grappled with itself to rise as ‘one’ and bring the ‘simplest good’ into our lives – with astounding success, and dismal failure. My wanderings are a response to a summon from the past with a hope that they may become a pointer to the future.xxviii

         
            Notes

            4. Gerson, ed., Plotinus: The Enneads, 17, 25, 26, 27.

            5. Pao-Shen Ho, Plotinus’ Mystical Teachings of Henosis, Peter Lang Edition, (Frankfurt: International Verlag der Wissenchaften, 2015), 114, V.3. 17. 15-20, 104, VI.7.35., VI.7.35. 19-33.

            6. Ibid., p. 36, VI.9.9.33–44, p. 37, VI.7.31.11–19, p. 17, VI.7.36.3–5.

            7. Hugh Lawson Tancred, Aristotle, The Metaphysics Translation (London: Penguin Books, 1998), 110.
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         Autumn 2021 

         Just before twilight, the fabled rose-pink clouds over Rome drift past the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica. The great baroque dome that has dominated the Roman skyline since the Renaissance rises above the Sycamore trees that line the Tiber on both sides. Drooping branches of the tall trees bow low as if paying homage to the river and the sacred dome. The Tiber flows unrestrained under the arched stone bridge of Ponte Sisto, its waters reflecting the soft rose-coloured sky in a glazed sheen. Floating on these waters are pale leaves that the Sycamores have shed, signalling autumn. The branches cast their last soft shadows on the pale apricot walls of Roman homes. I watch this serene setting crouching over the Ponte Sisto bridge. A lone starling flies in and takes its place at the edge of the bridge. For a while she is still. Then restlessness seems to overcome her. I notice how curious she is about her surroundings, most of which I think are intelligible to her. But soon she ruffles her sea green plumes and sings. It is a sweet song. Pleasing 2to the ear, it heightens the experience of a serene Roman autumn.

         Then, most extraordinarily, within seconds, the lofty branches of the Sycamore trees are filled with starlings flying in and responding to the originator’s call. The lone bird song now has an orchestrated rhythm quite incredibly being conducted by my companion on the bridge. A few idle strollers on the bridge also stop to listen, and we nod to each other in acknowledgement of the natural symphonic beauty we are being treated to. Soon, the desire for flight, the ultimate demonstration of freedom and ascension, seduces her, and she’s gone. Moved by love for her and her song, like a moth to a flame, thousands of starlings abandon the trees and follow her in flight. My eyes try to track her, but she has become one with them and they with her and are seen as one whirling band of birds. The band ripples like velvet into stunning shapes as the birds soar and descend and soar again, responding to their originator. They whirl with gay abandon as dusk descends. Eventually, turning their attention to divinity, they circle around the dome of St. Peter’s Basilica and vanish. I saw a thousand, yet I saw one. Called the murmuration of starlings, this is a phenomenon yet unexplained in entirety. What makes the birds fly in such unifying beauty is unknown. What is known though, is that they fly together without differentiating amongst one another, be it variation in size or colours of plume or beak. They fly with mathematical precision, and in response to a single originating call of love. Some believe this flight of unified beauty protects them from large predators who can only see an enormous swirling band that changes shape regularly rather than a small vulnerable starling. It is because they fly as one that they produce such a beautiful sight and thrive as a species. Plotinus must have encountered this wondrous murmuration of the 3Roman starlings and I can’t help but think how he might have responded.

         I’m in Rome – the eternal city. Tomorrow evening, I drive to Brindisi following the Via Appia, the ancient Roman stone road that was built by emperors to connect Rome with its southern province of Puglia. It is from Otranto and Brindisi, two ports in Puglia that overlooked Albania and Greece, that Roman armies boarded ships and sailed across the Adriatic to either protect the empire’s frontiers or expand them. From one of these ports lying in the bottom heel of Italy, Gordian III’s army boarded ships to cross the Adriatic.

         Having arrived late in the afternoon from London, I took a taxi straight from Fiumicino airport to a studio apartment I booked on Airbnb in Trastevere. It is small but cosy with a large wall stacked with books including ancient Roman history. The owner is obviously interested in the subject. I wonder if he has read The Enneads as I put down my suitcase. A quick scan of the bookshelves and the answer is – no. I pull out my copy, a large hardback edition, and place it on a reading desk for me to get back to. A loft with a bed, above which a low hanging ceiling of wooden beams completes the typical ‘Roman apartment for rent’ look. After a quick survey of my temporary dwelling, I grabbed my notebook and rushed out to catch the tempting autumn light on the Ponte Sisto bridge.

         Having soaked in the ‘starling moment’ and with only a few hours of light remaining, I decide to walk down the bridge and go past the Jewish quarter, making my way towards Vicolo de Catinari. The charcoal-coloured cobbled streets of Rome cling to the ground in an appealing harmony. As the sun drops Rome is preparing for the night, and the gleaming cobbles reflect the light emanating from street side restaurants and wine bars. Amidst the hum of carefree Rome, two brass plaques on the cobbles glisten 4with distinction. They catch my eye. I stop and lean over to take a closer look. One of the brass plaques reads ‘Qui Abitava Benedetto Dell Ariccia Nato 1874 Deportato Auschwitz Assassinato 30.6.1944’. A startling reminder of the Holocaust under Mussolini, and how this person had been deported and killed in Auschwitz. How different we are to the starlings.

