











“P. D. Newman’s Theurgy: Theory and Practice is a wonderfully informed book on practical theurgy, with special emphasis on its relation to what is generally referred to as ‘shamanism.’ The text is well-referenced, making it useful for scholars, as well as very readable, making it of value to the lay reader and practitioner. Theurgy is a wonderful addition to anyone’s library, as there is ample material here for literally everyone.”

MARK STAVISH, DIRECTOR OF STUDIES AT THE
INSTITUTE FOR HERMETIC STUDIES AND
AUTHOR OF EGREGORES: THE OCCULT ENTITIES THAT
WATCH OVER HUMAN DESTINY

“Theurgy is commonly thought of as a spiritual practice that began with Julian the Chaldæan in the second century CE and blended Eastern practices with rational Greek thought, primarily Neoplatonism. However, Neoplatonists such as Porphyry and Proclus pointed to theurgic elements in the archaic Homeric epics. While Eastern influences are not disputed, the author convincingly argues that they are a mere sprinkling and that the roots of theurgy are predominantly Greek, having begun at the time of Homer and practiced continuously thereafter. Readers thirsty for more knowledge about the path of theurgy will not be disappointed.”

TONY MIERZWICKI, AUTHOR OF HELLENISMOS

“P. D. Newman tells a compelling story of the origins and development of theurgy, a fundamental spiritual practice in ancient Mediterranean religion. His argument is supported by the best contemporary scholarship on theurgy and on classical religion and philosophy. Newman has also assembled and organized a wealth of source material (in translation), which would otherwise be difficult to collect. Read this book for a fascinating exploration of theurgy over more than a millennium, from Homer to Proclus.”

BRUCE J. MACLENNAN, PH.D.,
AUTHOR OF THE WISDOM OF HYPATIA

“A must for those interested in ancient Greek thought about souls and soul flight. According to Newman, theurgy can be traced as early as Porphyry’s and Proclus’s para-Homeric sources that describe iatromanteia, which translates to ‘healer-seer’ who took soul flights. Tying these types of experiences to early shamanic themes reflected in works such as the Odyssey, the author weaves a compelling narrative of the early history and practical importance of theurgy. Newman’s analyses are thought-provoking and demand attention as he outlines a good case for how souls and the shamanic craft have shifted in antiquity from the early writings of authors such as Parmenides and Empedocles to the later Neoplatonists. The ideas contained in this book are sure to form a new starting point for many future analyses on how shamanic themes developed among the Greeks.”

CHRISTINE S. VANPOOL, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF
AN ANTHROPOLOGICAL STUDY OF SPIRITS

“P. D. Newman’s impressive book on theurgy and Homer covers the interpretation of myth and ritual theurgy by the Neoplatonists. With references to the Pre-Socratics, Pythagoras, Plato, and even Egyptian and Mesopotamian texts, Newman correctly understands theurgy to be distinguished from other forms of magic as initiatory and anagogic. He presents detailed and critical accounts of ancient astrological and cosmological phenomena and follows the best scholarship in developing his rather original conclusion: that Proclus and company were indeed justified in seeing in Homer the esoteric meanings they teased out of his texts. The work reveals a new angle and a new dimension of the still emerging landscape of late antique thought. It will be of interest to scholars in the field and to the general reader interested in philosophical, religious and mystical ideas.”

JAY BREGMAN, PROFESSOR EMERITUS IN THE
DEPARTMENT OF HISTORY AT THE UNIVERSITY OF MAINE
AND AUTHOR OF SYNESIUS OF CYRENE
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The famous funeral pyre performed by Achilles for his companion, Patroclus, in Homer’s Iliad became the preliminary model for the central ritual practiced by the Theurgists—known as the “Rite of Elevation.”

Detail from 1884 engraving of Achilles sacrificing a Trojan youth, as narrated by Homer in the Iliad 23.181–2. Greek Apulian red-figure volute krater, attributed to the Darius Painter, ca. 330 BCE, Naples Arch Museum. The original version of this image is a black-and-white line drawing from the title page of W. H. Roscher, Ausführliches Lexikon der Griechischen und Römischen Mythologie, vol. 3 N–P (Leipzig, Germany: Druck und Verlag Von B. G. Teubner, 1890–1897).


