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Editor’s Preface to the Present Volume

The present monograph is a revision of Dr. Alexander J. ‘Zeke’ Mazur’s 2010
doctoral dissertation (submitted to the Committee on the History of Culture,
University of Chicago, August 2010), a pioneering work in the study of Plotinus
and his relationship with Gnosticism, particularly with reference to the Coptic
Gnostic works discovered near Nag Hammadji, Egypt, ca. December 1945. Many
scholars, including myself, obtained copies of the long-awaited dissertation as
soon as they were available and were impressed by its depth and originality. In
2011, Dr. Mazur submitted the dissertation to Nag Hammadi and Manichaean
Studies for publication, and the series’ managing editor at the time for Nag
Hammadi, Prof. Einar Thomassen, accepted it on a provisional basis. This was
welcome news, as anyone who had read the dissertation understood that it is a
truly significant contribution to the study of Plotinus as well as the philosophi-
cal import of the Nag Hammadi Codices.

Following his tragic, unexpected death in August 2016, Dr. Mazur’s notes and
work-in-progress were given to his mentor and collaborator Prof. Jean-Marc
Narbonne. Together with Prof. Narbonne, Prof. John D. Turner (f2019) went
about the task of sorting through Dr. Mazur’s (digital) Nachlass so as to de-
termine what might be brought to publication. Thanks to the efforts of Prof.
Narbonne as well as Dr. Francis Lacroix, a set of Dr. Mazur’s studies focused
principally on Plotinus'’s treatise Against the Gnostics (Ennead 11.9[33]) has al-
ready been published in English,! with an abridged version in French to fol-
low in the Collection Budé. Meanwhile, at the June 2017 conference of the
International Society of Neoplatonic Studies in Olomouc, Czech Republic,
Prof. Turner and I agreed that Mazur’s dissertation was already sufficiently
developed to be published without significant editing of content, that Mazur
himself would have wanted to see its publication (given proper editorial care),
and that we should undertake editorial work on its style and formatting.

It was not difficult to organize a circle of Dr. Mazur’s friends and colleagues
who agreed to share the assignment. Over the course of 2018—2020, Prof. Kevin
Corrigan, Dr. Ivan Miroshnikov, Dr. Tuomas Rasimus, and Prof. Turner very
generously contributed their time, expertise, and effort in editing this book
for style and formatting. I shared in their labors and coordinated the team,

1 Zeke Mazur, Introduction and Commentary to Plotinus’s Treatise 33 (I1.9) Against the Gnostics’
and Related Studies, edited by Francis Lacroix and Jean-Marc Narbonne (Zetesis; Laval:
Presses de I'Université Laval, 2019).
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with the invaluable support of my assistants at the Freie Universitét Berlin,
Elisabeth Koch, Janik Petersdorff, and Philipp Scharfenberger. It is thanks to
these individuals that Dr. Mazur’s brilliant dissertation has enjoyed a worthy
x6apunois and finally been made available to the scholarly community beyond
those who had access to the original Chicago dissertation, in a state that should
invite the engagement of scholars of Neoplatonism, Nag Hammadi studies,
and related fields.

Prof. Turner and I agreed from the start that the best way to respect Dr. Mazur's
work was to change as little of the Chicago dissertation as possible—to clean up
what was already there, permitting the treasures this silenos already conceals
to shine all the more. Thus, we have not significantly edited Mazur’s arguments
or interpretations of evidence, nor his prose. Nor have we added reference to
any of the significant secondary literature on Plotinus and the Gnostics which
has appeared in the last decade.? Rather, the team, to the best of its ability,
corrected typos and references, controlled the Greek and Coptic text, removed
the occasional spurious reference (never with significant effect on Dr. Mazur’s
argument), and standardized references, formatting, and bibliography. Details
regarding references and translations are found on the following pages.

The relationship between Gnosticism and later Platonism, and in particular
the thought of Plotinus and Porphyry, is one of the most exciting and promis-
ing trajectories of research today for scholars of later Greek philosophy, an-
cient Christianity, and Coptology alike. With the passing of Dr. Mazur in 2016
and Prof. Turner in 2019, the investigation of this trajectory has lost two of its

2 Monographs include Jean-Marc Narbonne, Plotinus in Dialogue with the Gnostics (Studies in
Platonism, Neoplatonism, and the Platonic Tradition 11; Leiden; Boston: Brill, 2011); Nicola
Spanu, Plotinus, Ennead’ II 9 [33] Against the Gnostics> A Commentary (Studia Patristica
Supplement 1; Leuven: Peeters, 2012); Dylan M. Burns, Apocalypse of the Alien God: Platonism
and the Exile of Sethian Gnosticism (Divinations; Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania
Press, 2014); Sebastian Gertz, Plotinus. Ennead I1.9: Against the Gnostics: Translation, with
an Introduction and Commentary (The Enneads of Plotinus; Las Vegas; Ziirich; Athens:
Parmenides Press, 2017); Nicholas Banner, Philosophic Silence and the ‘One’ in Plotinus
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2018). Volumes of papers with relevant studies
include but are not limited to Kevin Corrigan and Tuomas Rasimus, with Dylan M. Burns,
Lance Jenott, and Zeke Mazur (eds.), Gnosticism, Platonism, and the Late Ancient World:
Essays in Honour of John D. Turner (Nag Hammadi and Manichaean Studies 82; Leiden: Brill,
2013); Gnosis: Journal of Gnostic Studies 1—2 (2016); Helmut Seng and Giulia Sfamena Gasparro
(eds.), Theologische Orakel in der Spdtantike (Bibliotheca Chaldaica 5; Universitdtsverlag
Winter: Heidelberg, 2016); Helmut Seng, Luciana Soares Santoprete, and Chiara O. Tommasi
Moreschini (eds.), Formen und Nebenformen des Platonismus in der Spdtantike (Bibliotheca
Chaldaica 6; Universititsverlag Winter: Heidelberg, 2016); Chiara O. Tommasi, Luciana Soares
Santoprete, and Helmut Seng (eds.), Hierarchie und Ritual: Zur philosophischen Spiritualitdit
in der Spdtantike (Bibliotheca Chaldaica 7; Universititsverlag Winter: Heidelberg, 2018).
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greatest minds and advocates. It is the hope of the ‘friends of Zeke’ who edited
the present volume that its publication will stimulate others to reflect further
on Plotinus, his mysterious friends, and the significance of the Nag Hammadi
texts for our understanding of religion and philosophy in late antiquity and
beyond.

Dylan Michael Burns
Berlin-Charlottenburg, 5 May 2020
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Editor’s Note on References, Editions,
and Translations

The style guide used by the editorial team for this volume was the SBL
Handbook of Style (2014), although some of Dr. Mazur’s preferences remain
unchanged: for instance, primary sources are almost never abbreviated, but
given with full Latin title. A list of the abbreviations that are used throughout
are found below.

Only those primary sources which are quoted in the text are listed in the
bibliography. Primary sources are listed in the bibliography by modern editor
or translator, with the exception of Plotinus himself (under “Plotinus”). Greek
sources appear to have been translated by Dr. Mazur, presumably with refer-
ence to available translations.

Dr. Mazur’s treatment of the text of Plotinus merits special mention. He
quoted the Greek text of Plotinus according to the editio maior of Henry and
Schwyzer (H-S'), while adapting the translations of Armstrong in the Loeb
Classical Library. However, Armstrong’s Greek text is based upon the editio
minor (H-S2), not the editio maior (H-S!), and includes other emendations not
found in H-S In cases where the text of Armstrong does not agree with that of
H-S!, Dr. Mazur has usually (but not always) opted for Armstrong. Accordingly,
where the two editions differ, the team has indicated the discrepancy by putting
the reading rejected by Mazur in brackets. Thus, “tfj aloffoel [H-St: Siadécet]”
(at v1i.g[9].7.17—21) means that here, Armstrong’s text does not agree with H-S!,
and Mazur has preferred Armstrong’s aicénoet to H-S's Siaféaet. Conversely, “Ei
[Armstrong, LcL: "Ett]” (at v.8[31].11.1-19) means that here, Armstrong’s text
does not agree with H-S!, and Mazur has preferred H-S's Ei to Armstrong’s "Ett.

Coptic sources are with reference to the editions published in the Coptic
Gnostic Library (cGL) published by Brill (Robinson 2000), except for the
‘Platonizing’ Sethian texts, where Dr. Mazur preferred the editions of the
Bibliothéque Copte de Nag Hammadi (BCNH) published by Les Presses de
I'Université Laval and Peeters (Barry, Funk, Poirier, and Turner 2000; Funk,
Poirier, and Turner 2000; Funk, Poirier, and Scopello 2004), at times with fur-
ther reference to the oeuvre of Turner, as noted. Word division of the Coptic text
follows the rules outlined in Till 1941. Translations of Coptic sources are usually
those found in CGL, unaltered or slightly modified, as noted; the ‘Platonizing’
Sethian texts appear to be translated by Mazur himself. Sigla in the treatment
of the Coptic text follow the Leiden Conventions, with the exception that the
ellipse ... is used to mark skipped text, while [...] marks a lacuna of three letters
or more (rather than three dots indicating a lacuna of three letters).
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Author’s Preface
[Abstract to the Chicago Dissertation)|

The essential point of this book is to demonstrate that a crucial element of
Plotinus’s thought—his conception of mystical union with the One—cannot
be understood solely within the conventional history of philosophy, or as the
product of a unique, sui generis psychological propensity, but rather must be
reconceptualized in the broader context of contemporaneous Gnostic thought
and praxis. The conclusion is that Plotinus tacitly patterned his mystical ascent
to the One on a type of visionary ascent ritual that is first attested in Gnostic
sources. These sources include the Platonizing Sethian tractates Zostrianos
(NHC vIIL,1) and Allogenes (NHC X1,3) of which we have Coptic translations
from Nag Hammadi and whose Greek Vorlagen were known to have been read
in Plotinus’s school.

The argument has three essential components: First, [1] Plotinus’s ascent
towards union involves a contemplative reversion upon the “center-point”
of the self, which is, in effect, a hypernoetic and hyperontic aspect of the su-
preme principle—the One—that abides within the human subject. At the
penultimate moment, just prior to the ultimate union or coalescence with the
supreme principle, Plotinus describes an experience of a sudden, luminous
vision of this transcendental self. [2] This momentary self-apprehension de-
liberately recapitulates the first eternal moments of ontogenesis, in which the
prenoetic efflux from the One reverts to its source—its former self—to ac-
quire delimitation and independent subsistence as hypostatic Being-Intellect.
In fact, Plotinus considers these two moments of self-apprehension—the
one mystical, the other primordial—to be homologous or even identical, and
he believes the transcendental principle within the self to be consubstantial
with the prenoetic efflux of the One. Finally, [3] a very similar schema—one
that identifies the primordial and mystical moments of self-apprehension—
is prominent, and in many ways more explicit, in the Coptic versions of the
Platonizing Sethian ascent tractates whose Greek antecedents were read and
critiqued in Plotinus’s circle (as well as in related Platonizing Sethian trea-
tises), and in earlier, “classic” Sethian, Hermetic, and Valentinian literature).
The Sethian tractates describe an ascent through the complex metaphysical
armature mediating between the cosmos and the unknowable, transcendent
deity. As in Plotinus, the Sethian aspirant undertakes a mystical self-reversion
and experiences a moment of self-apprehension during the final stages of
the ascent; this is explicitly described as a residual, indwelling imprint of the
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reflexive self-manifestation of the transcendent deity during the first eter-
nal moment of ontogenesis. Despite their different approaches and much-
discussed philosophical disagreements, the resemblance between Plotinus’s
mysticism and these Gnostic comparanda are too robust to be coincidental,
and suggest that Plotinus developed his own mysticism in close dialogue with
contemporaneous Gnostics. This conclusion suggests that we must reconcep-
tualize the nature of the relationship between sectarian praxis and academic
philosophy in late antiquity, and accord to the former a far greater agency than
is usually assumed.






CHAPTER 1

Introduction: The Gnostic Background of
Plotinus’s Mysticism

1 The Fundamental Problem of Plotinian Mysticism

11 Introduction

Plotinus (~205—270 CE) occupies a position of enormous importance—what
E.R. Dodds called a “nodal point”—in the course of European intellectual his-
tory. Yet Plotinus’s greatest influence has not been upon academic philosophy
senso strictu, but rather upon the history of religions.2 One of the most strik-
ing and apparently original aspects of Plotinus’s thought—the “end and goal”
(telos ... kai skopos) of his life and philosophy, according to Porphyry—was his
notion of a full-fledged mystical union: that is, the conjunction, assimilation,
coalescence, or complete identification of the innermost core of the human
subject with the transcendent One ‘above’ Being and Intellect.? In several pas-
sages throughout the Enneads, Plotinus describes this event as an overwhelm-
ingly intense subjective experience that culminates a contemplative ‘ascent.’ At
the climactic moment—to give one example—the aspirant “neither sees nor
distinguishes nor imagines two, but as if having become another and not him-
self nor belonging to himself there, having come to ‘belong’ to [the One], he is
one, as if having attached center to center”;* or, in another passage, “[T]here
was not even any reason or thinking, nor even a self at all, if one must say even
this; but he was as if snatched away or divinely possessed, in quiet solitude
and stillness, having become motionless and indeed having become a kind of

1 Dodds 1960, 1; see also Cilento 1974.

2 So pervasive are Neoplatonic conceptions in contemporary religious discourse that virtually
every expression of ‘spirituality’ consciously or unconsciously draws upon language and con-
ceptions that can be traced back either directly to Plotinus, or indirectly to him via late an-
tique pagan and Christian interpreters such as Porphyry, Augustine, and pseudo-Dionysius.

3 Thisnotion of the First principle had ultimately derived from a conflation of the Good beyond
Being in Respublica 509bg and the absolute One of the First Hypothesis of the Parmenides
137c ff.

4 Plotinus, Enneads v1.9[9].10.14—17: Téte pév odv ofite 8p& 0v8¢ Saxpivet & dp@v 00dE pavtdletar
b0, dAN ofov 8Xhog yevduevos xat olx 0v8E pavtdletar 800, AN ofov 8Ahog Yevbpevos xal olx adtdg
008" ahtod guvTeAel éxel, xdxeivou YeVOUEVOS €V EaTIV DOTIEP XEVTPW KEVTPOV TuVAag. [See com-
plete passage in Appendix A1].

© ALEXANDER J. MAZUR, 2021 DOI:10.1163/9789004441712_002
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stasis.”® It must be emphasized that we are not dealing with a mere rhetorical
flourish or a conventional metaphor, but rather with something that Plotinus
understood to be a discrete, transformative event. He repeatedly implies that
he has himself experienced mystical union with the One first-hand®—he often
makes cryptic intimations to the effect that “whoever has seen, knows what
I mean""—and Porphyry provides objective confirmation that his teacher at-
tained such a union on four occasions while the two men were together: “[For
Plotinus] the end and goal was to be united to, and to approach, the god who
is above all things; and he attained this goal four times while I was with him,
in an unutterable actuality and not in [mere] potentiality.® This remarkable
notion of a mystical union has been enormously influential not just on the
subsequent Neoplatonic tradition—for example, echoes may be found in the
theurgical ideas of both Iamblichus and Proclus—but also upon what I will
call, for lack of a better word, the “mysticism” at the heart of the medieval
Jewish, Christian, and Islamic traditions. In this sense Plotinus is undoubt-
edly an innovator. Since a similarly robust notion of mystical union did not
exist in the prior philosophical or orthodox theological traditions, we may
credit Plotinus with the introduction of this concept to Western theological
discourse.? Indeed, the notion of unio mystica has become so commonplace
that it is very easy to neglect the historical importance of Plotinus in this

5 VI.9[9].11.11-16. GAN 003 Adyog 003E TIg vénalg 00d’ SAwg adTds, €l Sel xal TodTo Aéyew. AW domep
apmacbeis 1) évhovaidoag Moyl év EpNuw xal XaTACTAGEL YeyéwTal ATpepel, Tf adtod odaia
obdapfj dmoxhivwy 008E Tept ATV aTPEPOMEVDS, ETTAS TIAVTY) Xal olov GTATIS YEVOUEVOS.

6 E.g,Plot.1.6[1].7.1-14;V1.9[9].7.14—26, 9.50—60, 10.9—21, 11.8—25; 111.8[ 30].10.31-35; V.8[ 31].11.1—
19; V.5[32].8.3—23; V1.7[38].34.8—21, 36.10—21; V.3[49].17.28—38, etc. [See complete passages in
Appendix A].

7 E.g,vig[9].9.46-47.

8 Porphyry, Vita Plotini 23.14-18: 'E@dvy) yodv T ITAwTtive axomds &yyd0t vaiwy. Téhog yap adTé xal
oxomdS v 10 Evwdivar xai mehdoa ¢ emtl ot Be@. "Etuye 8¢ tetpduig mov, 8te adTd cuviy, Tod
axomod TohTov Evepyeia dppY)Tew xai o SuvapEL.

9 Despite the seminal nature and eminent originality of his thought, it is generally recognized
that it did not develop in a vacuum, but emerged from a prior tradition of Middle Platonic
interpretation. The relative influence of this prior tradition with respect to his own original
contribution—and the vexing question of Plotinus’s immediate sources—remains a peren-
nial topic of debate primarily because the evidence for Middle Platonism remains so frag-
mentary. Convincing antecedents for Plotinus’s mystical union cannot be found in any of
the usual Middle Platonic suspects, such as Philo, Maximus of Tyre, Numenius, Alcinous,
Apuleius, and so on. Dodds 1965, 84 points out Plotinus’s originality in this respect, although
he attempts to distinguish the ‘genuine’ mysticism of Plotinus from Gnostic, magical, and
mysteriosophic comparanda that I believe comprise the immediate context of Plotinian
mysticism. I have discussed the relation of Plotinian mysticism to contemporaneous ritual
praxis extensively in two articles—Mazur 2003 and Mazur 2004—and these articles may be
considered a point of reference for this introduction.
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regard. The background of Plotinus’s mysticism therefore merits more careful
and sustained attention than it has received.

The fundamental question at the origin of this dissertation, then, is this. If
indeed we take seriously Plotinus’s accounts of his own contemplative ascent
and mystical union with the One (hereafter, “‘MU0”), we may wonder [a] what,
then, in practical terms, was he doing—or what did he think he was doing—on
the extraordinary occasions when he achieved such a union? And [b] how, and
in what terms, can this practice be understood, and in which religious or intel-
lectual context, historically speaking, should it be situated?

Any attempt to answer these questions immediately confronts several com-
plexities. First, what exactly Plotinus was doing in practice remains largely
enigmatic because his many passages describing mystical ascent consist pri-
marily of evocative allusion rather than practical detail. More problematic for
the historian of philosophy, however, is the fact that according to Plotinus’s
explicit statements, the act of union itself necessarily exceeds the parameters
of conventional—i.e., discursive—pbhilosophical praxis.’? The One is hyperon-
tic and hypernoetic, as it is the source of both Being and Intellect; its absolute
unity renders it inaccessible to ordinary intellection, which entails at least the
minimal logical duality between subject and object of knowledge. In Plotinus’s
schema, the mystical union with the One occurs only after a lengthy process of
preparation, a philosophical ‘ascent’ involving a progressive purification of the
soul from extraneous concerns and gradual assimilation of the individual con-
sciousness to the hypostatic Intellect. Until this point, discursive philosophy
is necessary, but in order to ascend beyond this level and attain the ultimate
moment of unity with the One beyond Intellect and even Being itself (MmU0),
the ordinary self-knowing of Nous must be discarded, and the knowledge of
the intelligible realm that the aspirant had so assiduously struggled to obtain
through the practice of dialectic must be rejected in increasingly radical acts
of negation or abstraction (aphairesis). Plotinus often describes the ultimate
moment of MUO with the traditional Platonic language of divine possession or
even erotic frenzy; and yet while Plato had used these images metaphorically
to describe the heights of dialectical philosophy, Plotinus clearly uses them
to indicate something quite different: an extraordinary, non-rational state of
consciousness, or “ecstasy” (ekstasis). Whatever he means by this, it is certain
that the final stages of ascent fall outside the purview of conventional philo-
sophical praxis. If we are to understand Plotinus’s notion of mystical union
from an intellectual-historical perspective, we must broaden our horizon to

10 E.g,vig[9].41-3.



4 CHAPTER 1

include conceptions and methods beyond those of the narrow confines of an
‘internalist’ history of philosophy.

The depth of the problem is evident from Pierre Hadot’s admission, even
after decades of rigorous and impassioned research on Plotinus’s mysticism,
that he remains utterly bewildered about its nature.!! The past century has
seen a proliferation of studies exploring the relation of Plotinus’s mysticism
to his metaphysics, and more recent scholarship has also come to a substan-
tial appreciation of the philosophically rigorous aspects of Plotinus’s mystical
thought.2 There remains a deep reticence, almost anxiety, about the practical
side of Plotinian mysticism, for which, I suspect, there exists a rather simple
explanation.!® Plotinus’s experience of union with the One is undoubtedly,
but ambiguously, integrated with his ‘objective’ metaphysical system, but his
account of this experience at some point leaves aside objective metaphysical
discourse and passes into the more inscrutable realm of what is today often
considered a kind of psychological phenomenology. While we can follow the
general sweep of Plotinus’s discursive arguments up to a point, there is some
imprecise moment in the course of his mystical passages when the sense of
the text soars beyond our ability to follow, so to speak, from ‘within’ the nar-
rative logic; we suddenly find ourselves on the ‘outside,” having become mere
spectators of something for which we have no fund of personal experience, nor
even conceptual categories, on which to rely.!* To be clear: the problem is not
merely that of the supposed incommunicability of any subjective experience;
rather, it is that Plotinus appeals to certain extraordinary kinds of subjective
experience to which we ourselves—or so we think—do not have access.!

11 Hadot 2001, 134: “Mais en quoi consiste réellement I'éxperience elle-méme, et comment
sexplique-t-elle? C'est cela le plus important et je suis totalement incapable de le dire.
Jai essayé, par mes travaux sur Plotin, d'apporter des éléments de réponse. Mais c’est une
bien mince contribution, car le probleme est gigantesque.” While Hadot’s humility in this
regard is rare among Plotinian scholars, he is not alone in this sentiment; see Meijer 1992.

12 Most notably, Lloyd 1990. For a review of the literature, see Bussanich 1994 and the sum-
mary in Mazur 2003.

13 That is, besides the recent scholarly skepticism concerning the category of religious
experience itself.

14  In the context of Plotinus’s passages describing ascent to the One there are a number
of discrete transition-points at which the objective language of metaphysics is suddenly
supplanted by appeals to subjective (mystical) experience; thus, for example, 1.6[1].9.6-7;
V1.9[9].4.11-16; 9.46—47, 11.7, V1.5[23].7.4-13; V.8[31].11.1; V.5[32].7.29-35; V1.7[38].22.1-5,
31.1-17, 34.11-12; VI.8[39].15.14; V.3[49].17.28—32. The sudden shifts of language of these
and other similar passages deserve further study. Also interesting is his intimation at
1.3[20].1.13-19 of a second phase of philosophical practice that transcends dialectic.

15  Although he does frequently appeal to sexual experience to express MUO to one who
has not experienced it; on the non-metaphorical aspect of Plotinus’s erotic imagery, see
Mazur 2009.
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2 Problems with the Prior Scholarship on Plotinian Mysticism

While the topic of Plotinus’s mysticism has received a great deal of scholarly
attention—at least from those scholars who do not believe this aspect of his
thought to be an embarrassing and irrelevant concession to sub-philosophical
irrationality'®—it has rarely been treated with the rigorous philological and
historical attention that it deserves. On the one hand, the subtleties of lan-
guage and the doctrinal ambiguity that often permeate Plotinus’s descriptions
of the final stages of ascent are open to innumerable misinterpretations, and
these passages have too often simply been dismissed as the meaningless stut-
terings of a mystic struggling vainly to communicate an ineffable experience.
On the other hand, in the occasional studies in which Plotinus’s mystical texts
have been examined with sufficient attention, they have been analyzed pri-
marily for their doctrinal rather than their practical content, and the questions
addressed usually pertain more to contemporary controversies in compara-
tive epistemology than to Plotinus’ own concerns. Plotinian mysticism itself
has therefore been studied in virtual isolation from its own religio-historical
context.!”

2.1 The History of Philosophy and the Study of Mysticism

A more general methodological problem that has beleaguered the previous
research is the intrinsic discomfort of the discipline of the history of philoso-
phy with claims to non-discursive knowledge and ineffable experience (not
to mention the popular association of ‘mysticism’ with unphilosophical mys-
tification or imprecision).!® In an attempt to preserve Plotinian mysticism for
the history of philosophy, properly speaking, and/or as a topic of intelligible
discourse, scholars have sometimes wanted to understand MUO as merely the
apex of a progressively abstract process of reflexive cogitation; thus, many in-
fluential scholars have tended to emphasize and perhaps exaggerate the intel-
lectual aspect of the final stages of union, however exceptional they grant such
a cognitive process may be.!® And yet, while it is certain that identification
with the hypostatic Intellect is necessary for MU0, it is not sufficient; Plotinus

16 As does, for example, Gerson 1994, 218—24.

17 There have been a few exceptions, often little noticed, such as Cumont 1921—22; see dis-
cussion in Mazur 2003; idem 2004.

18  Notable exceptions include, inter alia, Sells 1994, esp. ch. 1 [on Plotinus]) and Rappe 2000.

19  Thus, for example, according to Hadot 1980; similarly, Beierwaltes 1987, 39—49: Plotinian
ekstasis is “das Resultat der bis zu ihrer Spitze hin gefuhrten Reflexion, aktiver Uberstieg
des Denkens tiber sich selbst ...”; see also idem 1985. While not entirely inaccurate, these
descriptions tend to de-emphasize the extraordinary, hypernoetic, and transcendent as-
pect of Plotinian MmuoO.
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makes it clear that it is not the ordinary Intellect that attains the One, but
rather some more mysterious, internal faculty: the “inner” Intellect, the “lov-
ing Intellect,” the “Intellect which is not Intellect,” and so on. Indeed, Plotinus
frequently emphasizes that the intellect must be entirely discarded at the mo-
ment of union: “if you want to grasp the ‘isolated and alone, you will not think”;
since “it is not thought, nor is there any thinking about it";?° “one wishing to con-
template what transcends the intelligible will contemplate it once he has quit
the intelligible”;?' “because it is Intellect, it looks, when it looks [at the One],
with that of itself which is not Intellect”;?? and many other examples of the non-
intellective aspect of MUO abound.?3 Therefore it seems insufficient to explain
Plotinus’s actual practice of MUO as merely a heightened, exceptional form of
ordinary philosophical contemplation. Not only does this risk misinterpreting
the subtleties of Plotinus’s own thought, but it also reinforces the internalist
explanation for his mysticism, which in turn enables what is, I believe, an erro-
neous historical decontextualization. There is a real, practical ambiguity here
that deserves more direct attention than it has previously received.
Conversely, however, Plotinian MUO is sometimes understood to be an in-
approachably subjective, ineffable, or private experience beyond the range of
objective scholarly inquiry, an experience which only an exceptional individ-
ual like Plotinus himself—one endowed with some unique psychological or
spiritual propensity—could attain. Contributing to this view is the notion that
“unio mystica”—of which Plotinus’s is considered a paradigmatic example—
is a nearly universal, cross-cultural human psychological phenomenon, one
which needs no further explanation than the presentation of a flurry of pu-
tative analogues.?* This assumption has created all kinds of mischief. First,

20 V.3[49].13.32—33: 1) Epnuov xail pévov €dv €0eMong AaBely, ob vonoeLg; 13.36: 00T odv ardtd voely
ot €ott vénaig adtod.

21 V.5[32].6.19—20: xai 6 fedoacbor 6EAwy TO Eméxeva Tod vonTod TO vonTov mav dgels BedaeTar.

22 V.5[32].8.22—23: 6Tt ol voig, oltw PAEmel, Gt BAémel, TG £quTtod Uy v.

23 Thus, inter alia, v1.9[9].11.11; v1.7[38].35.33—-36, 35.44—45. That noetic language was often
used in Plotinus’s time to describe non-discursive approaches to transcendental reality
is indicated by its occurrence, for instance, in the Chaldaean Oracles (frag. 1, 2, 115, and
116); in the case of the Oracles, however—which is assumed to be a ritual (theurgical) and
not a ‘philosophical’ text—few would attempt to argue that the noetic language actually
refers to discursive and / or philosophical thought.

24  This assumption is made both by those who believe in a “common core” underlying all
mystical experience and also those who believe the cultural and religious context deter-
mines the experience. S. Katz 1978 has argued that the subjective experience(s) under-
lying the various polymorphous accounts are invariably mediated by prior theological
assumptions, and that no unmediated experience (of the sort Plotinus claims to have had
of the One) is possible. My own position on this matter is neither “constructivist” nor “pe-
rennialist”; rather, while I believe that there is insufficient epistemological justification
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Plotinus’s MUO has often been examined from the phenomenological perspec-
tive of (what are now outdated) comparative theories of mysticism;25 much
of the discussion has therefore been focused on its classification according
to R. C. Zaehner’s simplistic and now-outmoded categories of “monistic” or
“theistic” mysticism, which are especially unhelpful in the case of Plotinus.26
Perhaps, more importantly, the assumption of the universality of “mystical
union” has served to de-historicize Plotinus’s own mystical union by undercut-
ting its relative uniqueness and chronological priority and thus masking its
seminal influence upon the subsequent tradition of theological discourse to
which it is then anachronistically compared.??

Yet there are in fact several reasons to doubt that Plotinus’s mysticism was
congenital or the result of a particularly unique propensity. First, along with
this view come certain implicit assumptions often tacitly drawn from com-
parison with Christian mystics, for whom, it is believed, the mystical ecstasy
is typically spontaneous or involuntary—almost convulsive—and cannot be
consciously willed or induced, even if it sometimes occurs after long periods of
prayer.28 Whether this is an accurate representation of the nature of Christian
mysticism in general or not, the subtle implication of the repeated comparison

for Katz’s claim that there is no such thing as unmediated experience, this nevertheless
does not mean that “unio mystica,” in the strict sense, is a universal human psychologi-
cal phenomenon; rather, it is a concept with a specific and potentially traceable history, a
history in which Plotinus plays a significant if not foundational role; see my discussion in
Mazur 2003. Also contra Katz, see, for example, S. B. King 1988 and Adam 2002.

25  See the observations of Bussanich 1997. The influence of S. Katz’s neo-Kantianism has
led those sympathetic to both Plotinus and to Kant to misinterpret the former so as to
harmonize his views with the latter. For example, Arp 2004, unsatisfied with the theistic /
monistic dichotomy, but under the strong influence of Katz, has tried to argue for a kind
of middle way, a “mediated union” that does not transcend the intellect. This position
seems to me entirely untenable and requires a complete inversion of Plotinus’s explicit
statements.

26  The monistic / theistic distinction has even been used to support (what I believe to be
a largely misleading) distinction between Plotinian and Gnostic mystical metaphysics;
thus Elsas 1975, 256—59).

27  Therelative novelty of Plotinus’s mysticism is noted, for example, by Armstrong 1967, 195.

28  One might take as typical the 16th-century Spanish mystic John of the Cross. Referring to
direct contact with God, John of the Cross writes, “A man is incapable of reaching this sub-
lime knowledge through any comparison or imagining of his own, because it transcends
what is naturally attainable ... God usually grants these divine touches, which cause cer-
tain remembrances of him, when the soul is least expecting or thinking of them ... Since
this knowledge is imparted to the soul suddenly, without exercise of free will, a person
does not have to be concerned about desiring it or not. He should simply remain humble
and resigned about it, for God will do his work at the time and in the manner he wishes”
(from The Ascent of Mt. Carmel, Book 2, in Collected Works, 195—96).
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of Plotinus to this later tradition is that his experience was of a similar kind.2®
Yet this kind of paroxysmal or involuntary experience is in fact quite foreign to
Plotinus. While he does occasionally suggest that the ultimate stage of union
must be awaited quietly after the necessary propaedeutic exercises®*—thus
preserving the absolute autarkeia of the transcendent principle itself3'—his
account of the final phases of ascent suggests a deliberate control of con-
sciousness, a meditative discipline with several discrete stages, paradoxically
including both the aphairetic negation of cognition and, simultaneously, acts
of deliberate visualization and the evocation of intense affective experience.
When the One ‘arrives, it may do so “suddenly” (exaiphnés), but it does not just
spontaneously appear.32

Second, that Plotinus’s mysticism was not simply a matter of his innate
psychological constitution is suggested by Porphyry’s biographical anecdote
(Vita Plotini 3.7-17) about Plotinus’s search for a teacher in his 28th year.
According to Porphyry, Plotinus became despondent while making the rounds
of the most respected teachers in Alexandria, until a friend eventually referred
him to Ammonius Saccas, with whom Plotinus stayed. After studying under
Ammonius—his virtual guru—for eleven years, and acquiring a complete
mastery of philosophy, he was still not entirely satisfied in his quest for knowl-
edge, and set out on (an eventually abortive) expedition to Asia to learn about

29  Here I will not get involved in the debate between the competing ‘perennialist’ and
‘contextualist’ interpretations of mystical experience, a debate that has arisen following
S. Katz's initial argument that mystical experience itself, and not merely its expression,
is entirely conditioned by the cultural or religious context of the mystic. I suspect this
debate has actually served as a mask for a deeper (but equally fruitless) debate between
theistic and nontheistic positions. The tacit assumption is that two experiences can only
truly be the ‘same’ if there really is a common object of the experience. But what would it
mean for two different people’s experience to be ‘the same’? What would it mean for one
person’s experience to be ‘the same’ on two occasions? As with all human phenomena,
there are both similarities and differences between any two experiences.

30  E.g,vai[10]1214-20; 111.8[30].9.22—29; V.5[32].8.1-5.

31 Inv1.8[39].7 Plotinus emphasizes the One’s autonomy even during Muo; he would ap-
pear to share this theological concern with Christian mystics but also, significantly, with
Iamblichus’s defense of theurgy. In other words, we should not confuse Plotinus’s (pri-
marily theological) concern to preserve the One’s autonomy with any practical implica-
tions about the final stages of ascent.

32 Although he sometimes gives a past tense account of what must be his own experience
(e.g., v1.9[9].11.8—22), we also find recurrent uses of hortatory language (e.g., v1.9[9].7.17—
23; 9.50—60; 111.8[30].9.29—32), as well as instructions in the imperative (e.g., 1.6[1].8.3—4;
V1.9[9].7.2—3; V.1[10].3.1-6) and the future tense (e.g., v.5[32].5.3-13) in his descriptions
of the final ascent, which suggests he is adjuring his readers to follow in his path. The
description itself intimates a deliberate and highly structured technique, as we will see in
Chapter 2.
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Indian and Persian thought. Now however much this might conform to some of
the conventional topoi of philosophical paideia in late antiquity,33 the account
of his pre-Ammonian depression and restless seeking does not sound like the
story of a man who already in his youth was attaining regular union with the
One and thus living the “life of the gods and divine and blessed men.”3* Were it
the case that Plotinus had been attaining mystical union in his earlier years, we
can be sure that Porphyry would not have neglected to mention it. Indeed, he
says nothing about when Plotinus first attained such a union, only that he did
so four times during the six years that the two men were together (although we
know from his early-period treatises—most importantly, his ninth, but also,
possibly, his first and sixth3>—that Plotinus had already attained union prior
to Porphyry’s arrival in Rome). The union with the One was, it would seem,
something Plotinus had developed over time, possibly under the tutelage of
Ammonius or from other contemporaneous influences. Moreover, that mysti-
cal union was, at least in theory, the result of a specific technique—one that
could be taught and learned—is suggested by Porphyry’s (possibly suspect)
claim to have been able to experience union with the One himself on a single
occasion during or before his sixty-eighth year.

But most importantly, the conventional but anachronistic comparison of
Plotinus to the later traditions of Jewish, Christian, and Islamic mysticism—
traditions which themselves are either directly or indirectly dependent, his-
torically speaking, upon Plotinus himself—presupposes the absence of more
proximate historical comparanda. Thus it is often assumed that Plotinus’s
mysticism was a virtually unique, almost sui generis phenomenon.36 As I will
attempt to demonstrate in the subsequent chapters, this is plainly incor-
rect. For while Plotinus’s descriptions of the final stages of the ascent to-
wards mystical union with the One are apparently unique in the academic
philosophy of the time, they do in fact have extremely close (but hitherto

33  E.g, Justin Martyr, Dialogus cum Tryphone 2; Philostratus, Vita Apollonii 1.28; lamblichus,
De vita pythagorica 1119, etc. On the topos of the would-be student trying many teachers
before settling with one, see Whittaker 1997.

34  AtVvl.g[9]11.49 he describes the life of one who attains union as 6edv xal dvBpwmwy Oeiwy
ol ebdatudve Blog.

35 At 1.6[1].7—9 and 1v.8[6].1 MUO is implied but not stated; the first clear account is at
vLg[ol4 fE

36  This despite the vague echoes in earlier Platonic language and topoi, in both Plato himself
(e.g., Respublica 7.517a—c; Phaedrus, 246d—248b; Phaedo 107d—111c; Symposium 210a—211¢;
Epistulae vii 341b—d), and in various Middle Platonists (e.g., Numenius, frag. 2 des Places;
Alcinous, Didaskalikos 10.4-6; Maximus of Tyre, Dissertationes 11.10-11).
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almost entirely neglected) parallels in his immediate intellectual and religious
milieu.3” Plotinus’s mysticism shares many features with contemporaneous
currents of Gnosticism, and especially the variety of Platonizing Sethianism
with which he was certainly familiar, as well as a broad range of earlier Gnostic
and Hermetic thought that we may suppose he encountered during his educa-
tion in Alexandria from about 233 to 244 CE.

3 Platonizing Sethian Visionary Ascent and the Historical Context of
Plotinian Mysticism

Among Plotinus’s contemporaries were certain Gnostic sectaries who had re-
ceived training in philosophical schools and who were familiar with Platonic
thought but who nevertheless did not believe that Plato himself had attained
knowledge of the ultimate reality. This ultimate reality they understood to be
a hypertranscendent and fundamentally unknowable deity. Although they
read philosophical treatises (suggrammata), they composed pseudonymous
revelations which they attributed to ostensibly pre-Platonic visionaries who
had been able to ascend beyond the heavens to attain direct experience of
this deity. Thus Chapter 16 of Porphyry’s biography of Plotinus: “In [Plotinus’s]
time, among the Christians, there were, on the one hand the multitudes and on
the other hand, heretics (hairetikoi) who departed from the ancient philoso-
phy, those around Adelphius and Aculinus, who had acquired many treatises
(suggrammata) of Alexander the Libyan and Philocomus and Demostratus
and Lydus, and who proffered apocalypses (apokalupseis) of Zoroaster and
Zostrianos and Nikotheus and Allogenes and Messos and others of the kind,
misleading many, and themselves misled, that Plato had not attained to the
depth of intelligible essence.”3® According to Porphry, these apocalypses were
read and vigorously critiqued in Plotinus’s circle. Coptic translations of Greek
tractates entitled Zostrianos and Allogenes were discovered among other
Gnostic texts at Nag Hammadi in 1945, and they have subsequently been clas-
sified as belonging to a Platonizing subset of the broader category of Sethian
literature. These two texts—as well as other related Nag Hammadi tractates
not mentioned by Porphyry—reveal significant parallels with key aspects of

37  ElsewhereIhave suggested that Plotinus’s conception of mystical union itself was broadly
derived from ritual techniques designed to conjoin the soul of the practitioner with a
deity; see Mazur 2003; idem 2004.

38  Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 16.1—9 [see complete passage in Appendix D1].
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Plotinus’s mysticism. Both Zostrianos and Allogenes purport to be first-hand
narratives of an eponymous visionary who undertakes a ritualized, contem-
plative ‘ascent’ out of the cosmos and thence through a successive series of
metaphysical strata. Each ascent culminates in an ultimate apprehension of
the transcendent principle(s). Although the Platonizing Sethian ascents are
framed not as philosophical expositions but rather as mythical prototypes
for soteriological ritual—and consequently contain much traditional Sethian
nomenclature and seemingly ‘unphilosophical’ jargon—they nevertheless ex-
hibit many crucial conceptual details and even technical terms that also occur
in Plotinus’s supposedly original conception of mystical ascent to the One. As
I will attempt to demonstrate, the Platonizing Sethian tractates provide de-
tailed elaborations of a sophisticated technique of ‘interiorized’—or rather,
contemplative—ritual ascent, whose essential structure also comprised the
framework of Plotinus’s own ascent, but about which he is far less explicit.
Although the evidence suggests that the Platonizing Sethian tractates circu-
lated in Plotinus’s Roman seminar too late (in the mid 260s) to have them-
selves influenced Plotinus’s mystical thought in the period in which he wrote
his earliest treatises, it appears virtually certain that the vector of transmission
of this particular mystical doctrine moved from the Gnostics to Plotinus rather
than the other way around, since many features that occur in more sophisti-
cated formulations in the Platonizing Sethian tractates are also to be found
in embryonic form throughout a wide variety of demonstrably pre-Plotinian
Gnostic sources. Indeed, these parallels indicate that far from being the re-
sult of a unique, idiosyncratic propensity, Plotinus’s mystical ascent to the
One was situated within a precise intellectual-historical context, that of the
Platonizing Sethian Gnostics, and can only be adequately understood in rela-
tion to this context.

In historical terms, then, the central hypothesis of this monograph is
that Plotinus developed an extremely sophisticated conception of mystical
ascent—supposedly the most private or subjective aspect of his thought—
from contemporaneous Gnostic ritual praxis and that he did so in close dia-
logue with Gnostic sectaries who were situated (in sociohistorical terms)
outside the conventional academic milieu. This hypothesis challenges several
entrenched but often tacit orthodoxies in the history of philosophy. The first
such orthodoxy is the common (but deeply problematic) presumption of a
clear dichotomy between ‘real’ (i.e., discursive) philosophy (or ‘real’ religious
mysticism) and ritual praxis. As a consequence of this presumption, Plotinus’s
contemplative mysticism has often been contrasted with the rituals of theurgy
practiced by his supposedly less-rational and more superstitious successors,
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such as Iamblichus and Proclus,3® while it has instead been brought into con-
nection with the accounts of medieval mystics, who, as we have seen, are
typically understood to be passive participants in some more exalted but
spontaneous psychological state (or, divine epiphany, depending on the inter-
pretation). According to this logic, although a certain amount of propaedeutic
asceticism may be required, a ‘genuine’ mystical union cannot (and indeed for
theological reasons must not) be ritually induced.*® Although Plotinus too in-
sists that the final moment of union requires a kind of passive receptivity, (i.e.,
one shouldn’t “chase after” the One),*! the assumption that a ‘real’ mystical
union is necessarily spontaneous—something that just ‘happens’—has ob-
scured the fact that his descriptions of the final phases of ascent nevertheless
imply a specific technique—a praxis—with several identifiable components.
Moreover, because scholars have tended to define ‘ritual’ as a performative ac-
tion involving physical objects and bodies, specific contemplative techniques
that require no outwardly observable actions are excluded, by definition, from
the category.? This arbitrary definition has served to obscure the profound
interrelationship between Plotinian contemplation and the Gnostic ritual as-
cent procedures upon which, I suggest, he modeled his mysticism, and whose
reflection may be detected just under the surface of his text.