         But what I’m most keen to do this evening is begin my journey by walking in the footsteps of Plotinus through ancient Roman streets. Google maps are great, but there’s nothing quite like a phone call to an old friend who could hopefully point me in the right direction. And so, standing in Piazza Farnese in front of the fabulous Church of Santa Brigida, out comes the mobile and my fingers push the buttons for Leopoldo di Mottola. Leopoldo is one of those friends who carries the title of ‘eternal’ quite like the city he lives in. Tall, large, generous, with soft brown eyes, and blessed with a baritone which if he had used for a Godfather audition, Marlon Brando would have been shown the door. Leopoldo is of Neapolitan origin but has made Rome his home since many years. He answers the phone.

         ‘When did you get in?’

         ‘This afternoon and off to Brindisi tomorrow, and then to India.’

         ‘Let’s get dinner tonight… Nino’s, close to the Spanish Steps… 8:30… I’ll book,’ Leopoldo’s baritone surges through the phone.

         ‘Great. Just very quickly, I want to begin my journey by walking in the footsteps of Plotinus… quite literally.’

         ‘The Forum… begin there,’ Leopoldo roars and hangs up.

         Scribbling notes into my notepad, I make my way. I’m soon confronted with crowded streets, speeding Vespas darting past me, Italian taxi drivers manoeuvring traffic lights with roguish efficiency, and waiters on footpaths 5desperately trying to grab your attention to sell a greasy mozzarella pizza.

         After fifteen minutes of walking down Via di Monte Caprino and Via di S. Teodoro, my eyes are tiring of nineteenth-century architecture and crave the splendour of ancient Rome. I let out a deep sigh. But then almost out of nowhere, the corner of my eye catches a glimpse. Like an elusive siren she lures me in, persuading me to turn into hidden alleys and nooks, and then like a flash of lightning ancient Rome reveals herself.

         Overwhelming my senses, she lays herself bare as the Roman Forum – a spectacle of temples, soaring roofless pillars, and a myriad of primordial ruined walls which are a blend of stone and moss-covered terra-cotta brick dating back to seventh century BCE, all of which are glistening like an open treasure chest drenched in the fabled light of a Roman sunset. The Palatine Hill, a maze of haunting rust-coloured brick walls and alleys, runs like a never-ending river. As soon as I lay my eyes on these uninhabited gorgeous pathways of the past with yawning curved enclosures and silent crevices, the noise from the present fades and is replaced by the sound of distant history. Large smooth grey-black stones laid out in perfection mark the streets of ancient Rome. On both sides of this street are elegant pine trees. Their slender trunks rise high, and on their delicate branches like clouds coming to rest are the lush pine. I tread the stony path knowing well that I’m now walking in the philosophers’ footsteps.

         Making my way through these twisting alleyways I encounter ruined homes; one such could have belonged to Plotinus. The once magnificent temple of Jupiter and the more recently restored temple of Vesta bear testimony to Rome’s sponge-like qualities in absorbing Greek influence, 6be it worship or architecture, for Jupiter was inspired by Zeus, and Vesta the goddess of home and hearth from the Greek word Hestia. More Greek influence is to come as I pass the mighty yet lonely columns of the temple of Castor and Pollux. The temple of Saturn then presents itself in the form of eight roofless columns with wild vegetation sprouting out of their summits. I continue my walk and arrive at a place Plotinus must have enjoyed visiting – the Rostra. This was an honoured and elevated platform from where orators, nobles and thinkers including Plotinus delivered their lectures. Although Plotinus steered away from politics, from the Rostra he spoke passionately about metaphysics, the intellect, and his theory of ‘The One’. Not far was the spot where the temple of Janus stood – the pagan god who presided over the beginning and end of conflict. Much revered in ancient Rome, the temple doors of Janus were always shut and opened only to declare war.

         At the edge of my view is the towering Colosseum. Its muscular spherical walls, jagged edges and numerous arches absorb the last of twilight and respond by turning an ochre colour. I can visualise Plotinus as the one to have disregarded materialism draped in his simple robes admonishing the Colosseum as a ‘mere image of something more intelligible’. In Plotinus’ time, the streets leading up to the Colosseum must have been choked with people dressed in robes and open strapped sandals bursting through the sturdy arches to witness giant-sized gladiators clashing sabres and shields in a bloody battle for survival. The carnal roar for blood still reverberates in these streets that lead up to the Colosseum. Chariots of important senators must have hurtled past, their wheels kicking up dust clouds, attracting the scorn of strolling commoners. At the far end of the Forum is a large open space, possibly a local market in Plotinus’ time, with rustic shops that sold everything 7from Indian spices to Egyptian cotton fabric. These shops must have been brimming with bargain seekers and shrewd merchants. But today these criss-crossing roads lie silent, juxtaposed against modern Rome with its cars, cafes and restaurants serving everything from chocolate biscotti to pasta. Time has passed much quicker than I would have imagined. I leave the Forum making my way under the Arch of Titus, a gorgeous architectural gem built in 70 CE to commemorate Rome’s victory in Judea. Satisfied that I have begun my travels with footsteps well entrenched in the pathways walked by Plotinus, I make my way to see my friend.

         I enter Nino’s charming wood-panelled surroundings and ask for a table booked under Leopoldo’s name. The restaurant seems to be teeming with people, a sign that the spirit of Rome is fighting back from the ravaging it received at the hands of Covid a year ago. Leopoldo hasn’t arrived, which gives me just enough time to chat with the waiter who gives me a brief introduction about the restaurant. Seeing my initial interest, he takes it as a sign to wax lyrical about how the owner, a Tuscany born restaurateur, is obsessed with creating and serving simple Italian cuisine. Leopoldo strides in just when I’m beginning to feel the first strains of a dragging conversation.

         Being embraced by Leopoldo is like being ensconced in a warm overcoat.

         ‘So, you are on a journey in the footsteps of Plotino?’ He asks as our eyes chart the menu, and after having spoken about our kids and all that’s familial.