FOREWORD

The emergence of theurgy in the Roman era has been a subject of much discussion. In the past it was more or less seen as an adulteration of the rational Greek thought with superstitious beliefs and practices of the East. And indeed, a superficial look at the subject may seem to corroborate such claims, since the very origin of theurgy, as this term was understood in late antiquity, is closely related to the eastern regions of the Roman Empire. Theurgy was ultimately based on the Chaldæan Oracles, a collection of obscure verses that were said to be supernaturally transmitted to Julian the Chaldæan during the second half of the second century CE.

But these Oracles, albeit named Chaldæan, are not written in Koine, which any denizen of the eastern parts of the empire could write, but in Homeric Greek, an extremely archaic literary dialect that suggests a serious delving into the Greek culture. The same can be said about the meter of the Oracles. They are written in dactylic hexameter, a rhythmic scheme of poetry that is used, among other works, in the Iliad and the Odyssey, and one would imagine that using meter while writing in this dialect would by no means be an easy feat even for an Athenian of the classical age.

Leaving aside the form of the Chaldæan Oracles, it can be argued that even their literary genre is characteristically Greek. Of course, most—if not all—of the ancient civilizations in the Eastern Mediterranean utilized oracles, and many recorded them, perhaps in meter as well. But the Chaldæan Oracles are not about predictions or about making the right choice, as one would normally expect from an oracle; they are theological in nature. This feature places them among the greater corpus of the theological oracles that were issued by the sanctuaries of Apollo in Claros and Didyma, and it seems that there was no other parallel in the ancient world. As regards their content, the theology they express is Middle Platonic, and the few ritual instructions contained therein cannot be strictly attributed to Eastern cult practices, as similar rites were also taking place in Greece.

Thus, it appears that under close scrutiny, the only element that connects these religious poems to the East is solely the adjective Chaldæan, which probably derives from the epithet of their author. However, as nothing is known with any degree of certainty about the life of Julian the Chaldæan, this epithet could denote an ethnic Mesopotamian, a priest of a Mesopotamian deity, or even an astrologer irrespective of ethnicity; besides, his name is Latin. It is true that Neoplatonists regarded him as a Mesopotamian, but the first mention of Julian comes from the philosopher Porphyry a century later, and this information might well be wrong. But regardless of the ethnicity of the Oracles author, the language, meter, genre, and content of the Chaldæan Oracles seem to indicate that this work is more Greek than Eastern in nature.

These considerations concerning the Oracles, the fundamental text of theurgy, are given as an example of the problematic reasoning behind the view that theurgy is rational Greek thought adulterated with superstitious beliefs and practices of the East. This is not to say that theurgy did not take on Eastern elements in its course. There are rites vaguely described by Iamblichus in his work On the Mysteries that seem to refer directly to certain spells and recipes from the Greek Magical Papyri, which are more Egyptian than Greek in origin. But these elements are only secondary and serve as alternative methods of doing things; they do not change the core of theurgy. Platonists were too devoted to Plato to change the basic tenets of his doctrines. Iamblichus would not refer to Egyptian rituals for contacting one’s personal daimon if the doctrine of the personal daimon had not been exposed in the Republic, and he would not write about the passing of the soul from the personal daimon to the ruling God if the doctrine of the twelve ruling gods had not been presented in Phaedrus.

It is an invalid generalization to say that Greek thought was entirely rational. There were, of course, schools of thought that focused on rationality, but this is not an excuse for such a generalization, unless one chooses to ignore the numerous references to the supernatural. The decisive step toward this realization was made in the early 1950s with the publication of the monumental work The Greeks and the Irrational by E. R. Dodds. It appears that it took some time for this work to be assimilated by academia, but in the last three decades, many publications and papers on the same premise have seen the light of the day.