Furthermore, Plotinus’s involvement with contemporaneous religious
traditions in general—and with Gnosticism in particular—has often been
minimized or underappreciated due to a scholarly tendency to try to preserve
him for the history of what is taken to be ‘genuine’ philosophy (or religious
mysticism).#3 Compounding this is the pervasive assumption of the intellec-
tual priority of academic philosophy over revealed religion. In other words,
when a similar insight is known to have occurred more or less simultaneously

39  Dodds 1965, 86 provides the classic (and still unquestioned) formulation of this common
view: “[Plotinus’s] approach is severely intellectual, not physiological as in some oriental
sects or sacramental as with some Christian mystics. He prescribes no breathing exer-
cises, no navel-brooding, no hypnotic repetition of sacred syllables; and no ritual is needed
to provoke the experience” (italics added). Likewise, Armstrong 1967, 259—60: “There is
no place in [the mystical religion of Plotinus] for rites or sacraments: nor are there any
methods of prayer or meditation or devices for concentrating or liberating the mind
such as are used by both theistic (Christian and Moslem) and non-theistic (Vedantin and
Buddhist) mystics.”

40  Thus Dodds 1965, ch. 3; Dupré 1996, 22; cf. also Armstrong 1967, 260-61; Hadot 1986, 245.

41 Vv.5[32].8.3.

42 I have discussed this at greater length in Mazur 2004, 42—44.

43  InMazur 2003 and 2004, I have previously suggested that Plotinus’s mysticism had a close
relationship with contemporaneous ritual praxis and the theurgy developed by his suc-
cessors; see also Shaw 1999.
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in both an academic-philosophical system and an ostensibly ‘revealed’ textual
tradition, in the absence of evidence confirming otherwise, the transmission
is presumed to have been from the former community to the latter, and not
vice versa,** even to the extent of constructing complex and increasingly im-
probable genealogies of entirely hypothetical but supposedly lost’ texts. Yet
as the history of science has come to recognize over the past half-century, sig-
nificant, formative concepts in the sciences emerge not only from the inter-
nal logic of a field but also from a broader cultural context, through a process
of intellectual ‘osmosis.’ A parallel process can easily be perceived with other
aspects of Plotinus’s thought. It is often the case that the structure of one as-
pect of his thought follows a paradigm drawn from another domain of knowl-
edge, one which he might or might not explicitly acknowledge.*> Generally
recognized examples of this kind of transposition in Plotinus’s thought might
include something as subtle as his tacit encryption of Aristotelian or Stoic
physical theory in terms of Platonizing metaphysics, as occurs throughout
the Enneads, but it might also take the less philosophical (and less obvious)
form of, for instance, a model of procession drawn from contemporaneous
embryology.#6 The evidence to be presented in the chapters that follow sug-
gests that certain influences from outside the sphere of academic philoso-
phy have much more causal agency in the development of central aspects of
Plotinus’s thought than has hitherto been appreciated.

Another entrenched orthodoxy that this hypothesis will challenge concerns
Gnosticism itself and its role in the development of Plotinus’s thought. It is
universally recognized, and undeniable, that there is at least some historical
relationship between Plotinus and the Gnostics.*” However, throughout the

44  Forinstance, Dillon 1999a calls the Gnostics the “magpies of the intellectual world of the
second century.” I think an amusing (but historiographically useful) future project would
be to collect all the best value-laden terms of abuse which contemporary scholars have
casually applied to the Gnostics in otherwise rigorously objective scholarship!

45  This general phenomenon has been theorized by the historian of science Michael Polanyi
(Polanyi 1966, 3—25).

46 I have suggested this in Mazur 2009 and also in an unpublished conference presenta-
tion, “Embryological Themes in Platonic Ontogenesis,” presented at the SBL “Rethinking
Plato’s Parmenides” seminar in Washington DC in 2006.

47  Historically speaking, this is indubitable: Plotinus admits he counted certain Gnostics
among his philoi, and Porphyry reports that Gnostic tractates were read and critiqued
in Plotinus’s circle. Moreover, one of the treatises the sectaries proffered, Zostrianos (of
which we have an apparent Coptic translation from Nag Hammadi) was considered phil-
osophically important enough to warrant a 40-book refutation from Amelius, Plotinus’s
long-winded senior student. In his treatise 11.9, Against the Gnostics, Plotinus himself
criticizes both general doctrines and specific terminology which has been confirmed
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first half of the 20th century the majority of scholars have tended to see this
relationship as primarily adversarial (as is emphasized by Porphyry’s Vita
Plotini 16), and to understand Plotinus’s own attitude towards the Gnostics to
be encompassed by his philosophical critique of specific Gnostic doctrines:
a critique explicit in his anti-Gnostic treatise (11.9[33]) and the other three
tractates of the so-called GrofSschrift (111.8[30], v.8[31], and v.5[32]), but also
implicit in sporadic arguments throughout the rest of his works. According to
the accepted view, Plotinus’s encounter with Gnosticism would be restricted
to a brief ‘crisis’ in his school during the period Porphyry was there (Plotinus’s
“middle” period, roughly 263 to 269). This crisis had been precipitated, sup-
posedly, by the appearance of apocalypse-bearing Gnostic sectaries among his
auditors in Rome, and it had obligated Plotinus to refute their positions in the
GrofSschrift and also to encourage his senior pupils to do the same. Thus the
extent of Gnostic influence on Plotinus would be tangential and largely nega-
tive. It should be mentioned, however, that there were a few early 2oth-century
scholars who took exception to this view. Thus Hans Jonas and Henri-Charles
Puech—both, incidentally, influenced by the emergence of phenomenological
approaches in the history of religions—emphasized the fundamental similari-
ties between Plotinian and Gnostic metaphysics and attributed these similari-
ties to a shared late antique Alexandrian Zeitgeist.*® This view has also had
more recent proponents.*® Nevertheless, the assumption persists even today
that Plotinian philosophy represents some essential antithesis of contempo-
raneous Gnosticism. Indeed, historians of philosophy have often uncritically
adopted categories of analysis and polemical strategies devised by Plotinus
and his circle: a tendency, moreover, compounded by a persistent negative
evaluation of Gnosticism that is perhaps also subliminally influenced by the
polemic of the Patristic heresiologists, who were, so to speak, the eventual
historical ‘victors, and who thus set the terms of all subsequent discourse.
Thus Gnosticism has been commonly (but wrongly, in my opinion) assumed
to be not only unphilosophical in its use of lurid and inchoate mythology, but
also fundamentally irrational, nihilistic, anti-cosmic, pessimistic, and so on,
by contrast with both Platonism and also with the more ‘orthodox’ strains of
Judaism and Christianity. An unfortunate consequence of the common nega-
tive evaluation of Gnostic thought has been to conceal from scholarly gaze not

first-hand by the Platonizing Sethian treatises Zostrianos and Allogenes and by accounts
of some more distantly related Valentinian systems.

48  Jonas19s54; idem 1967; idem 1971; Puech 1938 and idem 1960; also J. Katz 1950, who sees in
Plotinus a “Gnostic manqué,” and de Vogel 1953.

49  E.g, Sinnige 1984; idem 1999; Jufresa 1981; also, Quispel 1968; idem 1996; also, idem 2000:
“Plotinus was a Gnostic.”
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only its creative and innovative nature, but also the actual depth of its inter-
penetration with contemporaneous academic philosophy.

Since the focus of this monograph is specifically upon Plotinus’s ascent to
union with the One, I will not get deeply involved in the more general dis-
cussion of the broad relationship between Plotinus and Gnosticism. However,
I should say that my research over time has gradually led me to recognize a
fundamental proximity between Plotinus’s system and the vast and somewhat
imprecisely-bounded body of interrelated philosophico-religious thought
known as ‘Gnostic.” I would suggest that a judicious approach to the evidence
shows that it is very difficult to distinguish between the essential structures
of Plotinian and Gnostic thought. To be precise, although there are certain-
ly some genuine philosophical differences between Plotinus and his im-
mediate Gnostic opponents (and not merely differences of rhetorical mode
or discursive method),5° one nevertheless should not take the anti-Gnostic
vehemence of Plotinus’s circle at face value. Rather—to revive the now un-
fashionable opinion of Hans Jonas—this polemic is primarily an attempt at
self-identification through the firm demarcation of what amount to subtle
doctrinal differences among intersecting intellectual communities whose
common metaphysical presuppositions and general worldview offer far more
similarities than differences. Furthermore, this commonality extends more
broadly beyond Plotinus’s circle and his Platonizing Sethian interlocutors to
the relation between philosophical schools and the phenomenon of ancient
‘Gnosticism. The innumerable Gnostic theological systems that proliferated in
late antiquity frequently shared both terminology and conceptual structures
with those systems elaborated in contemporaneous academic philosophy, es-
pecially, but not limited, to Platonism (there also seem to be Aristotelian, Stoic,
and even Epicurean influences). There are, of course, some broad distinctions
as well; thus, for instance, while certain ideas might be common to academic
Platonists and to Gnostics, the latter tend to express them in a more mythical
rhetorical mode, and to accord textual authority as much to Biblical scripture
(i.e., the book of Genesis) as they do to foundational philosophical texts, such
as Plato’s Timaeus and Respublica, which they certainly read, while interpret-
ing all these sources somewhat irreverently, if not subversively.>! More im-
portantly, Gnostic texts are often concerned more with providing a practical

50  In Mazur 2005 I have expressed my views on Plotinus’s philosophical opposition to the
Gnostics.

51  Uncommitted to any particular tradition of scriptural or philosophical interpretation, the
Gnostics made no attempt to harmonize incongruities in their various source-texts, but
rather foregrounded inconsistencies as contrapuntal fodder for theological speculation.
This is close to Couliano’s 1992 interpretation; see also Williams 1992a.
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template for salvation than with the rational justification of a metaphysical
system. But even granting differences of these sorts, these two types of com-
munity may be understood to have shared a common thought-world, if not al-
ways a common self-identification, and it was this shared thought-world itself
that would have provided a fixed point of agreement in relation to which spe-
cific issues could be debated.>? As is by now well known, there have been sub-
stantial challenges to the very category of ‘Gnosticism’ itself;>® but even if one
retains the category in the broadest sense—as, I believe, is unavoidable>*—its
precise conceptual and socio-historical contours are far more ambiguous than
has usually been imagined. As I will suggest in the conclusion, no absolute
categorical boundary can be drawn between ‘Gnosticism’ and ‘Platonism’ in
the period before Plotinus’s circle made the debate with the Gnostics a cause
célébre; and they did so, I suggest, not so much because of doctrinal disagree-
ment, but simply because of the putative association of these sectaries with
the threat to traditional ‘Hellenic’ philosophy presented by the sudden bur-
geoning of Christianity in mid third-century Rome.

4 The Current State of the Research

41 The Status Quaestionis

Until the full publication of the Nag Hammadi corpus in the late 1970s, the
possibility of substantial cross-fertilization between Plotinus and the Gnostics
had rarely been entertained. Despite the 1964 publication of Hans-Joachim
Kramer's Der Ursprung der Geistmetaphysik—which situated Gnostic (primari-
ly Valentinian) protology in the context of Middle Platonic and Neopythagorean
speculation on derivational schemata—it was often not even admitted that
Gnosticism itself had a serious philosophical content, let alone any influence
on academic philosophy. As recently as 1978, A. H. Armstrong could write
that the influence of Greek philosophy as a whole upon Gnosticism is “not

52 Consider Cornford’s observation (1950, 29): “No dispute can be carried on unless both par-
ties have some fundamental standpoint on which they agree. This common basis is the
last thing of which they are likely to be aware. Hence in the philosophic debate it is apt to
pass almost wholly unmentioned.”

53  Various recent corrective attempts, most prominently those of Williams 1996 and
K. King 2003, have succeeded in questioning the negative evaluation of Gnosticism pri-
marily by calling the whole category itself into question, either by dissolving it into a
broader, more pluralistic notion of Christianity (King) or by reclassifying it as a special
kind of biblical mythology (Williams).

54  With Pearson 2004, 201—-23.
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genuine, but extraneous, and, for the most part superficial.”5® Today, however,
in the light of the publication of the complete edition of the Nag Hammadi
corpus and a number of important studies and colloquia, this is no longer a
tenable position.® More recent scholarship has gradually begun to take the
interaction between Greek philosophy and Gnosticism seriously, and in the
past three decades it has become increasingly evident that the major currents
of Gnosticism were closely interwoven with the academic Middle Platonism
and Neopythagoreanism of the first two centuries of this era, particularly in
regard to doctrines of first principles and the transcendental interpretations
of Platonic metaphysics. Indeed, not only does it now appear that Gnosticism
is permeated with Greek philosophy, but a number of recent studies have sug-
gested that specific aspects of Gnostic thought were influential in philosophi-
cal circles and that Plotinus derived a number of features of his thought from
his encounter with Gnostics in his immediate milieu.>” Over the past two de-
cades, the joint work of John Turner and Kevin Corrigan has suggested that
the Platonizing Sethians were situated on the cusp of certain central debates
within the academic-philosophical milieu and that they may even have caused
Plotinus to revise some of his positions in light of Gnostic ideas.>® This mono-
graph attempts to build on this important but still nascent body of scholarship
and simultaneously address hitherto neglected aspects of Plotinian mysticism.

4.2 The Problem of the Relative Chronology of Plotinus and the
Platonizing Sethians: A Brief History of the Debate

Although it has only a peripheral bearing on my essential argument, one final
issue that must be addressed is that of the relative chronology of the Greek
Vorlagen of the extant Coptic texts of Zostrianos and Allogenes with respect to
Plotinus himself. This topic is of such complexity that it cannot be dealt with
fully here. The brief summary that follows will hardly do the topic justice; it
is primarily intended for readers unfamiliar with the history of this research.
The issue is as follows. Although Porphyry says that tractates with entitled

55  Armstrong 1978, 101. The rest of the passage: “We are dealing with the use of Greek ideas,
often distorted or strangely developed, in a context which is not their own, to commend a
different way of faith and feeling, not with a genuine growth of any variety of Gnosticism
out of philosophy, whatever some ancient heresiologists may have thought.”

56  Beginning with the Plotinus symposium at the Vrije Universiteit Amsterdam in 1984, pub-
lished as Bos 1984; also, the International Conference on Neoplatonism and Gnosticism at
the University of Oklahoma in 1984, published in Wallis and Bregman 1992.

57  See, inter alia, Robinson 1977; Turner 1980; idem 1986; Jufresa 1981; Bohlig 1981
Abramowski 1983b; Pearson 1984; Sinnige 1984; idem 1999; Attridge 1991; Bos 1994.

58 See Turner 2000a; idem 2000d; idem 2001; idem 2004; idem 2006; idem 2007;
Corrigan 2000a; idem 2000b; see also Bechtle 2000; Narbonne 2008.
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Zostrianos and Allogenes were read in Plotinus’s circle during the 6-year peri-
od that he was there, roughly 263—269 CE, we cannot be absolutely certain that
the texts read in Plotinus’s circle—and attacked in the so-called GrofSschrift
(111.8[30]. v.8[31], V.5[32], and 11.9[33])59—were the precise Vorlagen of the
tractates we possess. Therefore one needs to consider at least the possibility
that the Greek Vorlagen of our Coptic versions of Zostrianos and Allogenes
postdate Plotinus, since their terminus ante quem is well after his death, in
about the mid-fourth century when the Coptic codices were buried at Nag
Hammadi. Ultimately I happen to believe (along with Turner and Corrigan)
that the balance of evidence suggests that the Coptic tractates are, more or
less, translations of what was available to Plotinus and his entourage. But there
have been several important challenges to this view, and they deserve at least a
brief discussion in the context of the history of the scholarship.

The problem initially arises because both Zostrianos and Allogenes (along
with the related Three Steles of Seth, which is not explicitly mentioned by
Porphyry) contain references to various specific features that supposedly
occur only later, in post-Plotinian Neoplatonism, which suggests some non-
coincidental connection between these texts. The most important of these
features is what is probably a permutation of the so-called “noetic -Being, Life,
Mind triad” that is only implicit in Plotinus, but which became formalized in
post-Plotinian Neoplatonism, and is especially evident in Marius Victorinus and
Proclus writing in the fourth and fifth centuries CE respectively. Moreover, the
first term of the triad, described with the unusual term huparxis (“Existence”),
occursina corresponding position in both the Platonizing Sethian tractates and
in later Neoplatonic formulations, but does not occur with the abstract sense
of “existence” in Plotinus and rarely occurs prior to the later Neoplatonists.
Apart from the Platonizing Sethian literature, the first clear instance of the
Being (huparxis)-Mind-Life triad occurs in the anonymous Turin commentary
on Plato’s Parmenides (=ACPP), long believed to be post-Plotinian, where it is
employed to relate the first and second “Ones” of the first two hypotheses of
the Parmenides (142b—44e) in terms of metaphysical derivation. This text was
first edited by W. Kroll in 1892 and later re-edited and attributed to Porphyry
by Pierre Hadot in his momentous Porphyre et Victorinus in 1968. According
to Hadot, it was Porphyry who had introduced the noetic triad to Neoplatonic
discourse. In additional support of this thesis, Hadot also adduced somewhat
more tenuous evidence for a similar version of the noetic triad supposedly de-
scribed in a lost Porphyrian commentary on the Chaldaean Oracles whose trac-
es he detected in later Neoplatonists such as Proclus and Damascius. Hadot’s

59  Thus identified by Harder 1936.
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Porphyrian thesis, while never attaining unanimous acceptance, has never-
theless cast a long shadow over the subsequent scholarship, and it provided
the sole chronological reference point—aside from Porphyry’s own testimony
in the Vita Plotini—for the initial interpretation of the relationship between
Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians. To be specific, the similarity between
the triad in the AcPP and the Platonizing Sethian tractates suggests some re-
lationship of dependence: but in which direction? If one accepts Hadot's at-
tribution of the ACPP to Porphyry (or a later author, as some have suggested)8°
one confronts a dilemma. Either one must credit the Platonizing Sethians with
the introduction of the triad to later Neoplatonism, or one must argue that the
Sethians were themselves dependent upon Porphyry (or a later Neoplatonist),
and that they necessarily postdate Plotinus. The latter option—I will call it
the “redaction hypothesis”—requires that [a] the texts read in Plotinus’s cir-
cle in the 260s were not the extant versions of Zostrianos and | or Allogenes;
that [b] post-Plotinian Platonizing Sethians were familiar with the thought
of Porphyry or a subsequent Neoplatonist who would be responsible for the
AcPP, and that [c] these Gnostics composed pseudonymous tractates taking
some Porphyrian or post-Porphyrian ideas into account while naming these
redacted tractates after the titles of the very same texts that Plotinus, Amelius,
and Porphyry himself had so thoroughly critiqued.

In the years since the publication of the facsimile editions of the Nag
Hammadi codices in the 1970s, this dilemma has served to bifurcate schol-
arship. The former possibility—that the Platonizing Sethian tractates were
indeed pre-Plotinian and had influenced later Neoplatonism—was first sug-
gested in 1973 by John Sieber with respect to Zostrianos and Allogenes and
Michel Tardieu with respect to the Three Steles of Seth.6! In an important 1980
article, John Turner suggested that the triadic metaphysical schema of the
Platonizing Sethians had influenced Plotinus and later Platonists.52 However,
the seeming implausibility of the redaction hypothesis did not deter other
scholars from defending it with arguments of increasing ingenuity, all of which
depend upon a post-Plotinian dating of the acpp. The redaction hypothesis
itself was first formally introduced in 1983 by Luise Abramowski, who accept-
ed Hadot’s attribution of the ACPP to Porphyry and suggested that the extant
Zostrianos and Allogenes were the result of dialogue between Plotinus’s circle

60  Thus, for instance, Edwards 1990.

61  Sieber 1973; Tardieu 1973; Robinson 1977. For the history of scholarship see Tardieu 1996,
1-12; Turner 2000d, 201-14.

62 Turner 1980; here 335 n. 8, Turner briefly called into question Hadot’s attribution
of the AcpP to Porphyry, suggesting instead that Allogenes was the source of the
Existence-Life-Mind triad.
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and the Gnostics, although she admitted that Porphyry himself may have bor-
rowed a few specific terms from the Gnostics.®® This hypothesis was presented
more emphatically still by Ruth Majercik in 1992, who rejected Abramowski’s
suggestion of exchange between Porphyry and the Gnostics, and argued in-
stead for a unidirectional transmission from Porphyry to the authors of the
extant Zostrianos and Allogenes. Among other arguments, Majercik adduced
a series of close verbal parallels between certain passages describing the triad
in Zostrianos, and Marius Victorinus’s Adversus Arium, a text which Hadot had
thought to be dependent at least in part on Porphyry’s hypothetical commen-
tary on the Chaldaean Oracles. According to Majercik, the Gnostics had revised
their tractates in a Porphyrian direction in an attempt to appeal to the Roman
philosophical intelligentsia.6*

Needless to say, this opinion was not universally accepted. A number of im-
portant studies in the 1990s and early 2000s began to call into question Hadot's
attribution of the ACPP to Porphyry and thus shifted the focus of research to-
wards a possible Middle Platonic context for the Platonizing Sethian tractates.
To begin with, in 1996, Michel Tardieu and Pierre Hadot jointly published the
results of their protracted analysis of the parallels between the Coptic text of
Zostrianos (64.14—75.21) and the Latin of Marius Victorinus's Adversus Arium
(1.49.9—40, 50.5-16) that had been first mentioned by Majercik. The result
was the discovery of a common source that consisted of a negative- (and

63  Abramowski 1983a; eadem 1983b; followed by A. Smith 1987, 763 and n. 292: “... the
‘Neoplatonic’ strands in these texts [Zost. and Allogenes] show clearly how those with
such gnostic views could have worked with, influenced, or have been influenced by
Plotinus and Porphyry.”

64  Majercik 1992, 486 concludes: “The similarities in these passages are so close one is led to
conclude that the author of Zostrianos, like the authors of Allogenes and Steles Seth, had
access to the same Greek source used by Victorinus. If Hadot is correct about Victorinus,
that source would be a commentary of Porphyry on the Chaldaean Oracles. If this is so,
then Allogenes, Steles Seth, and Zostrianos—in the form in which we now have them—
could not have been the same texts known to Plotinus. Given the fact that Amelius and
Porphyry both attacked the ‘revelations’ of Zostrianos and Zoroaster in particular, it is
reasonable to suggest that the gnostics in Rome—in light of this criticism—revised their
revelations (or produced new revelations) to conform more closely to the teachings of
the great Porphyry—a politic way to gain intellectual credibility in Roman philosophi-
cal circles.” The question of whether a text like the extant Zost.—or even Allogenes, for
that matter—would actually have garnered any credibility, she does not address. Since
Plotinus’s objections in 11.9[33] appear to target many features, even specific technical
terms, that are actually evident in the extant Zost., the case for the redaction hypothesis
is difficult to make. Not so with the extant Allogenes, which seems not to contain any doc-
trines recognizable in Plotinus’s critique, has omitted many of the ritual elements, and
has systematized the metaphysical system of Zost. For this reason, Turner (e.g., 2000b:
214-15) sees Allogenes as a subsequent revision of Zost.
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affirmative-) theological treatise that was based on the Parmenides—and that,
like the AcPP, contained an exposition of the transcendent “One” in terms of
a unified triad with the powers of Existence, Life, and Mind—but that all the
same was not identical to the extant ACPP. On the basis of an extensive philo-
logical analysis of the terminology in the parallel passages—and especially in
light of its rather un-Neoplatonic designation of the supreme principle as a
pneuma—Tardieu determined that the source was Middle Platonic, and ten-
tatively proposed Numenius (fl. late second cent. CE) as a candidate for its
author. Whether or not one agrees that the author can be determined with pre-
cision, the importance of this discovery was manifold. First, if Tardieu is cor-
rect that this common source is to be situated in the context of pre-Plotinian
Middle Platonism, then one may explain the presence of features such as the
noetic triad in the Platonizing Sethian corpus without recourse to Porphyry or
any post-Plotinian source. And if this is the case, not only is the attribution of
the AcPP to Porphyry called into doubt, the entire foundation of the redaction
hypothesis is undermined.°

During roughly the same period, a number of studies began to challenge
Hadot'’s own earlier arguments more directly. In 1999, Gerald Bechtle published
a new translation and commentary of the ACPP in which he argued against
Hadot’s suggestion that the Commentary necessarily presupposed a Plotinian
conception of the One. Bechtle located the commentary in a pre-Plotinian cur-
rent of metaphysical speculation on the Parmenides, a current that was not, as
Hadot had argued, necessarily Neoplatonic, but was already evident, Bechtle
suggested, in the thought of second-century Neopythagoreanizing Middle
Platonists such as Numenius and Nicomachus of Gerasa, and possibly also in
earlier thinkers going all the way back to Speusippus in the Early Academy.
Meanwhile, a number of relevant studies emerged from Turner’s SBL seminar
on Gnosticism and Later Platonism held from 1993 to 1998. Most important were
two articles by Kevin Corrigan (2000a and 2000b) that converged upon the
issue from two separate angles. In “Platonism and Gnosticism: the Anonymous
Commentary on the Parmenides: Middle or Neoplatonic?,” Corrigan argued that
the premises of Hadot’s argument for dating the ACPP after Plotinus were based
on a misreading of Plotinus himself. Hadot had argued that the ACPP presup-
poses a Plotinian doctrine of both One and Intellect, but nevertheless relates
them by means of a system of triadic derivation and mutual participation that

65  On this point Tardieu’s conclusions (1996, 112) are emphatic: “Le Zostrien que Plotin et
ses disciples ont connu était donc bien le méme qui celui que nous lisons aujourd’ hui
en copte. Lhypothese de deux rédactions de 'Apocalypse de Zostrien, I'une préporphyri-
enne (perdue), l'autre porphyrianisante (NHC VII1,1), est une vue de l'esprit.”
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would supposedly have been foreign to Plotinus, who—according to Hadot—
distinguished sharply between the first two hypostases, thus better preserving
the One’s transcendence. Against this view, Corrigan suggested that a more
nuanced reading of Plotinus reveals subtle intimations of a doctrine of the
relation between One and Intellect that is not as clearly distinct from the Acpp
as Hadot had supposed. Since this notion could already be found in Plotinus
himself, Hadot’s Porphyrian hypothesis would hardly be necessary to explain
the aAcpp. Corrigan then suggested that certain triadic derivational schemata
were tacit in both Plotinus and explicit in the fragments of Plotinus’s senior
pupil Amelius, and that triadic metaphysical schemata were already emerging
in Middle Platonism. Finally, addressing the interaction between Plotinus and
the Platonizing Sethians, Corrigan noted that aspects of the Grofschrift pre-
suppose and respond to various details of the extant Platonizing Sethian trac-
tates (further confirming that our texts reflect those read in Plotinus’s circle).
In “Positive and Negative Matter: the uncovering of Plotinus’s dialogue with
the Gnostics,” Corrigan suggested that Plotinus’s extremely subtle doctrine of
matter—and especially his gradual rehabilitation of matter in later treatises—
reflects a debate with both Aristotle and the contemporaneous Platonizing
Sethians. Following from Corrigan’s conclusions, Turner (in “The Setting of the
Platonizing Treatises in Middle Platonism”) suggested that Platonizing Sethian
speculation on the noetic triad—with its mediatory term of Life—may have
been the catalyst for Plotinus’s development of intelligible biology and his
progressive emphasis in later, post-Grofschrift treatises on “life” as a principle
mediating the emergence of Intellect from the One.5%

The hypothesis of a substantive dialogue between Plotinus and the Platoniz-
ing Sethians lies at the foundation of the present monograph which is greatly
indebted to the work of Turner and Corrigan. It is appropriate, however, that
I explain my own attitude towards the chronological issue.6” I happen to be-
lieve that the redaction hypothesis is incorrect, and I suspect that it is at least
in part motivated by the a priori assumption that Gnosticism is necessarily
derivative from ‘real’ philosophy and not vice versa: an assumption, amusingly,

66 Turner 2000d, 223 asks rhetorically, “could it be that the gnostics themselves were the
catalyst that precipitated the Middle and Neoplatonic focus upon life and vitality as a
designation for the median phase in the movement from an original static unity to the
manifestation of a demiurgic intellect or world soul that administers the physical world
of becoming? Could certain gnostic speculations on Life have urged Plotinus and his im-
mediate predecessors to concentrate on developing a prefigurative intelligible biology
out of the thought of Aristotle and Plato?”

67  Especially in light of more recent attempts by Majercik 2005 to defend the redaction
hypothesis, and Zambon's 2002 critique of Bechtle.
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that may be traced all the way back to Patristic heresiological discourse itself.68
I cannot present the entirety of my arguments against it here—this will be
the topic of a future study—but the following brief points are worth making.
[a] Almost all arguments for the redaction hypothesis depend on parallels.
Yet parallels themselves do not indicate the direction of transmission. Indeed,
the a priori assumption that Porphyry (or another Neoplatonist) is the origi-
nal source results from unfamiliarity with the wider Gnostic context of the
Platonizing Sethian literature. I believe that it is possible to locate virtually all
of the supposedly Porphyrian innovations in a wide variety of other Gnostic
sources, many of which are demonstrably pre-Plotinian. These features often
are far more at home in a Gnostic context than they are in Porphyry’s thought.
[b] This is also the case with the AcPpp itself, which I believe is pre-Plotinian
and, more radically—in partial agreement with the recent suggestions of
Tuomas Rasimus®®—perhaps even itself a production of Platonizing Sethian
or other Gnostics. In a future philological analysis I will attempt to demon-
strate that almost every unusual technical term that occurs both in the Acpp
and in other, unquestionably Porphyrian works, may be found in demonstra-
bly pre-Plotinian—and usually Gnostic or Christian—sources of the second or
early third centuries CE.”° [c] The redaction hypothesis posits that the extant

68  Thus Hippolytus (Refutatio) attempts to derive each Gnostic sect from a different philoso-
pher: Simon Magus from Heracleitus, Basilides from Aristotle, and so on.

69  Rasimus, “Gnostic Authorship for the Anonymous Parmenides Commentary?: A Study of
the Interaction between Gnostics and Plotinus’s Seminarians,” unpublished paper pre-
sented at the annual meeting of the SBL in San Diego (in the seminar on “Rethinking
Plato’s Parmenides and Its Platonic, Gnostic and Patristic Reception”) in 2007. [Editor’s
note: a revised version of this paper was later published as Rasimus 2010.]

70  To give but a few examples: ACPP 1.4—5: 100 ért mdaw dvtog Beod (Hadot considered this
to be a signature of Porphyry) = Ap. John, BG 22.19—22: (INOYTE...) [METWO]OM iXH
TITHPY; NHC 11 2.27: (TMONAC...)[€MN] TIETWOOIT 2LX.WMC; 2.28—29: Tial €TWOOTT NNOYT]
€ aYM NEIWT" M’ [THPY]; also Wis. Jes. Chr. NHC III 118.25. ACPP 2.13-14: 8!’ adTOV Ydp
xal 0 Ev xal povds (not in Porphyry) = Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.15.1 (text Rousseau
and Doutreleau 1967): T Movétyrt guvurdpyewvy ‘Evémyroa, € Gv 8o mpoPodal, xad’ & mpo-
elpntar Movdg te xal 10 "Ev. ACPP 2.14-16: xal oUtwg oUte éxmintery eis xévwua évéatal obte
TOApAY Tt Exelvy mpogdmTew (xévwpa does not occur in Porphyry) = Clement of Alexandria,
Excerpta Theodoto 31.3—4 (text Sagnard 1948): ‘O 3¢ BoulvOeic Aiwv 6 Omep Ty Tvdow Aa-
Betv, &v dyvwaia xal duopepia éyéveto. ‘O xai xévwua Ivioews elpydoato. ACPP 2.16—17: Ué-
vew & év dxaradinw xaradfpe (this does not occur in Porphyry) = Clement of Alexandria,
Stromateis 6.8.70 (text Stahlin 1960): xaitot @aot Tives TV copdy dvBpwmov menelobot efval
Tva dxaTaAymra, ws xal wepl ToUTwY EYEry TIva xatdAyiv. ACPP 3.6: Tpog TOV Evdouatacuoy Tpa-
mévteg: évbovaiaopds with the literal sense of divine possession occurs 3 times in Porphyry,
Letter to Anebo, in each case with a negative connotation that cannot be reconciled with
its use at ACPP 3.6. See Chapter 4, Part 4 for a complete discussion of the most important
of these terms, ACPP 2.20: mpo{c}évvorav.
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Zostrianos and Allogenes represent revisions of earlier tractates in light of the
criticisms of Plotinus and his pupils so as to present a greater appeal to philo-
sophical circles. Leaving aside the question of whether these extant tractates
would, in fact, have appealed to philosophers of the time—and the more seri-
ous problem of why the redacted treatises would have been named after those
very treatises so thoroughly debunked by Amelius and Porphyry himself—it
is certain that they contain a significant quantity of material that has no obvi-
ous parallel in Plotinus or Porphyry. Therefore, even if one were to grant the
redaction hypothesis, one would probably have to accept that this addition-
al material preserves aspects of the original versions of these texts.” [d] But
most importantly—although I remain convinced that the extant Platonizing
Sethian tractates Zostrianos and Allogenes are, in essence, pre-Plotinian—the
question of their precise dating relative to Plotinus is not critical for my argu-
ment. For I do not attempt to show that Plotinus was dependent on these texts,
which, if the conventional narrative is to be accepted, only began to circulate
in his seminars in the 260s, rather, a familiarity with the essential structure
of Platonizing Sethian ascent praxis is evident from his very earliest treatises
onward, and cannot be the result of a brief encounter in his middle period.
The Platonizing Sethian corpus itself is critical for my argument only in the
sense that it provides a wealth of evidence for an extraordinarily sophisticated
mystical epistemology whose ancestors Plotinus undoubtedly shared; and to
extend the genealogical metaphor, the Platonizing Sethians are neither Plo-
tinus’s parents nor his children, but rather, perhaps, his first cousins, if not
simply estranged siblings. Indeed, whatever the precise relationship, chrono-
logical or otherwise, we will eventually see that this material is more at home

71 This gives rise to an intermediate possibility, such as that proposed most recently by
Rasimus, that although the extant Platonizing Sethian tractates accurately represent
those read in Plotinus’s circle, they were nevertheless written by sectaries who were al-
ready attending Plotinus’s seminar. The tractates would thus be the products of an ongo-
ing dialogue and would reflect revisions based on Plotinian criticism. While this is an
attractive hypothesis, I cannot agree for the simple reason that contrary to a pervasive
scholarly assumption, Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 16 does not indicate that Gnostic sectaries ever
actually attended Plotinus’s classes. If it did, one would have expected to find it in the
chapters discussing Plotinus’s auditors (chs. 7-10), but Porphyry inserts it between two
accounts of philosophical opponents who corresponded with Plotinus from a distance.
Moreover, the brief passage of Augustine’s Epistle CXv11.5.33 mentioning both Christians
and practitioners of magic among Plotinus’s auditors, cited by Brisson 1992, 272, (i) does
not mention Gnostics and (ii) is probably taken from the Vita Plotini itself. While Gnostics
may have attended Plotinus’s seminar, there exists no evidence for this and therefore no
argument should be founded on this premise.



INTRODUCTION 25

in pre-Plotinian Platonist or even a classic (second century) Gnostic context
than in that of post-Plotinian Neoplatonism.

4.3 Methodological Considerations

This brings us to a final methodological note. I should clarify that my goal is
twofold: first, to understand Plotinus’s own mystical thought in its own right,
and second, to situate it in its proper intellectual and religio-historical con-
text. Neither question, I submit, is answerable in isolation. Yet as the debate
surrounding the ACPP has shown, the textual history of this body of litera-
ture is extremely difficult to determine. It is often not possible to date indi-
vidual Gnostic texts precisely in either relative or absolute terms. The essential
structure of my argument therefore does not rest upon precise chronology
or specific textual dependencies—although I certainly make a few specific
claims—but rather a multiplicity of factors which demonstrate broad, if
often subterranean, currents of thought over time. Each text, then, provides
a small and often somewhat opaque window onto that current, but frozen at
a particular moment whose precise temporal coordinates are often uncertain.
Nevertheless, I believe that a careful and sympathetic examination of enough
of these ‘windows’ will eventually provide a rich, synoptic view of the contours
and nature of that current.



CHAPTER 2

The Structure of Plotinus’s Ascent to Mystical
Union with the One

1 Introduction

It is commonly recognized that Plotinus envisioned the approach towards
mystical union with the One in terms of a contemplative “ascent” or “introver-
sion”—the process can only be expressed in terms of spatial metaphors—in
which the transformation of consciousness, broadly speaking, and that of on-
tological status are correlative or even identical. Yet what this actually means
in practice remains largely obscure. I would suggest that a careful examina-
tion of Plotinus’s accounts of the final moments of mystical union with the
One (hereafter MUO) reveals that he conceived of the ascent as a complex but
relatively consistent meditative technique: a praxis. The principal argument of
this book concerns the precise situation of this praxis in both Plotinus’s own
system of thought and in its broader historico-religious context. Eventually, in
later chapters, I will attempt to demonstrate that this technique deliberately
mirrors his conception of the first eternal moments of procession from the
One (Ch. 3); and that, despite the fact that he expressed the mystical ascent,
inasmuch as possible, in the traditional language of Academic Platonism, he
developed it in close dialogue with contemporaneous Gnostics, especially
Platonizing Sethians, who employed comparable rituals of contemplative as-
cent (Ch. 4). Before proceeding with the main current of my argument, how-
ever, it will first be necessary to understand in some detail what I take to be the
basic structure of Plotinus’s mystical praxis itself. The purpose of the present
chapter is therefore to provide an initial descriptive (or ‘phenomenological’)
analysis of Plotinus’s passages describing MU0,! and especially to demonstrate
therefrom that Plotinus envisioned the process most generally as an interior-
ization, a reflexive journey into and, paradoxically, beyond the self. What is
most important for the eventual progression of my argument (in Chapter 3)
is the following observation: at the culmination of the mystical introversion
one first encounters and unites with not the supreme principle itself (the One

1 Ihave therefore chosen to concentrate in this chapter primarily on first-order thematic anal-
ysis of the texts. I will address the second-order interpretation and engage more thoroughly
with the scholarship as it pertains to my argument in later chapters.

© ALEXANDER J. MAZUR, 2021 DOI:10.1163/9789004441712_003
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or the Good) but rather some transcendental aspect of one’s own self—a self
above Being and Intellect—that is connate with, but not identical to, the su-
preme principle; and further, the ultimate union with the latter occurs only
when this transcendental self is dissolved or annihilated.

1. An Analytic outline of the phases of ascent towards Mystical Union with the
One (MUO). A close reading of Plotinus’s accounts of the final ascent towards
mystical union with the One (MUO0)? gives the impression that he is struggling
to find words to describe a series of fully-formulated® mental images that, how-
ever richly conceived, still elude precise expression in determinate language. It
thus appears that his conception of MUO derives as much from non-discursive
visionary experience as from the interior discourse of metaphysical specula-
tion. Nevertheless, these mystical accounts share many common features.
While certain terms and phrases do tend to recur, the commonalities may be
found less in the precise terminology than in the essential structure implicit
in each passage, a structure that remains relatively consistent despite the di-
versity of rhetorical contexts in which these passages occur. I would therefore
suggest that Plotinus had a relatively unified conception of the ascent, both
in terms of a more or less ‘logical, if somewhat counterintuitive, sequence,
and as a series of events unfolding through time, a kind of experiential nar-
rative of the inner metamorphosis undertaken by the mystical aspirant in the
moments immediately preceding and ‘during’ the ultimate union.# I further
suggest that this process may be usefully analyzed into a sequence of several
meticulously articulated (yet sometimes overlapping or mutually-implicating)
phases.> Although not every MU0 passage describes each phase in equivalent

2 I take the following passages of the Enneads to be paradigmatic of Plotinus’s accounts of
mystical ascent and / or MUO: 1.6[1].7.1-20, 9.6—25; 1V.8[6].1.1-11; V1.9[9].3.14—27, 4.1-30, 7.1—
23, 9.24—60, 10.9—21, 11.4—25, 35—45; 111.8[30].9.19-32, 10.28-35; V.8[31].11.1-19; V.5[32].4.1-12,
7.31-8.23; V1.7[ 38].31.5-35, 34.1-23, 35.1-45, 36.10—27; V1.8[39].15.14—23, 19.1-16; V.3[49].4.4-15,
17.16-39. [See selection of complete mystical passages in Appendix A].

3 This may be said of much of Plotinus’s writing, even in non-mystical contexts, and it is con-
sistent with Porphyry’s description of his method that seemed to involve copying down fully-
formulated thought from his mind (Vit. Plot. 8.8-12).

4 Isay “during” in full awareness that according to Plotinus’s metaphysical schema (if not his
experiential evocation), MUO must take place entirely “above” time, which only obtains at
the level of Soul; e.g., 1v.4[28].15-16; 111.7[45].11.

5 This unorthodox methodology requires some explanation. The superimposition of new ana-
Iytic categories onto Plotinus’s own mystical accounts (and not the mere reproduction of his
own terminology) will be helpful for two reasons. First, while Plotinus envisions the process
according to what is, in my opinion, a relatively consistent structure, he tends to avoid fixed
terminology; this is probably a result of his incessant striving to express, as richly as pos-
sible, a reality that in his own view eludes the grasp of definite language. By naming certain
more or less constant features, we will be able to examine and discuss them intertextually.
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detail or in precisely the same order, it appears that all the phases are gener-
ally implicit in his conception of the process. In what follows I shall attempt to
delineate these phases.

2 Phase A: Catharsis

It is often noted that Plotinus frames the entire ascent as a cathartic process in
which the soul sloughs off its extraneous accretions so as to reveal an essential-
ly divine core.® In specifically mystical contexts, however, he often describes
a discrete act which is reiterated at successive levels throughout the process;
I'will call it phase A, catharsis. Most strikingly, at a moment which presupposes
the identification of the mystical subject with the hypostatic Intellect, Plotinus
advises an extraordinary act of self-purification, often evoking it with the ven-

erable terminology of aphairesis, “taking away,” “subtraction,” or “abstraction.””

Second, he typically allows the principle elements of his system—especially in the context
of the mystical ascent—a dynamic and somewhat fluid identity; therefore, one could be led
badly astray by an overly strict reliance on Plotinus’s own, often unsystematic, terminology
(although in Chapter 3 we will see that careful philological analysis of his mystical language
is very revealing). Yet one should not assume that his use of apparent paradox and the lack
of consistent or explicit terminology implies vague or unsystematic thought, and here the
assignment of independent analytic terms may help to clarify aspects about which he is per-
haps deliberately ambiguous. I have thus chosen to sacrifice, perhaps sacrilegiously, some of
his own nuance for the sake of heuristic clarity. My enumeration of phases is not intended
to force Plotinus’s fluid and evocative expression—drawn no doubt from lived experience
as well as from metaphysical doctrine—into unnaturally rigid, formal categories, but only
to illustrate the subtle intertextual parallels between highly complex and varied accounts.
There are of course places where he does in fact genuinely contradict himself, and I would
prefer in these cases to accept the incommensurability of the text and avoid any a-historical
harmonization.

6 The entire Plotinian philosophical ascent, including the propaedeutic assimilation to
Intellect, has itself been understood as a process of self-purification; thus Trouillard 1955a;
idem 1955b. One should recall that the initial stage of the ascent (which, one might presume,
initially overlaps with ordinary discursive philosophical practice; e.g., 1.3[20].1.14-19) had
originally entailed turning the focus of one’s awareness away from the external, corporeal
senses, and then away from the lower psychic faculties—the passions and even dianoetic
reasoning—so as to actualize the noetic aspect of one’s soul, which is eternally, although
not always consciously, in contact or even consubstantial with the hypostatic Intellect (e.g.,
1v.8[6].7-8; v.1[10].10.21-30; 11.4—12.14; V1.4[ 22].14.17—22; V.3[ 49 ] .3.21-29; 6.18—22; 1.1[53].8.1-8,
13.7-9). The end result is a conscious but nondiscursive assimilation of the aspirant with the
hypostatic Intellect in a state of mind, so to speak, that transcends mundane cognition and
may itself already be understood as a form of mystical union; thus Hadot 1988.