         ‘Yes… beginning here in the city he lived for twenty-six years and where he taught,’ I reply.

         ‘Why?’ He asks, pointing to artichokes on the menu and signalling for two to the waiter. I had earlier given my consent for that starter.8

         ‘Well… we live in divisive times, and I’m trying to work with his teachings. I’m trying to use Plotinian thought as a lens to understand if “unity” is really used for “good”.’

         ‘That’s a lot of thinking,’ he says, glancing at the waiter who brings in the artichokes doused generously in fragrant olive oil.

         ‘Not really, it is just observance of form, thought, and action.’

         I decide to take the line of questioning into another space.

         ‘What is it like to be living in Rome today? How do you see this multiplicity of cultures – pagan, Greek, Roman, and Christian – all coming together?’ I probe further, knowing well that Leopoldo is Catholic.

         ‘It is all in me… and I’m in it,’ is his response, emphasising on ‘it’, and looking at me slurping on the tail end of a spaghetti that I am determined not to lose in the tomato sauce. I had earlier devoured the artichoke which had barely satiated my galloping appetite – a result of all the walking. Leopoldo signalled for his main course.

         ‘But what is that “it” that you are “in”?’ I ask, trying to get deeper.

         ‘That “it” has come about through the ages. Every brick contributes to the DNA of Rome; every stone and pillar has added a new dimension… sure, bloody wars, human misery and carnage were an integral part of the Roman Empire as it expanded and contracted through time, but Rome constantly absorbed from the Greeks and Egyptians, be it philosophy, art, or politics. For years Rome violently persecuted early Christians and tried to extinguish the faith. But with time it came to accept it and flourished with its ascendance. Today, after more than seventy-five years of peace following the Second World War, I see all these as one. It belongs to me and I to it – a marvel.’9

         ‘So, it is peace that has brought about a sense of admiration, acceptance, and love for this multi-layered Roman identity?’ I ask.

         ‘Yes, and maturity of mind, which comes with time,’ is Leopoldo’s response. I leave my friend to his main course which he is relishing and decide not to probe any further. Our conversation meanders on its own and we discuss everything from olive oil, how to identify the perfect sun kissed Tuscan pomodoro, and, of course, wine and cheese. Supper is done, and with leonine grace my host makes his way out of the restaurant acknowledged by waiters and staff for his generosity – a hefty tip.

         Leopoldo drives me home.

         ‘Could I drop you here?’ He asks, peering at me with his soft brown eyes. ‘Your apartment is not far, just a short walk, and mine is to the left.’

         ‘Sure, but what is this?’ We are parked adjacent to another ruined site surrounded by supermarkets, pharmacies, restaurants, and modern apartment blocks.

         ‘Ah, well, I knew you’d like this one… it is Largo di Torre Argentina, where Julius Caesar was assassinated. The Roman Senate. Enjoy it! And tomorrow visit the Pantheon.’

         ‘I’ve visited the Pantheon before,’ I say, getting out of the car and fixing my gaze on the ruins of the senate.

         ‘Visit it again. The Pantheon will speak to you in the same language as Plotino… go and feel it in your bones,’ Leopoldo says, waving with one hand and turning the steering wheel with the other.

         I wave goodbye and walk up to the ruins of the senate. Illuminated in the dark are the lemon eyes of stray cats that have made these ruins their home. Some are lounging in the arches and others move in stealth, on the prowl for small prey. Massive, lonely pillars stand roofless at the spot where one of history’s greatest figures fell. Stone steps peer 10out of the night, yearning to tell me a timeless tale. In 44 BCE a man ascended these steps with a desire to possess all power, until other men driven by desire to divide power struck him down. The silence of the night and an autumn chill brings bare the deadliness of intellect. Ambition, a product of intellect, had gotten the better of Caesar, and it had also gotten the better of the person he trusted most, the man who struck last – Brutus. ‘Et tu, Brute’ became a legendary Shakespearean testimony to betrayal, and it still echoes in a whisper amongst these lonely pillars. The effects of Brutus’ ‘unkindest cut of them all’ plays out with glacial ruthlessness even in the politics of today.

         Crouching over the ruined site that lies tranquil in the still night, I ponder over the questions it conceals – would Caesar have met his fate had he not chosen to break away from the senate driven by individual ambition? Dearly loved by his people, would he have contributed to their greater glory had he abandoned personal ambition and instead worked with the senate as one? After all, in Mark Antony’s passionate speech while burying Caesar, he was hailed as a man who wept with the poor and granted them his private walks and orchards. As the senators and Brutus struck, were they not overtaken by personal jealousy concealed under the cloak of a greater political motive to unite Romans as one people and not be subservient to a dictator? We will never know. But what was true is that intellect had fuelled suspicion, greed, and discord – the same intellect which, according to Plotinus, could be filled with love and create soul. The ‘thought’ that brought down Julius Caesar would be debated, and its reverberations felt for centuries in Rome. Plotinus, who lived in this city 290 years after, must not have been unaffected by these reverberations.

         I walk on. Descending mist softens the lights from lamp posts which have been standing as silent sentinels on the 11Ponte Sisto bridge. The night, the gently gliding mist over the Tiber, and mellow lights presents a dream-like view. I walk over the bridge to cross into Trastevere. In these hazy surroundings, the bridge is playing host to a variety of novice musicians in their early twenties.

         ‘Where are you from?’ I ask, leaning against the bridge and glancing at the flowing Tiber.

         ‘Tibet… and she’s American,’ says the flautist pointing at his drummer colleague who gives me a nod.