The present book argues that the roots of theurgy can be traced as far back as Homer, that is to say as far back as the beginning of the archaic period of Greece. The first part is an overview of the ties of Greek thought with the supernatural, describing the shamanic connections of Pythagoras, Empedocles, and Parmenides that found their way into the works of Plato and were further developed by the Chaldæan Oracles and the Neoplatonists, thus linking the Greek shamanic practices of the late archaic period with the theurgic rites of late antiquity. The second part explores the possible relations of the Odyssey to theurgy, including the famous journey of Odysseus to Hades, mainly focusing on the interpretations of Porphyry in his work On the Cave of the Nymphs, before examining the Iliad in the same way, concentrating particularly on the incident of the funeral pyre of Patroclus and using Proclus’s commentary on Plato’s Republic as a guide. Finally, the book ends with a masterful analysis of the theurgic practice of animating cult statuary.

The Homeric poems are the foundational works of ancient Greek literature and formed the basis of Greek education from the classical period until late antiquity. It is not a surprise that Proclus dedicates so much of his commentary to reconcile the high esteem they enjoyed with Plato’s criticism of them. Even if one is not inclined to accept an actual linear continuity between Homeric era practices and theurgy, there can be little doubt that the latter was at least influenced by the Iliad and the Odyssey, as it was formed within this particular social environment.

IOANNIS MARATHAKIS,
AUTHOR OF THE BOOK OF WISDOM
OF APOLLONIUS OF TYANA:
APOTELESMATA APOLLONII
ATHENS, GREECE


INTRODUCTION

The subject of this book is theurgy. Coined by the Juliani in the second century CE1 in their work, the Chaldæan Oracles, theourgia is a combination of the Greek words theos (divinity) and ergon (work), meaning “to work with deity” or, perhaps, “the work of deity.” Radcliffe G. Edmonds III, professor of Greek in the Classics Department at Bryn Mawr College, has distinguished between two varieties of theurgy: telestic and anagogic. “[The] former refers to the perfection or purification of mortal and material things,” Edmonds writes in his book Drawing Down the Moon: Magic in the Greco-Roman World, “while the latter is a ‘leading up’ of the individual.”2 Not to be confused with thaumaturgy (wonder-working), magia (magic),* or goetia (the evocation of demons), although the practice shares similarities, theurgy essentially concerns the reorientation—and eventual union—of the individual soul with the divine Monad or One.† Theurgy may therefore be seen as a system both philosophical and technical, the ultimate goal of which is the complete ontological reversion of the soul with her creator. Ergo, practically, and in Judeo-Christian terms, theurgy is effectively the Hebrew book of Genesis acted out backward—a veritable reversal of the Fall and a subsequent “reintegration,”3 as Martinèz de Pasqually called it, of one’s being into its pēgē or source. The endgame of theurgy—henosis (mystical union)—is thus the same as that of hesychasm in the Eastern Orthodox Christian Church, a monastic tradition in which practitioners seek divine quietness through uninterrupted prayer and contemplation of God. Both theurgy and the practice or tradition of hesychasm seek theosis, defined as union with God or the deification of humanity. Within the domain of theurgy, the means by which such an apotheosis or divinization is accomplished is via a series of anabatic or upward-moving flights through the various levels of the heavenly cosmos—an anagogic epistrophe or repetition through the fatal causality of the seven planetary spheres and into the region called the Ogdoad and the Ennead—the Hermetic realms of the Ogdoad and the Ennead, as the two superior Hypostases, Nous and Monad, are referred to in the ancient Hermetic treatise The Discourse on the Eighth and the Ninth.4

Outside of the Juliani, the first real mention of theurgy is by the Neoplatonic philosopher Porphyry of Tyre (ca. 234–305 CE). As historian Crystal Addey has argued, Porphyry plays the role of antagonist in his Letter to Anebo, setting up philosophical problems for his able successor, Iamblichus of Chalcis (245–325 CE), to neatly solve in the latter’s homage to theurgy, On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Chaldæans, and Assyrians, resulting in a novel and dynamic representation of two genres of philosophy: problems and solutions (a method of exegesis within Platonism) and the traditional Platonic dialogue.5 Although, even before Porphyry was setting up questions for Iamblichus to knock down, the former had already basically set forth the theory underlying practical theurgy in sections nine through thirteen of his book On the Cave of the Nymphs, an allegorical commentary on Book XIII.102–12 of Homer’s Odyssey. Still, while Porphyry and Iamblichus provided us with the general theory behind theurgy, it wouldn’t be until Greek Neoplatonist philosopher Proclus Lycius (412–485 CE) published his comment on Book XXIII.192–32 of Homer’s Iliad—namely, Essay 6 (I.152.8–153.18)—in his Platonic commentary on the Republic that we would get an idea of how the ritual praktikê (practice) of theurgy might look. Consequently, in regard to both its theory as well as its praxis, while theurgy as such goes back no further than the Juliani and the Chaldæan Oracles in the second century CE, it is notable that both Porphyry* and Proclus locate the precursor and prototype of theurgy within the Homeric epics.