7 There is a substantial discussion of Plotinian aphairésis in the literature. Although the termi-
nology is originally Aristotelian, Plotinus seems to have borrowed this concept from a more
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This appears to involve both a cognitive aspect—the purification of one’s con-
ception of the One from any contamination with multiplicity, including one’s
awareness of the formal delimitations of Intellect or lesser ontological strata—
and a corresponding ontological aspect—the dismissal from one’s own self
(the locus of mystical subjectivity) of any thought, any knowledge, and indeed,
any mental activity whatsoever.® At one point (111.8[30].10.31—32), Plotinus
even exhorts one to “remove” Being itself (whatever this might mean in prac-
tice). This ultimate aphairesis thus paradoxically represents a virtual undoing
of the progressive identification with the intelligible world that one has previ-
ously struggled to attain through dialectical praxis and subsequently through
other, possibly non-discursive, modes of contemplation. As with other aspects
of the final approach to the One, this process suggests some feature of medi-
tative practice, yet it is also consistent with Plotinus’s transcendental episte-
mology, for in order to attain the One—to ‘grasp’ it in some non-intellectual
sense—one must reject even knowledge itself to achieve an unencumbered
unity of the self that resembles the absolute unity of the One.?

3 Phase B: Mystical Self-Reversion

The theme of catharsis thus situates the final ascent to MU0 within the general
framework of the rest of Plotinus’s philosophical practice. In mystical contexts,
however, one also frequently finds references to the catharsis accompanied

proximate tradition of Middle Platonic negative theology and Neopythagorean arithmologi-
cal speculation (a clear example occurs at v1.9[9].6.3—5, cf. Alcinous, Didaskalikos 10.5). See
Carabine 1995; Mortley 1986, 2:45—62; Whittaker 1969b; Krdmer 1964.

8 1.6[1].7.4—7, 8.24—25, 9.8-11; VI1.g[9].4.7-10, 4.33—34, 6.51-2, 7.17-20, 9.50-52, 11.8-11;
111.8[30].9.32, 10.31—32; V.8[31].11.4, 11.13; V.5[32].7.31-32; V1.7[38].34.3—4, 35.7, 35.33—34, 36.15;
v1.8[39].19.4; v.3[49].17.38.

9 Since the One admits of no multiplicity at all, not even the minimal duality implied by
the logical differentiation between subject and object of self-cognition—e.g., 111.9[13].9,
v.6[24].6.30-31, V1.7[38].39.13-41.38 and v.3[49].10.6—it cannot be an object of knowledge
even to itself, and is thus entirely hypernoetic, “beyond Intellect”; although occasionally (e.g.,
v.4[7].216-19, V1.7[38].39.1-4 and Vv.3[49].10.41-44) there are hints that the One has some
ineffable kind of self-awareness or “touching” (epibolé) of itself. The importance of similarity
here derives from the traditional theological interpretation of the Empedoclean axiom to the
effect that like is known by like (D-K frag. 109) and also has more proximate Middle Platonic
roots in the goal of homoiosis theou (e.g., Alcinous, Didaskalikos 28.3—4) that had originally
derived from Plato, Theaetetus 176b, as well as Aristotlian epistemology—in which knowl-
edge of incorporeals involves the identity of subject and object—that had already been ‘the-
ologized’ by pre-Plotinian commentators such as Alexander of Aphrodisias, De anima 86 ff
(see also infra, pp. 168-169, n. 87).
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by descriptions of an acute, reflexive re-focusing or contraction of awareness
upon itself or, more metaphorically, an “inward” reversion towards the essen-
tial core of the self.1° I'will call this crucial aspect of the ascent (phase B) mysti-
cal self-reversion (henceforth also MSR). Plotinus expresses this moment with
a variety of spatial metaphors involving introversion, self-withdrawal, or self-
contraction; among numerous examples, one might consider the following as
paradigmatic:! 1.6[1].9.7: “go back into yourself and look” (&varye émt savtdv xal
13¢); 1v.8[6].1.1—2: “awakening into myself and coming to be outside of all other
things but within myself’ (éyeipduevos eig Epautov éx Tod TrpaTog )l Yvoprevog
TGV pev dMwv E&w, epanutod 3¢ elow); v1.9[9].7.17-18: “[the soul] must turn com-
pletely to the within” (Jel ématpagijval mpog 6 elow mdvTy); 111.8[30].9.29—31:
“The intellect ... must (so to speak) ‘withdraw backwards’ and surrender itself
to what lies behind it” (8¢ tdv vodv olov el Todmtiow dvaywpely xal olov Eavtdv
agpévta Tols eig 8miabev adtod); v.8[31].11.10—11: “running into the within” (Spapwv
3¢ el 16 elow); v.5[32].7.32: “Intellect ... contracting into its interior” (cuvaryarywv
eig 76 elow). In this phase, the reflexive subject—the mystical aspirant—seems
to be alabile faculty of the individual that is described either as the soul having

10 However this ‘self’ is understood; the issue has been controversial. For a robust interpreta-
tion of the Plotinian ‘Self’ as the true person or determinative core of individual identity,
see especially O’Daly 1973, but also Dodds 1960 and Armstrong 1977; for a more cautious,
minimalist approach, Sweeney 1992, who fears that interpreters have wrongly imputed
a well-developed concept of self to Plotinus, especially since the term is now so laden
with modern psychological connotations; Sweeney repeats the commonplace that the
Greek language has, technically speaking, no word for person or self as such (pronouns
such as the intensive autos and the reflexive hauton are not truly substantive). For our im-
mediate purposes, there is no need to solve the problem of whether or not Plotinus had
a fully-formulated concept of ‘person’; my use of the word ‘self’ simply reflects the goal of
Plotinus’s reflexive self-seeking, which is perhaps merely, as Sweeney thinks, “what one
really is.”

11 Other examples of MsR include 1.6[1].5.5-6, 8.3—4, 9.1; V1.9[9].3.20—21, 4.26-28, 11.38—39;
v.1[10].12.13-14; v.8[31].11.3,17; V.5[ 32].8.9-13; V1.7[ 38].31.8, 35.20—21, 36.10-11; V1.8[39].18.1—
2;V.3[49].4.9-11; 1.8 51].2.23—25. MSR is sometimes, but not always, expressed with the ter-
minology of epistrophé and its cognates: thus epistraphénai at v1.9[9].7.17, epistrophéi at
v.8[31].11.9, trepon at v.5[32].8.11, epistrapheisa at v1.7[38].31.6; but other terminology such
as that of self-contraction and the frequent mentions of reflexive cognition or motion eis
to eiso appear to mean virtually the same thing. Aubin 1963 has traced the long history
of the term epistrophé prior to Plotinus, and it is well known that in later Neoplatonism
it became almost a technical term. However, epistrophé denoting a turning to the self
(pros hauton) occurs surprisingly rarely in pre-Plotinian philosophical literature (one
might compare Maximus of Tyre, Dissertationes 11.10); Aubin 1963, 93111 observes that it
does occur prominently in Valentinian Gnosticism. In Chapter 4 infia, I will suggest that
Plotinus adopted this concept, if not the precise terminology, largely from contempora-
neous Sethian Gnosticism, where it had almost a technical role in the process of ascent.
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assimilated itself to the hypostatic Intellect, or instead, as a special modality
of Intellect itself,!2 but Plotinus also occasionally refers to the experiential sub-
ject of self-reversion with ambiguous pronouns whose grammatical gender
vacillates even within the same sentence,'® which suggests that throughout
the course of its ascent the mystical subject is never entirely coextensive with
either its psychic or its noetic modality.

Whatever the precise identity of the mystical subject, the motif of self-
reversion is consistent with both Plotinus’s metaphysics and with some variety
of contemplative praxis.'* With respect to metaphysics, MsRr deliberately reca-
pitulates, in a single instant, the entire centripetal thrust of Plotinian reality.!5
It is often noted that Plotinus employs a geometrical model in which both
the universal hypostases—One, Intellect, and Soul—and their microcosmic
analogues within the human individual are represented by a center-point
(kentron) and an encompassing series of concentric circles or spheres.!6 Since
(according to this model) the center-point corresponding to the One abides
“within” the circles, the “ascent” to the One entails an introversion towards
one’s own “center-point”; here the spatial metaphors of ascent and introversion

12 For the mystical subject identified as soul, 1.6[1].9.2—3; 1v.8[6].1.1-11; VI.9[9].7-11;
V1.7[38].31, 35.1-19, 35.33—40; as nous, V.5[32].7.21-8.23; V1.7[38].35.19—33. The mobility
of the Plotinian subject, the locus of consciousness, has long been recognized; thus, for
example, Dodds 1960.

13 E.g,V1.9[9].7.17-19: dpepévny...ayvonoavTa.

14  The emphasis upon self-knowledge is a philosophical commonplace and is implicit
throughout the Enneads. However, in mystical contexts, even when Plotinus describes the
self-reversion in apparently cognitive terms he does not mean to imply the normal self-
knowing at the level of Intellect—that is, the Nous perpetually perceiving its own eidetic
constituents—but rather indicates a distinctly superior and more concentrated type of
self-reflection whose goal is the causal principle of Intellect itself, a transcendental fac-
ulty above form and delimitation. The motif of self-knowledge as a path to God reflects an
amalgam of common philosophical tropes: first, a post-Hellenistic, Middle-Platonic in-
terpretation of the Delphic exhortation “know yourself” (gnothi sauton), possibly derived
from the (pseudo-?) Platonic First Alcibiades 133c, on which see Courcelle 1971; second,
the Aristotelian notion of God as a self-knowing intellect (e.g., Metaphysica 1072b) and
the immortality of the human soul when participating in the Active Intellect (De anima
430a); and finally, the Stoic conception of a god or daimon within the individual soul.

15  Evoked, for example, at v1.6[34].1.9-16.

16  E.g, 1v.7[2].613-15 1v.2[4]1.24-29; VI.9[9].8; VIi[10].7.7-9, 1L10-12; II.2[14].2;
1v.1[21].16; V1.5[23].4.21-22, 5.4—6; 1V.4[28].16.20-31; 111.8[30].8.36—38; V1.7[38].15.24—30;
V1.8[39].11.28-30, 18; 1.7[54].1.23—24. The infinite multiplicity of points comprising the
circles “grow out” (exephusan: v1.8[39].18.13) from an arche, the unique center-point, just
as the hypostases and all of reality unfold from the absolutely simple One. This image has
been discussed by Rappe 2000 (esp. 103-6) and Sinnige 1975.
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converge.!” As with the motif of catharsis, Plotinus therefore seems to be sug-
gesting that we must seek out and conjoin with some aspect (or an image, or a
trace) of the One that abides within ourselves, at the very center-point or apex
of the individual;'® although it should be pointed out that ordinarily, despite
the One’s universal immanence, the One and the center-point of the self are
not precisely consubstantial (a crucial point to which I shall return shortly).
Moreover, a significant (though often overlooked) feature of the self-reversion
is that Plotinus almost always describes it in either explicitly or implicitly
erotic terms; the reversion towards one’s true self (i.e., one’s “center-point”) is
typically impelled by an (auto-)erotic desire for the beauty of the One that is
in some way reflected, so to speak, from this same self.!® With respect to praxis,
the concept of self-reversion, like that of catharsis, is redolent of a type of med-
itation in which exterior sense-perception and accidental psychic dispositions
are ignored as the focus of awareness is instead re-oriented “within,” at the
“center-point” of one’s own consciousness: although in this case, the common
spatial metaphor provides little additional information about the nature of the
experience itself.

4 Phase C: Autophany

That the mystical self-reversion (MSR) is not simply another way of describing
catharsis is also confirmed by Plotinus’s more positive descriptions of the ensu-
ing phase.20 At the penultimate (or, more strictly speaking, antepenultimate)

17  Although one should note that Plotinus is not absolutely committed to this particular
spatial metaphor, and as if to emphasize its merely heuristic nature sometimes actually
reverses it, so that the One is outside, rather than inside, all things; e.g., v1.8[39].18.2—3: 16
Yép EEw adTég EoTl.

18  E.g, 111.8[30].9.23: €oTt ydp Tt xal T’ v adtod; V1.6[34].18.48-49: Tyvog avtod map’ adtod
éxovta.

19  E.g,1.6[1].5.5-8;VI1.9[9].4.18—20; V1.7[38].31.5-18, 34.1-16; V.3[49].8.29—31. | have discussed
this theme in Mazur 2008.

20  MSR should be distinguished both from the epistrophé that occurs at every stratum
of Plotinian reality and also from the mystical catharsis. It is often assumed that self-
reversion and catharsis are simply two ways of describing the same process using respec-
tively positive or negative metaphors; indeed, the shedding of psychic and intellectual
accretions to reveal what is truly oneself might also be described as a refocusing of at-
tention on the center of the self. Yet while Plotinus’s descriptions of self-reversion oc-
casionally overlap with catharsis, the two processes are nevertheless not conceptually
identical: MSR entails a crucial moment of self-reflection and self-objectification not
implied by the purely negative process of catharsis. The importance of the moment of
self-objectification intervening between the initial catharsis and the final union with the
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moment of ascent, immediately prior to the ultimate attainment of the One,
the self-reversion culminates in a sudden (exaiphneés)?! experience of what
Plotinus almost always describes as a luminous vision, a vision whose object
most often is not the ultimate goal (that is, the One itself) but rather, one’s own
self.22] therefore call this moment an autophany (phase C): a self-manifestation.
Thus, for example, 1.6[1].9.22—25: “... if you see yourself having become this ...
having become vision ... this alone is the eye that sees the great beauty” (el
o010 yevépevov cautdv idotg, 8ig #idn yevduevos...o0tog yap pévog & dpBokuds to
MEYQ xdMog BAETel); VI.g[9].11.43—44: “if one should see oneself having become
this, one has oneself as a likeness of that [One]” (&l tig 0dv Tolto adTdy yevdpe-
vov 13ot, &xel Opoiwua Exelvov adTdv); v.5[32].8.12—13: “[Intellect] sees, first of all,
itself, having become more beautiful and glistening” (I8¢ pév t& mpdytor xoMhiw
yevopevov eautov xai ématiAfovta). Occasionally, however, Plotinus says that
the self and the One appear simultaneously; thus at v1.9[9].9.56-58: “Here, at
this point, one can see both him and oneself as it is right to see: the self glorified,
full of intelligible light—but rather itself pure light, weightless, floating, having
become—but rather, being—a god” (éavtdv uév fyAaiouévov, wtog TAT Y voy-
00, pdMov 8¢ ig adTd xaapdy, dBapf, xodgov, Bedv yevdpevoy, udMov 3¢ dvta);
and at v1.8[39].19.1—2: “one should take hold ... of that [One] itself, and one
will also see himself’ (AoapBovétw Tig 0dv éx TAV elpnpévwy dvaxtwPeis mpds éxelvo
éxelvo adT6, xai bedaeTar xal adTés). In certain cases, the vision of the self is coin-
cident with, but still distinct from, the initial glimpse of the One,?3 while in oth-
ers some aspect of the One is said to appear “within” the beholder (described
as either the self or the soul):24 thus v1.7[38].31.8—9: “[the soul] saw, stricken,
as it were, and she was conscious of having something of it in herself” (ide 3¢
olov mAnyeloa xai év abt) [H-S!: adtfj] Eovod Tt adtod ouvyodeto); 34.12—13: “[the
soul,] seeing it appearing suddenly in herself” (iSoboa 3¢ &v adtfj [H-S! : adtij]
gkaiowg pavévta); 35.19: [a god] “who filled the soul of the contemplator” (thyv
Yuyny eumanoag tod Gewpévou); v1.8[39].15.14: “If ever we too, ourselves, should
see within ourselves some nature of such [a kind as the Good]” (el wote xat adTol
&v adtolg [H-St: adtois] évidotuév Tva v totadtyy). This leaves some ambigu-
ity about whether the object of the vision is actually the true “self itself, or a
distinct, separate principle that is nevertheless seen “within,” or reflected from,

One is typically underappreciated by commentators who conflate the aphairetic and the
epistrophic processes.

21 V.5[32].7.34; V1.7[38]34.13, 36.18-19; V.3[49].17.29; cf. Plato, Symposium 210e; Ep. 7 341c.

22 Other examples of autophany include 1.6[1].9.16; v1.9[9].9.56, 10.9, 11.10; V.8[31].11.3, 11.10;
V1.7[38].36.10-11.

23  VI.9[9].9.55-56; V1.8[39].19.1-3; cf. also v1.5[23].7.9-17 and v.8[31].10.39—44.

24  VL9[9].4.18; v1.7[38].34.12; V1.8[39].15.14—23.
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the self. Indeed, for this reason, it has not always been recognized that the first
moment of vision in Plotinus’s mystical accounts is usually only a propaedeu-
tic glimpse that precedes the final vision or union.2?

5 Excursus: A First Meditation on the Identity of the Mystical Subject

Despite Plotinus’s elaborate evocations of the autophany with the vibrant
language of intense subjective experience, the precise identity of our “center-
point’—i.e., the now-divinized?é self that is the object (and thus also, pre-
sumably, the subject) of the autophany—remains ambiguous and deserves
further consideration. The most common features Plotinus attributes to the
autophanous self—features that are both prerequisites for union and also in
some sense aroused by proximity to the One?’—are as follows: (a) a unity,
simplicity, and solitude?® (resembling the absolute singularity of the One),
(b) brilliant luminosity,?® (c) purity,3° (d) beauty3'—the beauty that impels
one towards an auto-erotic union—and the (e) love (or erotic longing) in-
spired by this beauty.3? Plotinus also describes acts of consciousness at this
penultimate phase with numerous other terms drawn from bodily experience
that are, in a strict sense, ‘illegal’ when talking about the transcendent realm
(such as “running,” “sitting,” and “resting”), and he less frequently imputes vari-
ous other striking qualities to the transcendental self—such as (f) a new kind

» «

25  Besides the examples I have cited here, I would also suggest that a number of additional
passages describe an autophany (phase C) at the penultimate stage of ascent without
necessarily describing Muo; thus 1v.8[6].1.1-11; V1.9[9].4.15—21; v.8[31].11.1—19 (although
this may also describe later phases as well), and v1.7[38].35.7-19 (nota bene, elsewhere in
ch. 35, Plotinus does describe MU0 ); however, a full defense of this reading would require
more space than would be appropriate for this chapter. [A possible future project might
involve a running commentary on Plotinus’s mystical passages in chronological order,
with detailed analysis and argument about each of these passages].

26  E.g,1.6[1].9.32-33; V1.9[9].9.58; V.5[32].8.9-13; V.3[49].4.10-13.

27  AtVv.5[32].8.13 the autophanous aspirant is rendered more beautiful “because he is near”
(&g €yybg dvtog avtod); at vI.7[38].22—23, Plotinus implies that an erotic efflux from the
One stimulates the Intellect’s mystical love for it in return.

28  1.6[1].918;vI1.9[9].10.10, 11.8—9, 11.23; V.8[31].11.5, 13.

29  L6[1].918;VI1.9[9].4.20—21, 9.57-58; V.5[32].7.31-34, 8.14; V.3[49].17.28.

30  L.6[1].916;V1.9[9].3.26, 3.34, 9.58; V.5[32].7.33.

31 L6[1].5.5 1v.8[6].1.3; V.8[31].10.34, 11.3; V.5[32]8.12; VI1.7[38].31.8-11, 33.1-3, 34.10, 36.16;
although elsewhere (at v1.9[9].1116) he implies the aspirant has transcended beauty
altogether.

32 L.6[1].5.7; V1.9[9].4.18—20; V1.7[38].31, 34.1-22; 35.24.
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of “life,”33 (g) stillness or “standing” (histenai, stasis),®* (h) strength (menos,
hronnunai),® (i) wonder (thauma, thambos),36 and (j) waking,3” among others
(I'will discuss these at greater length in Chapter 3). This ensemble of features
might conceivably be thought to identify the autophanous self as the Intellect,
which ordinarily, of course, engages in reflexive self-contemplation, and which
Plotinus similarly characterizes as divine, luminous, beautiful, unified, and
so on.38 Yet—one must be quite emphatic on this point—the autophanous self
is not simply equivalent to the hypostatic Intellect. For one thing, Plotinus is
sometimes (but not always) explicit that the subject of self-reversion (phase B)
originates at the level of Intellect but surpasses it at the moment of autophany
(phase C); at one point he says that the fully autophanous Intellect—that is,
the self at the penultimate moment prior to the final Muo—has become even
more beautiful.3® More importantly, however, Plotinus occasionally describes
the autophanous self in paradoxically apophatic terms and insists that at this
point the self has become utterly formless, without determinate quality, thus
quite distinct from his ordinary descriptions of Intellect. A clear example of
this occurs in Plotinus’s first treatise, at 1.6[1].9.19—22,%C where he says that the
luminous, autophanous self is “not measured by magnitude nor circumscribed
into diminution by shape nor, conversely, expanded into magnitude by un-
boundedness but everywhere unmeasurable because greater than all measure
and better than all quantity” (o0 ueyéQet uepetpyuévov 003e oyuartt i EAdTTOTY
neptypagév ovd ad elg péyebog 8t dmetplag adgnbév, dAN duétpytov TovTayod, &g &v
Hellov TovTdg étpou xal mavtés xpelooov mogod).# This remarkable description

33 1v.8.[6].1.4, V1.9[9].9.47 (cf. 11.49); 111.8[30].9.32; V1.7[38].31.4, 31.32—33, 36.12 (cf. Plato,
Timaeus 31b1).

34 1v.8[6]L7; vig[9].7.2, mas; (cf 4.9, 5.29); 111.8[30].9.25, 27; V.5[32].811 (cf
v1.7[38]-35.36-40).

35  V.5[32].8.13; v1.7[38].22.15, 31.32; cf. 1.6[1].9.26.

36  1.6[1].7.16; 1v.8[6].1.3; 111.8[30].10.31; V.5[32].8.25, 12.10; V1.7[ 38].35.7—9.

37  1.6[1].8.26;1v.8[6].1.1; VI.9[9].3.24; V.5[32].12.10; V1.7[38].22.15.

38  Elsewhere, in pre-MUO contexts (e.g., v.8[31].9.1-18, 10.32—43, 11.1-20; V1.7[38].15.24-32;
cf. also v1.4[22].7.22—47) Plotinus advises what might be called a guided meditation ex-
ercise in which one must visualize oneself at the point of identity with the hypostatic
Intellect (the noetic cosmos), in the form of a resplendently beautiful, luminous sphere;
here the common Platonic metaphor of cognition in terms of vision coalesces with what
appears to be actual visionary or photic experience; see esp. Dillon 1986; idem 2002,
and Rappe 2000.

39  V.5[32].8.12-13; v.8[31].11.1-3, where the subject is tis hémon, not specifically the Intellect.

40  Other examples include, for example, v1.9[9].4.7-10, 11.8-12; 111.8[30].9.32; V1.7[38].33.1—
3, 34.2—8.

41 One should note that this is not the self at the ultimate moment of MU0, but the pen-
ultimate moment prior to the vision of the One: this is identified later in the treatise, at
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of the autophanous self suggests a kinship less with the Intellect (itself charac-
terized by measure, limit, and form),#2 than with the supreme principle itself,
and seems to echo the apophatic description of the absolute One of the first
hypothesis of Plato’s Parmenides (139b—140d),*? a source from which Plotinus
also draws to embellish his accounts of the One in later treatises.** The posi-
tive (cataphatic) and apophatic descriptions of the autophanous self would
thus appear to be in some tension.*>

At this point it may be also useful to recall that Plotinus frequently suggests
that contact with the One occurs through a special faculty of the self,*¢ de-
scribed as an extraordinary aspect of Intellect, or an aspect of Intellect that
paradoxically transcends Intellect altogether. Thus, for example, at vi.g[9].3.27,
the One is attained through the “primary [part] of intellect” (to0 vod ¢ mpwTw);
at v.3[49].14.14-15, the “inner intellect” (6 &wdov vois); at 111.8.[30]11.22 and
v1.7[38].33.30, the “trace” (Ixvog) of the Good in the Intellect (or, similarly, at
V1.6[34]18.48 and v1.7[38].18.3, its “trace” in all things); at v.5[32].8.22—3, some
part of intellect which is not intellect (¢ éavtod un v§); and at v1.7[38].35.19—
25, the “loving intellect” (volg €p@v) as distinguished from the ordinary (think-
ing) intellect. We may compare these examples to Plotinus’s various hints that
the essential self that appears during the autophany transcends Intellect prior
to the final state of MUO. At v1.7[38].31.8, the soul, having seen and fallen in

1.6[1].9.25, as the “eye that sees the great beauty”; though I would concede that strictly
speaking some kind of vision and union are not mutually exclusive.

42 E.g,Vv1.9[9].3.36—40, v.1[10].7.21-26, V1.7[38].17.39—40, 33.37—38; V1.2[43].21.11-16. On this
passage see also Susanetti 1995: 161: “La luce in cui I'anima si transforma—Iluce non mis-
urabile da alcuna grandezza, non soggetta a diminuzione per effetto di una figura che la
circoscriva né, allopposto, soggetta ad accrescimento per mancanza di limite (apeiria)—
¢ alla identica all'infinita stessa del principio primo.”

43  Cf esp.140d: “Then it will partake neither of one measure, not of many, nor of few, nor will
it partake at all of the same, nor will it ever, apparently, be equal to itself or to anything
else; nor will it be greater or less than itself or another” (olite dipa évog pétpov petéyov olite
oM@V obite SAiywv, olite T Tapdmay Tod abTod peTéyov, oUTe vt ToTE, Wg Eotxev, Eatat Toov
olite §Ne- olite ad pellov 0082 Elattov olite £outod olite £tépov). [Trans. H. N. Fowler, LCL].

44  E.g,Vv1.9[9].3.36—45; V1.7[38].32—34. One might also compare this to Plotinus’s refusal to
predicate either limit or unlimitedness of the One at v.5[32].10.18-11.5 or his insistence
that it is not confined by shape at v.1[10].7.20. In a further analysis of the transcendental
self in Chapter 3 we will also see that this description resembles the somewhat more des-
ultory but roughly similar shapelessness and indefiniteness of “intelligible matter” prior
to its “turning” and its imprinting by the One at 11.4[12].3-5.

45  This tension does not, however, render these utterances meaningless; see Sells 1994, 19—22
for a discussion of Plotinus’s “double-proposition semantics” when referring to reality be-
yond the binary determination of Intellect.

46 This has long been noted in the scholarship; the notion of the “One in us” has been dis-
cussed at length by Beierwaltes 1965.
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love with “something of him [the One]... within herself,” (év abtfj) [H-S': adTf]...
Tt avtod), later, at v1.7[38].34.3—4, “sets aside all shape which she has, and even
whatever of the intelligible might be in her” (&motifeton Tdaav v €xel popyy, xal
#716 8v xal vontod §) &v adtf).47 At v1.8[39].15.14—21, Plotinus says explicitly that
there are times in which we might “see within” (enidoimen) ourselves a light
in the form of the Good (dyaboeiSols) that is “greater than that according to
Intellect, having that above Intellect [within], not imported [from without]”
(peilovog # xatd vodv, odx Emanetdy Td Omép T voely gxoday); we eventually as-
cend to and become this light: that is, the autophanous self.#¥ One may also
compare several statements to the effect that contact with or vision of the One
occurs by means of a mysterious principle (arché) or power (dunamis) with-
in the self that is not precisely the Intellect but is connate with the supreme
principle; thus at v1.9[9].3.20—22, he says one must “ascend to the principle
in oneself and become one from many so as to be a spectator of the principle
and the One” (& e ™)V &v €qutd dpxv dvaPePrréval xal Ev &x ToMGY Yevéahat
apxis xal €vog Beatiy éaduevov); and later, at vi.9[9].4.27—28, that the contact
with the One occurs by “likeness” (6potétytt) and “by means of a power in
oneself that is connatural with that which comes from him [the One]” (fj év
adt [H-St: adt®] Suvdpel cuyyevel 1@ an’ adtod). Later in the same treatise, at
8.10—22, Plotinus puzzles as to whether one is really seeking the center-point of
the soul or instead “another” (allo) center, “in which all centers, as it were, co-
incide” (elg 8 mdvta olov xévtpa gupmintet), but he immediately rejects the geo-
metrical analogy, specifying that the soul is similar to a circle only in the sense
that there is “within it and around it the ‘ancient nature, and [the soul comes]
from such a thing” (v adtf) xal mept adv ¥ dpxaia @UaLg, xal 8Tt 4o TotodTov );+d
and says that it is “by means of this [center] we conjoin ourselves at the center
of ourselves to the center, as it were, of all things” (tobtw cuvamTopey kot 10
£qUTAY )évTpov T olov TdvTwy xévtpw), which is to say: we attain MUO. Likewise
at v.1[10].11.6—7, insisting on the immanence of the One, Plotinus affirms
that there must not only be the true Intellect within us (v Npv), but also the

47  Also 111.8[30].9.29—32 where the subject of MSR is Intellect which must then “not be en-
tirely Intellect” (although here the autophany is not specifically mentioned).

48  The inner, hypernoetic light mentioned in this passage should not to be confused with
the supreme principle itself, which could never be merely agathoeides, or, for that matter,
anything-eides.

49 In a much later treatise, 1.8[51].7.8, Plotinus defines the “ancient nature” (ultimately a
reference to Plato, Symposium 192e9) as the underlying matter prior to its being ordered
by Form, and says that this matter is the source of evil. This hints vaguely at the notion,
to be defended in later chapters, that the transcendental self is in some way equivalent to
the first prenoetic efflux from the One, i.e,, intelligible matter, on which see n. 124 infra.
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principle and source and god of Intellect (v vob dpxnv xal aitiov xai 8eév); and
at11.13-14: “by means of some such thing among those within ourselves, we too
are attached, are together with, and depend upon [the One]” (t& ydp Toto0Tw
TV &v Nl xal Nuels Epamtopeba xal cbveauey xal dvnptiueda). I would therefore
conjecture that Plotinus equated what I will henceforth call the transcenden-
tal self3° of the autophany (phase C) with both the paradoxical hypernoetic
faculty of Intellect on the one hand, and on the other hand, with the center-
point, arché, or dunamis of the One within the self that somehow enables one
to attain MU0.5!

6 Phase C2: Self-Unification

In any event—whatever the actual identity of the transcendental self—the
autophany (understood as a discrete moment of self-apprehension) comprises
only the proximate goal of the mystical self-reversion. Plotinus is ultimately
not content with even the minimal duality of subject and object inherent in
perception; he exhorts one to coalesce with the beautified image of oneself
and thus attain the superior unity of complete self-identity,2 in a preliminary
unification that almost always precedes—but which is often too quickly con-
flated with33—the ultimate union with the One. Thus, to the aforementioned

50  Following the terminology of H. Jonas.

51  AsIwill argue more comprehensively in the next chapter, Plotinus understood this spe-
cial, hypernoetic faculty through which one attains MUO to be in some sense equivalent
to both the transcendental self and, simultaneously, the pre-perceptual, prenoetic vision-
ary efflux of the One (and / or intelligible matter and the indefinite dyad) that emerges
at the very first eternal moment of procession. Here I am in essential agreement with
Perczel 1997, who has suggested that the paradoxical faculty of Intellect which perceives
the One (i.e., the nous eron and its kin) are in fact aspects of a principle of Plotinian meta-
physics intermediate between One and Intellect, a principle that Plotinus derived from
the One-Being of the second hypothesis of Plato’s Parmenides (142b—e). [Speculations on
this intermediary domain between the hypertranscendental first principle and the sec-
ond, noetic, principle were common in the period just prior to Plotinus; examples may be
found in the Anonymous Commentary on Plato’s Parmenides (if we accept Tardieu, Bechtle
and Corrigan’s pre-Plotinian dating) and, as we will see in ch. 4, in the Sethian Platonizing
treatises read and critiqued in Plotinus’s circle.]

52 An act often described, yet again, in explicit, though usually undertranslated, auto-erotic
terms.

53  Among those who do not clearly differentiate Plotinus’s statements of self-unification
from those of MUO are Rist 1967, 226, and O’Daly 1973—committed as he is to equat-
ing the transcendental self and the One—and also (somewhat surprisingly, given his ex-
tremely careful attention to the text) Bussanich 1988, 183ff.
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passage at v1.9[9].3.20—22 in which one must first “become one from many” in
order to attain the One, one may add the following: 1.6[1].9.16—17: “you, pure,
‘come together’ with yourself, having no impediment to thus coming towards
one” (oot xafopds cuveYEvou 003y Exwy éuméSiov mpds 16 el oltw yevéobat);
V1.9[9].10.10: “he will ‘be together’ with himself as such” (abt® TolodTw guvéatat);
11.8: “he too was one himself® (Wv 8¢ &v xal a01ds). The transition from autopha-
ny (phase C) to self-unification is particularly evident in v.8[31].11, a passage
which has been usually been interpreted to describe union with the Intellect
but which also, arguably, describes the penultimate stage of Mu0;5* thus, at
11.3—4: “he presents himself [to himself] and looks at a beautified image of
himself, but dismisses the image though it is beautiful, coming into one with
himself’ (€oxvtdv mpogépet xal eixdva adTod xaMwmialeloay BAémel, dgpels ¢ v
elwdva xalmep xahy odoow elg & adT® EABav); 11.10-12: “from the beginning he
perceives himself, so long as he is different; but running into the within, he has
everything, and leaving perception behind in fear of being different, /e is one
there.” (Gpydpevos aigBavetal attod, Ewg Etepds ot Spapwv 3¢ eig T6 elow Exet Tdv,
xal dgeis T alobnow el Tovmiow tod Erepog elvat 8Pw els Eotwv éxel). One may
understand this moment of self-unification as a sub-phase of the autophany
(I'will call this phase C2), since the former is often mentioned in close proxim-
ity to the latter,% but the account of self-unification also frequently coincides
with or supervenes immediately upon the final union with the One (what I will
henceforth call phase E), since it is, presumably, this utterly simple and unified
modality of the individual that allows one to unite with the One through its
similarity (homoiotes) to the latter.

However, we should conclude neither that Plotinus imagined the self-
unification (phase C2?) to be actually equivalent to MmuoO (phase E) nor that
he thought the transcendental self to be identical to the One. In fact Plotinus
tends to distinguish—at least in conception—between the moment of self-
unification (C2) and the ultimate phase of MUO (phase E). To be precise, in
several passages, Plotinus suggests that even once one has attained an absolute
self-identity (phase C2), one has not yet reached the ultimate stage of union
(MUO). For example, at 1.6[1].9, the blatantly transcendental, autophanous self
into which one transforms oneself (thus phase C?) is simply capable of “see-
ing” the supreme principle (“the eye that sees the great Beauty”), but is not

54  That this passage describes, if not MUO itself, then at least the penultimate stage of MUO,
is made clear by comparison with distinctly parallel language in the next treatise of the
Grof$schrift, v.5[32].8.9—13; this latter passage describes an autophany of a beautified as-
pirant (one having been assimilated to Intellect) that is unquestionably in the context
of MUO.

55  1.6[1].9.15-18; V1.9[9].10.10; cf. also v.8[31].11.4-5, 10-12.
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itself described as having actually attained the final state of MUO at the mo-
ment it unifies with itself. At v.5 [32].8.12—13, Plotinus indicates a (temporal?)
sequence in which the autophany clearly precedes the union, since the auto-
phanous intellect “sees first of all itself” (I8¢ pév t& Tp&ta...£avtdv) prior to the
final moment of MU0.5¢ The initial men clause—unusually rare in Plotinus’s
Greek—that describes the autophany longs for a contrastive de clause to com-
plete the experience with a final vision of the One, but in the next few lines
(8.13—23)—undoubtedly conscious of the inadequacy of words here—Plotinus
coyly avoids describing the final state with a retreat into paradoxical and apo-
phatic language that implies union without stating it explicitly. Moreover, the
notion of mere proximity implied by the inclusion of the explanatory phrase
“because he is nearby” (wg &yybg 8vtog adtod) indicates that we have not yet
arrived at the ultimate union. Similarly, at vi.g [9].9.55-10.21, a simultaneous
vision of both the One and the self (i.e., the autophany, phase C) clearly pre-
cedes the description (at 10.14 ff.) of both the self-unification (phase C2) and
the ultimate coalescence (i.e MUO proper, phase E), which are also mentioned
separately but in the same breath. Specifically, at 10.9-11, Plotinus conflates
autophany and self-unification: “And so seeing himself, then, when he sees,
he will see as such, or, rather, he will “be together with” himself in such a man-
ner and will perceive as such, having become simple” (éavTév pév odv i8ewv tére,
6te 0pd, TolodTov Setat, uaAov 3¢ adTE ToloUTw guvéaTal xal TololTov aigtyoeTat
amAodv yevépevov). Curiously, there is no mention of the One that one has be-
held just recently (in the preceding lines, 55-60) together with the autopha-
nous self (6pav...xdxetvov xat éautév), and in fact Plotinus does not explicitly
mention MUO proper until the following lines, which even now (at least ini-
tially) remain silent about the One and begin with an elaboration on the self-
unification: thus 10.14-17: “And so, then, the seer neither sees nor distinguishes
nor imagines two, but as if having become another and not himself nor be-
longing to himself there, having come to belong to that, he is one, as if hav-
ing attached center to center” (téte pév odv olite 6pa@ ovd¢ Swucpivet 6 bpdv 0L
povtdletar dbo, AN olov dANog yevbuevog xai ovx 00dE pavtdletar 8o, dAN ofov
8Aog yevopevog xat odx adTog 008’ adtod cuvteAel éxel, xdxeivov yevuevog v EaTiv
tamep wévtpw xévtpov auvaag). The seer (to horon) with which the sentence
begins is the autophanous and self-unified subject of the union in the preced-
ing lines, and yet here Plotinus subtly shifts the union from that of the self with
the self'to that of the self with another. The “other” to which the seer comes to
identify (and belong) is undoubtedly the One, although Plotinus does not state
this explicitly; indeed, this reticence to even mention the supreme principle in

56  Following H-S! and all translators, who read ta prota adverbially.
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this most crucial of passages may reflect an awareness of the inadequacy of de-
terminate language for describing a transition from duality into absolute unity.
This passage thus evokes a fluid progression from the self-unification (phase
C2) following the autophany to the absolute union with the One (phase E).

7 Phase D: Annihilation

Lest one still suspect the transcendental self to be unproblematically equiva-
lent to the One, Plotinus often insists that once one has experienced the final
self-unification (phase C2)—a moment which at first glance had seemed to be
more or less coextensive with Muo—even this self, too, must be rejected in
a terminal moment of utter self-negation, dissolution, surrender, or displace-
ment; henceforth I will refer to this phase as annihilation, (phase D).57 Plotinus
presents this phase as an annihilation of the self most clearly in vi.g[g], a trea-
tise which is especially concerned with emphasizing the unity and hypertran-
scendence of the One. This is suggested first with the striking emphasis on the
abdication of knowledge—an “unknowing”—following the self-reversion at
V1.9[9].7.18—21: “un-knowing’ all things (both as he had at first, in the sensible
realm, then also, in that of the forms) and even ‘un-knowing’ himself, [the soul
must] come to be in the vision of that.... (dyvorjoavra Ta mavta xal Tpod T00 Hév
T aioBoet [H-S: Siadéaet], Téte d¢ xal Tolg eieaw, dyvorjoavra ¢ xai adtov év Tf
Béaq exeivou yevégOan). Similarly—as we have just seen—at v1.9[9].10.15-16, at
the final moment of union, the aspirant is “as if having become another and not
himself nor belonging to himself there” (olov &\\og yevéuevos xat odx adtdg odd’

57  The term annihilation may seem tendentious given the controversy on this issue. I use it
deliberately to make clear where I stand. There is no amount of rationalization or equiv-
ocation that can negate the force of Plotinus’s repeated and explicit emphasis on this
point. I am therefore in agreement with Mamo 1976, Bussanich 1988, and Meijer 1991—
but against a surprising majority of scholars—that at the moment of MUO the self is
dissolved, even if it is able to reconstitute itself afterwards (though I disagree with
Bussanich’s view that once attained, MUO is actually a permanent state). The reluctance
of many scholars to admit the dissolution of the self seems to be based on the implication
that if the subject is destroyed then experience and memory of the event are impossible.
The term annihilation also has deliberate (if unfortunately Orientalizing) connotations,
for one cannot help but notice—possible historical influences aside—a somewhat super-
ficial parallel with other mystical traditions, such as, for example, the Sufi conception of
union with God as the extinction ( fanaa) of the self. In Chapter 1, I cover the history of
the application to Plotinus of concepts borrowed from the study of comparative religion,
and especially Zaehner’s singularly unhelpful dichotomy between “theistic” and “monis-
tic” mysticism.
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abTod guvteAel éxel); also, at 11.11-12: “there was neither reason nor any thought,
nor, entirely, a self, if one must say even this” (4’ o03¢ Adyog 003€ Tig vénaig odd
8Awg avTés, ei Jel xal Todto Aéyew); at 11.23, the union is an “ekstasis ... and a
surrender of oneself” (éxataais...xal énidoaig adtod), perhaps in fact signifying
“ecstasy,” but also, surely, a “standing outside” or radical displacement of even
the transcendental self. The imagery of self-surrender recurs at 111.8[30].9.29—
32, where the mystical subject (described as Intellect) must “give itself up,
as it were, to what lies behind it” (dgévta ol eig dmiadev adtod) and “not be
entirely Intellect” () mdvra vodv elva); and at v.8[31].11.17, the aspirant must
“immediately surrender himself to the within” (¥0y adtév dodvau €ig 10 elow). At
v1.7[38].35.33—34 the soul’s vision occurs “as if confusing and annihilating the
intellect abiding within her” (olov quyyéaoa xal dpavicaca pévovta). In later ac-
counts Plotinus tends also to emphasize the dissolution of the subject’s iden-
tity with paradoxical statements whose logical structure takes the form “the X
that attains MUO is not X”; thus v.5[32].8.22—23: “because it is Intellect, it looks,
when it looks, with that of itself which is not Intellect” (6t éati volg, oltw BAémel,
8te PAémel, T gowtod ) v@); VI.7[38].35.42—45: “Therefore the soul does not
move, then, since that [One] does not either; nor, therefore, is it soul, because
that [One] does not live, but is above life; nor is it intellect, because it does not
think either” (008¢ Ypuyy) toivuv, 81t unde &fj exelvo, dMa Omep 0 Lijv. 00de vol,
6Tt unde voel). These passages suggest that in a final, paradoxical recapitula-
tion of the initial catharsis (phase A) one must reject not only the Intellect but
even the hypernoetic self-identity that one had thus far so assiduously sought
to attain.58

8 Excursus: Second Meditation on the Identity of the
Mystical Subject

At this point let us take a brief detour from the ascent to try yet again to iden-
tify the enigmatic mystical subject somewhat more carefully. If we are to take
seriously Plotinus’s numerous statements that the true self not only surren-
ders its identification with both soul and Intellect, discarding them like spent
booster-rocket stages, but also burns itself up in the sun, so to speak (i.e., dis-
solves its own self-identity at the moment of MU0)), it follows that even this self
cannot ever be truly identical to the supreme principle, even if we grant that

58 It should be pointed out that Plotinus never uses the specific word aphairein or its cog-
nates to describe the annihilation of the self, although one might assume that the self is
tacitly included in his exhortation aphele panta at v.3[49].17.38.
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during the union itself some other, more strictly ineffable, locus of subjectiv-
ity survives the momentary dissolution of the transcendental self and allows
the aspirant to experience and remember the union.>® It also means that the
“center-point” or arche of the self to which one must revert—the luminous, di-
vine self of the autophany—never precisely corresponds either to the Intellect
or to the One. Rather, it abides in a shadowy liminal domain—one that is
expressly “forbidden” according to Plotinus’s more dogmatic statements®0—
somewhere “above” the hypostatic Being-Intellect but still slightly “below” the
One. This further entails that the mystical subject qua subject of experience is
not entirely coextensive with the hypernoetic, transcendental self, from which
it must dissociate itself in order to take the very last step (in the annihilation,
phase D) towards MU0 (phase E).5!