         For a few minutes, I listen to their sweet music, a seamless marriage of flute and drums. Some people passing by drop coins which are greeted with an acknowledging smile by the Tibetan-American duo. Other musicians are waiting at the other end of the bridge but aren’t playing. The Tibetan flautist takes a break.

         ‘How does it work between you musicians? Is there a rivalry of sorts? How do you manage your time on the bridge?’ I ask.

         ‘There’s no rivalry amongst amateurs. We are a fraternity and support each other,’ says the flautist with a slight laugh.

         ‘It just flows you know…,’ adds the American lady drummer. ‘When we are done, they’ll come in and we’ll rejoice in their success. It is for the love of music maan… just enjoy it,’ she goes on, and then begins wrapping up her drums.

         The musicians on the other side of the bridge take this as a sign to come over and take their place. They hug each other.

         ‘Good night,’ says the American lady drummer.

         ‘Good night,’ I smile, and walk over to Piazza Trilussa which is on the opposite side of the bridge. Piazza Trilussa, with its overflowing marble fountain and a reclining pine tree, has become the watering hole for the young who spend swathes of time in the grip of unbridled youthful joy, 12song, music, drink, and romance. A man of African origin is speaking fluent Italian with his Asian-looking companion, united through language and the unique fabric of Rome. My route takes me through a maze of narrow streets embellished with graffiti and erupting with dimly lit street side wine bars. I turn the keys to my apartment block, walk up the stairs, and turn in another key to the apartment door.

         Placing my notebook on the desk and kicking off my sneakers, I switch on the desk lamp, pick up The Enneads, and settle in to read in silence. The view outside my window is a faint red silhouette of the curved dome of St. Peter’s Basilica against an ink blue midnight sky. I can still hear a gentle distant tune by the musicians on the Ponte Sisto bridge. In these peaceful surroundings, my mind drifts to the ruins of the Roman senate as I read:

         
            Just as one who looks up to the heaven and sees the light of the stars thinks of their creator and seeks Him, so the one who has contemplated the intelligible universe gazed into it and wondered at it must seek its creator (the One) as well… and how He generated such a son as Intellect, a beautiful boy who has become plenitude from himself… But beginning as one (the intellect) it did not remain as it began, but unwittingly became many as it weighed down and unrolled itself in its desire to possess everything – how much better it would have been for it not to desire this, for it became the second.8

         

         This teaching of Plotinus comes home to rest. ‘The One’ (The Good) created a beautiful boy called ‘Intellect’. As an image of ‘The One’, the boy too was one and good. But then the boy grew and descended into multiplicity of thought. That multiplicity of thought was greed and ambition. This very desire to ‘possess everything’ makes intellect strive for power. In bloody political theatres is where it then plays 13out its deadly game. This is what happened in 44 BCE when Caesar fell. Shakespeare would further investigate this multi-faceted dark side of intellect in Macbeth. Tormented by three metaphorical witches - greed, jealousy, and treachery - Macbeth would become the ultimate tragedy.

         I take The Enneads up to the loft and read it in bed, reflecting on my encounter with the young musicians. I can still hear their faint sweet melody. Theirs was an uncomplicated fresh intellect that generated generosity and a sense of fraternity.

         I turn the pages.

         
            But what sort of person should the man be who is to be led on this upward path? Surely one who as Plato says “…a human child who is going to be a philosopher, musician or a lover…”9

         

         I scramble for my notes that are spread all over my bed and pick up a commentary on Plotinus by J. Bussanich.

         
            Intellect beginning as one did not remain as it began.

         

         Here, Plotinus is suggesting that in the first ontological moment of procession the inchoate (young) intellect is a unity from which, as the following lines make clear, it falls away.10

         
            Intellect was unable to hold the power which it received from “the One” and broke it up and made the one power it received into many, that it might be able so to bear it part by part… not being able to think the whole as one.11

         

         I can now relate to what I have experienced today with Plotinian thought. The young intellect generated by ‘the Good’ (‘the One’) is one, not multiple. Initially the young 14intellect looks with love and unity towards ‘the One’. But with progression it multiplies and can’t hold the power given to it by the One. And so, it divides that power, becomes multiple, and views things as many and different and not as a unity.

         Young (inchoate) intellect was what I saw on the bridge where it manifested itself in the youth who had united as a fraternity of musicians. The unabashed joy of young intellect in the musicians did not see any difference between them; it was pure, simple, beautiful, selfless, and radiated love. It is the young who are true reflections of ‘the Good’. Compared with the ‘progressed intellect’ of politicians which turns into greed and divisiveness, young intellect is the song of the divine. My last fading thought before sleep overtakes consciousness and The Enneads gently drops from my hand is of the Ponte Sisto bridge – a bridge of unity that brings people together.

         The next day, the sun has climbed with force into the blue sky, bringing with it a crisp, clear day. Scurrying out of my bed loft, I take a quick shower, clutch my notebook and dash out. I’m aware that I must make the most of the remaining day before I leave for Brindisi. I breakfast at Caffe Settimiano, a tiny Italian bakery which has the most delicious pastry on offer and is owned by a cheerful moustached baker with glasses straight out of the seventies.

         I plant myself on a chair outside the cafe that opens into the cobbled street overlooking Porta Settimiana – a stone arched gateway, the foundations of which were laid by emperor Aurelius in the third century. Today, it is the gateway to Trastevere. I decide to spend a few hours observing. I feel like the noble Ponte Sisto bridge which observes the flowing Tiber. It doesn’t judge the Tiber’s forceful and at times languid flow, nor does it judge its clarity or at times the residue of the world that it carries. It brings people together. 15That’s all it does. And so, like the bridge, I observe the world go by while making my way through a cream croissant and an English breakfast tea. This part of Rome is heaving with students studying at the John Cabot University – an American institution. A few American teenage girls sit next to me. They laugh, their conversation flowing between discussing their plans for the day and sending beguiling looks in the direction of a curly-haired Italian student who is perched on another table. Other students not far away are reading Alessandro Manzoni’s classic love story The Betrothed in amateurish Italian, interspersed with giggles. Around the corner under the Porta Settimiana arch, a writer dabs his pen on his chin, lost in thought, as the arched gateway casts its generous shadow over him, shielding him from the sun, almost nudging him to include it in his story.