This point is crucial, for the model of the psyche promulgated in theurgy is remarkably similar to the picture of the soul in northern shamanism. Additionally, one dominant consensus has been that, following an influx of “shamanic”† influence from the Scythian and Thracian north, the Greek conception of the psyche or soul underwent significant developments.6 Stanley Lombardo, a former professor of classics at the University of Kansas, writes in the preface to his dual translation of the philosophical poems of Parmenides and Empedocles, for example, that:

Men like Pythagoras, Heraclitus, Parmenides and Empedocles [. . .] resemble Siberian and American Indian shamans—that disappeared from the Greek world in the classical period [. . .]

E. R. Dodds and others, following the lead of the Swiss scholar Karl Meuli, have traced the outlines of a Greek shamanistic tradition that had contact with Asiatic shamanism in Scythia, was evidenced in the eastern Aegean rim and in Crete, and crossed over to southern Italy in the sixth century B.C. with Pythagoras. Parmenides, from Elea in southern Italy, was in this line; and Empedocles, a Sicilian, was its last representative.

A shaman is trained to undertake hazardous spiritual journeys in order to exercise compassion and advance in wisdom, and he often reports his experience in the form of a song, chant or poem. Parmenides’ poem closely resembles such a report, both in the details of the journey recounted in the prologue and in the substance of what the Goddess tells him, which is that the universe and our minds form a mutually committed whole. Dodds calls Empedocles’ fragments “the one first-hand source from which we can still form some notion of what a Greek shaman was really like.”7

All that Lombardo has said of the Presocratics is also applicable to the theurgists and to the Neoplatonists. In point of fact, “the theurgists,” says Peter Kingsley, a scholar recognized for his groundbreaking work on Western spirituality and philosophy, “far from just falling for the ‘orientalizing craze’ of the late Hellenistic period, were finding their inspiration in the same regions and types of lore that had provided much of the underpinning both for Empedocles’ activities and for Pythagorean concerns over half a millennium earlier.”8

During the eighth and seventh centuries BCE, at the time of the composition of the Homeric epics, the ancient Greeks believed that the psyche was not the locus of the self and that the soul, after death, was merely a dim shade of the person who had died, not unlike an echo.9 Moreover, these “shades” were relegated to the province of Hades, in the underworld, where they would be consigned for the duration of their spectral existence. Sometime around the seventh and sixth centuries, however, the ancient Greeks began to see the soul as something more. Following this proposed northern shamanic influence, the soul would come to be thought of instead as the very seat of one’s emotional and intellectual life. Accordingly, matter or the body came to be considered as little more than an organic container or prison for an individual’s psychic vitality. Succeeding death, the soul was then free to unite with To Hen (the One), to intercede for the living,10 or even to reincarnate in another physical form altogether—including “a boy and a girl and a bush and a bird and a fish” and so on, as one cunning Presocratic shaman phrased it.11 More importantly, assuming the form of carnivorous scavengers or predatory raptors, such as carrion crows (or ravens), vultures, eagles, or falcons gave the shamanic soul the potential to leave the body, basically at will, in an indigenous phenomenon known as shamanic flight—what today one might call astral flight or an out-of-body experience.*

Porphyry and Proclus locate the roots of theurgy in the archaic Homeric epics and insist that prototheurgic tendencies (and thus shamanic elements) were already present in ancient Greek culture, even during the eighth century and earlier—a century or more prior to Dodds’s proposed influx of shamanic influence from the “Hyperborean North.” This time line directly conflicts with the proposal that the picture of the soul as a volatile and mobile entity, detected among the Greeks of the seventh and sixth centuries, was imported from the Scythians and Thracians after the composition of the Homeric epics.