That the mystical subject must reject and surpass even the transcendental
self will perhaps be clearest from two passages besides those cited immediately

59  Plotinus is of course aware of the difficulties this entails; thus v1.9[9].10.19—21, 11.6—7.

6o E.g,vi[10].6.22—23, 49; but see also 11.9[33].1, in direct response to the Gnostic postula-
tion of a multiplicity of ontological gradations mediating the derivation of the intellec-
tual (second) principle from the transcendent (first) principle. Plotinus’s own reluctance
to discuss explicitly the subsistence of the transcendental self on this level may result
from his awareness of and evident anxiety that this is very close to certain Gnostic ideas
and even violates certain metaphysical principles of his own that he developed precisely
to distinguish himself from the Gnostics (more about this in Chapter 4).

61 A final question remains, however: center-points and traces of the One aside, could
Plotinus’s anthropology admit a faculty of the self above what he normally considers to
be the true person: that is, the individual soul potentially at the level of Intellect; e.g.,
1.1[53].10), or even, as he sometimes suggests (e.g,, v.7[18].11—7), the Form of the individu-
al actually in the Intellect? The issue of whether Plotinus believed in Forms of individuals
is controversial—see, inter alia, Blumenthal 1966 and Armstrong 1977—but this is actu-
ally a slightly different question, since it concerns a hypernoetic, rather than a noetic, self.
There are a number of subtle hints (though hardly proofs) that the answer is affirmative;
one might consider v.3[49].4.11-12, where Plotinus suggests that one who has attained
the level of Intellect can undertake a further self-reflection “no longer as a human being
but having become entirely other” (oly g dvBpwmov €tt, dAAE TaVTEAGDG HANOY YEVOUEVOV);
also, at 111.4[15].6.4-5, Plotinus appears to grant the possibility that a person who acts
according to Intellect has a guardian daimon—the individual’s principle of activity abid-
ing on an ontological plane immediately superjacent to the one on which one ordinarily
acts—that is itself a “god ... above Intellect” (6ed...0mép volv); one might then compare
to this Porphyry’s account (Vit. Plot. 10.21—22) of the evocation of Plotinus’s own personal
daimon, which turned out to be a (full) god (8edc) and not merely of the “race [or genus]
of demons” (to0 datpévwv...yévoug). While I agree with Bussanich (against O’Daly) that it
is hard to see how Plotinus could have envisioned two distinct hyperontic, hypernoetic
substances, self and One, one could perhaps with difficulty imagine some kind of non-
dualistic superimposition at a hyperontic level “above” the distinction between identity
and difference.
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supra under “Phase D: Annihilation.” First, one might consider the description
of MUO at v1.9[9].11.38—45, where Plotinus says that one who has already tran-
scended Being and substance (11.41-42: 00x €v ¢ dvTL...00x ovaia, AN Eméxeva
ovaiag, echoing Plato, Respublica 509bg) has still not yet attained the ultimate
moment of union, which only occurs after a final extroversion, a movement out
of oneself: “if one goes on from oneself as an image to an archetype” (11.44—45: €i
aq’ abtod petafaivot g elxwv Tpos dpyétumov),’2 only then does one reach “the
end of the journey” (téAog...Tijg mopeiag). This in turn may shed light on an ear-
lier passage in the same chapter, that of the famous simile of the adyton of the
temple (11.18-33), in which Plotinus compares the final approach to the One to
the experience of a devotee who enters into the inner sanctuary (adyton) so as
to commune directly with the divine after having contemplated the cult-icons
standing outside, which become “secondary objects of contemplation” (3eb-
tepa Bedparta) upon the devotee’s re-emergence. In this analogy—one which
already occurred in 1.6[1].7 and which he repeats in the very next treatise, at
v.1[10].6.12-15—the icons outside the temple would appear to correspond to
the Forms within the Intellect, while the “intercourse there with the [divine
inside the adyton]” (tén ekei sunousian pros ... auto) implies a direct encounter
with the One above Intellect (i.e., MUO). Yet if the statues represent the Forms
in the hypostatic Intellect, what does the adyton itself represent? On the one
hand, that the adyton transcends Intellect is suggested by its greater ‘interior-
ity’ with respect to the statues (the Forms). On the other hand, as Pierre Hadot
has argued, the adyton itself cannot be taken to represent the One, since in
the simile the god corresponding to the One is seen inside the adyton; it could
hardly be the adyton itself that is contemplated.®2 There is a hint, however, at
line 31, where Plotinus refers to the adyton itself as the “source and principle”
(Tonyny xai dpxnv: borrowing from Plato, Phaedrus 245¢9); he then says that one
sees “principle with principle and like ‘comes together’ with like” (dpx#j dpyv
0pa xal guyylvetat xal @ duoiw To Suotov). Hadot proposes that the arché to be
seen is the One and that the arche by which it is seen is the transcendental self,
the “One in us” (we may recall v1.9[9].3.20—22, where Plotinus similarly calls
the indwelling principle an arché);5* thus the adyton represents simultaneously

62  Meijer 1992, 311 correctly cites this passage against O'Daly 1973 in favor of a complete dis-
solution of the self in Muo.

63  Hadot 1994, 209-12, for whom the entire temple-simile may also be understood as a
model of the concentric levels of the human self.

64  Hadot 1994 also compares this use of the word to the arche of the emergent Intellect
prior to its being “filled” or impregnated by the “true” arche that fills it (i.e., the One) at
V1.7[38].16.32—35; indeed, in my opinion, Plotinus understands these archai to be virtually
identical.
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the arché of the soul, the “One in us,” and the means by which the One is seen.
In other words, in this image—which is based upon Plotinus’s usual concentric
model—the statues represent (i) the realm of Intellect, the adyton represents
(ii) the transcendental self; the entrance to the adyton represents (iii) the self-
unification (C2) “above” Intellect, an entrance into our hypernoetic self; and
the vision within the adyton—described as, among other things, an ekstasis,
haplosis, and epidosis autou, suggestive of self-dissolution—thus represents
(iv) the paradoxical surrender and annihilation of the self (phase D) necessary
for MuO and perhaps also MUO itself (phase E). We may therefore conceive
of the ambiguous locus of mystical subjectivity—the subject which progres-
sively identifies with ever more unified modalities of self-reflection until tran-
scending perception and even self-identity—as a “traveling subject in the logic
of mystical ascent”:% a subject which ultimately surrenders any delimitation
whatsoever in its implosion into the infinitude of the One. We will see that an
understanding of the perplexingly fluid identity of this conscious principle is
crucial for our grasp of Plotinus’s system in both its processional and reversive
phases.

9 Excursus: On Beauty

Among other enigmatic aspects of the transcendental self is its relation to
beauty. As we have already seen, in several passages Plotinus describes the
autophanous self as having become more beautiful, both as a result of one’s
proximity to the One and, conversely, as a prerequisite for union. Thus at
1.6[1].9, the goal of both catharsis (phase A) and self-reversion (phase B) is
ultimately to reveal the true beauty of the self (here described as the beauty of
the soul); thus, at 9.32—34, “one must first become all godlike and beautiful if
one wishes to see God and Beauty” (yevéabw Oy mpédytov Beoeidvg Tag xal xaAdg
mag, €l uéMel BedoaaBat Oedv Te xal xaAdv). At 1v.8[6].1.1—11, Plotinus recounts
his own experience of seeing an “extraordinarily wondrous beauty” (Savpactév
NAlxov 0p&v xdMog) within himself. At v.8[31].11.3 one looks at a “beautified”
(xaMwmicfeloav) image of oneself; at v.5[32].8.13 the autophanous Intellect
sees itself “become more beautiful” (xaMiw yevépevov) at the moment of auto-
phany; and at v1.7[38].34.10, the soul has prepared herself by making herself
“most beautiful” (udMota xadnv). Now it is interesting to note that in a number
of these passages, the object of union is called not by its ordinary names, i.e.,

65  Per Kevin Corrigan’s apt description of the mysterious agent of ontogenesis as the “travel-
ing subject in the logic of generation” (Corrigan 20004, 148).



46 CHAPTER 2

the One or the Good, but rather Beauty or the Beautiful itself. In 1.6[1].9.25,
the transcendental self is able to see “the great Beauty” (16 péya xdiog),
which, “generally speaking” (6Aooyepel... Adyw: 1.6[1].9.39), is identified with
the Good; but subsequently, at 9.41-44, Plotinus expresses some uncertainty
about whether beauty and the Good are actually on the same level or whether
Beauty is inferior.6 Similarly, at v.5[32].8.10-11, Plotinus says that immediately
prior to the autophany, the aspirant (described as the Intellect) is looking “at
nothing else but the Beautiful” (eig 008&v &M 1) tpdg T6 xaAdv fAémwy). But what
precisely is meant by fo kalon here? It is important to note that although the
Good or the One is not mentioned explicitly in this passage, the ultimate ob-
ject of the eventual vision or union is indeed the supreme principle, i.e., the
unnamed object of contemplation “surmounting” (dmwepayav) the Intellect in
the preceding lines (8.8—9). So is to kalon, then, to be related to this very same
first principle, and thus also to the ambiguously transcendent “great Beauty”
or “the primary Beautiful” (to mega kallos, to proton kalon) in the visionary
ascent of 1.6[1].9? Or is the Beautiful merely to be identified with the inher-
ent beauty of the hypostatic Intellect that is contemplating itself, a beauty
that is inferior to the One but on the same level as Intellect (as he will insist
later in the same treatise, at 12.10-38, and as he has previously implied else-
where in the Grofschrift, at v.8[31].8-11)? Indeed, in the early account of MUO
at v1.9[9].11.16, the aspirant transcends beauty at the ultimate stage: “he was
not among the beauties, but had already even run up above beauty” (o03¢ tév
WOAGY, dAAG xatl TO xaAdv 1Oy DmepBéwv). Against this one might juxtapose the
more transcendental aspects of beauty that are evident in an account of MUuO
running over several chapters of a later treatise, v1.7[38].31-36. Here beauty is
unambiguously an “attribute” of the ultimate, transcendent goal of the mys-
tical ascent, although it is curious that throughout chapters 31 to 35, when
Plotinus mentions this goal it is almost always with some circumlocution in-
volving beauty;®7 the Good (fo agathon) is only mentioned by name at 35.36,
during the final MU O itself. Initially, at 32.5-24, Plotinus describes the supreme
principle in apophatic terms adapted primarily from the attributes of the One
in the second part of Plato’s Parmenides; the intent here is clearly to empha-
size its transcendental formlessness and consequent desirability, and thus to
highlight the extraordinary quality of the soul’s love for it. Nevertheless, in the

66 A similar uncertainty about the status of Beauty relative to the first principle persists
through Plotinus’s later period as well, see e.g., v1.2[43].18.1-8.

67  Atonly one point (33.22) does he refer to to agathon explicitly, but only in an ambiguous
periphrasis, ultimately drawn from Plato (Philebus 6ob), equating the primal beauty to
the “nature of the Good” (hé tou agathou phusis).
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remainder of the passage (32.27—39), Plotinus emphasizes more positively that
its formlessness is actually a special kind of beauty: it is an unlimited “beau-
ty above beauty” (xdMog Oép x¥dMog), the “generator of beauty” (té yewév...
76 xdA0g), the “flower of beauty” (xaAod dvBog), the “beauty-making beauty”
(xdAhog xoMomoldy), the “principle” (dpxn) and limit (wépag) of beauty, and, at
33.20, the “hyperbeautiful” (16 dmépxarov); these qualities render it loveable.®
He then insists (at 34.1-13) that we must ourselves be similarly formless and
beautiful. The ambiguous status of beauty—an ambiguity which has roots in
Plato’s own thought6®—thus corresponds to a similar ambiguity in the locus
of the transcendental self, which, as we have seen, shares both positive aspects
of the Intellect and more transcendental or apophatic aspects of the One. It is
possible that Plotinus is employing the rather fluid status of beauty to mediate
the liminal space between the intelligible and hypernoetic realms, and it ap-
pears to be noncoincidental that the transcendental self similarly participates
in this ambiguous and labile principle.

10 Phase E: Union with the One

Let us now return to the progress of the ascent itself. We have already seen
that even the transcendental self, beautiful though it is, must ultimately be
dissolved. Yet in fact our “journey”—to use Plotinus’s own term—does not end
there, since the annihilation is essentially coterminous with the ultimate state,
that of MUO proper. The nature of the union itself has been the subject of an
extensive controversy not only because of various theological and metaphysi-
cal assumptions subtly informing the discussion but also especially because at
this point in the texts Plotinus’s language often becomes frustratingly vague
and allusive, even paradoxical; accurate readings may be adduced to sup-
port contradictory positions. Often the moment of ultimate union is implied
but not stated,”® and one has the sense that Plotinus is deliberately trying to

68 At 33.22—26, Plotinus makes an analogy between the formlessness of the first principle
and the experience of a human lover, who, he says, can only be said to be in love when an
“impression” (tupos) of the beloved arises in his soul even during the absence of the be-
loved. In other words, just as ordinary human love requires a kind of phantasmic aware-
ness without a perceptible object, so also love for the One requires some kind of inner
apperception—an autophany?—without even any intelligible object. This peculiar anal-
ogy seems to be based on what must have been a contemporaneous theory of love; see e.g.
Plutarch, Amatorius 759c.

69  The ambiguous status of beauty in Plotinus’s conception has recently been noted by
Stern-Gillet 2000.

70  E.g,atv.5[32].8.4ff.
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avoid the use of any determinate verbal expression to describe it. In certain
passages, however, Plotinus describes it in terms that suggest an absolute uni-
fication, coalescence, or even identity of the mystical aspirant and the One;
thus at v1.g9[9].11.4-6: “there were not two, but the seer himself was one in rela-
tion to the seen, for it was not really seen, but unified” (¢rel Toivuv 800 odx Ay,
AN B iy o 6 18w Tpdg TO Ewpapévoy, W Qv ui) Ewpapévov, dAN Yvwuévov); at
V1.7[38].34.13—-14: “there are no longer two, but both are one” (008" &tt 8o, dAN
gv dugpw).”t In this moment the aspirant must reject even the minimal duality
inherent in perception and somehow “become” the One, whatever this means
in terms of either metaphysics or subjective experience. Since intellection
cannot, strictly speaking, be predicated of the mystical subject in this state,
Plotinus struggles to find non-cognitive language to articulate this phase. He
employs several overlapping and sometimes conflicting metaphorical imag-
es, whose complexity often challenges the more philosophical interpretation
of MUO as an absolute, undifferentiated unity.”? But this presents a method-
ological problem: how should one interpret Plotinus’s various terms connoting
either contact or identity with the One? Are they all meant to indicate the ulti-
mate phase? Is one set of expressions metaphorical, the other literal? Or do his
occasional statements of identity represent the ultimate state of union, while
the phrases denoting contact, which are more prevalent in the text, only imply
a preliminary stage along the way? Certainty on this point is not possible; in
my judgement, while Plotinus considers MUO to be in fact an instant of abso-
lute unity, he nevertheless understands this moment to involve a certain time-
less complexity, a unified process that is divided into a multiplicity only in our

71 My own view is closer to that of Meijer 1992, Bussanich 1988, and Mamo 1976, who in-
terpret Plotinus to mean that there is a complete identity attained at the final stage. The
majority of scholars, including, inter alia, Hadot 1986, Beierwaltes 1985, Armstrong 1977,
O'Daly 1973, Arnou 1967, and Rist 1965, take the union to be either approximate or meta-
phorical and / or impute to Plotinus the view that the mystical subject in fact retains its
distinct identity even at the moment of MUO. Of course it is also true that such a question
would be philosophically moot for Plotinus himself, since in the hypernoetic realm the
dichotomy between identity and difference dissolves. I therefore will avoid belaboring
this rather abstract issue.

72 Inmy opinion, however, these are not arbitrary metaphors—nor, arguably, does the quali-
fication ‘metaphor’ carry much significance, since, after all, any language used to describe
the hypernoetic realm must be inherently ‘metaphorical. Despite their seeming incom-
patibility, these images are in fact very closely related and may be understood as different
aspects of a single, essentially erotic, conception of MUO; on this see Mazur 2009. I there-
fore disagree entirely with Bussanich’s (1988, 183) claim that “Plotinus does not choose to
represent the union itself in erotic terms.”
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conception of it.” We will examine some of these images of MUO in greater
detail in Chapter 3, but for the moment I will provide a few examples of what I
take Plotinus to be saying about the ultimate stage of the ascent.

1 Vision and Light

Despite Plotinus’s attempts to transcend the language of perception at the
moment of MUO, he often reverts to imagery of vision, while still insisting it
involves some other, exceptional mode of sight.”* Often the mystical subject
coalesces with the object of vision, an object that is described as itself pure
light without a source.” Sometimes Plotinus seems to imply that one becomes
the faculty of sight itself.”6 Plotinus’s imagery of vision to describe the en-
counter with the supreme principle thus recapitulates the earlier autophany
(phase C).7”

73 In other contexts Plotinus often appeals to the need for temporal discourse to express
atemporal process; e.g., v.1[10].6.19—23; V.8 31].12.24—26; V1.7[38].35.28—30.

74  1.6[1].8.25—26:“... do not look, but shutting your eyes, as it were, change to and awaken an-
other [faculty of] sight” (u3) BAémetv, 4N olov udoavta &P &y dXAEEaaba xal dveyelpat);
VI.9[9]11.22—23: “another way to see” (&Nog Tpdmog Tod 13elv); VI.7[38].35.39: “blessed
perception and vision” (paxapiov 3180 alobno xal ¢av). The use of vision-imagery in
philosophical context to express the apperception of true reality is evident in Plato’s
Symposium and Phaedrus, of course, but also in more proximate Middle-Platonic sources
such as Numenius, frag. 2 des Places. As I will discuss later, similar imagery of vision oc-
curs in the more ritualized context of contemplative ascent in Sethian Gnosticism.

75  V.5[32].7.31-35; VI.7[38].36.19-25; V.3[49].17.32—37. This has been discussed esp. by
Beierwaltes 1961.

76 Perhapsimagined as a visual ray of light. Besides its sense of the faculty of vision, the word
opsis denotes a visual ray (LSJ 1282b, 11.e). Plotinus’s imagery of mystical vision may have
been derived from contemporaneous optics. According to Plato’s theory of extromission
(Timaeus 45b—d), with which Plotinus seems to be familiar (even if he does not entirely
concur; see Iv.5[29].2), light rays emerging from the eyes comprise the initial, active, mo-
ment of vision, an outflow away from, rather than towards, the eventual percipient; seeing
and projecting light are therefore not mutually exclusive. Among other examples of the
mystical subject becoming a visionary faculty is that of the nous eron at v1.7[38].35.23—24,
which, as Perczel 1997 has recognized, is itself a kind of vision or contemplation (ke thea).
A similar transformation into sight itself (opsis) occurs in certain passages that I believe
refer not to MUO proper but only to the self-unification (phase C2); thus 1.6[1].9.22—23;
V1.7[38].35.15.

77  While the context sometimes makes clear whether he has in mind the initial glimpse of
the autophany or the more transformative moment of MU0, they are not always so clearly
distinct; the difference is perhaps most evident in v1.7[38].22; among other instances of
autophany which are less easily differentiated from MUO is the simile of the visitor be-
holding the master of the house in v1.7[38].35.7-16.
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12 Ennead vi.g[9].11.22—25 [See Complete Passage in Appendix A8]

One example of this occurs at v1.9[9].11.22—25 in the simile of the adyton we
have just discussed. Here Plotinus describes the supreme principle itself that
is the object of the “intercourse” (sunousia) in the adyton—and not only the
mystical experience of the devotee, as is often thought”®—as “perhaps not an
object of contemplation, but another way of seeing” (té 8¢ lowg v ob éaua, dAG
8Mog tpémog tod idelv), and then qualifies this mystical “seeing” with six terms

«y,

whose subtle semantic ambivalences are virtually untranslatable: “€xotacig xal
amAwatg xat émidoatg attod [H-S1: adtod] xai Epeatg mpog agnv xal ataaig xal me-
PN aIS TTPOS Epappoyny...."®

13 Ennead v1.7[38].36.10—26 [Appendix A16]

Other accounts of MUO (phase E) describe a vision of light without a source or
an object, as at v1.7[38].36.18—21: “[ One] suddenly beholds, not seeing how, but
the vision fills his eyes with light, not having made him see something else by
means of it, but the light itself was the thing seen” (iceidev £aipvng odx ISy

78  The ou theama in line 22 refers back to the auto in line 21, i.e., the supreme principle
within the adyton. This reading is favored only by Harder 1956 and Hadot 1994, while
Bréhier 1938, Armstrong 1988, Meijer 1992, Bussanich 1988 and most other interpreters
take theama to mean the event rather than the object of vision. But of course the two are
not mutually exclusive. Becoming the One means co-experiencing the One’s own form of
transcendental vision. I therefore agree with the spirit, but not the letter, of Bussanich’s
assessment that in MUO, the aspirant shares the “rich inner life” of the One and that mys-
tical vision at this stage can be thought of as the One’s ineffable self-vision seen from a
different perspective. Where I disagree is that I do not think the One’s “rich inner life"—a
repeated theme in Bussanich’s brilliant and complex works (1987, 1988, 1996)—can be
truly said to be “inner” with respect to the One; my eventual thesis, to be elaborated in
Chapter 3, is that, contra Bussanich, the One’s reflexive activity, even its ineffable form of
self-vision or “touching,” or self-loving, represents the incipient procession from the One
and cannot be clearly distinguished from the pre-thinking of the emergent pre-Intellect
(nor, for that matter, from the erotic or visionary experience of the hypernoetic subject
at the ultimate stage of MUO). The One’s selfward-directed “life” is not, as Bussanich sup-
poses, some ineffable process occurring “within” a discretely-bounded domain, some-
thing like—to extend Plotinus’s non-metaphorical imagery of intelligible biology into the
realm of pure metaphor—mitochondrial division occurring entirely within a cell nucle-
us; it is rather like cell-division itself. In my view, therefore, the non-perceptual vision
at the moment of reabsorption into MUO is therefore not internal to the One but rather
reiterates the first eternal moments of ontogenesis.

79 I will discuss the implications of these important terms at length infra, in Chapter 3,
part 2, pp. 125-135.
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8mwg, G 1) Béa TAnoaoa pwTog T Supata ob 3t' adTod TEmolnxey dMo Gpdv, GAN
adTd T QA TO Sparuat V).

14 Ennead v.3[49].17.28-38 [Appendix A1g]

Sometimes the vision is of light that sees itself, as at v.3[49].17.28—38: “Then,
one must believe one has seen, when the soul suddenly takes light; for this—
this light—is from him, and he is it.... this is the true goal for the soul, to touch
that light and to see it by itself, not through the light of another, but [to see the
light] itself, through which it also sees” (téte 3¢ xp¥) Ewpaxévar maTede, dtov
1 Yoy EEaipws pdg Adpy: Todto Ydp—rodTo 16 pis—map’ adtod xal adTés:....
To070 TO TéAOG TAANOWOV YPuydi, Epdnpaadat pwTog Exeivou xal adTR avTo Bedoaadal,
olx 8Nov puwri, G adT6, 8t 0l xal 6pQ).

15 Excursus on v.3[49].17—28

Here MUO occurs, again “suddenly,”8? as the soul “taking” light. It is signifi-
cant that this particular light—which Plotinus emphasizes (touto gar—touto
to phos)—both issues from, and yet is also identical to, “him,” i.e., the supreme
principle (par’ autou kai autos),®! much as the One’s own pre-reflexive outflow
at the first moment of ontogenesis is still somehow identical to its source.
Following Kirchhoff, Henry-Schwyzer and subsequent editors have tended to
delete the parenthetical touto to phos (“this light”), but in so doing neglect a
crucial implication:32 namely, that Plotinus emphasizes this particular light to

80  Armstrong thinks that the suddenness of the experience is intended to underscore its
unexpectedness (LCL 444135, 1. 1), but it appears to me that the emphasis of the passage
is not on the absence of anticipation of its arrival but the brevity (or perhaps atemporal-
ity) of its duration that does not permit discursive analysis in real time. The intention
is to demonstrate the divine and transcendental nature of this experience that requires
faith or immediate certainty (chré ... pisteuein) at the moment of vision (tote) rather than
discursive reasoning (sullogizesthai), which only takes place later (husteron) once the ex-
perience has passed; cf. also the parallel in the nondiscursive apprehension of the soul in
the intelligible realm at 1v.3[27].18.19—23 and 1v.4[28].7.2—5.

81  Although Plotinus uses the masculine pronoun here it is certain from the previous lines
(17.10-14) that he is referring to the One.

82  Why does Kirchhoff want to delete this? It is acceptable grammatically, but more im-
portantly, this construction is reminiscent of a similar epexegesis emphasizing the iden-
tity of the object of mystical vision at v1.7[38].35.7 (ekeinon idéi ton theon). To his credit,
Oosthout 1991, 182 and n. 1 retains the parenthesis in his translation.
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differentiate it from another light he has previously mentioned. For earlier in
the treatise, at 12.40—44, Plotinus describes the first product of the One as an il-
lumination which, like the light from the sun, is not really cut off from its source
but which all the same is not identical to it (oud’ au tauton autoi); in this pas-
sage the noetic light is the fully-determined Intellect. By contrast, at 17.29-30,
the transcendental light—what must surely correspond to the first prenoetic
efflux of the One—is both from the One and yet still identical to it: an identity
that in the earlier—pre-mystical and fully discursive—context Plotinus specif-
ically denied to the light that generates the fully-fledged hypostatic Intellect.83
In this latter context he is insisting (somewhat dogmatically) upon his doctrine
of the absence of intermediaries between hypostatic realities; in chapter 17,
however, as in mystical contexts elsewhere, the delimitations and boundaries
between ontological strata dissolve while the strata themselves simultaneous-
ly expand into a richer sequence of overlapping micro-articulations. Plotinus
describes this experience®*—the soul’s “true goal” (to telos talethinon)8>—with
his recurrent language of physical contact (ephapsasthai) and also with a se-
ries of expressions that are intended to emphasize the identity of subject and
object and recall the similar photic experience of MUO at v.5[32].7.31-35: here
the goal is to “see it [the light] by itself [the light],” while at v.5[32].7.33, one
“sees it by itself” (Qedoetat...adtd xad’ €avtd); here, one must see “not by the
light of another,” while at v.5[32].7.32—33: one sees “not another light in an-
other” (obx dAo év &M @&g). But what does all this this mean? Plotinus could
simply be stating the obvious: the vision of the One comes to the soul as a
(noetic) light, and that unlike other non-luminous objects but much like the

83  One might also consider the previous line (v.3[49].12.42—43) where there is a suggestion,
albeit expressed negatively, of more than one light: ... he does not exteriorize the out-
shined away from himself—or we will make another light prior to light....” (odx 2£hoavta
&’ adTod O Expavév—i) G0 PGS TPO PUTOS TIOYTOMEY).

84  In the next sentence, Plotinus compares the experience of this light to that of “another
god whom someone called to his house” who then “comes and illuminates.” The identity of
this “other god” is unclear, but he is almost certainly referring to a particular genre of late
antique ritual praxis known as photagogia, designed to summon a deity in luminous form
into one’s house for a private visionary encounter. I have discussed this in Mazur 2003,
46—47. The statement that “if he did not come he would not have illuminated” (e med’
elthon ouk ephatisen) is perplexing, given Plotinus’s insistence elsewhere on the fact that
the One neither comes nor goes anywhere, but his intention may be to stress that the
luminous vision itself—perhaps an actual photic experience as a result of a prolonged
period of meditation—must be interpreted as the god’s (non-spatial) manifestation even
prior to any kind of reasoning about the experience. One might also consider his earlier
playful mention of an epoide in this context.

85  One is reminded of Porphyry’s claim (Vit. Plot. 23) that Plotinus’s own telos and skopos
was MUO.
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sun, this particular object of vision is not seen by reflected light, but by its own
light; and he does in fact make this comparison explicitly in the next sentence
(17.37). Yet this reading is problematic, since the indeterminate referent of the
second auto (line 36, found in most but not all mansuscripts) seems to cor-
respond to the prior accusative auto (i.e., the light) in line 35, the direct object
of theasasthai.86 If we retain the accusative auto and take it either as a reflex-
ive or an intensifier (“itself alone,” “its true self”), the outcome is somewhat
peculiar: the soul’s goal is “to see it [the light] by [the light] itself, not by the
light of another, but [to see] itself, the same [light] through which it [the soul?
the light?] also sees.” Here the verb theasasthai remains indeterminate, being
both in the middle voice and in the infinitive, while the subject of Aorai is not
specified. The subject of the vision slides from the soul to the light, creating
something of a semantic vortex, opening an infinite regress of meaning; thus,
in this very moment, the soul sees the light seeing itself37 This may be under-
stood as a reiteration of autophany (phase C) at a transcendent level of unity;
we may recall that Plotinus typically describes a moment of self-perception
at the penultimate phase of ascent but not—with important exceptions—at
MUO proper, where even the most minimal self-perception creates a potential
duality of subject and object. He therefore appears to be employing a subtle
linguistic ambiguity in order to conflate the subject and object of vision more
completely than a logically unambiguous sentence would allow.

16 Ennead v.5[32].8.18—-21 [Appendix A12]

Here Plotinus redescribes the vision in terms of the union: “And if it were pos-
sible also for Intellect itself to remain nowhere ... it would have been gazing at
that one eternally; or rather, not gazing, but being one with that and not two”
(xail el olév Te v xol 0T TQ V& péver undopod...Av &v dei éxelvov BAEmwy- xaitot
003€ BAETTwY, GAN Ev Exelve WV xat od 300).

86 One might expect here instead of auto another dative of means, autoi, which would rein-
force the previous autoi in line 34 and similarly contrast with the allou photi; this would
yield instead the semantically redundant but logically unambiguous phrase “to see it by
itself, not by the light of another, but by that by which it also sees.” Indeed, the grammati-
cal inclination to emend auto to autoi had already tempted Volkmann in 1884, and even
Armstrong (LCL 444:178), who leaves the H-S! text as it stands, renders the sentence as a
tautology: “... not by another light, but by the light which is also its means of seeing.”

87  We may recall that earlier in the treatise, at 8.23, Plotinus also refers to the vision of
Intellect as “light seeing light”
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17 Convergence of Center-Points

One also finds the geometric image of the convergence of the center-points of
circles (one of his most frequent models of reality elsewhere in the Enneads).

Ennead v1.9[9].818-22: “Lifting ourselves up means of what is not sub-
merged in the body, by this [center] we conjoin ourselves at the center of our-
selves to, as it were, the center of all things, just like the centers of the greatest
circles with the center of the surrounding sphere” (t@ dv wn Bamntiobévt @
CWHATL DITEPAPOVTES, TOUTW CUVETITOUEY XATA TO EQVTAV XEVTPOV TQ olov TaVTwY
XEVTPW, XaBATEP TAV KEYITTWY XUXAWY TA XEVTPA TG THS TPalpag TS TEPLEXOVIYS
XEVTPW, AVOTIVOUEVOL)

Enneadv1.9[9].10.16-17 [Appendix A7]: “[the seer] having come to belong to
that, is one, as if having attached center to center” (xdxeivov yevopevog &v éativ
WDTTEP KEVTPW AEVTPOV TUVAAS).

18 Sexual Intercourse

Plotinus also employs the erotic image of a kind of transcendental, non-
corporeal sexual intercourse, which culminates not merely in the intimate
proximity that terrestrial lovers ordinarily attain but in the absolute unifica-
tion that they ideally seek;®® even when it is not explicitly sexual, Plotinus
tends to describe the contact with the One with the related physical language
of conjoining, touching or grasping, commingling, penetrating, and receiving,
and so on.8°

Ennead v1.9[9].4.16-19 [Appendix As]: “If someone has not come to the
object of contemplation, and his soul has not had an awareness of, nor expe-
rienced, the glories there, nor had in himself (as it were) the erotic experi-
ence, from the vision, of a (male) lover coming to rest in the (male) beloved....”
(el 8¢ N NAOE T émi Td Béopar, undt clveowv Eoyev M) Yoy tig €xel dyhadog unde

88  Also see v1.9[9].9.20, 44—46. As I shall discuss in Chapter 5, this is consistent with the
(auto-) erotic desire that initially motivated MSR.

89 Among many other examples: v1.9[9].1017: quvanpag; VI.9[9].11.24: Epedig TPOG AQNV;
V1.9[9].4.27: €épdpaadat xal Biyew (cf. v1.8[39].21.29); V1.9[9].9.19 and V1.7[38].39.19: émagpi);
v.3[49].10.42: B xai olov Emag; 111.8[30].9.21-22: dAloxorto EmiBolf &Bpée; VI.7[38].35.21:
emiBoA); 40.2: ol mpooapdyevol; 1.6[1].7.13: cuyxepaodijvay; vI.g[g].an7: éuiyvuto; cf.
V1.7[38].34.15: guyxpivay; 111.8[30].10.32—33: Badwv mpog adTd xal Tuxwv Evtog abTod;
111.8[30].9.29: xoutodpeda; v1.7[38].35.22: mapadoyfj. One might also note the sexual con-
notations in the Greek usage of even the more innocuously abstract-seeming verbs such
as ouvevat (e.g, v1.9[9].9.45), ouviévat (V1.8[39].18.11) and ouyyivesbat (e.g., VI.9[9].7.21,
11.32; cf. v1.8[39].7.52-53).
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Emafe undé Eoyev év Eautd olov pwtuedy madyua éx tod 1delv paatod &v & €pd
AVATTVTAUEVOU.... ).

Ennead v1.9[9].9.50-55 [Appendix A7]: “... it is necessary to put the other
things away and stand in this alone, and become this alone ... in order that we
may embrace with the whole of ourselves, and have no part with which we
do not touch god” (...dmo8¢a0at ta dMat Jel, xat €v puéve otijvar TovTw, xal TobTo
yevéabat udvov...va @ 8w aldtdv mepurTuEmueda xal undey uépog Exotuey, @ Ui
épamtéueba Beod).

Ennead v1.7[38].34.13-16 [Appendix A14]: “for there is nothing between nor
are there still two, but both are still one; nor could you still make a distinction
while it is present; an imitation of this is also lovers and beloveds down here,
wishing to be blended....” (ueta&d yap oddev 00 €1t SVo, G &v dpgu- 0d Ydp &v
Sraxpivautg €11, Ewg TdpeaTl: pipnatg 3¢ TovTov xal ot évtabBa épaatal xal Epwpevol
auyxplvat BéhovTes...).

Ennead v1.738].35.23—32 [Appendix A1s] “... and that [first] vision is of the
sober intellect, but the [other] is itself the loving intellect, when it has become
frenzied, ‘drunk from the nectar’; then loving, having been expanded into en-
joyment in satiety.... For seeing that [One], he had [i.e., conceived] offspring
and was conscious both of their being born and their being within him ...”
(...xal EaTv éxetvy pév 1) Béa vod Epgppovog, alty d¢ volg Epddv, STav dppwv YévnTat
ueduadelg Tod véxTapog: ToTE Epddv yivetan amAwbels eig edmadetan TG xdpw- xal EaTiv
T peblew Bédtiov 1) oepvotépw elval Tolad TG UEBNS.... xal Yoip Spdv éxelvov Eoye
yevwnpata xal guvyadeTo xal ToOTWY YEVOUEVWY xal EVOVTwY-).

19 Excursus on v1.7[38].35.23—32

This passage describes two powers (dunameis) of vision belonging to Intellect:
first, the ordinary, “sober” Intellect, which eternally thinks by contemplating
its contents (the Forms); and second, the “loving Intellect” (nous eron), which
looks at (or is itself the vision of ) what transcends it (i.e., the One) by means of
a special kind of apprehension, one that Plotinus describes as a kind of “touch”
(epibole) and reception (paradoche). As we have seen elsewhere, there is a sug-
gestion that only a paradoxically non-intellectual faculty of the Intellect is able
to attain the One. The erotic modality of Intellect is superior, being “intoxicat-
ed” into a mystical-erotic ecstasy with the prenoetic efflux, the outflow of “nec-
tar” from the One.° The haptic or even subtly erotic dual activity—epibolé

9o  The image is drawn from Plato, Symposium 203b ff., which Plotinus also elaborates in
111.5[50].7.1-9, 9.1-23.
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suggests an active, instantaneous touch, while paradoché suggests a passive
reception®—designates the non-or hyper-noetic contact with the One, and
the subtly sexual connotation of these two terms is further accentuated by the
statement that in the moment it sees the One, it conceives offspring (esche
gennémata) and becomes aware of their generation within himself. On the one
hand, the Intellect’s vision of its own “offspring” corresponds to its normal self-
thinking, while on the other hand, it sees “that by the power by which it was
going to think” (éxetvo 8¢ 1) Suvdpet Euele voetv: 35.32—33), which suggests that
the hypernoetic apprehension of the One is related to the Intellects’ original
generation as a product of the self-reversion of the One’s own emergent preno-
etic energy (I will return to this in Chapters 3).%2

There are also other examples of erotic imagery to denote MUO that are
slightly more subtle and have consequently not been remarked by commenta-
tors; one example occurs at v1.9[9].10.17-18, where Plotinus has just described
MUO as a convergence of center-points of circles, and then compares this per-
fect union to a pair of unmentioned terrestrial subjects: “For down here, too,
having ‘come together’ they are one, but two when separate” (xai ydp evtadbo
cuveABbvta €v Eat, T Te SVo, Stav xwpis) [see Appendix A7]. Although the neu-
ter sunelthonta would seem to depend on the kentra of the preceding line, it
is unlikely to mean the convergence of the center-points in actual geometri-
cal diagrams of circles “down here,” as many interpreters have thought (what
would this mean?). Rather, Plotinus is tacitly comparing Muo—yet again—to
the copulation of lovers, making a subtle reference to the traditional belief—a
belief evident already in Aristophanes’s fantastical image of hemispherical
lovers seeking reintegration as a spherical whole in Plato’s Symposium (189d-
192e), but also common in Plotinus’s literate Roman milieu®>—that lovers seek
through sexual intercourse (at least ideally) the fusion or unification of two
separate personae into a single entity.94

91  The most useful analysis of these terms occurs in Perczel 1997; see also discussion in Ch. 4.

92  However, Plotinus is careful to point out (at 35.29—30) that Intellect does not vacillate
between the two modalities over time; rather, both are eternally active at different onto-
logical levels: “it always has thinking while it also has not thinking but looking at that in
another way.” (10 3¢ &yet 16 voelv del, Exet 3¢ xal T u) voely, GG dAAwG Exelvov BAémew).

93 E.g., Lucretius, De rerum natura 3.1079ff.

94  One therefore should supply “lovers” as the implicit subject of this sentence, referring
back to the earlier discussion of terrestrial loves (ton entautha eroton) at 9.40, and con-
trasting these with the “truly beloved” (to aléthinon eromenon) who is “up there” (eke)
at 9.44.
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20 Rapture or Spatial Displacement

Plotinus also uses another, quite opposite, spatial image, that of being raised
up entirely out of place altogether.

Ennead v1.7[38].35.36—40 [Appendix A15]: “But the Good is extended over
[the soul and Intellect] and adapted to the constitution of both of them, run-
ning over them and uniting the two, it is upon them, giving them blessed per-
ception and contemplation, having raised them so much as to not be in place,
nor in another thing in which something is naturally in another” (éxtabév 3¢ o
aryadov €m’ adTolg xal guvapproadey Tf) AuQOTEPWY TUTTATEL EMIBPAMOY Xal EvRTay
& SYo Emeativ avTols pocaplav Sidodg aladnaty xai éav, Togolitov dpag, Wate pNTe
&v Téme evat, pte Ev T EAw/, &v olg mépuxey dMho év dhe elva).

21 Excursus on v1.7[38].35.36—40

Here we have a description of what appears to be the final moment of MmUO
proper with a number of strikingly active features attributed to the supreme
principle (Plotinus explicitly calls it the Good). (1) The notion of the One
being “extended” (ektathen) has a peculiarly expansive feel to it, since ex-
tension is typically applied to the generation of lower hypostases (although
it is occasionally also predicated of the Intellect, e.g. earlier in the treatise at
V1.7[38].17.40).%5 (2) The verb sunarmosthai is peculiar here as it is applied to
the One; one would imagine it would more typically describe the inferior prin-
ciple adapting to the superior, rather than vice versa. One might also note its
vaguely sexual connotation: that of joining in wedlock.%¢ (3) Again, as with
ektathen, the qualification epidramon applied to the One emphasizes a pecu-
liar metaphor of spatial extension, stretching itself over the united soul and
Intellect; one might also note the use of the verb “to run” (trechein) applied in
mystical contexts elsewhere, not to the supreme principle as in this case, but
rather to the aspirant (e.g. v1.9[9].11.38: dramousa; v.8[31].11.10-11: dramon).
(4) The notion of vision and perception (aisthesis) is surprising; while Plotinus
often employs the language of vision to indicate transcendental apperception
and even MUO, he specifically rejects the duality implied by aisthésis. (5) The
verb hairein recalls the Intellect “loving to be around that” (dyamyoag t0 mept

95  If we accept Theiler’s emendation from the ms. ekstasei. One might compare a more
positive use of ekteinein in terms of the soul’s prayer to the One at v.1[10].6.10: T} Yuyi
éxtelvaaty Eautods eig edxVv TS Exelvov.

96 LSJ 1699a.
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éxelvov elva) that had been similarly “raised up” (#pf) at v1.7[38].31.5; this cor-
responds to the power of the One to attract its subsidiaries back to itself. The
One has “hoisted” (aras) them entirely out of place (topos) itself, even out of
intelligible place which—in another reversal of the concentric model and ul-
timate rejection of spatial metaphor altogether, Plotinus says is “within” the
supreme principle, itself entirely uncontained.

Enneadv1.7[38].36.15-18 [Appendix A16]: “At that moment one dismisses all
learning and up until that one has been led by instruction and firmly settled
in the beauty in which one is—up until this point one thinks—but having
been hoisted up out of it by (as it were) the wave of Intellect itself, raised to
the heights above it as if surging....” (év0a 3v) édoag Tig TV Madnpar, xal péypt Tou
moudarywymPels wad év xad iSpubels, év & pév Eatt, péypt TovToL Voel, EEeveyBels 8¢
6 adtod 100 vod olov xdpatt xat Dpod O’ adtod olov oidhoavTos).

22 Excursus on v1.7[38].36.15-18

Having rejected intellection, MUO supervenes, but paradoxically, it is the
Intellect itself which is the vehicle of its own self-transcendence, quite oppo-
site from the previous example in which the supreme principle is responsible
for the displacement. Using a peculiar liquid metaphor, Plotinus says that the
mystical subject is “carried up out of” (exenechtheis) what is presumably the
Intellect “by (as it were) the wave of Intellect itself” (t0i autou tou nou hoion
kumati), which corresponds to the frequent motif of displacement in an annihi-
lation (phase D); having been raised “to the heights above [Intellect]” (hupsou
hup’ autou)—i.e., having become hypernoetic—*“as if surging” or “swelling”
or “becoming engorged” (hoion oidesantos)—a word with immediate erotic
undertones®’—*“he suddenly beholds” (eiseien exaiphneés), “not seeing how”
(ouk idon hopos); the object of vision is not explicitly stated (in fact as we know,
the One cannot strictly speaking, be an object) but we know from the context
that this moment of vision corresponds to MUO (phase E). Plotinus frequently
makes reference (e.g. at v.5[32].7.31-35) to both the “sudden” (exaiphneés) ap-
pearance of the One and the perplexity it causes. It is also interesting to com-
pare the evocative imagery of “surging” and being “carried aloft” by a wave with
the similarly expansive and fluid erotic imagery of the nous eron’s intoxication,
filled with nectar and “expanded into happiness” (haplotheis eis eupatheian)
by its fullness.