         I pay for breakfast and make my way to the Pantheon. It is easy to imagine Gordian III’s army in which Plotinus had embedded himself marching towards the Pantheon. Approaching this great symbol of Rome from Via Della Palombella, the original structure looks like a gigantic, cylindrical, mud-brick mound. As the Pantheon slowly presents itself to the eager eye, the magnitude of the dome dwarfs one completely. It is astonishingly large. Dedicated to the seven gods of the planets, Pantheon means ‘all the Gods’. Initially constructed by Marcus Agrippa as a temple to Roman gods that had been inspired by Greek gods, around 40 BCE, a triangular facade was added to it by emperor Hadrian in 126 CE. Honouring Agrippa’s efforts, Hadrian chose not to inscribe his name but retain the original inscription of Agrippa.

         In front of the Pantheon rises the Egyptian obelisk originally built by Rameses II in honour of the Egyptian God Ra and brought to Rome in ancient times. The obelisk stood in homage to Isis, the Egyptian goddess of healing and 16magic, in a temple southeast of the Pantheon. The obelisk was put astride a fountain, at the base of which dolphins and gargoyles with gaping mouths spew out cascading water. Since 609 CE, the Pantheon has been a Catholic Church – the Basilica di Santa Maria. Today, soaking up the magnificent sunshine, the Pantheon is nothing short of an architectural masterpiece that demonstrates the unity of layered history – a unique language that is exceptionally rare in buildings of antiquity. I climb onto the porch where Gordian III had given his rousing speech and pass the Egyptian pillars. Inside the Pantheon, under the might of the dome, I stand speechless. Right in the centre of the lofty dome is a circular opening called the oculus – or the eye. I gaze at it wide-eyed in silence. And then something happens. At the stroke of noon, the sun, as if stirred by man’s intoxicated love for the divine, pours itself through the oculus in one voluminous dazzling beam of light, illuminating the interiors with a warm luminosity that seduces the soul. All diversity seems to be accepted by this beam of light, and yet it also sweeps it away and brings it into its own where only that light exists. My eyes follow the light. As it spreads it reveals ancient pagan walls marrying into pillars and they in turn enmesh with paintings of the Madonna and child, which in turn merge into the tomb of Rafael, the fifteenth-century artist who had pleaded to be buried here. This phenomenon of autumn light is the light of life – bringing every aspect of the Pantheon alive in seamless oneness.

         I leave the interiors of the Pantheon weak-kneed and rush down the steps from the porch. Walking out into the square that faces it, I take my place from where I can get one final view. I stand behind the fountain commissioned by Pope Clement XI, on top of which stands the Egyptian obelisk. From this point, the view is a comprehensive one. 17Plotinus must have stood close to where I am amidst a roaring army, looking at Gordian III delivering his speech from the porch.

         Dimensions of history merge into one structure with ease. Greek, Roman, Egyptian, and Christian celebrate each other with vigour and striking harmony. Such was the magnetic lure of this monument that in 1548 a link was established with the arts when the Congregation of the Virtuous was founded in the Pantheon. This later grew into the Pontifical Academy of Fine Arts which held exhibitions in the Pantheon’s porch till the end of the nineteenth century, displaying the works of old masters including Rafael, Caravaggio, and Bernini.

         Man’s hand has created a dance of diversity within one; the Pantheon is that dance, and yet it is one. According to Plotinus, ‘desire of vision is sight’, and the desire of intellect is to see ‘The One’. It is my choice to see it as many or one, many in one, or nothing but one. I see it as the latter.

         Today’s Rome carries its multi-layered history with immense pride. Its pagan past, its majestic days of empire, and today as the pulsating heart of Western Christendom. With all of this within it, Rome rises, embracing it all in one grand sweep that has triggered an all-inclusive romance with unity. This is a romance that has polished the very soul of Rome – its essence in many ways is this deeply cultivated sensorial belief that it is ‘one eternal city’. Here, the Vatican romances the Colosseum. The Pantheon celebrates the Egyptian obelisk gifted by Cleopatra, and the Temple of Mars beguiles the Church of Santa Maria of Trastevere. All of them are interlocked in love for a single city. Rome has developed a unique intellect generated by the immanence of the One within it – a collective wisdom accumulated over time. Indeed, the Holocaust stands as a stark reminder, piercing one’s heart, but once again it is the magnanimity 18of Rome’s intellect that reminds itself of its darkest days through those names engraved in brass. Much can be learnt from her current existence. The simplicity and ease with which today’s Rome lives through centuries is apparent to anyone with a fertile mind. I realise that a day and a half will not be enough to understand the city or Plotinus’ love for her. I will need to return.

         I haven’t realised it, but I’ve spent the entire afternoon in admiration of the Pantheon. I stroll into a cafe, order a Mozzarella tomato sandwich for lunch, and dial a local cab service to take me to the car rental service. Getting behind the wheel I will make my way to Brindisi driving along the Via Appia. A message flashes on my screen: ‘Driver Honey Singh will be with you in 2 minutes.’ Maybe it is a Plotinian intervention to send me an Indian taxi driver. Soon a car turns into Piazza Della Rotonda and stops right in front of me. A sturdy Sikh steps out of the taxi and opens the rear door.