Now, to be clear, this is not to say that presence of these shamanic elements were not imported from the North. Thrace, the northern home of the legendary Orpheus, the prototypical hero of katabasis in Greek mythology, or descent into the underworld, has long been associated by the Greeks with Hyperborea—Hyperborea merely implying “hyper-Boreas” or “beyond Boreas,” Boreas being the Greek god of the north wind. The Orphic hymn to this deity, for example, begins:


Boreas, wintry blast

from snowy Thrace,

you make the heavens tremble12




Thus, in the minds of the Greeks, Thrace and Hyperborea were, for all practical purposes, virtual cognates, for the homeland of Dionysus, whose mysteries Orpheus inaugurated, was the same Hyperborean North. However, by Hyperborea, the ancients didn’t just have the North in mind; rather, what they spoke of was the extreme North—the North beyond the North. We’ll get more into that below. As we shall find concerning Epimenides of Crete, a seer and philosopher-poet of the sixth century BCE, there were no doubt close encounters with the Scythians as well.

Another, possibly earlier solution to the problem of the presence of shamanic and thus prototheurgic tendencies within the Homeric epics—assuming they weren’t present in ancient Greek culture already13—is to be found with the mysterious culture(s) that lay behind the murky figures of Abaris the Hyperborean and Aristaeus of Proconnesus, both of whom betray genuine shamanic ties with central and northeast Asia.

Shrouded by the deep past—going back possibly even as early as the eighth century BCE—the character of Abaris the Hyperborean is surrounded by formidable mystery. According to the penetrating research of Kingsley, Abaris:

clearly has the makings and the markings of a shaman—one of those strange, uncontrollable healers and mystics found across the world but especially familiar in the areas around Siberia and Central Asia. [. . .] Abaris is not a Greek name at all. [This] is precisely what, in Greek, the name Abaris meant: “the Aver.” As for the Avers’ ancestral home, the source of their culture and their traditions and skills: it was Mongolia.14

Abaris was said to have been a devotee (or even avatar) of the Hyperborean Apollo. Traveling on, or perhaps as, a golden arrow, Abaris covered impossible distances by flying through the air—not unlike a Middle Age witch brooming her way through the air to the Sabbath. In fact, Porphyry even gave Abaris the epithet Skywalker, a name that, thanks to George Lucas’s Star Wars franchise, has become familiar to many. Further strengthening his ties to our healer-seers, Plato, in his Charmides, connected Abaris the Aver to Dodds’s esteemed Thracian physicians, who used epodai (incantations and charms)15 in their techniques of healing both body and soul. More curious, though, is the fact that the tenth-century Byzantine encyclopedia of the ancient Mediterranean world, known simply as the Souda, actually identifies Abaris as none other than the initiator and teacher of Pythagoras of Samos, the father of Western philosophy.

Another archaic shamanic figure with a reported unnaturally long life span is Aristaeus of Proconnesus, said to have been the son of Apollo and a nymph named Cyrene. Aristaeus authored a now lost travelogue in the form of a poem titled Arimaspea, documenting his journey back toward the Hyperborean region from which Abaris had previously arrived. However, as one might expect, his was no ordinary expedition. Accompanied by the Hyperborean Apollo, Aristaeus is said to have made the trip through the air, in the familiar form of a raven—an animal said to be sacred to Apollo. The Souda, for instance, claimed he had the ability to “make his soul leave and re-enter his body at will.”16 Indeed, Pliny the Elder, in his Naturalis Historia, even recorded having seen a statue of Aristaeus at Proconnesus that depicted his soul emerging from his mouth in the form of a raven. Like Abaris, Aristaeus is allowed an impossibly grand life span by the Greek historian Herodotus (ca. 484–425 BCE), who has the soul-journeying iatromantis suddenly emerge from a cave after some 240 years of subterranean slumber. We will encounter more cave symbolism in the course of this work.