97  The erotic connotation of oidein is evident from its use in Plato, Phaedrus 251b.
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At Ennead v1.9[g9].11.12 [Appendix A8], one also finds the imagery of di-
vine possession: “He was as if snatched away or divinely possessed” (&omep
apmacdels 1) évBovaidoag).%® As with certain other phrases describing muo0,%9
Plotinus evokes the moment of unification with a somewhat paradoxical pair
of opposing terms; in this case harpazein suggests the displacement of the
mystical subject, its abduction into the divine, while enthousiazein conversely
implies the penetration of the aspirant by the deity. The implication is that a
simple spatial metaphor is insufficient to describe this level of reality.

23 Cultic Praxis

As we have seen, Plotinus describes MUO with an image drawn from tradi-
tional religion, that of entering a temple.

Ennead v1.9[9].11.16—21 [Appendix A8]: “He was not among the beauties,
having already ascended beyond even the chorus of virtues, just like some-
one enters into the interior of the adyton having left behind in the naos the
cult-statues which, upon his emergence back out of the adyton, become the
first things [encountered] after the the object of contemplation inside, and
the intercourse there not with cult-statues or icons, but with the thing it-
self ...” (03¢ TOV xoAdv, dMA xal TO xaAov 13y OmepBéwy, UmepPag 1O xal Tov
TOV APETAV Y0opdy, WaTep TIS €l TO elow Tod 4dUToU €ladig €lg ToVTlow KaTAAITWY
O &V TQ) Ve drydApara, & EeA8vTL Tod d3UTov AW YiveTo Tp@Ta ueTA TO Evdov
Béapa xatl ™V éxel auvouaiov Tpog odx dyaiua ovde eixdva, GG adTé). Although
this is the only clear use of this image to describe MuoO proper, at 1.6[1].7.6—7
he describes the entire cathartic ascent to the supreme principle in terms of
some type of mystery-rite in which the devotee undresses and ascends into the
temple in the nude. At v.1[10].6.9-15, he invokes the image of someone pray-
ing to the god within the temple (the One) by contemplating the cult-images
(agalmata)—i.e., the Forms—that stand outside.!0

98  One might also compare the image of the god “filling” or “impregnating” the soul at,
V1.7[38].35.18-19, which I tend to think describes autophany (phase C) rather than Mmuo
itself (phase E); see Hadot 1988, 341—42.

99 E.g,vig[9]11.23;v1.7[38].35.19—22.

100 Dodds 1965, 94-96 notes an interesting parallel in Clement of Alexandria, Excerpta
Theodoto 27 (Sagnard 1948) which describes the Jewish High Priest doffing his clothes
while entering the Holy of Holies.
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24 Phase E2: Desubjectification

Finally, I would like to point to yet another curious aspect of the mystical as-
cent that is concomitant with both the annihilation (phase D) and MU0 prop-
er (phase E). We have seen that Plotinus often describes the final union as a
rejection of perceptual experience, with its implication of logical duality, how-
ever minimal, between subject and object. Yet sometimes, rather surprisingly,
instead of simply rejecting the language of perception altogether, he reverses
the terms; at the moment of union one must abandon one’s subjectivity and
become, instead of a perceiving subject—which has been annihilated or dis-
solved and no longer subsists as such—a perceived object for another subject:
an object whose principal activity is often described rather disconcertingly in
the extroversive terms of expansion and effluence rather than with the im-
agery of self-concentration and introversion that has thus far characterized
the entire ascent. I call this aspect of union—the radical extinction of sub-
jectivity and the switch in perspective to that of another—a desubjectification
(or phase E2, since it appears to be a corollary of the union itself). Consider,
for instance, Plotinus’s audacious statement at v1.g[g].10.11-12: “perhaps one
(dyor 3¢ 00E « BeTat » AewTéoy, « TO
3¢ opBév »);101 or, a few lines later (at 10.15), in the moment of annihilation,

”m

should not say, ‘will see,” but ‘was seen

his claim that one becomes not oneself but “another,” allos.'9? Similarly, at
v.8[31].11.17-19, at the moment of union (if this in fact describes MU0 and not
merely self-unification, phase C2?), Plotinus says that one becomes “instead of
a seer, the object of contemplation of another contemplator, shining out with
the kind of thoughts that come from there” (yevéabat dvti dpdvrog 170y Oéapa
etépou Dewuévou, olotg xeldev el exddumovta tois voyuaat). The annihilation of
self-identity and the abandonment of ordinary subjectivity at the moment of
MUO corresponds to a shift from a centripetal to a centrifugal dynamic. Thus at
V1.9[9].11.23, Plotinus describes the final moment of MUO with the enigmatic
terms ekstasis, haplosis, and epidosis autou, all of which (as I will attempt to
demonstrate in greater detail in Chapter 3) have an extremely subtle semantic
ambivalence between two completely different meanings, one, the more ob-
vious, connoting the annihilation of self-identity (phase D) but another, less

101 A claim whose boldness Plotinus himself remarks: “the statement is audacious!” (tolmeros
ho logos). One is reminded of the similar audacity (and resultant misfortunes) of Sufis
such as al-Hallaj.

102 In this light one may also interpret an perplexing passage earlier in the same treatise
(v1.9[9].7.22—23) in which Plotinus says that once one has been sufficiently unified with
the supreme principle, one should “come announcing [the union] also to another” (xewv
dyyéMovta...xal dMw).
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easily recognized, suggesting self-expansion, outward motion, and dissolution
(phase E) [This informs my translation in Appendix A8]. In the account of
MUO at 111.8[30].9.29—32, after mentioning the Intellect’s self-surrender to the
One (phase D), instead of describing the moment of union itself, Plotinus im-
mediately launches into an exposition of Intellect’s own procession as the “first
life” (w1 mpdyty) and as an “activity in the outgoing of all things” (évépyeia...év
d1ek8dw t@v mdvtwy). A related idea may be found at v1.7[38].36.21—23, where
Plotinus describes the moment of MUO as an effluent ray (augé) of light with-
out a percipient, which, he says in the next breath, itself generates the subject-
object distinction only “later,” ontologically speaking, at the inferior level of
Intellect.’93 The subject of MUO has thus dissolved into the visionary radiation
from the One itself (which itself never becomes, properly speaking, a fully ac-
tualized subject), to be seen by another subject: either an aspect of one’s own,
pre-MUO, self, or perhaps another person altogether. The mind reels trying
to grasp the semantic vortices in these remarkably subtle Plotinian passages,
whose empbhasis is less upon static repose with the supreme principle than of
the first eternal moments of procession from it (I will build upon this theme in
the next chapter).194 This curious reversal of orientation preserves the sense of
dynamic process that Plotinus strives to express even at the ineffable moment
of undifferentiated unity.

25 Conclusion

To recapitulate: briefly, I have suggested that Plotinus’s conception of the
process of MUO may be understood in terms of several phases: a catharsis
(phase A), involving first the propaedeutic abandonment of sense perception
but then also the emptying of formal relations and delimitations from one’s
consciousness, which subsequently is reiterated throughout the ascent but is
also punctuated by self-reversion (phase B), involving a further stage of either

103 O yép v &v éxelvy 10 pdv dpwpevoy, 16 8¢ QA adtod, 008 vods xal voodpevoy, SN adyy)
yevwaoa tadta elg Sotepov xai dpelon evar map’ odtd. That this refers to the period of union
and not the One in general requires justification. The ekeinoi does refer to the One, not the
state of MUO, but the imperfect verb (én) emphasizes a particular temporal period (that
of the moment of MUO under consideration) rather than a more general state of the One.

104 One might also compare an earlier passage, at 111.8[30].8.31—38, describing the Intellect’s
attempt to contemplate the One (presumably in a mystical context), which slides into a
description of ontogenesis; or even Plotinus’s curious comment, in quite a different con-
text (11.9[33].9.51-52) that “that which is above Intellect is immediately to fall outside of
Intellect.”
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self-contraction or self-cognition which culminates in a sudden moment of
autophany (phase C), involving first (i) the sudden vision of, or within, one-
self, and then (ii) the subsequent rejection of the duality of perception in
favor of (C?) a self-unification, i.e., coming into a complete identity with one’s
transcendental—hypernoetic and hyperontic—self, a faculty which subsists
in an intermediary realm between Intellect and the One; and finally, a termi-
nal instant in which the annihilation (phase D)—i.e., the rejection of even
this self-identity—the union (phase E)—i.e., the coalescence of the aspirant
and the One—and the desubjectification (E?)—i.e., the abandonment of sub-
jectivity and the reversal from contraction to expansion—all coincide. One
should note that although these phases may be distinguished analytically, in
Plotinus’s accounts one typically finds complex passages that integrate several
phases seamlessly, even in the sweep of a single sentence, or recursive repeti-
tions of these phases at several successive levels, which suggests that the praxis
itself should not be understood as consisting of discretely separated stages,
but rather as a continuous, dynamic process that the inherently static terms of
determinate language can only struggle to convey.



CHAPTER 3

The Identity of Prenoetic and Hypernoetic Subjects
in Plotinus

1 Introduction

In the preceding chapter (Ch. 2), we have seen that Plotinus envisioned the
complex structure of ascent towards mystical union with the One (MUO) in
terms of several sequential stages. Most importantly, the penultimate phase of
the ascent comprises a sudden, reflexive manifestation of one’s transcendental
self (phase C), followed by a further self-concentration or coalescence with
this self (phase C2); while the ultimate phase requires even the hypernoetic
self to be utterly dissolved (phase D) in union with the first principle (phase
E): a union that however complete it may be still retains a certain degree of
complexity (phase E2). Remaining to be explored in greater detail are (a) the
precise situation of this schema in the context of Plotinus’s own metaphys-
ics; (b) its intellectual-historical background; and finally (c) its practical im-
plications in the context of contemplative praxis. The present chapter will
address only the first question, that of (a) the relation of this mystical scheme
to the rest of Plotinus’s thought; for it is only through an adequate grasp of
this issue in its immediate philosophical context—itself quite enigmatic and
the source of much scholarly controversy—that we will be able, in future
chapters, to address (b) the broader intellectual-historical background and
(c) the practical implications of this doctrine. The essential thesis of this chap-
ter is that in Plotinus’s conception, the final phases of mystical ascent bear
a noncoincidental homology with the first moments of primordial ontogen-
esis, that is, the process by which the One generates Being and Intellect. More
specifically, I will suggest first, that Plotinus envisioned the sudden luminous
vision of the transcendental self at the penultimate moment of ascent—the
autophany—to be virtually indistinguishable from, and indeed even identi-
cal to, the primordial self-apprehension by which the prenoetic efflux from
the One acquires limit and definition as Intellect; and second, that (as I have
already intimated in Chapter 2) he believed the transcendental self and preno-
etic efflux to be connate or even consubstantial. This chapter is divided into
three sections, following this introduction (Part 1). Part 2 establishes the basic
schema of Plotinian ontogenesis and discusses certain philosophical com-
plexities to which this schema gives rise; Part 3 makes a detailed structural

© ALEXANDER J. MAZUR, 2021 DOI:10.1163/9789004441712_004
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and philological comparison between the descriptions of the first moments
of ontogenesis and the final stages of mystical ascent; and finally, Part 4 con-
firms their virtual identity with a close reading and lexical analysis of a single
early-period account of the very last moment of MuoO. In the chapter that
follows (Ch. 4), we will see that this interpretation of Plotinus’s mysticism is
confirmed by the existence of a virtually identical conception in contempo-
raneous Platonizing Sethian Gnosticism, in which the close connection be-
tween soteriological (or mystical) ritual praxis and metaphysical doctrine is
made far more explicit. Specifically, certain Platonizing Sethian tractates from
Nag Hammadi—especially Allogenes and Zostrianos, whose Greek anteced-
ents were known to have been read in Plotinus’s circle—explicitly identify the
moment of self-apprehension at the liminal phase of primordial ontogenesis
with that of the contemplative ascent towards the transcendent deity. As I will
argue in detail in the next two chapters, Plotinus must have developed his own
conception of the final stages of MUO in extremely close, constructive dia-
logue with these very sectaries: thus belying the long-standing interpretation
of his mysticism as a unique, sui generis, deeply personal affair, in some sense
isolated both from the rest of his metaphysics and from the religious praxis in
his more general social and intellectual milieu. For the moment, however, let
us return to Plotinus himself.

2 Plotinian Ontogenesis
2.1 The Importance of Plotinian Ontogenesis for the Interpretation of
Mpystical Ascent

Thus far we have seen that at the penultimate phase of mystical introversion
towards MUO the aspirant experiences a sudden, luminous self-apprehension:
the autophany (phase C). This crucial, liminal moment demarcates the aspi-
rant’s transition through the subtle boundary separating the realm of Intellect
and Being from the utterly hypernoetic and hyperontic domain proper to
the One. In other words, prior to the autophany, the mystical subject may be
understood as having been assimilated to the Nous; the subject of the self-
reversion therefore begins as Intellect, but the object of the autophany—to
which the subject must also be in some sense identical—transcends Intellect.
For we have seen that after having come to complete identity with the tran-
scendental self in the moment of self-unification (C2?), the subject has sur-
passed both Intellect and Being and abides in the unutterable region—we
might call it an “interhypostatic” domain—“above” the Intellect but “below”
the One. At this point, one may notice that the self-reversion and autophany at
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the final stages of the mystical ascent are intriguingly reminiscent of Plotinus’s
descriptions of the very first eternal moments of ontogenesis, in which the
second hypostatic principle (Being-Intellect) unfolds from the entirely tran-
scendent first principle (the One-Good) through a parallel, yet in this case
primordial, act of epistrophe, followed by a similarly transformative moment
of self-apprehension.! Here I would suggest that the correspondence between
the mystical self-reversion (MSR) of the aspirant and the reflexive, ontoge-
netic activity of the prenoetic efflux—what I would call the primordial self-
reversion (PSR)—is too robust to be coincidental. In what follows, I would like
to demonstrate conclusively what I have previously noted in passing (in Ch. 2):
specifically, that according to Plotinus, (a) the transcendental self—the hyper-
noetic subject subsisting at the penultimate phase of the mystical ascent—has
derived from, and is thus consubstantial or even identical with, the liminal,
prenoetic efflux (hereafter PNE for short) of the One: the PNE in a phase both
prior to and coincident with its reflexive vision, and further, that (b) the self-
reversion and autophany of the mystical subject deliberately recapitulates the
primordial epistrophé and delimiting vision of the PNE with which the aspirant
must consciously come to identify.2 In order to grasp this, however, it will first
be necessary to understand Plotinus’s curious account of ontogenesis in some
detail and delve into certain problems in his metaphysics that might seem, at
first glance, to be at some remove from his mysticism.

2.2 General Outline of Plotinian Ontogenesis

In the most general sense, Plotinus describes the genesis of the second hypos-
tasis (Intellect-Being) in terms of an unbounded effluence or indefinite power
or potentiality (dunamis) that overflows from the One and then “reverts” upon
its source—often this act is described with the terminology of epistrophé—at
which point it apprehends the One, and is thereby defined so as to acquire in-
dependent subsistence as Intellect and Being.2 How one is supposed to under-
stand this ostensibly metaphorical model, however, is far from obvious. Least

1 I call this process “ontogenesis” for the sake of clarity, but I mean by this term the original
generation of anything at all from the One, including both Intellect and Being indiscrimi-
nately, rather than Being alone. Although Plotinus typically considers both Intellect and
Being to be coextensive, one should note there are instances—e.g., v.2[11].1.11-12—where
he seems to make a subtle distinction between the generation of these two aspects of the
second hypostasis.

2 In Chapter 5, I will suggest that Plotinus intends this to occur in the context of mystical or
visionary ritual praxis.

3 Plotinus’s most important descriptions occur at v.1[10]7.2-6, v.2[11].1.7-13, 11.4[12].5.28-39,
v.5[32].5.16-19, and v1.7[38].16.10-35, 17.12—26 [see passages in Appendix B].
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problematic for modern interpreters has been Plotinus’s use of the language
of process, one involving spatial movement and temporal events, in order to
evoke what he intends to be taken as an eternal activity whose different phases
comprise a logical rather than temporal sequence. In other words, ontogenesis
does not take place in time but instead is always occurring.* What has proved
slightly more troublesome is that although in some sense Plotinian ontogen-
esis may be considered a cognitive, or rather pre-cognitive process, since the
result is, after all, an intellectual principle—and occasionally Plotinus does in
fact use noetic terminology to describe this unfolding—he most often uses
concrete, spatio-temporal imagery drawn from physical processes, such as, for
example, the radiation of light, the effluence of liquid, the uttering of sounds,
or biological reproduction (e.g., conception, parturition, and growth). This
imagery—slightly embarrassing for some interpreters—has typically been
considered to be a metaphorical expression of a doctrine that might otherwise
be described in the more abstract, properly ‘philosophical’ terms of causality,
activity, and so forth. Yet attempts to rephrase Plotinus’s schema with such ter-
minology have often either resorted to different but equally metaphorical lan-
guage or devolved into a kind of a-historical-philosophical hermeneutics that
is probably quite remote from Plotinus’s own patterns of thought.’> The com-
plexities confronting the interpreter are further compounded by the fact that
(as with the mystical passages) Plotinus’s terminology is often fluid and varies
according to whether he intends to emphasize the static or the dynamic as-
pect of the system. His language often becomes infuriatingly oblique precisely
where conventional philosophical discourse would seem to demand almost
mathematical precision. Finally, and most problematically, in descriptions of
hyperontic and hypernoetic reality—explicitly beyond the distinction of iden-
tity and difference®—Plotinus frequently makes contradictory statements,

4 Plotinus himself is explicit about this at v.1[10].6.19—22.

5 As we have also seen in the case of his mystical passages, Plotinus’s ideas about ontogenesis
cannot be fully understood without these putative metaphors. For despite their ostensibly
‘unphilosophical’ packaging, these accounts are in fact his most straightforward explication
of his system. It is my opinion that his occasional (in fact remarkably rare) explications of this
process in more conventionally abstract-seeming philosophical terminology may be under-
stood as a second-order rationalization of a pre-existing system to which he has already com-
mitted himself for other reasons. The impressive labors of Lloyd 1987 to interpret Plotinian
ontogenesis in terms of a purely logical argument founded principally on Aristotle’s notions
of the actualization of Intellect by its objects and the relation of dunamis and energeia—thus
repackaging Plotinus’s thought in ever more abstract, nearly analytic terminology—remain
unpersuasive from a historical perspective. This is not to say, however, that Plotinus does not
owe a great deal to Aristotle.

6 VI.2[43].8.40.
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affirming what he denies elsewhere, and vice versa. Any discussion of Plotinian
ontogenesis, then, must take these initial difficulties into account.

This being said, let us now turn to some key texts.” The paradigmatic ex-
pression of Plotinus’s ontogenetic schema occurs in two consecutive early-
period treatises, chronologically numbers 10 and 11, both of which explicitly
depend upon a central act of epistrophe;® thus we find at v.1[10].7.2—6: “First,
[we must say that] it is necessary for what has come to be, to somehow be that
[the One], and to preserve much of it, and to be most similar with respect to
it, just as is also the light of the sun. But that is not intellect. And so how does
it generate Intellect? Because with its reversion to it [or itself ], it was seeing, and
this seeing is itself Intellect” (Tp&ytov pév, &1t del mwg elvan éxelvo T yevbpuevov
ol droowlew moMd adTod xal elvar dpotbtTa TPdS aTd, Momep xal & PAG TOD
Alov. &N ob vols €xelvo. Tthg 0DV vodv Yewd; 3 81t 1] émotpogl mpds avtd Edpar 1
0e dpaats avity vods) [see the passage in Appendix B3]; and again, more or less
similarly, at v.2[11].1.7-13: “And this is, as it were, the first birth: for being perfect
(as it [the One] seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing), it (as it were)
overflows, and its overflow has made another. What has come into being turns
back towards it [or itself | and is filled | or impregnated] and by looking towards it
[or itself ), this becomes this Intellect as well. And its standing towards that one
makes Being, while its looking towards it is Intellect. So since it stands towards
it so that it should see, it becomes simultaneously Intellect and Being.” (xai
npw T olov Yéwnaotg alty)- 8v yap téletov @ undév {yrelv undé Exetv undé Selobou
olov Omepeppin xal 16 dmepmAfipes adtod memoinxey dNho- 76 G¢ yevduevov els avto
emeotpdey xal EmAypwdn xal éyévero mpos alto BAémov xal voig obtog. %ol 1) u&v Tpdg
gxelvo ol adTod 6 8v Emoinoey, 1) 8¢ mpdg adTd Oéa TV vodv. Emel 0dv Eoty Tpdg
a6, tva 13y, 6pod vod yiyvetan xai 8v). [Appendix B4].

As anyone familiar with Plotinian studies is well aware, the interpretation
of these and other similar passages has been the subject of considerable con-
troversy. The problems arise because Plotinus’s seemingly periphrastic con-
structions leave a frustrating uncertainty as to the identity of the subject of the
primordial epistrophée. We may be relatively certain that the process begins with
the One and ends with the fully-fledged second hypostasis, Intellect-Being; and

7 See text and translation of complete passages in Appendix B.

8 His very first account of ontogenesis occurs at v.4[7].1-2, a short treatise entirely devoted
to this topic, but v.1[10] and v.2[11] comprise a more natural point of departure because the
terminology in v.4[7] is nonstandard—e.g,, he calls what appears to be the entirely unknow-
able One a “noeton,” attributes to it supposedly ‘illegal’ cognitive abilities, and also intimates
the juxtaposition of an Indefinite Dyad between One and Intellect, thereby violating his own
putative axiom denying interhypostases. For this reason scholars have tended to see this as
an anomaly of his early period.
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it is also certain that at some point during this process some kind of epistrophé
occurs. But, what, exactly is the subject of this epistrophé and / or of the vision?
Moreover, what is the object of the vision? Much of the controversy here has
centered upon the grammatical ambiguity of a single line of the first of these
passages, at V.1[10].7.5-6—m@¢ odv volv yewd; "H 81t Tf) emiotpol) mpdg adtd
gnpa- 1) 3¢ 8paatg atty vodg—which has served as a focal point for various inter-
pretations of the entirety of Plotinus’s ontogenetic schema. Interpreters have
tended to subscribe to one or another supposedly exclusive options: namely,
either that [A] the One is the subject of both yewd and ¢wpa, and the adté
should therefore be taken as the reflexive a0té (to which it is now emended
in the revised Henry-Schwyzer edition), thus giving the sense: “by the One’s
reversion to itself, it saw, and this seeing is Intellect”; or, conversely, that [B]
the Intellect is the subject of éwpa (requiring an abrupt change of subject from
the preceding sentence), in which case the personal pronoun a0té is nonre-
flexive and refers back to the One, thus implying, “by the Intellect’s reversion
towards the One, the Intellect saw, and this seeing is Intellect.”® The contro-
versy surrounding v.1[10].7.5—6 also extends to the interpretation of a similarly
problematic passage earlier in the treatise, at v.1[10].6.15-19, in which Plotinus
denies motion to the One by insisting that anything that is moved must have
an end towards which it is moved, and since the One can have no end other
than itself, “one must not posit that it [sc. the One] is moved, but if anything
comes to be after it, it is necessary that it come to be while that has eternally
reverted towards it [or itself]” (émioTpagévtog el éxelvov TPog auto dvoryxaiéy
ot yeyovévat). Again, scholars have commonly chosen one of two possible in-
terpretations: either the demonstrative éxeivou refers to the One and the adté
is reflexive (here again, H-S? have now emended it to a016), which means the
One is eternally reverted towards itself; or éxeivov refers to the Intellect and
adTé to the One, in which case it is the Intellect eternally turned towards the
One. With certain exceptions, interpreters who take the One to be the subject

9 Thus, in favor of [A]—i.e, that the One reverts to itself, and its vision is Intellect—we
find (no doubt inter alia) Miiller 1878-1880, Bréhier 1931, Becker 1940, Harder 19561971,
Hadot 1963; 1968a, Beierwaltes 1967; 1985, Rist 1967, Schwyzer 1969, Graeser 1972, Canta
Cruz 1979, Henry and Schwyzer? 196482, Bussanich 1988 (though he thinks this is nonstan-
dard for Plotinus), and Okano 2005; in favor of [B]—i.e., that the Intellect reverts to the
One—are Ficino 1492, Bouillet 1857-1861, Volkmann-Schluck 1941, Cilento 1947-1949, Henry
(in discussion of Schwyzer 1960), Krdmer 1964, Aubin 1963, Beutler and Theiler 1960-1967,
Deck 1967, Theiler 1970, Igal 1971b, Henry and Schwyzer! 1973, O'Daly 1973, Szlezak 1979,
Atkinson 1983, Armstrong (LCL 444), Lloyd 1987, Gerson 1997, O’Brien 1997 (with qualifica-
tions), D’Ancona 1997 and Emilsson 1999. As will be discussed later, Corrigan 1986 has argued
that the subject of the first sentence is the One while that of the second is indeterminately
both One and Intellect.
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of the epistrophé at v.1[10].7.2—6 have correspondingly tended to see the One
as the subject in v.1[10].6.15-19.1°

2.3 Philosophical Considerations

Strong arguments, both philosophical and philological, have been put forth
in support of both positions, but the depth of the problem will immediately
become evident simply from a perusal of the impressive scholarly talents ar-
rayed on opposite sides of the issue.!! Here, however, let us briefly pull back for
a broader perspective. Setting the philological issue aside—for grammatically
speaking, these passages, as they stand, can more or less reasonably admit ei-
ther interpretation (and a detailed discussion could on its own easily fill an
entire book!)—the fundamental problem may be reframed in more general
terms. How, one might ask, can the One produce something other than itself?
The question is nontrivial because the paradoxical exigencies of Plotinus’s
henology require the first principle to remain uncoordinated with the second
while still somehow serving as the latter’s original cause.!? To be more spe-
cific, the One must (in some way) ‘generate’ Intellect, but this act of generation
is complicated by a tension between two points of Plotinian doctrine—I will
call them ‘axioms’—which he occasionally states as principles throughout the
Enneads, but which he often contradicts in practice. [1] First, in several plac-
es, Plotinus insists almost dogmatically upon the absence of intermediaries
between hypostases: (i) Intellect, and only Intellect, must come immediately

10  Proponents of the first option—that Intellect comes into being while the One is eter-
nally reverted to itself—include Ficino 1492, Bouillet 1857—61, Miiller 1878-80, Bréhier
1931, Hadot 1963, Rist 1967, Schwyzer 1969, Igal 1971b, Harder 1956-1971, Henry and
Schwyzer! 1973, Blumenthal 1974, Armstrong (LCL 444), Lloyd 1987; proponents of the
second option—that Intellect comes into being while Intellect is reverted to the One—
include only Cilento 1947-49, Henry (in Schwyzer 1960), Kramer 1964, Theiler 1970, and
Atkinson 1983.

11 One might also note the sometimes disproportionate vitriol certain scholars have ex-
pressed with respect to their positions in the face of clearly ambiguous and even self-
contradictory textual evidence; thus, for example, O'Brien 1997.

12 Thus, paradoxically, the Intellect might be thought responsible for its auto-generation:
a point emphasized by Lloyd 1987. One is reminded of pre-Plotinian Gnostic theologies
involving a self-generating second principle, on which see Whittaker 1980; Hadot 1968,
1:298-300. A debate about whether the One or Intellect is primarily responsible for the
generation of the second hypostasis focused upon a similar ambiguity of grammatical
subject at v.1[10].7.10-11, & 0D £oTL Sdvapg, oo dmed Thg Suvduews olov axilouéwn 1 vévoig
xafop@, which Armstrong (LCL 444:35) translates as “the things, then, of which it [the
One] is the productive power are those which Intellect observes, in a way cutting itself off
from its power”); on this see esp. Schroeder 1986.
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‘after’ the One, (ii) with nothing else intercalated “in between.”® An implicit
corollary of this, perhaps given more weight by the subsequent interpretative
tradition than by Plotinus himself, is that (iii) the hypostases must be dis-
crete and not conflated with each other, nor multiplied or subdivided within
themselves;* although one should note that he sometimes makes statements
that equivocate on this issue. [2] Second, Plotinus explicitly denies both mo-
tion and change to the One, and in certain passages rejects the possibility that
it can direct will, attention, knowledge, or activity towards anything, even
itself;’> though here too, he occasionally breaks his own rule. Of course this
latter axiom must be qualified, since the One must be the ultimate source or
cause of everything; but it is clear that any overzealous attempt to preserve
the overwhelming transcendence of the first principle will compromise the
explanation of its causality; while conversely, any detailed account of ontogen-
esis risks diminishing its transcendence. These two putative axioms—[1] the
absence of intermediaries, and [2] the immutability of the One—inevitably
govern and complicate both his own discussion of ontogenesis as well as
the entire scholarly controversy surrounding the issue. This is not to say that
Plotinus (and his various modern interpreters) do not regularly violate one or
another of these axioms. Quite the contrary: just as any discourse about the
One ultimately violates the rules of a strictly apophatic theology, so also any
explanation of Plotinian ontogenesis necessarily equivocates with respect to
these axioms. An anxiety about this philosophical equivocation tacitly under-
lies the entire discussion.

Now let us return to v.1[10].7.5-6. On account of axiom [2], proponents of
[B]—that Intellect is the subject of the reversion and of the vision—insist that
the One cannot, properly speaking, “revert” to or apprehend itself, since this

13 Thus v.1[10].6.48-49: 6pd 82 adtév 0d xwptabels, SN 8t uet” adtov xai uetadd 0ddéy, dg ovdE
Yuyiis xat vod: (“[Intellect] sees [the One] not having separated, but because it is next
after him and nothing is in between, as there is nothing [between] Soul and Intellect”); or
later, v.3[49].12.29—30: “For it [the One] did not as it were ‘want’ the Intellect to come to
be, since (if this were the case) the Intellect would come to be with the ‘wanting’ having
come to be between it [the One] and the generated Intellect” (o0 yéip olov mpovBupn vodv
yevéaBay, eita yéveto vodg Thg mpodupias petakd adtod Te xal Tod yevwnBévtog vod yevopéns).
See also v.4[7].11-8; v.1[10].6.41—42, 10.1-5; 11.9[ 33 ] 1-2; V.3[ 49] .12.28—30.

14  Seealsov.4[7]2.1-11;v.5.[32].13.34—36; 11.9[33].1.16—26; 1.8[ 51].2.21—-32. In fact this relation-
ship is substantially more complex than can be elaborated here; for example, Plotinus
often implies a non-reciprocal identity between superior and inferior hypostases: e.g.,
111.9[13].9.3—4: “The first itself is not around anything, but the other things are around it”
(rept 003ev yap adTo TO TPE¥TOY, TA 8MAat O TEpl ATY).

15 E.g, inter alia, v1.9[9].6.42—44; 111.9[13].7, 9; V.1[10].617—-28, 11.8-9; Vv.6[24].6.3-5;
v.3[49].10, 12.28-39; .7[54] .1.
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implies some minimal movement—or equivalently, an unacceptable subject-
object duality—within the absolute unity of the One. In support of this po-
sition, one may, of course, adduce the numerous passages in which Plotinus
denies to the One not only any kind of motion but even self-knowledge. Still,
if one accepts [B], the text demands further explication, for how can the hypo-
static Intellect-Being first arise through its own reversion towards, and vision
of, the One? In other words, what would be the point of Intellect’s reversion
to the One if it (the Intellect) already existed? Conversely, how can Intellect
revert if it does not yet—atemporally speaking—exist? A common solution
to this problem is to take the subject of the epistrophé and of the ensuing
apprehension—i.e., the proximate agent of the generation of Intellect—to be
neither the One nor Intellect properly speaking, but rather an intermediary
prefiguration of Intellect emanating from the One, something I will henceforth
call the “prenoetic efflux,” or PNE.!6 In support of this view one might point
to a number of passages in which Plotinus suggests that some kind of efflu-
ence from the first principle is the primary subject of the reversion—thereby
conforming to axiom [2] concerning the immutability of the One. In earlier
treatises—with important exceptions—Plotinus tends to be somewhat reti-
cent about the PNE,!7 but elsewhere, primarily in later works, we find several
ontogenetic passages that begin in medias res, with a richer description of
what may already be an independent entity, an indefinite potentiality that
turns back towards the One to be limited and defined by its recursive vision.!8

16  Iintend the term “prenoetic efflux” (PNE) to serve as a generic placeholder that is some-
what less prejudicial than the common terms “pre-Intellect” or “inchoate Intellect,” since
these formulations overemphasize, in my opinion, the already-noetic aspect of what
Plotinus describes in a variety of ways, often without any noetic terminology whatsoever.

17  He often refers to it with the periphrasis to genomenon; besides v.1[10].7.3 and v.2[11].1.10,
one might consider v.6[24].5.5-11: “For thinking is not first either with respect to being or
to honor, but second, and is what has come into being while the Good subsisted and moved
what has come into being towards itself: it was moved and saw” (6 ydp voelv o0 Tp@Tov olite
1@ eva olte @ Tiptov elvar, M Sedtepov xal yevduevov, émetdy) Iméory 0 dyadov xal <t0>
yevduevov éxivyae mpos abtd, To & &xrv)fn Te xail €13e). We encounter here two uses of genom-
enon, first to describe to noein (presumably coextensive with nous), and second to refer
to the first incipient PNE. Although here Plotinus does not use the literal terminology of
epistrophé, a comparable process is implied by the One’s adduction of its first prenoetic
efflux (PNE) back towards itself; this PNE then becomes thinking (fo noein) upon appre-
hending its source.

18  E.g, 111.8[30].11.1-7, VI1.7[38].16.10-35, 17.12—26, and V.3[49].11.1-16 [see Appendix Bi4].
Even in these cases, however, the subject of the reversion is often grammatically ambigu-
ous; see, inter alia, v1.7[38].16.11—22 and v.3[49].11.1-10 [texts in Appendices Bio, B14]. In
the latter passage Plotinus appears to describe an attempt of the already-existing (“mul-
tiple”) Intellect to apprehend the One, but immediately slides into a somewhat poetic
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Yet here we confront the other horn of the philosophical dilemma. If one
conforms to axiom [2] by attributing the reversion not to the One itself but
rather to its effluence (the PNE), then the latter becomes a de facto second
principle prior to Intellect, and consequently risks violating axiom [1] that
(i) requires the next principle immediately ‘after’ the One to be Intellect, with
which the pre-epistrophic PNE is not yet identical, and/or (ii) prohibits inter-
mediaries ‘between’ hypostases. Plotinus himself does not explicitly resolve
this problem,® nor, to my knowledge, have modern scholars confronted it di-
rectly. However, it has been at least implicitly recognized. Several interpreters
have adopted the un-Plotinian term “inchoate Intellect” to describe the initial
pre-epistrophic effluence of the One.20 This subtle semantic device subsumes
the putatively ‘heretical’ conception of an interhypostatic principle between
One and Intellect into an expanded category of Intellect that includes both
predeterminate and determinate phases, so as to bring this position into con-
formity with axiom [1] requiring that nothing but Intellect follow immediately
after the One. According to this model—never proffered explicitly by Plotinus
himself?!—the One simply generates a kind of intellect, an imperfect proto-
type, which must still revert to its source to become the hypostatic Intellect
properly speaking. Nevertheless, it still remains unclear how the One can pro-
duce anything other than itself, and/or to what extent its first aporroia can be
called an intellect of any sort. In other words, to maintain that the One gener-
ates even the so-called inchoate Intellect merely pushes the problem of the
genesis of Intellect further back up the causal chain, so to speak, towards an
infinite regress.?2

description of the original genesis of Intellect; in fact there is disagreement as to whether
these passages describe the primordial vision of the One or the mystical vision of the
ascending aspirant having been assimilated to the Intellect.

19  Plotinus does however sometimes admit that it is a problem, generally framing it as
the question of how the One can provide what it does not itself contain; see, inter alia,
V1.7[38].17.1-3 and v.3[49].15.1-12.

20  Apparently following Igal’s 1971a coinage “inteligencia incoada,” the term occurs in
Atkinson 1983, Schroeder 1986, Bussanich 1988, Emilsson 1999, now also 2007, and
Okano 2005. Lloyd 1987 uses the similar construction “Intellect / Pre-Intellect.”

21 Although Plotinus never explicitly calls the PNE an intellect per se, one possible example
supporting this view might be v.3[49].11.13-14 (see Appendix Bi4), in which he distin-
guishes between “this Intellect” (houtos ho nous) that apprehended (epebale) the One—
presumably the PNE—and the (ordinary) nous that by grasping (labon) the One became
nous and ousia and noésis.

22 Also in favor of [A] is the fact that the mechanism of reversion itself seems to be an at-
tempt not only to account for the normal self-reflexive activity of Intellect, as O’Daly 1973
and others have pointed out, but also to explain the generation of anything else besides
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2.4 The Emergence of the Prenoetic Efflux (PNE) and the
Double-Energeia Doctrine

In response to this problem, many interpreters have tended to place a great
deal of emphasis upon an aspect of Plotinus’s thought that has come to be
known as the double-energeia doctrine: namely, that everything has both an
internal (or intrinsic) and an external (or extrinsic) activity.23 The first, “inter-
nal” activity constitutes a thing’s own substance or essence (ousia), while
the second, “external” activity departs from its substance and is merely an
incidental effect—an “image” (eikon) or “trace” (ichnos)—of the prior inter-
nal activity.* The so-called inchoate Intellect is thus to be explained—it is
argued—as an external energeia of the One, an inadvertent by-product that
just naturally happens to flow from it like light from the sun (Plotinus often
makes use of this analogy); and once externalized, this PNE qua external ener-
geia reverts to its source, while the One itself, appropriately, “remains eternally
turned to itself” (Armstrong’s translation), in the sense that it remains un-
changed, self-directed, and immobile.2> Now it is true that in two early discus-
sions of ontogenesis—one, in his very first, at v.4[7].2.27—-38, and another in
the context of an especially imaginative account at v.1[10].6.29—37—he ratio-
nalizes the emergence of Intellect as just such an extrinsic energeia, compar-
ing it to heat from fire or cold from snow, and also declares axiomatically that
everything that attains maturity or perfection (teleia) reproduces itself, pre-
sumably in order to explain the generation of Intellect from the ever-perfect
One in terms of ‘biological’ necessity.26 However, it is far from certain that his
occasional appeals to more abstract, quasi-Aristotelian terminology either
reveal his own fundamental understanding of the process of ontogenesis, or
do much to resolve the underlying philosophical problem. On the contrary,
the problems generated by this doctrine proliferate like the heads of a hydra,
and lead one to suspect it is an ex post facto rationalization—if not merely

the One without imputing to the first principle any outward-directed activity or attention
to its inferiors.

23 E.g, inter alia, Schroeder 1986, Lloyd 1987, 1990, Emilsson 1999, 2007, following the semi-
nal discussion of Rutten 1956.

24  Passages which mention this doctrine include v.9[5].9.8.11-19; v.4[7].2.21-37; v.1[10].6.28—
53; IV.5[29].7.13—23; 11.9[33].8.11-19; V1.2[43].22.26—29; V.3[49].7.13—34. This doctrine was
perhaps loosely derived from Aristotle’s notion of the relation between actuality and
potentiality.

25  Itis for this reason that even a small subset adherents of [B] with respect to v.1[10].7.2—6
have occasionally thought that v.1[10].6.15-19 nevertheless refers to the (in this case im-
mobile) reversion of the One upon itself. Hadot, an adherent of a qualified position [A],
identifies this with the One’s “remaining” (menein).

26  This seems to be a vague echo of Aristotle, De gen. an. 732—733b.
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another, equally metaphorical, analogy?”—for a doctrine of ontogenesis he
held for quite different reasons.?® More importantly, however, while Plotinus
may envision the emergent PNE to be in some sense an energeia of the One, he
certainly does not think that it simply springs into existence from the One as a

27  Emilsson 2007, 27 most clearly expresses the (in my view) arbitrary preference for this
seemingly more abstract, philosophical model over that of ‘emanation, which is rejected
as ‘metaphor”: “... even if the physical phenomena are used as analogies or metaphors
for causation at the intelligible level, double activity as such is not to be taken as a mere
analogy or metaphor.” But can we actually take this model to be non-metaphorical? For
the doctrine concerns activities that explicitly comprise and depart from ousia. How seri-
ously and ‘un-metaphorically’ Plotinus is willing to apply this to the case of the One, most
explicitly epekeina tés ousias, is unclear; he may well be ‘metaphorically’ transposing a
model taken from the intelligible and physical world onto the One in precisely the same
way he does with the more plainly physical imagery of ‘emanation.’ One might also won-
der if there could be any discourse about hypernoetic reality that would ot be in some
sense ‘metaphorical.

28  The fundamental difficulty with this explanation is that Plotinus’s accounts of the emer-
gence and reversion of the PNE are significantly richer and more ambiguous—and thus
more philosophically problematic—than can be adequately explained with appeal to
this doctrine. There are substantial arguments against taking this as the unique non-
metaphorical model of ontogenesis. (i) The physical examples of external energeiai that
Plotinus offers, such as heat from fire, do not serve to explain the most common feature
of these accounts, that of the reversion itself. As Emilsson 1999, 284 notes heat or cold
hardly need to revert to their sources to be what they are. Moreover, these examples re-
quire action upon an already-existing substrate; in the case of the primordial ontogenesis,
however, there is nowhere ‘external’ to the One ‘prior’ to its overflowing; the One’s suppos-
edly ‘external’ activity must itself comprise both the effect and the substrate upon which
the effect acts. (ii) The notion of not merely one but two such energeiai deriving from
the absolute unity of the One seems to complicate, not resolve, the issue. (iii) Plotinus’s
explicit statements to the contrary are problematic. Emilsson is compelled to admit that
elsewhere (at v.6[24].5.3) Plotinus explicitly denies any sort of energeia to the One, and
specifically rejects that a double-energeia can be attributed to it. Finally, (iv) although
Plotinus sometimes describes the emergent PNE in terms that would be appropriate for
an energeia of the One—for example, as an indefinite act of vision, as a kind of unbound-
ed life or as a radiation of light—he also occasionally attributes to it qualities that can-
not easily be interpreted as the first principle’s (even “external”) activity, vaguely negative
qualities that seem to be even more radically opposed to the nature of the One than do
principles such as intelligence and existence which the One merely transcends. Thus, for
example, the PNE is a “dyad” (duas: v.4[7].2.8; v.1[10].6.7); it is “another” (allo: v.2[11].1.9);
it is a “movement and otherness” (kinésis kai heterotés) that produces “intelligible mat-
ter” (en tois noétois hulé) that is “not yet good” (oupo agathon) and is “unilluminated”
(aphotiston) prior to its reversion (11.4[12].5.28-38); and, finally (at 111.8[30].8.32—35) it
“forgets itself” (elathen heauton) and is “weighted down” (bebarémenos) to the point that
it “unraveled itself” (exeilixen hauton). Could this really be the energeia of the One? See
also the cautions of Bussanich 1988, 42,164-65) concerning the application of the double-
energeia doctrine to the One.
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wholly independent, externalized principle, “cutting itself off, as it were, from
the [One’s] power,” as he says of the post-epistrophic, delimited Intellect.?? On
the contrary, certain passages would suggest the initial, indefinite phase of the
PNE and the One itself are virtually indistinguishable.