         ‘No luggage, sir?’

         ‘I’d like to stop by my apartment and pick up my bags.’

         ‘Sure,’ he shuts the door.

         As Honey Singh manoeuvres his way out of Piazza Della Rotonda, I turn and take one last look at the Pantheon. This was from where Plotinus rode out on horseback. My ride towards the same direction is a Toyota Hybrid.

         ‘Where are you originally from, Honey Singh?’ I ask, knowing the answer well, and biting into my sandwich.

         ‘India, sir… but specifically, from Alwar, Rajasthan,’ Honey Singh answers with iridescent eyes that I catch in his rear-view mirror.

         ‘You’ve been here long?’

         ‘Twenty-five years, sir.’

         ‘Quite unusual to see Indian taxi drivers in Rome… In London and New York, yes… but Rome!’19

         ‘Yes, not many of us here. I came out in 1998 and stayed… married an Italian girl and have two kids now.’ Honey Singh was obviously quite eager to give me information. ‘And you, sir, where are you from? Iran, Pakistan, or India?’

         It is my name that must have got him presenting the first two countries as options.

         ‘From London… but yes, originally from India. And you visit India with your Italian wife and kids?’ I turn the questioning back to him.

         ‘Yes, yes… once every few years,’ says Honey Singh, with an unmissable Indian nod.

         ‘Like it here?’

         ‘Love it… its home.’

         ‘Have you encountered any racism?’ I ask a more probing question.

         ‘No, ... you know us Indians, we work hard and get on with things.’

         His radio crackles through and Honey Singh from Alwar responds in fluent Italian. I presume it is about his next journey.

         We arrive at the car rental. Honey Singh swivels out of his seat and unloads my luggage.

         ‘Will you take card payment, Honey Singh?’

         ‘Oh no, Sir, only cash.’

         ‘Gosh, I don’t have any,’ words stutter out as I plunge into my wallet.

         ‘Koi nai, sir.’ Instantly I know the tone. ‘Don’t worry… pay when you come back to Rome.’

         ‘How do you know I’ll be back?’ I say, utterly embarrassed.

         ‘I know, sir… anyone who visits the Pantheon will return… don’t worry.’

         ‘Oh c’mon, Honey Singh… I’ll go to an ATM and come back with cash… just wait a minute.’

         ‘No sir, I have to rush for another pick up… you go now 20and pay me when you are back.’ A large smile beams across his face.

         ‘Honey Singh, give me your number and bank details and I’ll wire you the money.’ My tone gets even gentler.

         ‘Here is my card sir… now goodbye… safe travels.’

         Honey Singh drives away smiling and waving, leaving me with a lingering taste of India even before I get there.

         I get behind the wheel of my tiny Fiat 500, type Brindisi into the Sat Nav, and wait for a few seconds. A beautiful map of Italy appears on my screen with a slim orange line connecting Rome to Brindisi in the heel of Italy. A six-hour journey through Campania, briefly into the Apennine Mountain range and into the province of Puglia. But with an overnight stopover I hope to make somewhere in the countryside, my journey will be more than the estimated six hours. Then, thinking of Plotinus nudging his horse, I press my foot against the accelerator. Passing the Circus Maximus where the remnants of the Via Appia are still visible, I turn south. After an hour’s drive the first signs of rural Italy appear, and Rome disappears in my rear-view mirror. After another hour, suddenly along the fringes of the modern European highway appears a flimsy sign with ‘Via Appia Antica’ written on it. I swirl in. Before my eyes, stretching out into the far distance under the shade of tall pine trees is the black stone road on which the army of Gordian III marched out. I step out of the car just so that I can feel the ancient stones under my feet. The Via Appia lies in silence today, listening not to marching legions and the grinding wheels of mighty chariots but to an orchestra of bird song. As far as the eye can see the Via Appia continues – a slender trail of mysteries. It whispers through its stones, enticing the keen ear with a thousand tales from the past. But the tale that I’m following – one of a philosopher and an emperor – urges me to keep moving.21

         Most of Campania is fertile wine and olive country, dotted with little ruins, viaducts, broken walls, and old wells dating back to the Roman Empire. As the sun vanishes behind the branches of orange trees, I find myself driving along the coast of the Tyrrhenian Sea, a part of the Mediterranean. Bidding farewell to a descending sun, plunging cliffs with hugging stone houses turn a mellow saffron. With light disappearing fast I drive into the small town of Paestum looking for a place to spend the night. Nestled in the foothills of the Apennine Mountain range, Paestum is renowned for its Greek temples devoted to Athena, the goddess of wisdom, and Hera, sister, and wife of Zeus, which were later adopted by the Romans and became temples to Neptune and Poseidon. This region was known as Magna Graecia or Greater Greece for it was here the Greeks settled from the eighth century BCE and doused the region with their Hellenistic civilisation.

         I drive into Via Tavernelle. A square shaped stone house at the edge of an avenue of olive trees catches my eye. It seems like a basic bed and breakfast. Outwardly charming but narrow and cramped inside, the stone homestay doesn’t have a reception. Standing outside the small door, a tall Italian woman who barely speaks any English nods and obliges me with a room. The garden walls of the house are ancient. Some of the stone has come from the adjacent temple complex, and just for that I decide to stay. My room has a small window from which I peer out. A cloud has descended and gently floats under the summit of a hill. A string of lights dangling from orange trees in the next-door farm signals nightfall. The outline of the robust pillars of the temple of Athena peer back at me as if to say that even after millennia they are still revered in Italy. While Athena is no longer worshipped, the temple has found renewed appreciation and is treasured by Italians as an architectural gem – an ‘unothered’, integral part of their 22cherished history. Curled up in bed in my narrow room I wait for sleep, gazing at the silk-like outline of the temple of wisdom as it grapples with surrounding darkness. The sound of rain on the wooden roof doesn’t help. It pours all night.