The seventh-century philosopher-poet Epimenides of Crete, who was famous for his preoccupation with katharsis (purification), ritual sacrifice, and funeral reform, is said to have fallen asleep, Rip Van Winkle–style, for fifty-seven years in the Cretan Cave of Ida, sacred to Zeus. To Epimenides’s surprise, when he awoke from his half-century slumber, he possessed the gift of prophecy. Diogenes Laertius (180–240 CE), biographer of the Greek philosophers, records that Epimenides made this underworld descent in the company of none other than Pythagoras of Samos, who was known for his own katabatic feats. And, according to the Souda, like Aristaeus of Proconnesus, Epimenides’s soul could travel out of his body at will. Significantly, when he died, it was discovered that Epimenides’s aged body was decorated with strange, shamanesque tattoos, not unlike the 2,500-year-old Pazyryk mummy known as the Scythian Ukok Princess.17 The possibility that Epimenides held ties with the shamanic Hyperborean North therefore must be taken seriously.

The sixth-century figure Hermontimus of Clazomenae—the final figure we’ll explore before moving on to the Presocratics proper—is equally curious. According to Tertullian and others, Hermontimus was known to lie as though dead while his soul journeyed to faraway locations. Upon waking, he is said to have had the ability to correctly recount the events of the places to which his soul had traveled. His wife, it is claimed, revealed his location to his sworn enemies, the Cantharidae, who maliciously burned down the house wherein his still body lay—Hermontimus’s freed soul in flight. Remarkably, while none of his writings have survived to the present day, Aristotle credits Hermontimus with having first posited nous (meaning “mind” or “thought”) to be a fundamental principle of reality—a notion that is officially attributed to Anaxagoras of Clazomenae, who no doubt postdates Hermontimus. Also of interest—if all of this weren’t enough—is the fact that, Laertius says, Pythagoras went so far as to claim that he was Hermontimus of Clazomenae in a past life.18

Throughout part one of this study, it will be discovered that though descents to the underworld seem to become less and less of a concern the closer we get to the time of Plato and especially of the Neoplatonists, the variety of shamanic soul flights we encountered in Abaris and Aristaeus persisted and appears to have ultimately been translated and expanded into what eventually would come to be called the Chaldæan art of theourgia, or theurgy. The Presocratics, we’ll learn, were far more concerned with katabasis (retreat or descent); the theurgic Neoplatonists, on the other hand, were wholly preoccupied with anabasis (advance or ascent). Although we will indeed touch upon the Presocratics in the first chapter, it is primarily the anabatic flights of the theurgic Neoplatonists with which the book is concerned.

In the pages that follow, we shall identify the precise factors that led two influential Neoplatonists to locate the Homeric epics at the very heart of theurgy. In part two, we’ll take a close look at Porphyry’s commentary on Book XIII.102–12 of Homer’s Odyssey (On the Cave of the Nymphs), which, as we have said, provides the basic theoretical framework supporting theurgic ritual. We will also investigate cases of analogous cosmic models from Porphyry’s own cultural milieu. Then we shall scrutinize Proclus’s commentary on Book XXIII.192–232 of Homer’s Iliad—again, the only substantial instance of a theurgic rite coming precisely from the pen of a known practitioner, for examples of elements pertaining to the ritual practice of theurgy. Finally, in part three, we will examine the theory and praxis behind theurgic telestikē (initiation) in the fascinating form of agalma or statue animation. But before we rush directly into the subject matter of our study, a few words are first in order with regard to the epic poet Homer.

The English guitarist Robert Fripp once said of his musical group that, rather than a specific set of individuals, “King Crimson is [. . .] a way of doing things.”19 Something of the like may be said concerning Homer. While there may not have been simply one Homer, there is certainly a way of doing Homer, and that way is what we would call the Homeric style. This includes the use of elements such as Homeric or Epic Greek language and dactylic hexameter, in which both the Iliad and Odyssey were composed. In addition to the more famous works, numerous other texts have been attributed to Homer, the most notable of which is perhaps the Homeric Hymns, a collection of thirty-three paeans in the Homeric style, each praising a different deity from the ancient Greek pantheon.