2.5 The One and the Prenoetic Efflux (PNE) as Aspects of a Complex
Continuum

This requires further precision. In several accounts of ontogenesis, Plotinus
describes the gradual emergence and epistrophic activity of the PNE with a
complexity that is in tension with both axiom [1] prohibiting intermediary
principles as well as with axiom [2] denying that the One any sort of movement.
Returning to v.1[10].7.2—4 (Appendix B3), we may observe that Plotinus calls
the emergent PNE to genomenon, “the thing that has come to be,” but then—in
an under-remarked phrase—he qualifies it with three attributes whose logical
order suggests a progression from identity with the One towards mere similar-
ity: (i) “it must’—remarkably—-“somehow be that [One]” (3¢l mwg elvat éxelvo),
(ii) “preserve much of it” (dmoot{ew moM& adtod), and, finally, (iii) “be most
closely similar to it” (elvat dpotétra mpds adtd). The explicit statement of quali-
fied identity with the One with which the description begins is strengthened
by the (often misunderstood) line that follows (line 5), &AX 00 volg éxelvo: “but
that is not Intellect”3° Although the referent of the ekeino in this line is not
specified, most interpreters have assumed it refers to the One itself. It is more
likely, however, that Plotinus’s point is not to state the obvious—namely, that
the One is not Intellect—but (alla) rather what is somewhat more surprising:
that the just-mentioned to genomenon—i.e., the PNE—has proceeded from
the One to some minimal degree, and yet whatever it is, it is still not Intellect.3!
Now there also remains some ambiguity about the implicit subject of the verb
in the next line, “how does it generate Intellect?” (1&g odv vodv yewd;), which
presumably refers to the same subject as that of the subsequent epistrophe. We
have previously noted the two commonly-proffered candidates, [A] (the One)

29 Va[10].7.11: 47d tig Suvdipeas olov axtlopéwy.

30  Atkinson 1983, Ix,156—57—who translates “But the One is not Intellect. How on earth then,
does it produce Intellect?”—follows Igal 1971b in taking this as a hypothetical interjection
by an unmentioned interlocutor, rather than a statement of Plotinus’s own position; this
is rightly refuted by Bussanich 1988, 36—37. Even if it were not doubtful that ekeino refers
to the One rather than the just-mentioned PNE, Armstrong (LCL 444) who translates “But
Intellect is not that Good,” cannot be right in taking the negative as a predication of rnous
rather than ekeino.

31 Thisis also supported by analogy with v1.7[38].16.14: o vodg 7 éxetvo PAémwy, AN EBAe-
mev dvontws. This also challenges the common interpretation that the preceding sentence
(6t Gel moog elvaut éxetvo..., v.1[10].7.2) simply refers to Intellect; thus d’Ancona 1999, 248.
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or [B] (Intellect itself), both of which, as we have seen, present philosophical
obstacles. But there is a third, simpler option: that the subject is yet again the
genomenon of the previous line, which would then be the emergent PNE.32
The PNE is therefore also the subject of the epistrophe in the next sentence. In
this case, the PNE cannot be unequivocally identified with Intellect (not even
with a putatively inchoate one), but begins in a state of identity with the One
and only gradually progresses towards a differentiation, however minimal, that
is sufficiently distinct—either ‘during’ or ‘prior to’ its reversion—as to be de-
scribed as merely “most like” the One.33

One may detect a similar complexity in the ontogenetic passage of the next
treatise, at v.2[11]..7-13 (Appendix B4), where Plotinus intimates a number
of intermediate stages. The One overflows (Umepeppiy), and “its overflow has
made another” (16 OmepmAfjpeg adTod memoinxev dAo). Then, “what has come
into being turns back towards it” (t6 3¢ yevéuevov &ig adTod €meatpden). Seeing
it, it is “filled,” at which point it becomes Intellect. The passage has two pos-
sible interpretations. One possibility is that Plotinus is describing two sepa-
rate intermediaries—to huperpléres and to allo—prior to Intellect proper: a
flagrant violation of the putative axiom [1]. In this case, the latter of the two,
the “other,” is the subject of the subsequent reversion, and the sequence would
thus progress from (i) the One to (ii) the “overflow” to (iii) the “other” and fi-
nally to (iv) Intellect. Another possibility is that the phrase to de genomenon ...
epestraphé is an epexegetic restatement of the mechanism by which the over-
flow produces the “other.” In this case, “what has come to be” (t0 genomenon)
refers back to the first incipient phase of overflow, and the “other” refers in turn
to the now-differentiated subject having already perceived its source, with the
reversion simply a more detailed description of the generation of the “other.” In
either case, that the activity of “overflowing” is attributed to the One suggests
a close proximity, if not identity, between the One—itself a hyperplenitude—
and its “overflow”; but it is the overflow that either becomes or creates an
“other,” which is now, tautologically speaking, a distinct principle. Thus again,
as with v.1[10].7.2-6, we find what appears to be a gradual progression of the

32 An option favored explicitly by Schroeder 1986 and O’Brien 1997.

33 This s, of course, in tension with the proclamation in the previous chapter of the same
treatise, at v.1[10].6.41—42, that Intellect follows immediately upon the One, as well as
with similar denials of intermediaries elsewhere; indeed, Plotinus often vacillates on this
issue. An example of Plotinus’s equivocation on this point is provided by v.6[24].5.5-11,
where he insists that intellection (to noein) is the second principle immediately follow-
ing the One, but in the same breath describes its generation from a prior intermediary,
to genomenon.
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emergent PNE from identity with the One to discrete alterity, although it re-
mains unclear whether the alterity precedes or results from the reversion.

From the intricacies of these early passages, we may begin to suspect that
Plotinus envisioned a less concrete distinction between the One and the ini-
tial, pre-epistrophic modality of the prenoetic efflux (PNE) than is ordinar-
ily admitted by interpreters seeking to establish an unequivocal or properly
‘philosophical’ account of Plotinian ontogenesis in which an independent PNE
emerges from the One as a discrete “external” activity. Rather, an unpreju-
diced reading of the text leads one to suspect Plotinus envisioned a gradual
continuum—of a sort supposedly forbidden by axiom [1]—between the One
and Intellect. There is also a pervasive ambiguity about precisely where along
this continuum Plotinus thought the epistrophé to occur. Inasmuch as the PNE
can be said to be independent from the One, the One may be exculpated from
participation in an ‘illegal’ reversion that would violate axiom [2] (that denies
motion to the One). Yet we have seen that at least in its initial phase, the PNE
also “must somehow be that [One]™ i.e., the incipient PNE is identical to the
One. Thus, the hyperplenitude that comprises the One is also what overflows
as another. In the logic of “emanation”—a perennial source of unease for mod-
ern philosophically-minded interpreters3*—the source, overflow, and recipi-
ent, as well as the act of overflowing itself, are not readily distinguishable from
each other.35

2.6 The One Itself as Subject of the Reversion

Given this apparent equivocation and the intimation that the PNE is, in its
very first, incipient stage, identical to the One, it is not surprising that in later
treatises we may also find several passages—in addition, of course, to the
controversial émiotpagévtog del éxeivou mpog [€]autd at v.1[10].6.18—in which
Plotinus seems to be stating more clearly that the One is itself the subject of
some ineffable kind of self-reversion or—even without the explicit language
of epistropheé pros heauton—of a more general self-directed activity, whatev-
er this might mean in more literal’ terms. On their surface, such statements
themselves risk violating axiom [2] denying motion or change to the One. In
the context of Plotinus’s richest and most cataphatic evocation of the nature
of the One in the late-middle period treatise v1.8[39].16.12—26, he says that the

34  An unease long evident, for example, in Armstrong 1937, Dérrie 1965, and most recently,
Gerson 1993. Interpreters apparently find the physical connotations of the word troubling
and therefore attempt to argue it away as ‘metaphor,’ a problematic category whose use in
Plotinian studies merits much more critical attention than it has received.

35  As Sells 1985 has eloquently described.
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One “is borne, as it were, into his own interior” (5 & &ig 6 elow olov pépetan
avtod); that he loves himself (olov éavtév dyamioas); that the One “as it were,
looks to himself, and this (as it were) ‘Being’ for him is his looking to himself”
(olov mtpdg ardtdv BAémet xal 16 olov elvat Tobto abTd T TPds Aty fAémew); finally,
that the One has “an inclination of his own towards himself” (v} towdty vedoig
avtod Tpdg adtév) that makes him be what he is. Attempts have been made to
explain these passages as metaphors that emphasize the One’s autonomy and
self-constitution rather than self-directed activity per se,3¢ but this becomes
somewhat more difficult to maintain in light of other passages that purport to
describe the One’s lack of self-thinking. For example, at v1.7[38].39.1-2 (thus
in the treatise immediately preceding v1.8[39]), Plotinus says that since the
One cannot properly think itself, “nothing else is present to it, but there will
be some simple ‘thrusting’ by it towards itself” (3} o03¢v dMo mapeatv AT,
AN amAf] Tig EmiPBoAy adTd Tpodg avtov Eatat). The curious use of epibolé here
recalls its earlier use in the same treatise (at 35.21) to describe the apprehen-
sion of the One by the nous eron in the throes of mystical-erotic frenzy, but in
another late middle-period treatise, v.3[49], Plotinus uses similar language of
physical contact to describe the One’s own ineftable self-apprehension; thus
at 10.41-44, he insists that an absolutely simple principle cannot think itself,
but rather “there will not be thinking of it, but touching, and, as it were, an
unutterable and unthinkable contact—a ‘pre-thinking'—Intellect not yet hav-
ing come into being, and what is touching is not thinking” (3} odx &atat vénaig
adtod, 4G Biig xal olov Emagy) ubvov dppntog xal dvéytog, mpovoodoa ofimw vod
yeyovétog xal tod Bryydvovtog od voodvtog).3” The passages that impute a kind
of motionless self-reversion to the One thus parallel Plotinus’s descriptions
of the subsequent phases of procession, according to which each successive
hypostasis is defined through its reversion to its immediate superiors and/or
to the One.38 In the case of the One, there can only be a centripetal, selfward
impulse, or, more optimistically, an ineffable, pre-cognitive self-apprehension,
there being nowhere else—nowhere ‘external’ to itself—for it to turn.39

36  Supporters of [B] who deny the One any reversion minimize the force of these passages
by emphasizing Plotinus’s frequent qualification hoion in these passages; thus inter alia
O’'Brien 1997.

37 In the subsequent lines, Plotinus makes it clear he has the genesis of Intellect in mind; the
thinker (to nooun) cannot remain simple, but duplicates itself in thinking itself. This has
a parallel at v1.7[38].39.20, in which he describes what must be the One’s prenoetic self-
apprehension as “a touch, as it were, possessing nothing intellectual” (olov émagn, 08¢y
VOEPOY EXEL).

38  E.g,va10].3; v.2[11].1-2; VI.4[22].14.

39  While these passages state unequivocally—if, as is often assumed, metaphorically—that
the One engages in at least some kind of self-directed activity, there are a number of other
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2.7 The PNE as Independent Interhypostasis

Thus far we have seen that it is quite difficult to distinguish the initial, pre-
epistrophic phase of the PNE from the One itself. And yet—to complicate
matters further—despite Plotinus’s (occasionally quite strident) injunctions
against intermediaries, one can also find numerous passages in which at some
pre-epistrophic stage the PNE verges on becoming an independent—and thus
putatively ‘illegal'—principle, what I will call an “interhypostasis”: no longer
the One, but already in some sense an “other” (allo) subject that has proceeded
far enough ‘away’ to be able, cognitively speaking, to revert towards and ob-
jectify its source. Indeed, despite his obvious reticence about interhypostatic
principles, Plotinus has in fact quite a lot to say about the unutterable process-
es linking One and Intellect. Sometimes he refers to the PNE most generally
as the unbounded dunamis or energeia overflowing from the One,*° or as its
“trace” (ichnos), but in several passages he also attributes specific qualities to it
that would not ordinarily seem to be predicable of the One. We may consider
the following examples:*!

less-remarked passages which may be interpreted as referring either to the One’s own re-
flexive activity or that of the PNE, and therefore merit re-evaluation; they seem to suggest
that Plotinus did not think such a distinction to be critically important. A full discussion
of all the complexities involved would consume more space than is appropriate here, but
one example occurs at v1.7[38].39.13-16 (following the passage discussed earlier), again in
the context of a denial of the One’s self-thinking: “But we said that there is no thinking of
this [One], not [even] if one might wish to see it as another. But he, [by] thinking, became
multiple: intelligible, intelligizing, moved, and everything proper to Intellect” (éAéyouev
3¢, 811 00 vénaig TodTo, 00’ el dAAoV adToV EBENoL I3€lv. vorjoag B¢ alTdg ToAdS YiveTal, vonTés,
VoV, xtvodpevog xal Soa dMa mpoayxet v@). But for the gender of the pronouns, it would
incontrovertibly refer to the One’s self-contemplation. Again we confront a logical para-
dox: either the initial subject is Intellect, in which case the account of self-generation is
redundant, or it is the One, in which case thought is denied the One in one sentence and
attributed to it in the next. The latter option, however, would seem to be preferable if we
understand the One’s ‘self-contemplation’ to be contiguous or even inseparable from that
of the PNE, which “becomes” Intellect while the One remains itself. Hadot 1988, 358 notes
the ambiguity: “le sujet est ou I'Esprit ou le Bien dans I'hypothése ot il se transformerait
en Esprit pour se penser.” A similar example may be found at 111.8[30].8.31-32, in which
case the subject is similarly ambiguous: “Since even when it contemplates the One [or, in-
transitively: “when the One contemplates”], it is not as one” (¢mel xat tav 10 &v fewpf), oly
&g €v- €l 3¢ u, ov yivetat vods). Rist 1971 seems to be alone in taking the subject as the One.

40  The One as dunamis panton, e.g.v.4[7].1.36; v.1[10].7.10; 111.8[30]. V1.7[38].17.32—33, 32.31;
v.3[49].15.33; the PNE as dunamis, e.g., v1.9[9].5.37; V.1[10].7.14; 111.8[ 30] .11.2; V1.7[ 38].15.21;
v.3[49]16.1-3; as energeia, e.g., V1.8[39]16.30; as “trace” (ichnos), e.g, V1.7[38]18.3;
V1.8[39].18.23; etc.

41 This list is not exhaustive; the topic has never been the subject of a comprehensive study
and merits future research.
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2.8 ‘Motion’ and ‘Otherness’

The “other” of v.2[11]1.7-13 foreshadows the enigmatic account of the emergence
of so-called “intelligible matter” in the very next treatise, at 11.4[12].5.28—39,
in which two indefinite prenoetic principles that are the arché of matter—
“motion” (kinésis) and “otherness” (heterotes), reminiscent of two of the five
megista gené of Sophist 254d ff.—are said to sprout forth (exephusan) directly
from the One prior to a reversion towards their source, at which point they ac-
quire limit and definition.*? That this originally Pythagorean doctrine*3 is not
an anomaly of Plotinus’s early period is suggested by the fact that he similarly
describes the PNE in terms of kinésis both at v.6[24].5.8—9** and much later, at
v1.7[38].16.17-19.4°

2.9 ‘Indefinite Dyad’

In a number of ontogenetic passages, he refers to another creeping interhypos-
tasis, the Platonic-Pythagorean “Indefinite Dyad” (aoristos duas), which con-
joins with or is imprinted by the One to produce Intellect.6

42 “The motion and otherness which are from the First are indefinite, and need that one so
as to be defined. It is defined when it reverts towards it, but beforehand both matter and
the other are indefinite and not yet good, but are unilluminated by that one.” (dptatov 3¢
xol V) xivnatg xal 1) Etepdtig ¥) dard Tod TpTon, xdxeivov pds T dpLobivat Seduevar dpileTat
3¢, dtav mpog altd EmiaTpagf- Tplv 8¢ ddplaTov xai 1) UAY) xal T6 Etepov xal ol dryadév, AN
dpwTiaTov éxelvov, 4.31-35). This passage is unique in attributing the generation of other-
ness directly to the One, without an intermediary such as the Auperpléres of v.2[11].1.9.
Rist 1971 considers this “Otherness” to be philosophically incompatible with Plotinus’s
mysticism; we will see that this is mistaken.

43  The association of “otherness” (heteroteés: originally an Aristotelian word) and motion
with matter is attributed to Pythagoras and Plato by pseudo-Plutarch, Placita philos-
ophorum 884c3; at Theologoumena arithmeticae 21.2, the Neopythagorean Nicomachus of
Gerasa refers to the “primal thought of otherness” within the Indefinite Dyad (étepétytog
Yop mpwtioTy) Evvota v Suddt).

44  “And this is thinking: a motion towards the Good that desires that one” (xat o016 éott
voely, xiwatg mpog dyabov épLépevoy éxetvov).

45  VL.7[38].16.16-19: “Indeed its very motion was filled by its being moved there, and it filled
it around that, and it was not still motion alone, but motion satiated and full” (1 8% xtwatg
ol TAnpwOeioo T &xel xveloda xol mepl Exelvo EmApwaey adTd xal odxéTt xivmatg Av uévov,
83 xivatg Staopig xal TAYpy)-) [Appendix Bio].

46 Thusv.4[7].2.4-8: “Thinking, seeing the intelligible and reverting towards it and as it were
being completed and perfected from that, is itself indefinite just like sight, but is defined
by the intelligible. Therefore it is also said: from the Indefinite Dyad and the One come
the Forms and numbers; for this is Intellect” (vénoig 8¢ 6 vontov dpdoa xal Tpdg TodTo
¢motpageion xal &’ éxelvou olov dmotelovpéwy xal TEAEOLPEW GbplaTog v alT DaTep
8ig, optlopév 3¢ Omd Tod vontod. 816 xai elpnTar- €x Tig dopiaTov Suddog xail Tod Evog Td €18y
xat ot &ptBpol- Todto yap 6 vods) [Appendix B1]; also v.1[10].5.7—-9: “The One is prior to the
Dyad; the Dyad is second, and, coming to be from the One, has that one as definer, but is
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210  The ‘Intelligible’

In v.4[7], Plotinus refers to a prenoetic “intelligible” (noéton) that is the source
of Intellect. He attributes to the noéton several ‘illegal’ characteristics more
typical of Intellect than of the One, including a kind of self-apperception
that foreshadows the references to the One’s enigmatic self-apprehension in
later treatises. The ‘offending’ passage, at 2.15-19, reads: “[the Intelligible] is
not without sensation, but all things belong to it and are in it and with it; it
is entirely able to discern itself; life is in it and all things are in it and it és its
own self-comprehension (katanoésis hautou), and exists as if by consciousness
(sunaistheései) in everlasting rest, and intelligizes in a manner different than in-
tellection according to Intellect.”#” Many commentators have taken the noéton
to refer to the supreme principle itself, and therefore, see this early treatise as a
youthful indiscretion or as a premature formulation of a doctrine in which he
attributed to the One a kind of self-thinking that he eventually came to reject,*8
despite the fact that similar assertions may be found even in later treatises. Yet
one might reasonably doubt that the principle here called noéton refers to the
first principle since Plotinus distinguishes the One from the noéton: at 2.17, he
says that the noéton contains all things (mdvta év adTt®), but later states that
the One (explicitly so-called at 2.39—40) is beyond all things (éméxeva TGV ma-
vtwv). The noéton thus appears neither as the One nor as full-fledged Intellect,
but as a seminal prefiguration of the eventual complexity in the intelligible
realm that Plotinus would deny the absolute One itself. The implication, then,
is that the One projects both an eikon of itself as a noeton—i.e., the One itself,
but paradoxically conceived as an intelligible object**—as well as an indefi-
nite, formless substrate that is imprinted to become Intellect proper. Both the
One’s more positive and luminous radiation and the much darker, primordial
indefiniteness that flows from it—which may perhaps be envisioned as dyadic

indefinite by itself” (xal yap pd Suddog 6 &v, Seltepov d& Sudg xal Tapd ToD Evog Yeyewpévy
éxetvo optany Exel, aity) 3¢ ddptatov map’ adTis). Plotinus also mentions the Dyad briefly at
V1.7[38].8.23; V.1[10].6.6; V.5[32].4.20—27. We can perhaps attribute Plotinus’s references
to the Dyad to his desire to express the complex notion of interhypostatic process with
more traditional Platonic-Pythagorean language.

47  V.4[7]-215-19: obx EoTwv olov dvaiaByrov, N EoTwv adtod mdvta v adT® ol gy adTd,
TavTY) Stoneprtindy Eowtod, Lwr) év adTd xal TavTa €v adTd, xal ¥ xaTavénatg avtod adTd olovel
cuvaoBioet odaa &v otdoet dudiw xal voyoet ETépug 1) xartd Ty vod véatv.

48  Thus, inter alia, Meijer 1992. Corrigan 1986, however, has proposed that it only refers to
the One qua object of thought—i.e., the One as thought by Intellect during its genesis—
rather than the One tout court. Interestingly, this may be one of his rare allusions to the
Chaldaean Oracles, where (at fr. 1.1) the supreme, quasi-transcendent first principle is
called a noéton that can only be apprehended by the anthos nou.

49  Thus Rist 1962, Corrigan 1986, and Lloyd 1987.
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aspects of a single, self-apprehensive PNE—would thus appear to occupy a
liminal zone between the first and second hypostases.

211 Indefinite Vision

Plotinus frequently describes the PNE as an indefinite potentiality of vision
or effluent visual ray (opsis) prior to its apprehension of, and definition by, its
object.50 The pre-epistrophic PNE is “itself indefinite just like vision” (&éptaos...
b Wamep 8Pig: v.4[7].2.6); while ordinary Intellect is “some kind of vision and
seeing vision, it [the PNE] will be a potency having come into actuality” (8{ig
16 ol Pig dpdaa, Svvais Eotar eig Evépyetav EABodoa: 111.8[30].11.1—2);5! the PNE
was “not yet Intellect while it was looking at that [One], but it looked unintel-
lectually” (&N oBmew vodg Av éxelvo PAémawy, SN EBAemey dvortwg: VI.7[38].16.13—
14); “the ‘seeing’ from there [sc. the One] is the potentiality of all things” (v} ¢
Bpaatig 1) éxelfev Stvapig mavtwy: vI.7.[38].17.33); prior to the epistrophic vision,
it is “sight not yet seeing” (815 obmw dodoa: v.3[49]11.5) and “unimprinted
vision” (dtdmwTog &Pig: v.3[49].11.12).

212 Desire /Longing

In a few passages, Plotinus characterizes this incomplete vision as “desire”
(ephesis): thinking is “motion towards the Good while desiring it, for desire
generates thought and consubstantiates it with itself; for desire of sight is see-
ing” (xiwaig mpdg dyabov épuépevoy éxelvou- ¥) Yap EQeatg TV vonawv €yévwyae xal
cuwméatyaey avt) [H-St adtfj]: v.6[24].5.8-10); at v.3[49].11.12, the indefinite
vision is also described as “only desire” (¢peaig uévov). At vi1.8[39].15.1-8, the
One’s ineffable self-attraction is also said to be desire and self-love, although, as
with most positive assertions about the first principle, elsewhere Plotinus also
denies desire to the One.52

213  Primary Being or “One-Being”

Occasionally Plotinus implies that the pre-epistrophic PNE is some of kind
of Being, a precursor of the determinate Being that coexists with Intellect.
At v.5[32].5.16-19, we find an account of ontogenesis through epistrophé that
echoes the earlier accounts at v.1[10].6—7 and v.2[11].1, but begins with the
slight (oligon) emergence from the One of what Plotinus calls “primary Being”
(on proton): “This that is said to be primary Being, proceeding, as it were, a little

50 This is suggestive of the effluent visual ray prior to its being imprinted by the object of
vision, according to the Platonic extromission-theory.

51 Also111.8[30].11.7-8.

52 AtIIL.8[30].11.22—25 and Vv.3[49].12.28—39.
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way from there, did not wish to come forth any more, but having turned to the
interior, stood, and became the substance (ousia) and ‘hearth’ of all things.”
(Té ydp Tot Aeyduevov v todto mp@ToV €xelbev olov dAlyov mpoPePyids odx 79é-
Anoev €11 mpdow EADElY, uetaoTpagey d¢ eig To elow Eaty, xal éyéveto odaia xal
gotia amdvtwy).53 It is perplexing that the pre-epistrophic subject is any kind of
Being, even “primary Being,” since this would appear to conflict with the ortho-
dox interpretaton of Plotinus’s henology in which Being (along with Intellect)
comes into existence only after the sequence of stasis, reversion, and vision,5*
but this may be explained if one takes the proton in the sense of “prior to,
since it will become ousia only once it reverts. He is thus describing the PNE
specifically as the prototype of Being.55 The reversion towards the interior (eés
to eiso) in this case parallels the ontogenetic reversion to the One in the other
passages, since (as we have seen in Ch. 2) according to Plotinus’s usual concen-
tric model of hypostatic reality, the One abides “within,” at the center-point
of the subject that emerges from it, something like the sun at the center of
its corona of radiated light.5¢ Another equation of the PNE with Being occurs

53  Interestingly, Plotinus attributes volition to the on proton: it does not “wish” to proceed
further.

54  The order of events that we find in the earlier accounts—first stasis, then epistrophé—
is reversed: first, the emergent on proton reverts towards its interior (puetaotpagéy 8¢ &ig
16 glow), then it stands (£0tv), at which point it becomes substance (ousia) and hearth
(hestia) of all things, which are presumably also equivalent to hypostatic Being and
Intellect.

55  The nomenclature of the passage is noteworthy. Hestia is undoubtedly a pun made by
giving the éta of esté a rough breathing; perhaps ousia is similarly related to eiso by al-
literation. “Primary Being” remains mysterious. Significantly, the term is not Plotinus’s
own: ho gar toi legomenon on touto suggests he is borrowing it from elsewhere. But from
what source? Could it be some subset of Gnostics, who comprise the principal unmen-
tioned interlocutors of the entire Grof$schrift? The particle toi is also suggestive, as it ap-
parently connotes a confidential or intimate tone that establishes a close connection with
the audience (thus Denniston 1934, 537): perhaps Plotinus turns aside here to address
his immediate disciples as opposed to the Gnostics on the periphery of his circle, who
perhaps provided the account? This passage occurs in the midst of a speculative myth of
etymological ontogenesis (5.15—28) that has parallels in classic Gnostic literature, e.g., in
Orig. World, NHC 11 100.10-101.23; Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.14.8. it is not inconceivable
that Plotinus adopts some of this rhetoric from his silent Gnostic interlocutors even as he
takes them to task for their opinions.

56  Intriguingly, one may compare this account to that of v.2[11].L.12—13, in which there is
also a hint that Being precedes Intellect during the process of ontogenesis. First, (i) the
PNE’s stasis with respect to the One (1) uév mpdg éxetvo atdaig adtod) produces Being (6
dv); then, (ii) its looking towards it (1) 3¢ mpog adTo 6éa) makes Intellect. Yet immediately
after Plotinus has so subtly distinguished these two phases, almost as if to correct himself
he emphasizes their interdependence and simultaneity: “Since it stands towards it so that
it should see, it becomes simultaneously Intellect and Being” (¢nel odv €0t mpés adté, v
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at v1.7[38].16.10-14: “Did it, when it was looking towards the Good, think that
one as many, and himself [i.e., the subject] ‘One-Being, think him many, divid-
ing him in himself by not being able to think the whole at once? But it was
not yet Intellect while it was looking at that, but looked unintellectually” (dpa,
6te Ewpa PG TO dryadbv, Evéel wg TOMA TO Ev Exelvo xal Ev BV adTOG EVOEL AUTOV
TOM, pepilwy adtdv Top’ adTd ¢ voely i) 8hov buod Stvaabart; GAN ol vodg v
éxelvo BAEmwy, AN EBAemey dvontws). The subject of this implicit reversion has
often been taken (against Plotinus’s explicit denial) to be the Intellect,5” but
as Perczel (1997) has suggested, Plotinus is referring here to an interhypostatic
principle as “One-Being” (hen on)—a designation that he has adopted from a
sub-hypothesis within the second hypothesis of Plato’s Parmenides 142b—e—
so as to distinguish it from both the One above Being (i.e., the First principle)
and the “One-Many” (hen-polla) that comprises Intellect proper. This is con-
firmed later, during the course of Plotinus’s extensive discussion of primary
genera, when he refers to an apparently prenoetic principle as “the One in
Being” (6 €v 10 év T dvtl: VI.2[43].17.25—26) and equates it with life, move-
ment, and activity towards the Good: characteristics which in other passages
equivalently describe the prenoetic phase of procession.

214  Life

Frequently Plotinus equates the PNE with an indefinite or unbounded “life,”
a prefiguration of the spontaneous creativity and growth that emerges on
subsequent ontological strata, including the intelligible realm, the Soul, and
the natural world. We have just seen that life is an attribute of the mysterious
noéton of v.4[7].2,%8 but the description of PNE in terms of life becomes much
more prevalent in and after the Grofsschrift,>® especially throughout v1.7[38]
(chapters 16 to 18), where he insists that the PNE as indefinite life is limited and
defined by its vision of the One.5° This emergent prenoetic life may be related

10y, opod vols yiyvetat xat 8v). Yet here as in Plotinus’s ‘ordinary’ account, Being is estab-
lished only after the reversion.

57  E.g, by Hadot 1988, 129.

58  V.4[7].2.16-17: {wV) &v ad1@), echoing the pantelés zoon of Plato, Timaeus 31b.

59 A point emphasized by Turner 2000d.

60  Thus for example v1.7[38].17.12-18 [complete passage in Appendix Bu1]: “It therefore had
life and had no need of a multifarious giver, and its life was some trace of that and not
its life. And so looking towards that one, it was unlimited, but having looked there, it was
limited, that one having no limit. For immediately by looking towards some ‘one,’ the life
is bounded by it, and has in itself boundary and limit and form; and the form was in that
which was shaped, but the shaper was amorphous.” (lyev 0dv {wny xai 0dx €3eito motxiiov
100 8186vTog, ol Hv 1) L) Tvog Tt Exetvou, 0dx éxetvou Lwi. Tpds Exelvo pév odv BAémovaa ddpi-

5

oS )\'/ 8' o~ ;) 1. o k) 2, vew A A 17 75 n o
atog iy, BAédaca & éxel dpileto xeivou Spov olx Exovrog. 0BG Ydp mpog év Tt ISodaa bpiletar
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both to a qualified “life” that in certain places Plotinus attributes to the One
itself,®! and to the indefinite, tendril-like “life” that is similarly projected from
each ontological stratum onto the subjacent one so as to establish the next
hypostasis.52

215  Intellect

Finally, in a single passage of v1.8[39].18, Plotinus suggests that a prefigura-
tion of Intellect abides within and /or emerges from the One as the PNE. Like
the on proton, there is a vaguely unorthodox feel to these statements, which
are in tension with Plotinus’s repeated insistence of the One’s absolute tran-
scendence of Intellect. Thus we find, at lines 18—22: “Thus one must grasp
both Intellect and Being: coming to be from that one, as it were, poured out
and unraveled and hanging out, it attests from its intellectual nature the (as it
were) ‘Intellect’ in the One that is not Intellect” (oUtw Tot xai Tov vodv xal T6 dv xp¥
AapPdvery, yevduevoy €€ éxeivou xal olov xyubév xal eEehydiy xal eEnptypévov éx
Tig a0l voepds phoews, papTupelv Tov ofov év évi vody o voiv Svtar). At lines 26—27,
this principle is “the archetype of [the One’s] image, the Intellect in the One”
(76 olov védAuaros adtod dpyérumov, év évi voiv).63

216  Excursus: Derivational Schemata and the Mediation of
Transcendence in pre-Plotinian (Middle-) Platonism

It therefore appears that Plotinus tacitly posits a labile intermediary princi-
ple or energeia of the One—a principle that is neither the One conceived in
absolute unity, nor a fully independent noetic hypostasis—as the indefinite
prefiguration of determinate Being-Intellect. The question remains ‘where’ he
believed such a principle to abide: is it ‘external’ and thus ‘below’ the One (in
violation of axiom [1]), or ‘within, and thus an aspect of, the supreme prin-
ciple (in violation of axiom [2])? At this point, a brief historical detour will be
instructive.5* In the first 2 centuries CE, certain Pythagoreanizing Platonists

v

TodTe xail {oyet év abtf) [H-S = adtfi] 8pov i mépag xart €ldog- xal T6 ld0g év T poppwbeévrt,
10 8¢ poppddaay uopgov fiv). Also vi1.7[38].21.4-6: “Life is the activity of the Good, or rath-
er, the activity from the Good, but [Intellect] is the activity already bounded” (v pév
Tayafod elvau Evépyetay, pdhov 8¢ éx tayabod évépyetay, Tov 8¢ 18y Spiobeloay dvépyeiam).
Prenoetic life also occurs at 111.8[30].8.18-38, 9.32—40; V1.6[34].9.27—31; V1.8[39].16.34—35.

61 VI1.8[39].7.51: ¥ olov wn; v.3[49].16.39—40: Ty {wiv v &v adt® [Nous], ulunpd Tt tod év
éxelvy [the One].

62  Thusva[10].3.9.

63  See passage in Appendix Bi3.

64  Icannot do full justice to this issue here, though I will return to a discussion of the topic
of pre-Plotinian Gnostic derivational systems in the next chapter.
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and Platonizing Gnostics®® tended to posit an increasingly transcendental
first principle or supreme, unknowable “One”’¢¢ above what had formerly
been considered the ultimate stratum of reality, whether that reality was con-
ceived in terms of intelligible Forms, an Aristotelian self-thinking Nous, or a
Pythagorean duality of Monad and Dyad. This progressive transcendentaliza-
tion of the first principle, which split the essentially two-level metaphysics of
Plato into three distinct strata, required increasingly sophisticated strategies
of mediation both to explain the original ontogenesis and also, more impor-
tantly, to provide a means of establishing some connection with the ever-more
elusive transcendent principle. This tendency was particularly prominent in
the traditions of religio-philosophical speculation for which some kind of
mystical or ritual ‘ascent’ towards the supreme principle was of central im-
portance. We know that academic Platonists and Platonizing Sethians prior
to and more or less contemporaneous with Plotinus offered solutions to the
problem of ontogenesis with recourse to various mediatory principles, often
triads that were simultaneously co-implicated in part or all of both first and
second principles,57 or to prefigurations of subsequent principles within the
first that (at least according to the orthodox interpretation) Plotinus would
have eschewed. There are intimations of such a triad in the (almost certain-
ly pre-Plotinian) Chaldaean Oracles,®® but a more secure example of this
kind of speculation occurs in the Anonymous Turin Commentary on Plato’s
‘Parmenides’ (ACPP), initially attributed to Porphyry by Pierre Hadot, but now
demonstrated more or less conclusively, in my view, to be pre-Plotinian.®® The
ACPP purports to explain the relation between the first two “Ones” of the first
two hypotheses of the Parmenides (142b—144e€) in terms of derivation (not to

65  Neopythagoreans such as Moderatus of Gades (apud Simplicius, In Aristotelis Physico-
rum 230.34—231.27 Diels) as well as Gnostics such as Basilides (Hippolytus, Refutatio omni-
um haeresiorum 7.20—27) and Irenaeus's Valentinians (Adversus haereses 1.1-2.1, 11.1-12.4).
This idea possibly derived from one branch of Early Academic thought stemming from
Speusippus and / or some early Pythagoreans; see Krimer 1964, 193—264.

66  Usually based on a conflation of Plato’s Good at Respublica 509b8 (“above Being in senior-
ity and overwhelming power"—éméxewa tijg odoioag mpeaPeia xal Suvdpel bmepéyovtog) with
the “absolutely One” of the first hypothesis of the Parmenides (137c-142a).

67  See Corrigan 20004, 167—70; Bechtle 2000; cf. also Whittaker 1992.

68  Oracula Chaldaica frs. 2, 23, 26—28, 31. Hadot 1968, 260—72 following Lewy 1956, attempts
to reconstruct a Chaldaean triad of Father-Power-Intellect (on the basis of hints in Proclus
and Damascius).

69  See Hadot 1961; idem, 1968b. The persuasive arguments offered more recently against
Hadot and in favor of a pre-Plotinian dating—by Tardieu (who proposes Numenius was
the author), Corrigan (who suggests Cronius), Bechtle, Turner, and now Rasimus (who
favors Sethian authorship)—are by now well known and need not be discussed in full.
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be found in Plato, but possibly stemming from an earlier Academic metaphysi-
cal interpretation). According to the commentator, the second One unfolds
from the First by means of a triad of Existence, Life, and Thought: a precursor
of the so-called noetic triad formalized in later Platonism but already implicit
in Plotinus.”® In the first phase, a prefiguration of the Second One is initially
coextensive with the First One, abiding within it in the form of an unqualified
or infinitival Existence (huparxis, to einai). In a second phase—now intrigu-
ingly reminiscent of the Plotinian PNE—the Second One emerges from the
First in its modality of “Life,” or incipient thinking; and finally, in a third phase,
through a contemplative reversion to its source, the Second One establishes
itself as a fully independent Intellect that participates indeterminate Being
(indicated by the use of the participial forms ¢o on and ousia).” Likewise,

70 The hints of this triad in Plotinus were discussed first by Hadot 1960. It is interesting to
note that each item of the triad occurs among Plotinus’s varied descriptions of the PNE
(at [f], [g], and [h] supra).

71 ACPP 1114, with Hadot 1961, 1968b; Corrigan 1987, idem 2000a; Bechtle 1999, esp. 181-95;
2000; Turner 2006, 2007. As Hadot noted, apart from several plainly un-Plotinian features
(e.g., the First One is the “idea” of Being) one can perceive several intriguing similarities
between the AcpP and Plotinus’s ontogenetic scheme, which similarly involves an (ap-
parently less systematic) attribution of both burgeoning “life” and infinitival Being to the
PNE. However, Hadot understood Plotinus’s One to be uncompromisingly transcendent
of Being and therefore concluded that the attenuated ontological transcendence of the
Commentary’s First One as well as the overlap between first and second principles more
closely resembled a doctrine found in undisputedly Porphyrian works and elsewhere in
post-Plotinian Platonism. Hadot relegated the prenoetic activities of Plotinian ontogen-
esis strictly to the domain of the Intellect itself, thus clearly ‘outside’ of the One; see esp.
Hadot’s conclusion (1968b, 1:483—84): “D’ailleurs, les premiers traités de Plotin avaient
concédé l'existence dans 'Un de quelque chose qui correspondait a une activité intel-
lectuelle, notamment une conversion vers soi. Et Plotin avait aussi envisagé 'hypothese
selon laquelle 'Un aurait été une pensée qui ne pense pas, c'est-a-dire absolue. Cet en-
semble de notations plotiniennes a pu inciter Porphyre a élaborer la théorie des deux
Intelligences que nous avons analysée au cours de notre étude. Mais, ce faisant, Porphyre
adéveloppé et transformé la doctrine plotinienne. Chez Plotin en effet les allusions a deux
etats de I'Intelligence ne sont jamais destinées a expliquer la génération de I'Intelligence,
mais a faire comprendre comment I'Intelligence peut connaitre I'Un. Chez Porphyre, au
contraire, il s'agit de montrer que I'Intelligence préexiste dans I'Un avant de se distinguer
de lui. Si 'Un-Etant est engendré par le premier Un, c’est que ce qui dans I'Un-Etant est
purement Un coincide avec le premier Un. La génération est manifestation et extérior-
ization. Chez Plotin, 'Un produit & la suite de lui-méme, par mode de surabondance,
d’émanation, d’acte dérivé, une réalité informe qui se constitue comme Intelligence en se
retournant vers son générateur. Chez Porphyre, I'Un est déja Intelligence sous un mode
transcendant par son agir méme; cette Intelligence s'engendre elle-méme en se pensant
comme Intelligence. Elle se retourne elle aussi, mais vers la forme transcendant qu'elle
avait au sein de I'Un. Plus hérétique encore, par rapport au plotinisme, est I'identification
porphyrienne entre I'Un et I'étre qui sert a résoudre le méme probléme. Cette fois le
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the Platonizing Sethian treatises—which were carefully read and critiqued
at length in Plotinus’s circle—similarly describe the unfolding of the second
principle from the first by means of some variety of the noetic triad. As John
Turner has elaborately demonstrated, in Allogenes (NHC X1,3), a nearly inde-
pendent, hypostatized triad of powers (called the Triple Powered One) me-
diates between the unknowable first principle (the Invisible Spirit) and the
second, noetic principle (Barbelo), while in Zostrianos (NHC VvI11,1)—which
in most other respects shares Allogenes’ basic metaphysics—a similar triple
power apparently abides entirely within the Invisible Spirit. In the related trac-
tate Three Steles of Seth (NHC V1L,5), the three powers are more closely asso-
ciated with the second principle, Barbelo.”? Now it is evident that there is a
striking correspondence between the variety of options for the placement of
the mediatory triad in these contemporaneous systems and the often subtex-
tual ambiguity about the location of the PNE in Plotinian ontogenesis. This
similarity has been obscured, however, by the tendency of orthodox Plotinian
interpretation to overemphasize both the hypertranscendence of the One and
the putative rejection of intermediaries. Indeed, I would suggest that the ambi-
guities surrounding the PNE in Plotinus’s ontogenetic schema must be under-
stood precisely in the context of the variety of contemporaneous options, all
of which employ some kind of supposedly un-Plotinian mediation and/or co-
implication between first and second principles. While Plotinus tends to avoid
the kinds of explicit formulae evident in the ACPP and the Platonizing Sethian
tractates, beneath his ambivalent and occasionally contradictory statements
one may nevertheless detect echoes of these very same derivational strategies,
as well as his own quite subtle, though not always successful, attempts to work

premier Un devient 'ldée du second Un, sa préexistence, son étre et, puisque le second
Un est 'Etant, le premier Un devient I'Etre absolu, congu comme un pur agir qui engendre
la forme. Plotin, sans doubte, n’avait pas hésité a concevoir 'Un comme une activité pure,
sans sujet, mais il aurait radicalement refusé d’identifier le Principe avec une activité
détre, tout spécialement a cause de la continuité que la notion de l'étre introduit entre
le premier et le second Principes.” Yet as Corrigan 2000a has shown, Plotinus’s (i) intima-
tions of a prefiguration of Intellect and Being that originate spermatically “within” the
One and unfold progressively from it and his (ii) exploitation of the distinction between
infinitival and participial Being to explain ontogenesis tacitly resemble the schema of
the ACPP considerably more than Hadot recognized; see also Bechtle 2000. Bussanich’s
observations (1987, 1988) of the complexity inherent within the One also point towards
the same conclusion, although he himself does not relate this complexity to the activity
of the epistrophic PNE.
72 See, inter alia, Turner 2001, 512—31, 702—4.
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around their inherent philosophical problems without elaborating this aspect
of his thought as explicitly or as systematically as his predecessors.”3

217  How Should One Understand the Passages Referring to the
One’s ‘Reversion’?

Thus far we have seen evidence for two apparently contradictory models of
ontogenesis. On the one hand, as we have just seen, there are abundant but
vague suggestions that an independent, interhypostatic PNE is the agent of
epistropheé. On the other hand, we have also seen that Plotinus is not absolutely
averse to ascribing some kind of self-apprehension directly to the supreme
principle. But how should such statements be understood? Some interpreters
have taken the handful of apparent references to the One’s self-reversion to
describe a more or less metaphorical act that is entirely internal to the One,
or else to mean simply that it abides, immutably, within itself.”* According
to this view, the pre-Intellect’s (well-attested) reversion is simply an image
of the One’s more unified and ineffable self-reversion. In this case, the One’s
epistrophé (such as it has) and that of the PNE would be distinct from each
other and would have no more relation than image to archetype (an image that
Plotinus does in fact frequently use).

Yet this interpretation, in my judgment, does not do justice either to a lit-
eral reading of Plotinus’s text or to the complexity—and what is, I believe, the
deliberate indeterminacy—of his ontogenetic thought. The notion of separate
epistrophic activities respectively undertaken by the One and the PNE is predi-
cated upon an understanding of the One as a discretely bounded domain. Here
the common tendency to downplay the Plotinian imagery of “emanation” for
the sake of philosophical consistency comes at the expense of understanding
what he meant to say.” Indeed, Plotinus’s infrequent categorical statements

73 Why not? Perhaps his accounts are constrained by his own axiomatic doctrine of the
relation between hypostases to which he seems to be committed for other, more sectar-
ian reasons (these will be discussed in the conclusion). But one might also suppose it
is because of a self-conscious imitation of Plato’s own putative secrecy concerning first
principles. Whether or not the accounts of Plato’s so-called “unwritten doctrines” have
any historical validity, philosophical esotericism was certainly a venerable tradition in
Plotinus’s time, as attested by Numenius frs. 23 and 24 des Places; see also Gaiser 1963,
Cherlonneix 1992.