         Having paid for my lodgings the next morning, a crisp autumn freshness greets me as I drive out into the wet streets. A few hours later, my little car is climbing into the Apennine mountains. Winding roads raise me to mountain peaks where ancient villages wrapped in mist rest in quiet obscurity. The road then plunges south, gifting me with generous views on both sides of lush never-ending deciduous forests rich with black pine, birch, chestnut trees, beech, silver fir, and coniferous pine, teeming with wild boar and deer. These forests that have draped the Apennine mountains for millions of years speak the language of an untamed wild beauty. One mountain though stands bare. Stripped of its wonderful, tapestried coat, it seems to weep. Touched by man’s hand, it has been deforested, revealing its bare dry skin. It stands in startled sorrow, quite like a leopard would, having lost its gorgeous hide to a greedy poacher.

         Passing the town of Taranto signals my entry into the province of Puglia and almost immediately I re-join the Via Appia. The scenery changes dramatically here. Being the southern heel of Italy, Puglia has a north Saharan climate. Arid fields and date palms are reminders of its closeness to North Africa.

         Abandoned roofless eighteenth-century farmhouses speak of faded prosperity. As if defying the ruthlessness of time some walls of dilapidated palazzos cling on in futility to their once lustrous Pompeian red paint, while around them olive trees resembling scarecrows have turned purple and have succumbed to a dreaded disease – one which has destroyed twenty million olive trees in Puglia alone. 23Xylella – the dreaded bacteria being the culprit. Passing the town of Bari, I drive down the coast and eventually enter Brindisi. The harbour town has modern ships, tankers and cruises arriving and departing from it almost every hour, and a tall column just before the harbour marks the end of the Via Appia. A few cafes by the harbour are crowded with gossiping locals.

         But the closeness to the third-century Roman colonies of Albania and Greece which are just across the Adriatic and into which Gordian III and Plotinus crossed can only be felt in Otranto – another port just forty-five minutes away. It is in Otranto that I finally step out of my car and walk down its harbour. A palm tree crowns the roof of a fawn-coloured building which marks the last and easternmost point of Italy. The surging waters of the Adriatic are choppy. Standing at the edge of this sea where I am today, Plotinus, like the waves of the Adriatic, would have felt a great surge of excitement. From here, Gordian III and Plotinus would have boarded ships making their way East. Looking into the distance Plotinus must have felt the ancient philosophy of the Upanishads calling out to him. How eagerly he must have listened to the warm winds from the East. India with all its intellectual richness was opening its arms to him.

         Tomorrow, I will fly back to Rome where a flight awaits to carry me to India.

         
            [image: ]

         

         Ajmer, Rajasthan, India 5:00 am

         In the silence of an early morning, six men rush towards an enormous iron cauldron resting thirty feet high on medieval stones erected as a tall mound. Smoke still emanates from the firewood under the cauldron, but the flames have been 24extinguished a few minutes ago. Through the night a mixture of rice, sugar, milk, almonds, raisins, saffron and rose petals have been cooking over the wood fire. Peering into the cauldron from the top of the medieval stones are a few men who have stood vigil all night, stirring this aromatic mixture with long wooden ladles. Under the blanket of darkness, the six men that have just arrived pad themselves head to toe with home-made cloth gear that although untidy and quite peculiar, seems to have an extraordinary purpose. With great enthusiasm carrying wooden ladders they climb the medieval steps and reach the top. By this time a heaving crowd of 200 dishevelled beggars, pot-smoking bearded tramps, orphans, poverty-stricken children with salivating mouths, destitute women – some in bright lemon saris (most of whom are Hindus distinguished by the bindis on their foreheads), a number of Muslim women and some Sikh men conspicuous by their turbans, have gathered below the cauldron that promises much.

         The six men lower the ladders into the cauldron and letting out a cry of ‘Ya Garib Nawaz’, lower themselves into the bubbling hot mixture. A thunderous response comes from the crowd gathered below as they acknowledge the bravery of the men – ‘Ya Garib Nawaz’, the crowd roars back. Quite literally they call out to the saint in whose name this degh (meal) is being prepared (Garib Nawaz in Urdu means ‘benefactor of the poor’). Meanwhile, the six men clad in coarse cloth as protection are now deep within the cauldron. They dip pots into the mixture which has now become a delicious unity – a combination of all the ingredients. The men slowly send the pots up to a few chosen men who are waiting for them. These men then empty the pots into smaller earthen bowls and send it into the crowd. On receiving their share, the colour of this unified dessert is revealed to them – a delicious deep 25orange mingled with the fragrance of smoking firewood and roses. Hunger pangs don’t discriminate, and this very basic desire to eat erupts in one and all, changing the scene within minutes. The clamour to get their share of the dessert is uncontrollable, and as the crowd surges forward it takes everyone with it in a burst of universal energy. Orphans abandoned by fate dive into their share, Hindus, Muslims, and Sikhs take it with cupped hands as a mark of respect, and the unkempt beggars eat only after they’ve turned their faces heavenwards and murmured shukr (thanks). Here, collective intellect has united to bring hope and a simple unified mixture satiates the hunger of hundreds. It takes nearly two hours to distribute the dessert equally amongst all, and not one leaves hungry. All of them will live to fight another day. In this part of the world, to survive a day is to have lived a lifetime.