Contemporaneous with the poet Hesiod, Homer is said to have been a blind, wandering bard from Chios, an island in the northern Aegean Sea, who lived sometime during the eighth century BCE. According to legend, he was the son of the god of the river Meles and an obscure river nymph called Critheïs. His father originally gave him the name Melesigenes. However, after losing his eyesight as a young man, Melesigenes came to forever be known as simply Homer, which, Pseudo-Herodotus tells us in the Life of Homer, means in the Cumaean vernacular “blind man.”

Although his eyes had failed him, Homer was often said to have another, more subtle variety of sight. Long before Porphyry and Proclus began applying allegorical exegesis to these epic poems, many writers already saw Homer as a great sage and spiritual authority. Herodotus, for instance, credits Homer with privileged knowledge regarding divine subjects.

The Greeks [. . .] were ignorant, so to speak, right up until yesterday or the day before about the origins of the individual gods and whether they were all eternal and what sort of shapes they had, for it is my belief that Homer and Hesiod were four hundred years older than myself and no more. These were the ones who provided the Greeks with an account of the origins of the gods and gave the gods their names and defined their honors and skills and indicated shapes for them. The poets who are said to have lived before these men in fact, in my opinion, lived after them.20

The Stoics also attributed to Homer a predilection for things hidden and divine. Indicating a belief that spiritual matters were intentionally encoded into the Homeric epics by their author(s), Strabo (63 BCE–23 CE), the Greek geographer and historian, says, for example, that:

[e]very discussion of the gods [i.e., all theology] is built upon the examination of opinions and myths. [. . .] It is not an easy thing to solve all the riddles correctly, but when the whole mass of mythically expressed material is placed before you, [. . .] then you might more easily be able to form from it an image of the truth.21

This is precisely the variety of thought we shall encounter later in the Neoplatonists. In regard to what specific truth(s) Homer was privy, in the above excerpt Strabo is silent, although we may be able to get some idea of what is meant from the writings of the neighboring Pythagoreans. According to this philosophical and mystical school, Homer is credited with:

having described the music of the spheres and metempsychosis, and having presented a personification of the monad in Proteus, “who contains the properties of all things just as the monad contains the combined energies of all the numbers.” [Homer] is said to have held such [. . .] doctrines as the existence of a lunar paradise, and his Sirens are transformed into the benevolent Sirens of the Pythagorizing myth of Er in the Republic.22

Ergo, among the ancient Greeks, our epic poet has long enjoyed a privileged position as a spiritual revelator. He was even thought of as a god in the city of Alexandria, where a temple, called the Homereion, was actually erected in honor of his worship.23 In a similar vein, occult author Stephen Skinner reports:

The association of Homer [. . .] with magic was strengthened by his stories about the sorceress Circe in the Odyssey. It is a traditional part of Greek culture to claim that its poetry was more than just manmade, so that quoting Homer for magical reasons for the ancient Greeks, was rather like Christians or Jews quoting passages from the Bible.24

In fact, Homer has been so associated with magic that sixteenth-century occult author Heinrich Cornelius Agrippa von Nettesheim went so far as to refer to the eleventh book of the Odyssey as “the Necromancy of Homer.” In a similar vein, the sixteenth-century grimoire Arbatel de Magia Veterum credits Homer’s special knowledge of psychagogia (i.e., necromancy) to “necromantic spirits.”25

“Aside from their religious significance,” Skinner writes, “passages from Homer were used in divination.” One example of this latter case of bibliomancy is a method involving three dice, referred to as Homeromanteion* found in the Greek Magical Papyri or Papyri Graecae Magicae (PGM).26 Quotations from Homer further bracket the so-called Mithras Liturgy in the PGM—perhaps the most complete, illustrative ritual of soul apathanatismos (immortalization) surviving from late antiquity.