74  E.g, for quite different reasons, Hadot 1986; Bussanich 1987, 1988; O’Brien 1997.

75  The temptation to crystallize unbounded Plotinian energeiai into clearly demarcated
conceptual entities is motivated more, I believe, by a desire for philosophical rigor than
by the desire to undertand the way that Plotinus himself envisioned his system, and will
lead far afield from what he himself probably had in mind, especially in the context of
either ontogenesis or mystical ascent.The attractiveness of the double-energeia doctrine,
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distinguishing firmly between hypostases are substantially outweighed by the
more numerous and colorful evocations of indeterminacy and of the fluid con-
tinuity between principles.”® Thus the common assumption that the One—
which Plotinus repeatedly qualifies as unlimited or unbounded””—has a rigid
boundary separating its supposedly internal activity of self-constitution from
its external activity of procession cannot be correct.

218  Identity of the Respective Activities of the One and the PNE

On the contrary: there are forceful indications—despite the apparent viola-
tion of both axioms [1] and [2]—of a continuum or even an identity between
the One’s (ostensibly “internal”) self-directed and / or epistrophic activity
and that of the emergent PNE, which Plotinus typically qualifies as (i) “un-
bounded” (much like the One itself) and also (ii) not differentiated or “cut
off” from its source. One intriguing indication of this occurs at v1.8[39].16,
in the context of a lyrical passage evoking the One’s self-causation and self-
mastery.’® At lines 20—21, Plotinus connects the One’s self-reversion directly
to Being (to einai): “this (as it were) ‘Being, for him, is his looking to himself”
(6 olov v Tobto AT T TPdg adTdv PAémew). This has typically been taken
as a metaphor for self-constitution, which accords well with the overarching
context of the passage.” However, the mention of Being associated with the
One’s self-reversion suggests another possibility lurking in the background. We
may recall that Plotinus occasionally describes the PNE as a kind of Being. This
passage, then, may be juxtaposed not only with the (chronologically much ear-
lier) passages of v.1[10].6 and 7 that attribute reversion more or less directly
to the One, but also with the middle-period passages that refer to the PNE in
Parmenidean terms as “One-Being” (v1.7[38].16.11-14 and VvI.2[43].17.25—26)

for example, lies less in its explanatory power (as we have seen previously) than in its util-
ity for creating discrete conceptual categories more amenable to philosophical analysis.
Possibly for this reason it is accorded an importance in the scholarship out of all pro-
portion to its prevalence in Plotinus’s text. Indeed, one repeatedly encounters a curious
tension between Plotinus’s occasional philosophical rationalizations and the deeper
structures of thought—often drawn from physical or biological models—that would ap-
pear to inform his vision of intelligible and transcendent reality.

76 One might consider v.3[49].12, where at line 26, Plotinus distinguishes clearly between
the One and its activity, but vacillates later, at line 45, when he says that the efflux is not
cut off from its source.

77  E.g, v1.g[9].6.10: dmelpov; v.5[32].6.14-15: €xeivy TV GTAETOV PUOY; 10.18-19: GAN 0U3E Tre-
nepacpévos [elvan]; 11.3—4: ot odv mpdg Mo olite Tpdg aitd memépavtan; VI.7[38].17.15-16:
éxelvou Gpov olx ExovTo.

78  This passage is discussed in its entirety by Bussanich 1987.

79  Soithas been understood by Bussanich 1987 and O’Brien 1997.
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and also, more importantly, with the enigmatic Grofischrift passage we have
just seen, v.5[32].5.16-19, in which the presubstantial “primary Being” (on
proton) proceeds minimally outward from the One prior to its reversion. At
first glance, this juxtaposition might lead to the conclusion that Plotinus in-
tends not only one but two prenoetic self-reversions, the first being that of the
One that by looking to itself constitutes its own “as it were, being” (to hoion
einai)—meaning, perhaps, that it simply abides—and the second, that of
the already-formed but mysterious “primary Being” (on proton) that produces
ousia, (although both kinds of prenoetic Being are equivalently prohibited by
the orthodox interpretation of pre-epistrophic reality). However, I suggest in-
stead that these two passages refer to different aspects of the same process,
or—one might say—to different positions along a single, recursive itinerary
prior to the first moment of self-apprehension.8? In other words, this describes
the One’s incipient selfward gaze, an indefinite act that constitutes “primary”
or indeterminate Being (to einai), which is, at this point, equivalent to both the
One’s self-constitution and to the PNE qua prefiguration of Being (on proton);
while the actualized (yet imperfectly unified) self-apprehension of the lat-
ter constitutes the determinate (participial) Being (on, ousia) of the second
hypostasis.8! That Plotinus envisioned the “primary Being” and the One’s quali-
fied Being to be either identical or at very least closely associated along an efflu-
vial continuum is confirmed by a number of passages elsewhere. Earlier in the
treatise, at v1.8[39].16.33—37, we similarly find Plotinus vacillating between an
attribution and a denial of both ousia and to einai to the One (vaguely echoing
the epekeina tés ousias of Respublica 509b): “The [One’s] waking is transcen-
dent of substance and intellect and sage life, but he [the One] is these things. He
is then activity above intellect and sagacity and life, but these things are from
him and not from another. Being (to einai) is by him, then, and with him, and out

80  Corrigan 1996, idem 2000a has suggested that this gradual shift between infinitival
Being (to einai) and participial being (to on, ousia)—of the sort one finds explicitly in
the Acpp—is already implicit in Plotinus and represents a deliberate mechanism for ex-
pressing the continuity of procession from the indeterminate Being “in the One” to the
determinate Being (on) of Intellect apprehending its contents. Here the infinitive blepein
corresponds to the infinitival Being (to einai) here associated with the One, and it con-
notes a potential or intended act in subtle contrast with the imperfect ~edra and nominal
horasis of v.1[10].7.6 and the participle blepon of v.2[11].1.10-11, all of which indicate the
PNE’s already-effectuated, if ongoing, epistrophic activity.

81  In this case we may take the qualifications hoion and autoi to suggest only that this ex-
pression of the primordial self-reversion is only an abbreviated account of a much more
complex process. Since the account occurs in the context of a discussion not of ontogen-
esis but only of the One’s autonomy, it is not surprising that the perspective is limited to
that of the One.
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of him.” (V) 3¢ &ypiyopais éatwv éméxeva odalag xal vod xal {wiis Euppovos: tadta
0¢ aitds éotty. abtdg dpa Eativ evépyeta DTép vodv xal ppéwaty xal Lwny- €€ adtod
3¢ tabra xal ob mop’ dANov. map” abtod doa adtd xal é¢ avtod 6 elvar). Later in the
treatise, at 18.18—22, Plotinus states explicitly that a prefiguration of Intellect
within the One flows out of the One: “thus one must grasp both Intellect and
Being: coming to be from that one, as it were, poured out and unraveled and
hanging out, it attests from its intellectual nature the (as it were) ‘Intellect’ in
the One that is not Intellect” (oUtw Tot xal TOv vobv xal T dv xpv) AapBdvewy, yevo-
pevov &€ exeivou xai olov xyudiy xal eEehiyBév xal EEnptnuévov éx Thg adtod voepdg
PUoENS, HapTUPELY TV olov &y €vi vodv od vodv 6vta).82 To this we may compare a
much earlier statement at v.1[10].7.14-15—right after our original controver-
sial passage that at the very least suggests an ambiguous distinction between
the One and the subject of the epistrophe—that “Intellect’s ousia is, as it were,
one part of something of it [the One] and from [the One]” (olov pépog &v Tt T@V
gxelvou xal &€ éxeivou 1) odoia).83 Can we really maintain a complete distinction
between the One’s own Being and the Being that is within the One but also
poured out from it? These passages indicate that—even in late-middle period
treatises—it is very difficult to separate the One’s own ‘internal’ (and suppos-
edly metaphorical) epistrophic and ontogenetic activity from that of the PNE.

219 A Possible Solution: the PNE as ‘Traveling Subject’ Linking One
and Intellect

At this point, we may begin to suspect that Plotinus’s notion of ontogenesis
is considerably more complex than can be explained by attributing the pri-
mordial epistrophe either to the One or to the PNE. For any purely rational or
systematic approach confronts an ineluctable logical dilemma. It can be re-
stated simply as follows: either the self-reversion is [A] attributed to the One,
in which case the latter is guilty of ‘forbidden’ activities; or it is [B] attributed
to the PNE, in which case the PNE itself—inasmuch as it absolves the One of
any inappropriate activity—constitutes a ‘forbidden’ interhypostasis.84 But it
is also possible that the fundamental difficulty arises primarily from the natu-
ral philosophical temptation to rephrase Plotinus’s ontogenetic schema in
terms of determinate concepts. That there should be so much textual ambigu-
ity in so many of Plotinus’s ontogenetic passages, especially regarding such an

82  Asimilar hint of the prefiguration of all things within the One occurs at 1v.8[6].6.1-16.

83  The generative aspect of Being recurs at v1.8[39].20.27: “Being is one with the making and
the, as it were, ‘eternal begetting’”

84 It might therefore appear as if Plotinus is working with a complex of eclectic notions
that are, strictly speaking, philosophically incompatible, as the many philological conun-
drums in his ontogenetic passages might also suggest.

PP - ;s 4
(&v yap Tf) momaet xal ofov yevwiaet didie To eiva).
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important aspect of his thought, suggests less an accidental equivocation than
it does a deliberate rhetorical device. Indeed, I would suggest that the effort
to find a fixed subject of the reversion—a subject that (i) is in the midst of a
process of transformation and (ii) initially abides in a realm acknowledged to
be beyond identity or difference®>—is misguided from the outset.

With this in mind, let us again return to our original passage, v.1[10].7.6. In
light of what we have seen thus far, must we really expect a fixed subject of
the vision? And further, must the subject of the epistrophé be the same as that
of the vision with which it culminates? Variations of a single, elegant solution
to the textual problem have been proposed by Werner Beierwaltes (1967),%6
Michael Sells (1985), and Kevin Corrigan (1986):37 namely, that the pronoun
auto [ hauto of this line has a deliberate ambiguity, a dual reference that simul-
taneously denotes the One’s reversion to itself and / or the pre-Intellect’s rever-
sion towards both itself and the One.8® Corrigan has further suggested that the

85  Identity and difference first come into being among the primary genera at the level of
Intellect; thus v1.2[43].8.34—44.

86 Beierwaltes 1967, 15 n. 15; 1985; 1991.

87  Corrigan 1986, 198; Corrigan and O’Cleirigh 1987, 590-92.

88  O’Brien’s 1997 denial (contra Beierwaltes and Corrigan) of any philosophical ambiguity at
v.1[10].6.16-19 and 7.4-6, and his certitude that it is the PNE that reverts rather than the
One—esp. 97: “the ambiguity is a purely syntactical ambiguity. The sequence of thought
is clear, and is not ambiguous.... Contorted and ambiguous though the grammar may be,
the sequence of thought ... is reasonably straightforward and requires no more than a
return of what will be Intellect towards the One”—is unwarranted, both from the per-
spective of Plotinus’s own thought, and by comparison with a great deal of contempora-
neous Gnostic literature, to be discussed in the next chapter, in which the self-reversion
of the supreme principle itself generates the subsequent stratum. One might consider
two examples from Valentinian tractates found at Nag Hammadi in which the gram-
matical ambiguity of pronominal referents—an ambiguity that clearly survives in Coptic
translation—is explicitly employed to express the relation between first and second prin-
ciples (respectively “Father” and “Son”), in precisely the manner O’Brien finds so difficult
to accept in the case of Plotinus. Thus [1] Tripartite Tractate NHC I 56.32—57.1 (text and
trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL): “The Father, in the way we mentioned earlier, in an unbe-
gotten way, is the one in whom he [the Son? The Father?] knows himself, who begot him
[the Son? / the Father?] having a thought, which is the thought of him [the Father / Son?],
that is, the perception of him [the Son / the Father?]...” (mMT Nee eNTaANWPIT NX00C
2NN OYMNTATXMAC METCAYNE MMa( MMa{ MMIN MMaY €TAYXIO MMay €4wmoort
€YNTEY MMEY" NNOYMEEYE' €ETEMEEIMEYE NTEY M€ €TETEE T€ talc[57]oHcic); similarly,
[2] Gospel of Truth NHC 1 38.6-14 (text and trans. Attridge and MacRae, cGL): “Now the
name of the Father is the Son. It is he [The Father? The Son?] who first gave a name to
the one [the Son] who came forth from him [the Father], who was himself [the Father?],
and he begot him as a son. He gave him his [the Father’s? / the Son’s?] name which be-
longed to him; he is the one to whom belongs all that exists around him, the Father” (npen
A€ MIMOT M€ MQHPE" NTaY' NQ2PIT MENTAYT PEN ATIENTALEL aBaA MMAY ENTaY PMD
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ambiguities of this and other similar passages reflect the labile identity of the
subject of the reversion, which begins in complete identity with the first prin-
ciple but is only distinguished as a fully-independent second principle once it
has apprehended its object: an object which is, at this point, its former self.89
Yet this conjecture has wider implications for Plotinus’s ontogenetic sche-
ma as a whole. The interpretation of the genesis of Intellect as the result of
the metamorphosis of a conscious subject from identity with the One towards
alterity by means of a process of self-objectification is further supported by
the numerous passages where Plotinus suggests that the genesis of Intellect
involves a failure of contemplation. Sometimes he expresses this in terms of
the inability of the PNE to conceive of the One in absolute unity, at other times
in terms of the general principle that even reflexive self-thinking is multiple.°
In effect, the primordial activity emerging from the One—that is, the incipi-
ent PNE, from which the first principle itself cannot easily be distinguished—
produces the first minimal duality through epistrophé, but since the reflexive
locus of subjectivity has exteriorized itself with respect to its source, it is
now no longer identical with the One, which remains in absolute unity and
self-identity, its own immobile ‘movement’ forever complete with respect to
itself.9! This might explain why Plotinus is able to alternately affirm and deny
that the One reverts to itself,°2 and to vacillate between optimistic and pes-
simistic accounts of procession. The very same process may be described as

TE" AYM agMECT] NNOYWHPE' 24T MEYPEN aPaY €TENEOYNTEYC NTaY 1€ ETEOYNTEY
NKEEI NIM €YWOOTT 222 THY' NG1 mMWT). See also the discussion in Thomassen 2006, 193—
95. [These passages are also discussed below, Chapter 4, part 4—ed.]

89  Corrigan 1986, 1987. A more rigorously analytic interpretation along the same lines has
recently been attempted by Okano 2005.

9o  Thus 111.9[13].6-9; v.6[24].1-6; 111.8[30].8.31-38; V1.7[38].16.9-13, 41; V1.6[34].9.29—42;
V1.2[43].6.9—20; V.3[49].1, 10-13. In these passages, Plotinus adapts various scholastic
arguments—both a subtle critique of the primacy of Aristotle’s self-thinking divine
Nous (Metaphysica 1074b—1075a) and also an adaptation of Skeptic arguments (Sextus
Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos 7.310-12) against the possibility of genuine, unified
self-thinking, since this presupposes a duality of subject and object—into the service of
what would otherwise remain a purely mythopoeic account of ontogenesis.

91  Thusv.3[49].12.35—-38: “It is necessary, then, so that anything else can exist, that that [One]
abide quietly by itself, or it will move prior to moving and will think prior to thinking, <or
else> its first activity will be incomplete, being only an impulse” (3¢t 0dv, tva Tt 4o ooy,
Nouylow dyew ép’ éavtod mavtayod éxelvo- €l 3¢ un, 1) mpd Tod xvnBivat wivioetal, xal wpd Tod
vofjoa Voyoel, <ij> ) Tparty évépyela adtod el Eotan dpu pévov odoa). This has been
read as contrafactual ever since Ficino’s emendation, but it seems to express Plotinus’s
actual understanding of the PNE’s ever-incomplete primordial activity, reminiscent of the
famous lines of Keats’ Ode on a Grecian Urn: “She cannot fade, though thou hast not thy
bliss, / For ever wilt thou love, and she be fair!”

92 Denial of epistrophé: v.3[49].1.3—4.
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either successful but transcendental self-apperception—a kind of ineffable
but ever-complete “touching”—or the indefinite, imperfect vision that estab-
lishes the first moment of procession. In other words, these apparent contra-
dictions dissolve if one conceives of the One as a kind of mathematical limit
at which self-apprehension becomes so concentrated that it disappears into
infinity: the ineffable point towards which various approximations approach
but—at least in the context of ontogenesis—never fully attain.®3 To the ex-
tent that the PNE cannot be distinguished from the One, the reversion may
be attributed to the One; but conversely, to the extent that one wants to avoid
imputing ‘illegal’ activity to the One, one can instead attribute such activity to
the agency of the incipient PNE. Yet the PNE only attains actualized alterity—
as primordial Otherness, intelligible matter, indefinite life, and so on—at the
precise moment that it objectifies its source.?* Of course this might seem to
contradict the order of events in some of Plotinus’s accounts of ontogenesis,
which give the impression that alterity arises prior to the reversion, or of ex-
pansion prior to contraction, or conversely, of recursion prior to effluence, and
so on. Yet here discursive language, with its inevitable implication of temporal
sequence and event, potentially leads one astray: for the initial act of overflow-
ing and the return of the overflow upon its source are, of course, simultaneous
and co-implicated. The One’s ineffable self-touching has already ‘preceded’
the minimal emergence of the more obviously epistrophic PNE, which itself
is nevertheless not “cut oft” from the One until it apprehends its source; but of
course, it already has ineffably ‘apprehended’ its source in its prior moment of
identity with the One. Moreover, just as the subject of the reversion is at this
point ambiguous, so also is the object of vision; for the reversion of the PNE to
the One may also be understood as that of the One to itself, and vice versa. At
this level of reality, it would seem, the law of noncontradiction dissolves; the
indefinite PNE both is and is not the One, just as it both is and is not the “other.”
The determinate terms of philosophical discourse are thoroughly inadequate
to denote the fluid identity of this locus of ontogenetic subjectivity.

93  Thus v1.7[38].4112—13: “If Intellect, thinking, and object of thought are the same, having
become entirely one, they annihilate themselves in themselves” (Ei 3¢ tadtév volg, vénatg,
VOWTéY, TAVTY) £V YEVOpEVA Apaviel adTd v avTols).

94  See Corrigan 1986, 198: “What is important here is not only that the travelling subject is
self-creative, but that the highest moment of identity with, and yet logical distinction
from, the First is a necessary facet of the travelling, self-articulating subject whose full-
est development as a second principle is unspecified until the end of the argument. Its
identity and difference as nous derive from the identity and difference of the indefinite
second, where the ambiguity of its nature is essential to the argument.”
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2.20  Summary of Plotinus’s Ontogenetic Schema

It is along these general lines, I believe, that we should understand Plotinian
ontogenesis.?® Here I will provide a brief recapitulation of this model, which runs
as follows. (i) The One, which abides in absolute unity and self-containment, is
nonetheless a principle of hyperplenitude. In the first eternal moment of onto-
genesis, it motionlessly ‘overflows’ within, and perhaps ‘towards, itself. At this
point the One’s superabundance is not yet differentiated from the One itself.
(ii) In a second eternal moment, the indeterminate, unbounded overflow—
sometimes envisioned as an indefinite vision, an unbounded Life, or the
prefiguration of Being, and so forth—is attracted back to the overwhelming ex-
cellence of its source, with which it is initially identical; it therefore ‘reverts'—
in some pre-cognitive sense—towards its point of origin. This epistrophe, one
may note, may be considered to be a reversion both towards itself qua PNE,
and towards the One, from which the PNE, prior to the moment of apprehen-
sion, still has not actually differentiated itself; it may therefore equivalently be
described as the One’s own self-reversion, “only an unutterable and unthink-
able [self-] touching and as it were contact” (8{&ig xai olov Emagy) pévov dppyrog
xad dvéntog). (iii) Finally, in a third eternal moment, the effluence, having re-
verted, apprehends its source, its former self, at which point two things hap-
pen. On the one hand, there arises the first actual duality, however minimal, of
subject and object, as the PNE has become an independent ‘observer’ and thus
the “other”; this subject is therefore extruded from the absolute unity of the
One. On the other hand, the efflux itself, now having become an independent
subject, is “filled” or “impregnated” by its reflexive apprehension of its former
self—i.e., the One—and thus acquires definition and independent subsis-
tence. This moment has the additional complexity that what fills and what is
filled are both identical and different since the PNE is simultaneously the in-
definite substrate and the luminous effluence that enforms and delimits it. Yet
at this point, what formerly had been the indefinite efflux, now having been
delimited, is constituted as Being and, simultaneously, Intellect, whose proper
activity is self-contemplation. The One as source, as the object of the appre-
hension, itself inevitably remains unified and self-directed, “above” even the
most minimal logical duality of subject and object, thus “eternally turned to-
wards itself” But perhaps another, simpler way of imagining this schema is as a
narrative of the travails of a single self-seeking subject—what Corrigan has so
aptly described as a “traveling subject in the logic of generation”—whose fluid
identity is reminiscent of the mystical subject we have seen in Chapter 2: be-
ginning as the infinite power of the One, it attempts and (necessarily) fails to

95  There is certainly room for reasonable disagreement about this issue; I will not presume
to settle it definitively here. A substantial monograph could be written on this topic alone.
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apprehend itself in absolute unity, and therefore becomes Intellect, perpetu-
ally engaged in (what is now entirely successful) self-contemplation.

3 The Identity of the Hypernoetic Subject with the Prenoetic Efflux

3.1 The Homology between Primordial and Mystical Self-Reversion

This, then, is the broad outline of Plotinus’s ontogenetic schema. Now at this
point, the general parallel with the pattern of mystical ascent emerges into
view. Just as the mystical aspirant reverts towards him- or herself (as we have
seen in Chapter 2), so also the prenoetic efflux (PNE) from the One reverts
upon its self; and just as the mystical self-reversion culminates in a sudden
moment of self-apprehension—the autophany (phase C), which also coin-
cides with a vision of the One “in” the self—so also the prenoetic efflux (PNE)
apprehends its (now former) self and/or the One at precisely the moment
at which Intellect and Being first acquire definite subsistence. In each case,
we encounter a strikingly similar mechanism; namely, that each moment of
self-apprehension at one minimal remove from the One itself—either at the
penultimate stage of the mystical return or at the second eternal moment of
ontogenesis—marks a transformation of the identity of the subject as it pass-
es between the realm of Intellect-Being and that which altogether transcends
Intellect-Being. Yet Plotinus also makes clear that this structural similarity is
but one element of a much deeper homology between mystical and prenoetic
subjects, a homology that verges on identity. In what follows I will attempt to
demonstrate this virtual identity in greater detail.

3.2 Some History of Identificationism in Plotinian Scholarship

Before we begin, however, I should point out that I am not the first to suggest
that Plotinus posited a close correspondence or equivalence of prenoetic and
hypernoetic subjects. Indeed, this idea has already had a long and troubled
history. In a study published over half a century ago, Jean Trouillard proposed
that Plotinus envisioned a virtual identity between the soul of the mystical as-
pirant in its hypernoetic state and the prenoetic efflux from the One at the first
eternal moment of procession. Trouillard coined the evocative phrase “extase
germinale” to describe both the ecstatic experience of the self in the mystical
union and, simultaneously, the literal ek-stasis, the “standing-outside” of the
primordial effluence.®® This provocative thesis was later taken up by several

96  Trouillard 19553, 46; idem 1955b, 97-109; idem 1961; esp. idem 1955b, 109, n. 1: “Il sera
difficile de ne pas conclure que l'extase est, en germe, la source implicite de la pensée
elle-méme.”
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scholars, most notably Pierre Hadot and Gerard O’Daly, respectively writing
in the 1960s and 1970s. Hadot emphasized the necessity for the aspirant to re-
turn to the ultimate source of Intellect and to relive the latter’s “birth,”°7 while
O’Daly compared Plotinus’s descriptions of pre- and hyper-intellectual vision,
and concluded therefrom that procession and reversion are identical and are
merely temporal metaphors for what is in fact a single activity.%% At one point
nearly a consensus view in Plotinian studies, this thesis has since come under
attack, notably by A. C. Lloyd in 1987 (though he later changed his position),®
John Bussanich in 1988,190 and most recently, Eyjélfur Emilsson in 2007, each
for a slightly different reason. Lloyd insisted that Plotinus’s account of pro-
cession and reversion (which he understood as following rationally from the
double-energeia doctrine) had no significant relation to the mystical ascent,
which (in his view) had no genuine philosophical value but instead remained
at the level of sub-philosophical myth.19! Bussanich put forth the most exten-
sive critique of the thesis of Trouillard, Hadot, and O’'Daly in disjointed fashion
throughout his study of the relation of the One and the Intellect, arguing, in
essence, that the pre-Intellect of the incipient procession should be sharply

97  Hadot 1968; 1986; 1987b; 1988; esp. 1986, 243: “thought is born from a sort of loving ec-
stasy in this type of drunkenness, which is produced by nonintellectual contact with the
Good from which it emanates”; see also Hadot’s summary conclusions (1987b, 673): “Dans
'expérience mystique, 'dme nait du Bien avec LEsprit naissant, en qui toutes choses nais-
sent du Bien. Avec I'Esprit naissant, 'ame ‘revit sa propre genése. C'est peut-étre dans
cette perspective, que 'on peut entrevoir une possibilité de réduire le paradoxe insond-
able de l'expérience mystique: quel rapport peut-il y avoir entre le relatif et 'Absolu? Si en
effet on postule déja un rapport d'émanation, si 'on congoit le relatif comme rayonnant
de I'Absolu, il faut situer a ce point d'émanation l'expérience mystique.”

98  O'Daly 1974, 164: “[T]he ‘return’ of the self to this ‘coincidence’—the so-called mystical
ascent—is identical with its incipient procession. ‘Procession’ and ‘conversion’ (or re-
turn) are temporal metaphors for the moment in which the self’s originative vision of its
principle—a vision that is permanent—is made conscious to itself as pre-intellectual, in
an instant of unmediated contact.”

99  Lloyd1990,169—70 and n. 3.

100 Bussanich 1988, 231-36 et passim.

101 Lloyd 1987, 182-86. Perhaps revealing his initial motivation for rejecting identification (its
putatively “unphilosophical” nature), he writes (ibid., 182—83): “the concrete relapse of the
visionary from possession by the One can be described in the same terms as the abstract
procession of the One to the One-many (v.5.4.10). But Plotinus does not undertake any-
thing more detailed by way of matching steps or items within these stages. But perhaps
one would expect him to only if one restricted the meaning of the genesis to such a match
and so in effect read the genesis as a fable.... This of course is not philosophy but myth un-
less the tale can be justified independently. To be something other than myth and other
than fable it will have to involve some sort of analysis of being and thought. This it does.”
[Italics added].
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distinguished from the hyper-Intellect of the mystical ascent primarily because
of subtle differences in the way that Plotinus describes them (we will return to
this below).192 Emilsson engaged with Bussanich’s criticism in his study of the
Plotinian Intellect, and conceding some (but not all) of Bussanich’ points, he
nevertheless ultimately rejected what he calls the “identificationist” position
primarily because of the supposed philosophical absurdity of the narrative
such a view would entail: if the hyper- and pre-Intellect are identical, what
would be the point of proceeding from the One only to be immediately reab-
sorbed back into it?103 In light of these critiques, I would like to make a slightly
more detailed case, both structurally and philologically speaking, for the iden-
tity of mystical and primordial subjects. For solely on the basis of a careful
and unbiased reading of Plotinus’s text—even without regard for what appear
to be conclusive Gnostic comparanda that I will adduce in later chapters—a
close correspondence between the first moments of ontogenesis and the last
moments of mystical ascent seems to be irrefutable.

102 Bussanich mentions Theiler 1966, 157, n. 32; Atkinson 1983, 149; Szlezdk 1979, 108, 165;
Beierwaltes 1985, 44—45 as subscribing to the identificationist thesis, but credits Lloyd 1987
and Schroeder 1986, 192 for making brief gestures in the “right” (anti-identificationist)
direction. I would add to the former list of positive discussions of identificationism
Corrigan 1987, 989—90, esp. g9go: “the perplexity of shock of mystical union finds its ana-
logue in an ambiguity of the travelling subject in the logic of generation, a subject which
specifies itself and its whole structure in the course of the argument”; also Rist 1989;
Hadot 1987a, and now, most recently, Beierwaltes 2006, 86: “[E]s liegt freilich an uns
selbst, dieses Bild oder diese Spur des Einen in uns zu realisieren, zu ‘gebrauchen,’ das,
was uns eigentlich ‘zur Hand’ (mpdyetpov) ist, als unser eigenes Zentrum uns selbst be-
wufdt zu machen, um es mit dem Zentrum des Ganzen, dem Einen/Guten, zu verbinden
(xévtpw xévtpov ouvdag), also selbst den Ursprung in uns in den absoluten Ursprung im
Vollzug der universalen émiotpogy zuriickzufithren.”

103 Emilsson 2007,102—3: “It seems to me that Bussanich’s view [i.e., anti-identificationism] is
evidently right, if the idea is that the mystical experience is really reunification. In none of
the places where the inchoate intellect’s prenoetic experience of the One is mentioned is
a complete reunification with the One suggested. On the contrary, the repeated message
of the lines from v.3.11, which must be the main source for the hypothesis of the identity
of the two kinds of experience, is that the unification fails. Philosophically speaking, an
identification of the prenoetic and hypernoetic kinds of experience does not make much
sense. We know that the inchoate intellect comes from the One. What would be achieved
by having it reunite with the latter just in order to depart again? What might we suppose it
gained from that which it didn’t have already when it departed in the first place? It seems
to me that in so far as the genesis of Intellect is concerned, the supposition of a reunifica-
tion would be just a hoax that fails to explain anything that subsequently happens.” Yet
Emilsson goes on to express some doubts that “Bussanich’s admonitions that there are
indeed significant differences in language in the descriptions of the prenoetic and the
hypernoetic experiences of the One suffice to show that the two are entirely different af-
fairs. After all, there are many similarities as well.”
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3.3 Explicit Identifications of Mystical and Primordial Subjects

Let us first turn to the texts most often adduced in support of this identifi-
cation, those passages in which Plotinus explicitly connects the hypernoetic
faculty of apprehension to the primordial effluence or activity of the One.
Thus, for example, as we have already seen in Chapter 2, Plotinus says at
VI1.9[9]-4.27—29—thus at the beginning of his first extensive account of the
final ascent to Muo—that contact with the One occurs “by means of a dyna-
mis in oneself that is connatural with that which comes from it” (13 év abt®
[H-St: adt®)] Suvdpet uyyevel 1@ an’ adtod),'%* and then, more enigmatically,
“when one keeps oneself as one kept oneself when one came from him, one is
immediately able to see” (&tav oltwg &y, &g lyev, 8te HABev dr’ avtod, 113y Sdva-
Tt i3etv). Elsewhere—at, for example, v.1[10].7.14 and 111.8[30].11.2—he refers
to the PNE as a dynamis flowing from the One, and we may begin to suspect
this is the product of the One to which we are akin. To this one may also com-
pare his description of the mystical frenzy of the “loving intellect” (nous eron)
at v1.7[38].35.19—23: “Intellect, too, therefore, has one power for intellection,
by which it looks at the things in itself, and another for what transcends it, by
means of some ‘thrusting’ and ‘receiving,’ by which also, earlier, it saw only, and
later, by seeing, also acquired intellect and is one” (xai Tov voOv Tolvuy v v Eyewv
Sbvauy €ig Td voely, 1) Ta v adt® PAEmet, TY 8¢, 1) T& Eméxeva adtod EmPBoA] T
xal mapadoxh, xetd’ iy xal mpdTepov Ewpa udvov xal opdy Uatepoy xal voiv Eqye xai &v
éort).195 The sense is that the Intellect has two major faculties, one for ordinary
thought and another for mystical (and paradoxically non-intellectual) apper-
ception; and moreover, that this latter, extraordinary mystical-erotic faculty
is itself further subdivided into two ‘moments, the first, perhaps correspond-
ing to the outward “thrusting upon,” a mystical apprehension of the One
(also confirmed by the context), and the second, the more passive “receiving
from,” a moment of ontogenetic vision by which it is first defined and thus
constitutes itself as Intellect. Thus Plotinus explicitly equates the dual activity

104 One small caveat: despite the fact that Plotinus calls the One dynamis panton on sev-
eral occasions, and suggests that the first product of the one is “power and extraordinary
power” (dynamis ... kai améchanos dynamis) at v.3[49].16.2—3, the masculine pronoun
here suggests that whatever comes from the One that is connatural to the power in us is
not necessarily itself a dynamis.

105 See complete passage in Appendix Ai5. One might also consider v1.2[43].11.24—26: “All
souls wish to go towards one with their own substance; and the One is from both sides;
and is that from which and towards which [they go]; thus [the soul] originates from the
One and hastens towards the One” (xal Ypuyai ndoat €ig &v &v BodAovTo iéval petd ™Y ad TV
odalow. xal dpupotépwdey 8& 0 &v- xal yép T6 4@’ 0 xal T8 elg 8- xal yap dpxeTan dmd Tob Ev xarl
omebdel elg T &v).
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simultaneously with both mystical apperception and with the primordial gen-
esis of Intellect. Moreover, these two activities are not entirely distinct; at lines
29-30, Plotinus insists upon their simultaneity: “it always has intellection
while it also has not intellection, but looking at that god in another way” (6
3¢ &xelL 1O voelv del, Eyet ¢ xal To uy) voely, dMa dMwg xetvov BAémew). That this
phrase refers directly to both prenoetic as well as hypernoetic vision is con-
firmed by lines 30—33, where he begins an account of the genesis of Intellect
proper: “seeing the One, the [loving Intellect] has offspring” (xat ydp opiv éxel-
vov €oe yevwnpata)—by which we must understand (by analogy with similar
ontogenetic passages elsewhere) that the erotic Intellect’s fertile vision caused
it to “conceive” the Forms—and “when he sees them [i.e., the offspring within
himself] he is said to think, but [he sees] that (n.) by means of the power by
which he was going to think” (xal Tabro pév 6pv Aéyetat voely, éxelvo 8¢ ) Su-
vapeL EueMe voelv), which suggests a pre-cognitive phase of intellect, or rather,
of the PNE, prior to—in a logical rather than temporal sense—its determina-
tion as Intellect proper. The account of mystical apprehension yet again blends
seamlessly into a description of ontogenesis.

3.4 Structural and Terminological Parallels in the Respective Activities
of the PNE and the Mystical Subject

Plotinus’s explicit statements alone make a strong case for the identification
of pre- and hypernoetic selves and comprise a substantial burden of proof to
those who would deny it. Yet perhaps the most vivid illustration of the proxim-
ity of the transcendental self and the prenoetic eftflux are the numerous paral-
lels between the sequence of the first eternal moments of ontogenesis and that
of the last moments of mystical ascent. As we have seen, in Plotinus’s typical
accounts of ontogenesis, the unbounded PNE reverts upon its source (or itself)
and at the precise moment that it apprehends its source it is “filled” and de-
fined by the vision of the One. The final stages of ascent towards MUO appear
to recapitulate this process rather precisely: the mystical subject reverts upon
him- or herself, at which point the subject is similarly “filled” by a sudden vi-
sion. This broad analogy is reinforced by a multitude of correspondences of
both imagery and precise terminology. In what follows, I will provide an enu-
meration of these correspondences.

3.5 Self-Reversion / Epistrophe

We have seen that Plotinus describes the mystical self-reversion with the lan-
guage of epistrophé or its correlates derived from the related verbs strephein
and trepein—terminology apparently that is only rarely used in pre-Plotinian
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philosophy to denote self-reversion'°®—applied to the mystical subject at a
critical phase of ascent towards Mmuo (phase B): thus, at vi.g[9].7.17-18: “with-
drawing from all external things, [the soul] must revert completely towards
the within” (mdvtwyv T@v &w dgepéwy del émotpaghvar Tpdg 16 elow Tdvy); at
v.5[32].8.11, the autophanous subject awaits MUO, “completely turning and sur-
rendering himself there” (éxel vty Tdg Tpémwy xal S1800g); and at vi.7[38].31.6—
7, “the soul which was able, having reverted, knew and saw” (émorpageioa 3¢ xai
Yoy 1) duvnbelon, wg Eyvw xal €1dev).197 Turning ourselves now to ontogenetic
passages, we find precisely the same language to describe the activity of the
PNE as it reverts towards its source; thus at v.4[7].2.4—7, “Intellection, seeing
the intelligible and turning towards that one and, as it were, being completed
by that one, is itself, on the one hand, indefinite like sight, but is defined by
the intelligible” (vénaoig 3¢ 16 vontov dpdaa xal mpog Tobto émtatpageiva xal d’
éxelvou olov dmotedovpévy xal TeEAeloLpEVY GdplaTos pév ady Gomep 8ig, Sptlo-
uévy d¢ Umé tod vontod); at v.1[10].6.18-19, the second principle “has come to
be while that one must be eternally reverted towards it(self)” (émorpapévrog
del exelvov Tpog alTd dvaryxaldy éatt yeyovévar); at v.a[10].7.5-6, the PNE “sees”
by means of its reversion (1] 81t T} ématpop)] TPOg ATO Ewpa); at v.2[11].1.9-10,
the PNE “reverts towards it” (eig a0T0 émeotpdey) to be filled by the vision. At
11.4[12].5.28-39, the PNE “is defined when it reverts towards it” (opileTat 8¢, 8tav
mpog avTo émtatpagyj); while at v.5[32].5.17-19, primary Being emerged from
the One, and then, “having turned towards its interior, stood and became the
substance and hearth of all things” (uetaotpagey 8¢ eig 6 elow €Ty, xai yéve-
To obala xal éotio amdvtwy). At VI1.7[38].16.15-16, the unbounded life emerging
from the One “reverted towards it” (éméotpanto mpdg adtd) prior to being filled;
atv1.7[38].37.21, the PNE becomes Intellect proper by “reverting in contempla-
tion” (émtotpagey &v Tfj Oéar).

Plotinus also uses the more robustly physical and spatial metaphors of in-
teriority, self-contraction, and movement eis to eiso to describe the same pro-
cess of mystical self-reversion; thus, at 1v.8[6].1.1—2, “coming to be ... within
myself” (Ywouevos ... Euavtod O¢ elow); at v1.9[9].11.38—39, “running the opposite
way, [the soul] will come not into another but into herself” (Spapodoa et odx
elg dAko, AN el adtyjv); at v.8[31].11.10-11, “running into the within” (Spapwv d&
el 70 elow), and at v.5[32].7.32, “contracting into the interior” (guvaryorywv €5 0

106 See Aubin 1963; Hadot 1953.

107 Also epistrapheisi at 1.6[1].7.5 and eis to eiso epistrephein at v.1[10].12.13-14. One should
also take note of the many instances where the same kind of reversion is expressed with-
out the exact terminology of epistrophe, e.g., at 111.8[30].9.30, eis toupisé anachorein.
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elow).198 Similar spatial imagery describes the primordial reversion of the PNE
atv.5[32].5.18, where, as we have just seen, the PNE, qua primary Being, reverts
eis to eiso. It also describes the self-directed activity of the One, which, as we
have similarly seen, cannot easily be distinguished from that of the pNE. Thus
at v.6[24].5.1-3, Plotinus contrasts rhetorically the desire of “the multiple” to
converge (synneuein) upon itself with the contrafactual convergence of the ab-
solute One upon itself, but then (in lines 6-7) hints that the PNE undertakes
precisely such a motion into the One: the second principle (Intellect) “is what
has come into being while the Good subsisted and moved what has come into
being to itself” (yevopevov, émedn) dméaty 10 dyadov xal <10> yevduevov éxivyoe
mpog avté). At v1.7[38].28.26—29, a selfward-directed motion is attributed to
the supreme principle itself in terms that curiously echo the mystical ascent:
“the nature of the Good ... will have fled up to the formless nature from which
the first form comes” (1) t00 dyafod @iais ... dvamepevyvia dv ely €ig v dveideov
PUoW, 89’ Mg 16 TpdTov €1d05).199 Similarly, at v1.8[39].16.12-13, the One “is, as
it were, borne into his own interior” (6 & els 6 elow olov pépetar avrod); Plotinus
redescribes this (at line 24) as “an inclination of his own towards himself” (vedaig
adTod meog avToV).

3.6 Self-Apprehension / Autophany

We have seen extensively (in Chapter 2) that the mystical self-reversion (phase
B) is typically followed by a sudden moment of self-apprehension (the autoph-
any, phase C). Among many other examples one might consider 1.6[1].9.15-16,
“if you become this, and see it” (&l yéyovag tobto xai €ldeg adtd), and again, at
line 22, “if you see yourself having become this” (ei Tofto yevopevov gavrov idors);
or v1.9[9].9.55-56: “one can see both him and oneself” (6pdv o) éotv evtadda
ndxetvov xal éautdy), and later, at 10.9, “seeing himself” (éavtov pév odv iddv), or
(at lines 10-11) “he will perceive [himself ] as such” (towoitov aiocHjoerar); then, at
11.43—44, “if one should see oneself having become this” (e{ tig 0dv todt0 avrév
yevopevov dor). At v.8[31].11.3, the aspirant “looks at a beautified image of him-
self” (xal eixova avtold xalwmiadeioay BAéner), and at line 10 “perceives himself”
(aloSavetar avtod); at v.5[32].8.11-13, the aspirant (as Intellect) “sees, first of
all, himself” (lde pev T TpATA ... éavtdy); and at v1.7[38].34.12—13, the aspirant
(as soul) “sees it suddenly appearing in herself” ({dodoa 8¢ év avtyj [H-S! : adti]
¢Eaipwns pavévta); the list could, of course, continue. In accounts of ontogen-
esis, we find a similar description of the moment at which the PNE apprehends

108 In less mystical contexts, at v.1[10].11.15 and v.6[24].5.1—2, Plotinus uses synneuein to de-
note the cathartic activity of the aspirant.
109 Note the frequent use of pheugein in mystical contexts; thus 1.6[1].8.8; v.3[49].17.22, etc.
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the One, its former self. As in the accounts of autophany, it is not always pos-
sible to distinguish the object of the transformative vision: the vision of the self
blends into the vision of the One. Since the One is in some sense at the center-
point of the self, introversion, and self-contemplation is also reversion towards
and contemplation of the One.!!° Significantly, this dual objectification of self
and One is reflected in the proliferation of textual ambiguities involving the
subject and object of the primordial [self-]reversion. Thus we return again to
v.1[10].7.5-6: “by its reversion to it[self], it was seeing” (tij émiaTpoefj mpds adTo
gdpa); similarly, v.2[11].1.10-11, “looking towards it[self], it became this Intellect
as well” (¢yéveto mpds adtd BAémov xal vols 00tog). At v.6[24].5.7-8, the PNE is
moved by the One into itself, at which point “it was moved and saw” (16 &' €x1-
viyBn Te xal elde). At 111.8[30].11.1-8, Plotinus implies that the ontogenetic vision
is a self-apprehension which has multiplied itself through self-objectification:
“Since Intellect is a sight and a seeing sight, it will be a power having come
into actuality.... Since also seeing in actuality has duality, it was indeed one
before seeing. And so the one has become two and the two one. For the see-
ing, the filling and, as it were, perfecting, comes from the perceptible object,
but for the sight of Intellect the Good is what fills it” (¢met ydp 0 volg éattv &g
Tig xal $Pig dpdaa, Jtvauts Eatal eig Evépyetav EABodaa.... Emel xal 1) Spaals ¥) xot’
gvépyetay Srttdv Exel mpty yobv 1Selv Vv Ev. 0 0Dy Ev 800 yéyove xal Té 800 £v. Tf) pév
odv 6pdioet ) TAMpwats mapd Tod aigdntod xal v olov Teleiwatg, Tf) 8¢ Tod vod &et
T0 dryaBov T6 TANpodv). We find an almost identical notion at v.3[49].11.4—11: “it
moved to it not as Intellect, but as vision not yet seeing, and came out hav-
ing that which the vision multiplied. For again it has the impression of the
thing seen, or else it would not have allowed it to come to be in itself. This
became many out of one, and thus coming to know it saw it, and then became
seeing sight” (&punoe pv én’ adtd oy wg vols, G &g i olmw idodoa, E57AAe
¢ Eyouoa 8mep adTy) EMANOuvey- Gate dMov pév Enebipunoey doplotwg Exovaa émr’
abth) pdvtaoud i, EERAe 3¢ dMho Aafodoa v adTf) adtd moAd mowoaca. Kal yop
ad Exet TOTOY ToD bpdpartos: 1) 0 Topedéarto év oty [H-S! : adtf] yevéaBar. otog
8¢ oAU & évdg Eyéveto, wal oltwg yvods eldey adtd, xai Téte dyéveto oboa 8ig).
This self-multiplying vision may be attributed equivalently to the PNE and to
the One itself, who “(as it were) looks to himself and this (as it were) ‘Being’ for
him is his looking to himself’ (olov mpds adtov fAémer xal 6 olov elvat TodTo AdTE
76 mpog adTov BAémev: v1.8[39].16.19—21); the One is “the first activity manifesting
itself as what it should be” (&g évépyela Tpcyty) TodT0 éavtiy xprvaca, Smep &det:
V1.8[39]18.51-52).