         I have been watching this scene standing right next to the cauldron thirty feet high thanks to Shabbir Chishti. Shabbir’s family have been khadims (servers to the shrine) at this great symbol of ‘oneness’ for the past 800 years. He considers it a privilege and takes it seriously. From where I’m standing to my right, a few feet away a pearl-like marble dome rises in beautiful symmetry. Beyond the dome are mountains, and on top of the dome in the shape of a crown is a golden ornament. Under the dome though, in contrast to the golden ornament, lies a man who lived a life of simplicity, and since his death more than 800 years ago he has been known by the title Sultan-ul-Hind Garib Nawaz (Sultan of India – benefactor of the poor). Such was the radiance of ‘good’ emanating from the shrine that struck by it, Lord Curzon, viceroy of India (1899–1905) is known to have remarked, ‘I have seen a grave in India that rules India.’ The man who sleeps silently in that grave is Moinuddin Chishti, a Sufi mystic who arrived in India in 1192 CE from 26Iran. Given to Sufism, the mystical side of Islam, to tassawuf or deep contemplation on existence, and the pursuit of final union with the creator (visaal-e-ilahi), his ascetic ways attracted the attention of the poor and the powerful. Steering away from the powerful, it was for the poor that he set up a small kitchen that would feed the malnourished. Taking a cue from the mystic, Mughal emperors Akbar and Jahangir donated large iron cauldrons in the sixteenth century. I am standing next to one of them.

         Shabbir and I step down and make our way through a network of twisting alleys dotted with rose sellers. A fragrance erupts as we walk – a spectacular mix of rose and freshly made attar perfume. Crouching, we walk through a few marble arches and reach the Jannati Darwaza (doorway to heaven) – a large silver door that opens only on the Urs when the saint’s passing is celebrated as his union with God. We enter the inner sanctum through another door. Before me is the large tomb, draped in a velvet green chadar. Just above the tomb, suspended from the inner dome hangs a thick cascading rose cluster which seems to gently kiss the forehead of the saint. A few men enter the inner sanctum with tall, scented candles which they hold up on their heads. I feel an indescribable serenity as I stand, hands folded, before the tomb. After a few moments I make my way out and sit on the marble floor, lured in by the qawwals who have settled in not too far from me. As they adjust their harmoniums and ring out a few rehearsal tunes, from the corner of my eye I see a magnificent Hindu sadhu approaching the tomb. Dressed in saffron robes, with a vertical red tika that divides his forehead perfectly, he folds his hand in front of the tomb in reverence. Then he sits at a distance and tucks into the dessert.

         The qawwals fiddle with their musical instruments, getting into the mood while doing a few recitals of verses 27written by Amir Khusrau, the thirteenth-century literary genius. Khusrau’s craftsmanship of verse and expressions of love and devotion remains a benchmark in sub-continental poetry. But Khusrau didn’t confine himself to poetry – his mastery over Sanskrit and Persian saw him write prose, riddles, folk songs, and literary puns that provoked, refined, and embellished intellectual thought at royal courts and at Sufi shrines. Born in India into a Persian-speaking Turk family, in his creative mind the differences between the local language of Braj and his forebears’ languages of Persian and Turkish blurred when he picked up his pen. He plucked words like young buds which he then grafted into a linguistic tree of unity and beauty. The words that flowed from his pen came from a state of mind where the distinctions of language dissolved completely, giving birth to Hindawi – a new poetic expression that brought forth the sensitivity and splendour of Sufi thought like no other. The philosophical texture of a country lies in its language, one that sings to the heart. Khusrau’s language is that. In Khusrau’s own words: ‘I am a Hindustani Turk. I compose verses in Hindawi with the fluency of running water.’12

         Against the sound of drumbeats pausing at the end of each verse and then booming at the beginning of the next, the qawwals sing the most dazzling of Khusrau’s verses:

         
            
               Zehaal e miskeen, makun tagahful (Persian)

               Tora e nainan banaye batiya (Braj)

               Ke taab a hijran, na daaram ay jaan (Persian)

               Na leho kaahe lagaye chatiyan (Braj)

            

            
               ------------- one verse-------------

            

            
               Don’t overlook my poor state

               By blandishing your eyes and weaving tales28

               My patience has over brimmed

               Why do you not take me closer to your chest?

            

         

         The qawwals continue…

         
            
               My intellect has grown ripe in the fire of age… no longer do I entertain greed or avarice

               Though my value may be less than yours

               Yet if our veins were to be cut open, our blood will come out the same colour13

            

         

         Shabbir nudges me gently and points out a woman who’s risen from the crowd and is shaking uncontrollably. Hands raised high in the air, she flings her neck back and forth with great vigour. She’s in a trance also known as Haal. It is quite an extraordinary sight and takes five hardy women to eventually overcome her and lead her away from the shrine. It is close to mid-day now, and after listening to the qawwals, Shabbir and I make our way to the main arched gateway. On getting there a sea of humanity opens before us. Covid restrictions have been lifted and as far as the eye can see, human heads are bobbing trying to get to the entrance and make their way in. This is the famous Ajmer Bazaar with shops lined across the street and teeming with thousands upon thousands. This is the same street on which for centuries Mughal emperors and beggars have walked barefoot in devotion.

         As a mark of respect one can only enter the precincts bare-foot, and Shabbir yells across to the shoe keeper to bring our shoes that we had left with him a few hours ago. Within seconds the shoes appear, and within seconds Shabbir is yelling again – this time at a rickshaw puller. By now the crowd is so large, it seems almost impossible to reach Shabbir, who is in an animated discussion with the 29rickshaw puller. He gestures frantically to me to elbow my way to him. I make it.
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