Homer has been referred to as “one of the most influential authors in the widest sense.”27 Along with Greek playwrights such as Aeschylus, Euripides, and Sophocles and Roman poets and prose writers, including Virgil, Ovid, and Apuleius, Homer would go on to influence even a number of ancient Greek philosophers, especially the three “Presocratic poets,”28 as Tom Mackenzie has called them: Xenophanes of Colophon, Parmenides of Elea, and Empedocles of Acragas—all of whom adopt the Homeric style in their respective philosophical verses. Aristotle counted him among “those very ancient people who lived long before the present age and were the first to theologize,”29 leading Porphyry to go so far as to refer to Homer as ho theologos,30 the theologian. In short, in the words of Plato, Homer is veritably the man who “has taught Greece.”31



*In De mysteriis III.28, Iamblichus contrasts theourgikōs with technikōs, the latter of which he seems to conflate with magia (Iamblichus, On the Mysteries, 189–91).

†The One in Neoplatonism refers to the highest good, equated with Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover.

*The problem of Porphyry’s position on theurgy will be discussed in chapter 6.

†While the term ŝaman is limited to the Tungusic peoples of Siberia and northeast Asia, shamanism, for better or for worse, has come to denote virtually any indigenous variety of what religious historian Mircea Eliade has called the archaic “technique of religious ecstasy” (Eliade, Shamanism: Archaic Techniques of Ecstasy, 4). Although, as cultural historian Jeremy Naydler has pointed out, “the mystical ascent to the sky is as central to the Hermetic tradition as it is to both Egyptian and Platonic mysticism” (see Naydler, “Plato, Shamanism and Ancient Egypt”). In any case, the accepted term for the Greek manifestation of a shaman is iatromantis, which means “healer-seer.”

*Other varieties of therianthropy in shamanism include transformation into canine and equine shapes.

*The Homeromanteion is a divinatory text that uses a selection of Homeric verses. See the appendix.



PART I

Porphyry and Proclus’s Para-Homeric Sources




1

KATABASIS AND THE PRESOCRATICS

A Survey of Underworld Descents in Philosophy Prior to Plato

Theurgy is a process of anabasis or magical ascent whereby practitioners, such as the Neoplatonists,* including Porphyry1 and especially Iamblichus and Proclus, achieved henosis or mystical union with a deity, the Demiurge or the One.† However, anabasis was not always of primary importance, or even of interest, to many of the ancient Greek philosophers and poets. More than five hundred years before the Neoplatonists arrived on the scene, Presocratic poets and philosophers, including Pythagoras of Samos, Parmenides of Elea, and Empedocles of Acragas, were preoccupied instead with katabasis—a dreamy descent to the domain of the dead and to the dark goddess who rules over that realm.

For the Platonists, katabasis was understood as the descent of the soul into a body upon incarnation. Hades, additionally, was allegorized and viewed as the very world that we, as embodied beings, inhabit.2 Socrates says to Callicles in Plato’s Gorgias, for instance, “[perhaps] in reality we’re dead. Once I even heard one of the wise men say that we are now dead and that our bodies are our tombs.”3 Again, in the Phaedo, Plato has Socrates say to Simmias of Thebes: “[we], who dwell in the hollows of [the earth], are unaware of this and we think we live above.”4 And, later in the same dialogue: “Those who are deemed to have lived an extremely pious life are freed and released from the regions of the earth as from a prison; they make their way up to a pure dwelling place and live on the surface of the earth.”5 Therefore, the only way to go, for Plato and his successors, was up—in an anabatic flight to the gods, the Demiurge and the One, through the various planetary spheres that separate the divine nous and Monad from the sensible world of appearances below. Theurgy was the means by which such an anabasis was accomplished. The Presocratics, conversely, leaving Mount Olympus to the gods for the most part, focused their energies instead upon katabasis, on transporting themselves to the netherworld.

The ancient Ionian Greek philosopher Pythagoras of Samos, recognized as the father of Western philosophy, is said to have descended to Hades by entering an underground cave. While Pythagoras left no writings of his own, the late Neoplatonic philosopher Algis Uždavinys explains that:

the subterranean tomb-like chamber represents Hades for Pythagoras. Hence, Pythagoras descended into Hades, that is, the subterranean holy chamber (like the Holy of Holies, entered by the Jewish High Priest on the occasion of Yom Kippur) that he had made himself, according to Diogenes Laertius (Vitae phil. 2). When he came up, withered and looking like a Shaiva ascetic, he said that “he had been down to Hades and even read out his experiences [aloud to the crowd].”6
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