110 Thus in the mystical context of autophany at v1.9[9].9.55-56, “one can see both him and
oneself”
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3.7 Filling / Impregnation (plerosis)

In several mystical passages, both the moment of autophany and that of the
ultimate apprehension or union with the One (MUO) is described in terms
of “filling” and being “filled.” Thus at v1.9[9].7.15-16, the mystical apprehen-
sion is a “filling and illumination from the first nature” (mAzjpwary xot EMappv
adT}] T @loews T Tpwtng); later, at 9.20, the MUO itself is described as being
“filled with God” (mAypwIeioa Beod). At 9.57, the autophanous, transcendental
self is “full of noetic light” (wtdg mArpy vontod). At v.5[32].8.12, the aspirant
apprehends the transcendental self “as if filled with strength” (olov mAypwdeic
uévoug); at vI.7[38].31.32—33, the soul is “filled with the life of Being” (tijg Tod
dvtog {wiis mAnpwdeion); at 35.19, the deity “filled the soul of the visionary” (tnv
Yuyny gumAnaag tod Bewpévov), and, during the MUO at 36.19, “the vision fills his
eyes with light” (v 8éa mAoaoa pwtog T Supata). So also in ontogenetic pas-
sages, one may similarly find an insistence on the language of plerosis: the PNE
is “filled” by its own source at the moment of vision following the primordial
reversion. At v.2[11].1.8-11, the PNE is described as a “hyperplenitude” (Omep-
nAfjpes) that “overflows” (Umepeppin); the PNE then serves as the recipient for
the effluence of the One that “fills” it.!! At 111.8[30].11.6—8, Plotinus describes
the delimitation of the PNE by the vision of the One as “filling” (7Ajpwors ...
mAnpodv). Finally, at v1.7[38].16, we find a repeated and almost overemphatic
use of the verb pléroun and its cognates to describe the relationship between
the One and the PNE during ontogenesis: the kinésis of the PNE is “filled” by the
One (mAypwdeioa: 16.16), the motion then “filled” (énArjpwaev: 16.17) Intellect and
becomes “full” (nAijpys: 16.19), “having been filled” (tAypwdeis: 16.20). It came
into existence by “being filled” (nAnpoduevos: 16.31); once it was “filled” (nAypw-
Jelc:16.31-32) it was perfected (dmetedéat: 16.32); its arche is what it was prior
to “being filled” (mAnpwdjvar: 16.33); another one “filled” (nAnpodoa: 16.34) it; it
was thus imprinted by “being filled” (tAnpoduevos: 16.34—35).

While the principal sense of pleroun and its cognatesis “to fill,” it is certain that
Plotinus also intends it to be taken simultaneously in another, more specifically
reproductive, sense: that is “to impregnate,” or, in its passive form (plérousthai),
“to be impregnated,” “to conceive.” Plotinus renders the otherwise subtextual
double-entendre quite explicit in a number of mystical passages, in which the
vision of the One or MUO itself is understood as an impregnation by the One.
Thus, at v1.9[9].9.20—now in frank sexual-reproductive language—the soul

111 There are several passages in which the language of “filling” is used to describe the rela-
tion of the One to its subsequents without necessarily implying the first moments of on-
togenesis; thus at 111.9[13].4.8 the One is said to fill all things, at 111.8[30].11.43 to provide
plerosis aléthiné to Intellect.
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“conceives” (xVet) virtues when “filled by God” (mAypwIeioa 6eo0d),12 to which we
may also compare Plotinus’s description of MUO at v1.9[9].7.15-16 as “a filling
[or impregnation] and illumination by the first nature” (mAjjpwary xat Eappy
adtf) TS pvoews T Tpwtyg) followed by the description (lines 24—26) of the
ambiguous tryst between Zeus and Minos, by which the latter is “filled with
legislative status by the divine touch” (tjj To0 feiov énagf eig vopwv mAypodue-
vog Béaw). Plotinus often evokes the ultimate apprehension of the One at the
apex of the mystical ascent (as we have seen in Chapter 2) in erotic terms,
but the erotic vision is also reproductive; thus at v1.7[38].35.30—32, the “lov-
ing Intellect” (nous eron), “seeing that [One], had [sc. “conceived”] offspring
and was conscious both of their being born and their being within him” (6pév
éxelvov €aye Yewnpuata xai cuvyabeto xal TovTwy yevopévwy xal évévtwy). Finally,
we may see a broad echo of this in his last mystical passage, that of v.3[49].17,
where (in lines 15-19) he conflates erotic and reproductive language, playing on
the double semantics of 0dis, meaning both the agony caused by labor and also
by erotic longing: “the soul still has even greater birth-pangs. Perhaps at this
point, she must give birth having eagerly glanced towards it and having been
filled with birth-pangs” (# #t1 v Yuyy) @divet xal udov. ows odv xpy adtiy 1oy
yewfoou di&agay mpdg adTed mAypwdtivay wdivewy. o uiv ARG TEAY EmqaTéov, &l
mofév Tvar Tpdg T wdiva Emwdny ebpotuev). Similar biological-reproductive im-
agery pervades and structures his account of ontogenesis and procession more
generally;!3 thus, for instance, the indefinite efflux from the One reverts so as
to be “impregnated” by its vision of its source: “this is, as it were, the first birth/
begetting” (mpwt) olov yéwnoig alm: v.2[11].1.7). Rendering the plérothénai of
the ontogenetic passages as “impregnation” yields perfect sense: the PNE, “hav-
ing come into being, reverts towards it and is impregnated” (v.2[11].1.9-10); “for
the seeing, the impregnation and, as it were, perfecting, comes from the per-
ceptible object, but for the sight of Intellect the Good is what impregnates it”
(111.8[30].11.6-8); it “lived towards [the One] and depended upon it and turned
towards it; indeed its very motion was impregnated by its being moved there”
(v1.7[38].16.15-17).1% The reproductive model of ontogenesis is also evoked by
a similar attribution of “birth-pangs” (odines) to the PNE during the generation
of Being (v.5[32].5.26: odini) and multiplicity (v1.6[34].9.27: odinein).

112 Which amusingly recalls the common mythological motif of the (often unfortunate)
human impregnated by a god.

113 See Mazur 2009.

114 Successive impregnations by visions of higher principles occur in both classic Sethian
and Valentinian literature.
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3.8 Strengthening/Perfecting

In several accounts of mystical ascent, the vision is said to fill the mystical sub-
ject with “strength” (though the exact terminology varies). Thus at v.5[32].8.12
the transcendental self is “as if filled with strength” (olov mAnpwoels pévoug)
during the autophany; at v1.7[38].22.15, the autophanous soul “takes strength”
(pwvvutat) upon receiving a warm efflux from the One, and later (at 31.32) “takes
on more strength” (émeppwady Théov).15 In one instance Plotinus expresses this
moment of strengthening with the Aristotelian (cognitive and embryological)
terminology of “perfecting”; thus in a discussion of a contemplative approach
to the One, Plotinus says that when the intellect “attains” (¢ynchanoén) the
Good it is “perfected by the Good” (teAetobtan mapd 00 dyadod: 111.8[30].11.17).
Similarly, in accounts of ontogenesis, the PNE undergoes an identical strength-
ening and/or perfecting as a result of its recursive vision of the One. Thus
at v.1[10].7.15-17, the ousia of Intellect, which comes from the One, “is both
strengthened by that one and perfected into substance by that [One] and from
that [One]” (xal pevvurar map’ éxeivou xal tedetodrar eig ovaiow map’ exeivou xai &§
éxelvov). At vI1.7[38].16.32—33, at the moment of its “being filled” by the One,
the epistrophic PNE “simultaneously was perfected and was seeing” (opod dre-
TeAéodn nai éwpa). Finally, at v1.8[39].18.25, the prenoetic dynamis from the One
(the PNE) generates Intellect “by means of some kind of strength” (gwuy Twi).

3.9 Stasis

Several accounts of mystical ascent refer to a moment of stasis or “standing to-
wards” the self-contemplation during the vision. Thus at 1v.8[6].1.7 the autoph-
any is described as a “stasis in the divine” (v t@ feiw ordorv), and we find similar
terminology throughout the elaborate description of ascent used to describe
the aspirant of the penultimate stage of MUO in the second half of vi.g[9]:
“stand yourself upon these things” (otijoov cavtov eig Tabta: 7.2); “fo stand in
this alone” (v uévy orijvar todtw: 9.51); “completely standing and indeed having
become a kind of stasis” (éctws mdvy xai olov ordorg yevdpevog: 11.15-16); finally,
at 11.24, stasis itself is equated with Mmuo itself. So also at 111.8[30].9.25—28,
“standing anywhere” (cmjoag 6movodv) and “standing to listen in the desert” (év
6twodv Tod épypov arijoug); similarly v.5[32].4.9, “stand perfectly still” (otijvar ma-
v1eAds). In the full description of the autophany at v.5[32].8.9-13, we may note
the repetition of the verb sténai: “For Intellect will stand itself towards the con-
templation, looking at nothing else but the Beautiful, completely turning and
surrendering himself there, but having stood, and, as if having been filled with

115 Thismay also be brought into connection with 1.6[1].9.27: the supreme principle can only
be apprehended by one who is not “weak” (asthénes).
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strength, it sees, first of all, itself having become more beautiful and glistening,
as he is close to him” (éorjéetar pév yap 6 volg mpdg v B elg 003Ev Mo 1) pdg
T xoAdv PAéTay, éxel Eautdv TS Tpémwy xai S18ols, ords 8¢ xai olov MANpwoelg
pévoug elde pév Ta mpétar xodhiw yevbpevov Eautdy xal émiatiABovta, wg Eyyds 8vtog
avtod). Interestingly, the One itself cannot truly be said even to stand, as stasis,
along with kineésis, transcends the primary Platonic genera of Sophist 254d; this
suggests that the moments of mystical stasis are not unequivocally identical
with the ultimate phase of MUO (we will return to this issue on p. 133, supra),
but indicate a moment at one minimal remove. It is therefore significant that
stasis similarly occurs at an infinitesimal distance from the first principle in
the context of ontogenesis when the PNE reverts towards its source and stand
facing towards the One. At v.2[11].1.11-13, the stasis is itself generative: “And its
stasis towards that one makes Being, while its looking towards it is Intellect.
So since it stands towards it so that it should see, it becomes simultaneously
Intellect and Being” (xai ¥) uév mpog éxeive ardots adtod 6 v €moinaey, 1) & mpdg
adtd Béa oV vodv. émel odv dry mpdg adTé, ot 18y, dpod vods yiyverar xai &v). A
similar stasis occurs during the account of the procession of “primary Being,”
which, “having turned towards its interior, stood, and became the substance
and hearth of all things” (uetactpagev 3¢ eig 16 low &y, xal Eyéveto odala xal
gotio amavtwy: v.5[32].5.17-19).

310  Luminosity/Radiation of Light

As we have seen in Chapter 2, the most common feature of the transcendental
self at the moment of autophany is radiant luminosity.!'® The autophanous
subject has become “only true light” (pé&g dAnBwoév uévov: 1.6[1].9.18); “having re-
ceived the true light and having illuminated around the entire soul” (3e&duevog
edg aANdwov xal mdoav ™V Yoy TEppwTioas: VI.9[9].4.20—21), “gleaming”
(MyAaiouévov: vi.g[9].9.57), “full of intelligible light—but rather itself pure light”
(Qutog TANEY vonTod, udMov 3¢ Q&g aldtd xabapdv: v1.g[9].9.57-58); “inflamed”
(dvapOévta: v1.g9[9].9.59); “a light, not another one in something else, but itself,
alone by itself, pure, appearing suddenly by itself” (o0x Mo év dMw ig, dAN
adtd xad Eoutd pbvov xabapdy ¢’ abtod eEaipvns pavév: v.5[32].7.32—34); “glis-
tening” (¢motidBovra: v.5[32].8.13); and “suddenly taking light” (¢5aipwns pdg
AGPn: v.3[49].17.29). It is equally common to find Plotinus describing the PNE
with similar imagery, as a radiation of light surrounding the One: “like a shin-
ing around from it ... like the brilliance of the sun shining around it as if run-
ning around it” (mepihapy €€ adtod uév, ¢ adtod 8¢ pévovtog, olov NAiov 6 mepl

116 Plotinus’s ubiquitous use of terminology connoting luminosity has recently been ana-
lyzed by Blandin 2003.
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adTO AapTpov Womep meptdéov: V.1[10].6.28—29). At V1.7[38].17.21, the PNE is an
unbounded life “shining out” (éxAappdorng) from the One. At v1.8[39].18.32—
35, the PNE—described as “something like what is in Intellect, in many ways
greater, in that One” (olov ydip 10 &v v&), ToMayf) peilov 7 Totobrov 6 év évi éxelvey)
“is like light scattered from some one diaphanous thing to many places within
itself” (domep pwtdg émi moAd oxedocbévrog €& vég Tvog &v adtd Svtog Stagpa-
volg). At vI.2[43].18.3, the beauty of the One “shines out upon” (dmoatiABov)
the Forms (this echoes the transcendental self’s émiatiAfovta at v.5[32].8.13).
One might also compare the description of the prenoetic radiance from the
One atv.3[49].12.42—45 as an activity flowing from it like light from the sun (an’
adtod ofov pueioay évépyetay wg drd NAiov e&s), an “outshining” (to éxpavév) that
“shines forth” from the One without being cut off from it (003¢ yap dmotéTpnTOL
T0 47’ avtod); or later, at 15.6, a “shining around out from him as out of a light”
(olov &x pwtdg Ty § adtod mepihappw).

3.11 Vision / Faculty of Sight / Opsis

In several passages, Plotinus compares the mystical capacity of the transcen-
dental self to the faculty of vision itself. While the outshining of light we have
seen previously might reflect the first effluent phase of vision in the Platonic
extromission-theory,'” in other cases the capacity for mystical vision is repre-
sented by the receptive faculty of vision or even the eye itself. Thus the auto-
phanous self of 1.6[1] has “already [i.e., prior to MUO ] become vision” (81 110y
yevouevos: 9.22—23); here Plotinus uses the technical term atenizein that typi-
cally denotes a vision of divinity;® thus, “gazing intently, observe!” (dtevicog
18e: 9.24). At this point, one has become “alone the eye that beholds the great
beauty” (o0tog yap pévos 6 dpbaAuds o uéya xdMog BAémet: 9.24—25). The MUO
itself is described as an extraordinary manner of seeing; thus in the famous
simile of the adyton at v1.9[g].11.22—23, Plotinus says that what the aspirant
experienced inside the temple was “not, perhaps, an object of vision, but an-
other way to see” (16 3¢ Tows v 0b Béapa, GG Mg Tpdmog Tob 18elv), a phrase
reminiscent of Plotinus’s exhortation to change to “another sight” (§w d&yv)
at 1.6[1].8.25—26 and also possibly echoed later at v1.7[38].35.30—31: the nous
eron does not think but looks at the One “in another way” (o uy voelv, dMa
dMws éxelvov BAémew). Similarly, in the account of autophany a few lines ear-
lier, at v1.7[38].35.14-15, the aspirant commingles his faculty of vision with the
object of contemplation so that the former object of vision becomes the fac-
ulty of vision itself (tnv 8w adtod cuyrepdoarto T¢ Oedportt, Bate év AT #OY TO

117 See Chapter 2, n. 75.
118  On the use of this term to describe a vision of divinity in particular, see Strelan 1999.
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opaTov TPoTEPOV Gty yeyovévar). So also, as we have already seen, in ontogenetic
contexts the PNE is similarly equated with an indefinite or incomplete kind
of vision, an incipient visual ray prior to the apprehension of its object. Thus
at v.4[7].2.6—7 prenoetic “thinking” is “indefinite like seeing, but is defined
by its object” (&éptotog pév adty) domep EPig, dpilopéwy de Hmd Tod vontod); at
111.8[30].11.1-2, “since Intellect is a sight and a seeing sight, it [the PNE] will be
a potentiality having come into actuality” (émel yap 6 vols éatv 8Pig Tig xai 8Pig
dptaa, SVvaulg Eotat el evépyelav ElBodon); at v1.7[38].17.33, “the seeing from
there [i.e., the One] is the potentiality of all things” (V) 3¢ foaars 1) éxeidev ddvaug
mavTwy). At v.3[49].11.5, the PNE is “vision not yet seeing” (8{ig obmw iSoboa)
and finally, a few lines later, at 11.12, it is “unimprinted sight” (dtimwtog §1g).

312  Touching / Thrusting (thigein / epiballein)

The act of transcendental apprehension shared by both mystical subject and
PNE is occasionally redescribed with terms whose curiously physical sense
lurks beneath the (more metaphorical) cognitive connotation. Mystical appre-

” «

hension thus involves “touching,” “grasping” or—as I would usually prefer to
render epiballein—"“thrusting upon” its object (a common but excessively ano-
dyne translation of epibolé is “intuition”). The aspirant must “as it were, grasp
and touch” the One (olov épdpacdar xal Sfyewv: v1.9[9].4.27); apprehension of
the One occurs through an “inchoate thrusting” (émiBoAjj aBpda: 111.8[30].9.21—
22) and “striking towards it and coming to rest inside of it” (Badwv mpog adTd
xal Tuxwv évtog adTod dvamavadpevog: 111.8[30].10.32—35); the nous eron attains
the One through a “thrusting towards and receiving [from]” it (émBodji Tt
xal mapadoyfi: v1.7[38].35.21-22). So also, in the case of ontogenesis, this ter-
minology is used of the “multiple Intellect” (ko nous ho polys)—ambiguously
the prenoetic or hypernoetic self—that “wanting to thrust upon [the One] as
simple, emerged eternally grasping something else made multiple within it-
self” (émBatery Oéhwv g amAd EEetay dMo del AdapBdvewy év adTd mAnBuvdpe-
vov: V.3[49].11.2—4). The One’s own ineffable self-apprehension—equivalent to
the initial activity of the PNE—is “some simple ‘thrusting’ by it towards itself”
(&mAf) T émtBody) adTd Tpdg adTév: VI.7[38].39.1-2), “like a touch” (olov émagy:
39.19); “only a touching and, as it were, grasping” (Siis xal olov émagy pévov:
v.3[49].10.42).

3.13 Beauty

Another frequently-mentioned and unsurprisingly positive characteristic of
the transcendental self is that of overwhelming beauty. During the autophany,
you must “see yourself [as] beautiful” (cavtdv 18yg xodév: 1.6[1].9.8); one sees
an “an extraordinarily marvelous beauty” within oneself (8avuaotév NAixov
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0p@v xdMog: 1v.8[6].1.3); when the beauty has “penetrated the whole soul” (3’
8N Th Yuyiis ToD xdMovg €ABSVTOS: v.8[31].10.33-34) one “looks at an image of
oneself having become beautified” (gixéva adtod [H-S': adtod] xaMwmiodeioav
BAémel: v.8[31].11.3); one “sees first of all oneself having become more beautiful”
(elde pev to mpdTor oMkl yevépevov qutév: V.5[32].8.12-13); just prior to MUO
one has made oneself most beautiful (v1.7[38].34.10) and is “settled in beauty”
(&v xaA& 1Opubeis: vI.7[38].36.16). As I have already argued at length,!'® beau-
ty occupies an uncertain ontological status in Plotinus’s thought; it is some-
times equated with the One or the Good itself, sometimes with the hypostatic
Intellect, and sometimes occupies the liminal interhypostatic realm ‘between’
the two; Plotinus himself explicitly admits uncertainty on this issue. But
throughout v1.7[38].32—33, Plotinus equates the beauty which flows from the
One with the PNE. An excess of transcendent beauty overflows from the One to
produce intelligible beauty: “The potentiality of all is the flower of beauty, the
beauty-generating beauty. For it generates it and makes it more beautiful by
means of the overabundance of beauty from it, so that it is the origin of beauty
and limit of beauty” (80vauig 0v mavtdg xohod dvog Eati, xdMhog xaAomotdv. xal
Yap YEWQd adTo xal xdMov motel Tf) mop’ adtod meptovaia ToD xdAAOVS, WaTE dpxY)
XAANOUG XAl TTEPAS XAANOUG: 32.31-34).

3.14 Image / Statue / Likeness / Mental Image (eikon / agalma /
phantasma etc.).

In several mystical passages, Plotinus refers to the transcendental self as a kind
of image of the first principle. This image may take the form of either a vi-
sual or mental representation, a cult-icon, or a statue. At 1.6[1].9.13 he advises
one to perfect, and then observe, one’s transcendental self as a statue (16 gov
dyohua), thus adopting an image from Plato’s Phaedrus.12° At vi.g9[9].11.43—45,
the hypernoetic mystical subject becomes a “likeness” (épolwua) and “image”
(eixwv) of the One, immediately prior to the coalescence of image and arche-
type at “the end of journey.” At 111.8[30].9.22—23 the “likeness within ourselves”
of the One (¢ év Nuiv ouolw) allows one to attain MUO; at v.6[24].5.13-15, a
perception of the first principle occurs by means of a “likeness” (6poiwpa) and,
“as it were, an imagination of the Good” (gavtacgiov tod dyabod). Now in several
ontogenetic passages, the effluence from the One is similarly described as an

119 Chapter 2, pp. 45—47.

120 Phaedrus 252d. In its original Platonic context, however, the image of the statue is an
analogy for the soul of the beloved, which one “works on” and improves presumably
through pedagogical mentoring; Plato compares this to the ritual adornment of cult-icons
(agalmata). In this Plotinian passage, however, the object to be transformed is one’s own
soul, the apex of which now becomes the object of (auto-) erotic desire.
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imaging process, with the resultant PNE as the first eikon of the One. In the first
instance, at v.1[10].6.28—38, Plotinus illustrates the emergence of the external
energeia of the One as an image growing out of its archetype (elxéva odoav
olov dpyetdmwy @v éEégu: lines 33-34). One might also note his earlier exhorta-
tion (lines 14-15)—in a discussion of ontogenesis—*“to contemplate the first-
manifested cult-icon” (&yaApa ¢ mpdTov éxpavev fedadat) that stands outside
the metaphorical temple in which the supreme principle ineffably resides.!!
That this might refer to the PNE rather than the fully-fledged Intellect is sug-
gested by a much later treatise, v1.8[39].18.25—30, in which Plotinus refers to
an “Intellect in One” that is a prenoetic “image” (indalma) of the One—thus
mediating between the One and Intellect—that is multiplied so as to become
Intellect.’?2 Finally, at v.3[49].11.6—7, the PNE emerges as opsis while itself “hav-
ing in itself some indefinite imagination” (dopioctwg &ovon én’ adTH QdvTacud
T1) or “impression” (tomov: 11.8) of the supreme principle: here, as at 11.4[12].5,
the dyadic PNE is both image of the One and the substrate onto which the
image is impressed, just as the mystical subject is ultimately both the percipi-
ent of the image of the One within and also, at some more fundamental level,
that very image itself.

315  Waking (egersis)

Plotinus occasionally describes the moment of autophany in terms of “wak-
ing” or “awakening.? Thus he exhorts one to close one’s eyes and “awaken
and change to another way of seeing” (62X olov pcavta 8w 8Ny ddEaabo
xal aveyeipar: 1.6[1].8.25—26), and describes his own experience of reversion
and autophany as “awaking into myself” (éyeipduevos €ig éuanvtov: 1v.8[6].1.1).
The soul, in its ultimate state of mystical receptivity, should be “awakened
that it might receive what [Intellect] sees” (& 6pd éxetvog eypyyopvia déxotre:
V1.9[9].3.24); and the first apprehension of the Beautiful is an “awakening of
love” (tob €pwTog ¥) €yepats) among “those who already, as it were, know and are
awake” (%8 olov €i8éat xai éypyyopdov: v.5[32].12.9-11). The language of waking

121 This might be taken to represent the fully-fledged Intellect, as it would seem from his
other uses of the simile of the temple, but the logic of the chapter equivalently suggests
this is in fact only the prefiguration of Intellect—i.e., the PNE—as Atkinson 1983, 134,
also believes: “The first appearance is presumably the undefined emanation which after
definition becomes Intellect.”

122 V1.8[39].18.25-30: oltw Tol xdxelvo, ThHS Voepds TeptBeotong Suvdipews, To olov ivddAuatog
adtod dpyétumov, v évi voby, mohols xal el moMd olov vevupévou xal vob Sk tabra
Yevouévou, éxelvov TTpd vod uelvavtog <éx> T duvdpews avtod vodv yevwyoavTos.

123  Occasionally Plotinus also uses the metaphor of awakening from the body to describe the
philosophical ascent more generally, e.g, at 111.6[26].6.71 and 111.2[47].5.18.
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also occurs repeatedly throughout v1.7[38].22: the soul is bathed in the warmth
and light from the One and “awakens” (éyeiperas: lines 15 and 34); the first prin-
ciple “awakens” the soul (éyeiper: line 36). Similar imagery of awakening occurs
in accounts of ontogenesis. The first hint of this occurs in an account of the
genesis of number at v1.6[34].10.1—2: Being became number “when it awoke
as multiple” (8te moAd uév fyeipero). The same imagery is repeatedly used of
the One’s own self-directed prenoetic activity in v1.8[39].16.31—35: the One’s
energeia is “a kind of waking (the awakener not being another), a waking and an
eternally-existing hypercognition: it is as this that he awoke. But the awakening
is transcendent of substance and intellect and sage life, for these things are
him” (olov éypsiyopats olx &Mov Evtog Tod éypyyopdros, éypryopats xal brepvénalg
del odaa, Eotv oltews, wg Eypyydenaey. V) 8¢ éypifyopais ot éméxeva odaiag xal vod
xat Lwiis Eugpovog: tadta 3¢ adTés EaTwv).

316  Wonder /Amazement (thauma / thambos)

Another striking concept occurring in close connection with the mysti-
cal subject at the moment of autophany is wonder or astonishment: thus
the aspirant experiences “amazement” (9dupos: 1.6[1].4.16) and is “filled with
amazement” ($auBovs miumAaclat: 1.6[1].7.16), he experiences a beauty that is
“extraordinarily wondrous” (Savpactov nAixov: 1v.8[6].1.3); similarly “amaze-
ment” (SduBos: v.5[32].12.10) belongs to those who are mystically awakened.
This attribute also appears to characterize the object of mystical apprehen-
sion; thus 111.8[30].10.31—32: “if, taking away Being, you should grasp it, you will
have a wonder” (&l 8¢ dpehwv 6 elvar Aappdvors, Jadua EEeg); v.5[32].8.23: “it is
a wonder how it is present not having come” (Sadua 3, i odx EABwv mdpe-
ott); and—with an evident echo of Plato’s own use of the term to describe the
apex of the visionary ascent'?*—v1.7[38].40.26—27: the aspirant “will arrive ...
beyond substance and Intellect, at something wonderful” (#&et ... éméxeva HEet
ovaiag xai vongews éml Tt Javuactév). One finds the same concept in ontoge-
netic contexts. Thus at v1.9[9].5.29—30 the term is applied ambiguously to the
One or to the emergent Intellect (PNE): “[Intellect] somehow dared to stand
away from the One, the pre-[Intellectual] marvel of the One which is nonbe-
ing” (dmoatijvan 3¢ Twg Tod £vog ToOAUNTag—T0o 31 Tpd TovTov Sadua Tod &y, 6 uY
v éatwv). Elsewhere it is used in close connection with the emergence of the
PNE qua life: “It is indeed a wonder how the multiplicity of life came from
what is not multiplicity” (# xai Sadua, nédg 16 TARBog Ths Lwtis &€ 0d TARBoUS Av:

124 Thus Plato, Symposium 210e: mpds téhog #8n lov @V Epwtindv EEaipwng xatdpetal Tt
Bawpaaov TV eUa xahdy (“coming to the completion of the erotic path, he will suddenly
behold something wonderful, beautiful in nature”); see also Epistulae 340c3.



114 CHAPTER 3

111.8[30].10.14-15). In these latter cases Plotinus’s use of thauma appeals not
only to the emotive sense of the word, with its venerable Platonic resonance
(e.g., thauma as the origin of philosophy, Theaetetus 155d2—3) but also to its
subtextual—yet equally Platonic—connotation, that of mechanical puppet or
marionette,'25 which, like the PNE, constitutes the visible and apparently mi-
raculous manifestation of the activity of an unseen agent.

3.17 Unlimited / Indefinite / Formless / Unmeasurable

Despite the diverse profusion of positive qualities thus far discussed, Plotinus
also paradoxically describes the transcendental self in apophatic terms that
may also be predicated of the One (in violation of only the strictest negatio
negationis): it is unlimited, unbounded, indefinite, shapeless, formless, un-
measurable, and so on. As we have already seen,'26 in his very first descrip-
tion of autophany (phase C) at 1.6[1].9.19—22, Plotinus chooses to describe
the transcendental subject as shapeless and unmeasurable and employs
apophatic terms redolent of the first hypothesis of the Parmenides (139b—
140d). We find the same notion repeated elsewhere; thus v1.g[9].7.12—16: “just
as is said of matter that it needs to be without the qualities of all things if
it is going to receive the impressions of all things, so also (and how much
more so!) must the soul become formless, if there is not going to be embed-
ded within her an impediment to a filling [or impregnation] and illumina-
tion from the first nature” (&omep mept ths UAng Aéyetar, wg dpa dmotov elvau Sel
TAVTWY, €l MEMEL Séyeadat Todg TavTwY TOTOVG, oiTw Xal TOAD PdAAov dveldeoy Tiv
Puyny yiveaOat, ei uéMet undev eumddiov éyxabnuevov €oeadal mpog TANpwatY xal
ENappw adt ths pdoews ths mpwys). The requirement for the mystical sub-
ject to be an ‘unimprinted’ tabula rasa in order to apprehend the Absolute is
also suggested with the negative concepts of (a) non-differentiation—thus
V1.9[9].11.8-9: he had “no distinction in himself, either in relation to himself
or in relation to others” (diapopay év ait@ oddeuiay mpog EauTtov Exwv olTe xATA
dMa)—of (b) unlimitedness—v1.7[38].32.28: the [mystical] “love of this [One]
would be unlimited” (dmetpos v €ty 0 TovTou Epwg)—and of (c) shapelessness:
V1.7[38].33.1-4: “one must flee all the more from such shape” (pevxréov udMov dmo
Hopijs Totadtys), or later, lines 27—28: “it is necessary to change into the more
shapeless” (3el petafaivewv emt 6 duoppdrepov); and finally v1.7[38].34.2—4: “the
soul, too, when it acquires an intense love of it, sets aside all shape which she
has, and even whatever shape of the intelligible might be in her” (émel xai Ppuyn,

125 Thauma is used by Plato to describe the puppet-like simulacra in the simile of the cave at
Respublica 514b5-6.
126  Chapter 2, pp. 32—34.
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dtav adtod Epwta alvtovoy AdBY, drotietar mdoay v Eyet poppiy, xal ¥tig Qv xai
voytod j év avty). Now similar imagery is, of course, used to describe the first,
indefinite phase of the PNE; it is, as we have seen, the “indefinite Dyad” (dopiotog
3udg),127 “indefinite like sight” (ddptaros ... omep 8Yig: v.4[7].2.6), and the indefi-
nite kineésis and heterotes at the origin of intelligible matter: thus “the motion
and otherness which are from the First are indefinite, and need that one so
as to be defined. It is defined when it reverts towards it, but beforehand both
matter and the other are indefinite and not yet good” (ddptorov 3¢ xai 1) xiwolg
xal 1) €TepdTNG 1) d7td Tod TPWTOY, XAXElVOL TTPdS TO Optabijvar Sedpevar opileTat BE,
dtav mpog alTo EmaTpal)- Tty 3¢ ddpraTov xal v VAW xal T Etepov xal olmw dya-
86v: 11.4[12].5.31-35). One may also compare VI.7[38].17.14-18: “And so looking
towards that one, it was unlimited, but having looked there, it was limited, that
[One] having no limit” (7pdg éxetvo pév odv PAénovoa ddpioros Ay, PAédaca & éxel
wplleTo éxelvov pov olx Exovtog), “the form was in that which is shaped, but the
shaper was shapeless” (xai 10 €l80g év 1@ popewdévtt, T6 3¢ popedcay duopeov
1v); or, a few lines later, “life that is multiple and unbounded” (tiig {w#s ... TOATG
xal dreipov obayg: 17.20); also, at v.3[49].11.9-12, the pre-epistrophic PNE “is only
desire and unimprinted sight” (Epeaig uévov xat dtimwtos §ijrs).

318  Hylic Indefiniteness and the “Ancient Nature” (archaia physis)

Besides Plotinus’s characterization of the transcendental self in terms that sug-
gest the indefiniteness of the PNE, there is an additional hint of an association
between the transcendental self and so-called “intelligible matter,” which is,
as we have seen, another designation for the interhypostatic eftlux of the One.
Throughout v1.9[9].8, Plotinus elaborates his common geometrical metaphor
of the coincidence of the center-points of circles to describe the relation of
the One and the soul of the mystical aspirant, but at lines 13 to 16 specifies that
the soul is not like a circle geometrically speaking, but only in the fact that “it
has within it and around it the ancient nature” (év a0Tjj xal mept adTV 1) dpxaic
@baig) and “because it is from such a thing” (6t &né Tolodtov)—i.e., that that soul
has derived from its (presumably circular) “ancient nature.”?8 He then goes on
to declare (at lines 19-20) that we attach ourselves at our center to the center

127 E.g,atv.4[7].2.4-8;v.1[10].5.7-9, 6.6; V1.7[38].8.23; V.5[32].4.20—27.

128 The notion of the arche of the soul also recalls the use of this term elsewhere in v1.9[9],
such as in the simile of the adyton, and earlier in the treatise, at 3.21, to describe both
the origin of the soul and the principle of transcendental apperception; significantly, the
word arche also occurs at v1.7[38].16.32—34 to refer to the prenoetic efflux as the source
of Intellect as distinct from the One: “the arche of Intellect was that which it was prior to
being filled, but another arché, in some way from outside it, was what filled it” (dpyy) 8¢

v

adtod éxelvo T6 Tplv TANpwBTjvan Hv- Etépa 8¢ dpx) olovel EEwbev 1) TAnpodoa Fv).
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of all things, thus bringing the archaia physis into connection with the center-
point and circumference of the circles of his standard geometrical model of
mystical union. In a later treatise, he also refers to the archaia physis as the
impetus for self-reversion towards the first principle: it is “the longing for the
Good, which is [the desire] of itself” () & dpyaio pvoig xai 1) Epekic Tod dyabdod,
8mep €otiv avtod [H-St: adtod]: vi.5[22].1.16-17). Now presumably the notion of
the archaia physis of the soul originally derives from Symposium 192¢, where it
represents (in Aristophanes's disquisition) the prelapsarian unity of the origi-
nally spherical human being whose vestigal memory serves as the impetus for
sexual love (which would represent a reintegration of the sundered halves).12
Yet in a much later treatise, at 1.8[51].7.6—7, Plotinus hints at another sense of
archaia physis, which he defines as the underlying substrate of matter prior to
its being ordered by Form (v 0Anv ... v Omoxelpéwny olmw xoopnBeloay).130
We have, then, an intimation that in our original passage, the archaia physis
“within” and “around” the soul, whence the soul originally came—and also,
significantly, whereby we return to the One—is in some way akin to the intel-
ligible matter of 11.4[12].5.15—39, which, as we have seen, is the indefinite, pre-
epistrophic substance deriving from the PNE (here called kinésis and heteroteés)
which has just emerged from the One 13! That this allusive series of associations
linking the transcendental self and the PNE through intelligible matter is not
too farfetched is confirmed by the (now familiar) mystical passage we have just
seen v1.9[9].7.12—-16 (cited supra, p. 114)—a passage that occurs, incidentally, in
the chapter immediately preceding our original passage of v1.9[9].8 referring
to the archaia physis—in which Plotinus similarly compares the soul at the
final phase of mystical catharsis to the amorphous nature of matter prior to its

129 We have already seen (Chapter 2, p. 56) a subtextual allusion to Aristophanes's circular
lovers in an account of MUO.

130 However, in this passage (1.8[51].7) he says that this matter is the source of evil, which
presents some difficulty for its identification with the transcendental self. This may be
explained by his first discussion of intelligible matter at 11.4[12].5, where he describes pre-
defined intelligible matter as both “divine” (¢heia: line 15) and still as “not yet good” (oupo
agathon: line 35): thus clearly violating his own axiom of continuous hierarchy (on which
see Mazur 2005), which may furthermore explain his own evident embarrassment at the
discussion of intelligible matter at the end of Chapter 5.

131 One may also compare a peculiar ontogenetic passage at v.1[10].5.13—19, in which Plotinus
is trying to explain the genesis of the Forms as a result of the prior begetting of numbers
by means of the coupling of the One and the Indefinite Dyad: “the Dyad is indefinite
while apprehending it by means of the (as it were) ‘substrate’” (4dptotog uév ¥) Sudg té@ olov

Umoxetpéve Aapfavouévy: lines 14-15). But what does this mean? The implication is that

the mysterious hypokeimenon is a cognitive faculty of some sort that allows us to grasp or

perhaps identify with the interhypostatic Dyad: that is, the PNE.
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definition by form, and insists that the soul must be formless like matter so as
to attain MUO. A similar hint of the origin of the soul in the indefinite prenoet-
ic substrate occurs in the treatise on Love, 111.5[50].7.1-8, where Plotinus states
that Love is the progeny of the mating of Form and the “Indefiniteness that the
soul had prior to attaining the Good, [when the soul] was divining there to be
something [there], according to an indefinite and unlimited object of imagina-
tion” (&xel yevopéwng xal ouppiyBeiong dg € eidoug xal dopatiog, Hiv <> Eyovoa
1 Yy Tty Tuyely To0 dyabod, pavtevopévy 8¢ Tt elvon xata dépiotov xal dmepov
pdvragua). This suggests that the allusive correspondence between the tran-
scendental self and intelligible matter are noncoincidental, and that Plotinus
deliberately associates the formlessness of the transcendental self with its ori-
gin (archeé) in, and consubstantiality with, the PNE.

319  Life

In a number of mystical passages, Plotinus attributes an extraordinary kind of
“life” to the transcendental self at the moment of autophany. Thus at 1v.8[6].1.4
the mystical subject has “actualized the noblest life” ({w¥v te dplotv evepyn-
oug); at vi.9[9].9.47 “the soul has another life” (Y Yuyn Loy 8wy toyer téte);
and at v1.7[38].31.32—33 it is “filled with the life of Being” (tijs t00 dvtog {wijs
mAnpwoeloa). Most crucial, however, is the account of MUO at 111.8[30].9.32—39:
“If it wishes to ‘see’ that [n.], it must not be altogether intellect. For it [m.] is
itself the first life, being an activity in the outgoing-through of all things; but
outgoing-through not in its being [now] outgoing-through, but in that it has
[previously] gone out-through. So if, then, it is life, and outgoing-through and
has all things distinctly and not imprecisely—for thus it would have them
imperfectly and inarticulately—it is from something else which is not still in
the outgoing-through but is the origin of the outgoing-through, and the origin
of life and the origin of intellect and of all things” (ei €6éAot éxelvo opav, un
névTavodv elva. €Tt uev yap adtos {wi mpdrty, Evépyeta odaa &v SteEddw TV TaVTwY-
S1e£68w 8¢ o Tf) Ste&lovoy), dMa T} SteEeboday. elmep odv xal Lwy) ot wal S1€5oddg
ot xal TAvTo AxplBRS xal oy dAoayeps Exel—aTeAMS yap dv xal adtopbpwTwg
Eyor—&x Tvog dNhov ardtdv elva, 8 olxéTt &v SiekbSw, A dpyn SteEddou xad dpx)
{wiig xat dpyy vod xal T&v mdvtwy). One should note that the masculine autos
in line 32 refers neither to the supreme principle nor to the ordinary Intellect,
but to the mystical faculty which must not be altogether intellect: this mystical
faculty is called the “first life.” The “first life” is, then, an interhypostatic sub-
ject of transcendental apperception. Yet the remainder of the passage rather
surprisingly emphasizes not the mystical apprehension itself but instead the
effluent procession of this hypernoetic life, containing within itself the pre-
figuration of the intelligibles. But why does Plotinus abandon his account of
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MUO precisely at the most crucial moment to then launch into discussion of
the first moments of procession? By this point, we should not find this surpris-
ing. In the previous chapter, at 111.8[30].8.26—38, Plotinus has defined the first
life as the prenoetic identity of subject and object prior to the first division into
multiplicity through a failure to contemplate the One in absolute unity;'3? and
indeed “life,” as we have already seen (supra, 35, 61, esp. 84-85), is also a typical
characteristic of the PNE during its procession forth from the One. Thus, for
example, the (apparently interhypostatic) noéton of v.4[7].2, which similarly
contains the prefiguration of reality, has “life in itself” ({wY év a01®), and among
the ubiquitous references we have seen to the PNE as “life” in v1.7[38], we may
take as exemplary the following: the PNE gua life “shines out” from (&xAapa-
ov)6: 17.21) its source while the PNE itself “lives towards” (¢4 ... mpdg a016: 16.15)
the One; life is “some trace of that [One]” (v ) Lo Tyvog Tt éxelvou: 17.13-14)—
or “an activity from the Good” (éx tdyafod evépyetav: 21.5)—it “comes from that
[One] into Intellect” (¥xet 8¢ eig vodv xal Lwy) drr’ éxelvou: 18.5), for “life, once
delimited, is Intellect” (6ptobelon yap L) vods: 17.25—26). Thus the life burgeon-
ing from the One—or, as Plotinus sometimes implies, e.g., at v1.8[39].7.51 and
v.3[49].16.40, the life inherent in the One itself—is indistinguishable from the
mystical faculty by which the One is attained.

3.20  Excursus: On Bussanich Contra Identificationism

Before proceding to the last (and perhaps most important) aspect shared
by both the mystical subject and the PNE—namely, sexual love (eros)—
I should deal with the objection to identificationism that has been raised by
John Bussanich in his brilliant but difficult commentary on passages that per-
tain to the relation between the One and Intellect in Plotinus. The essence
of Bussanich’s objection (especially contra O'Daly, Hadot, and Trouillard) is
that Plotinus refers not only to two distinct phases of Intellect—(i) the ordi-
nary “thinking” Intellect and (ii) the hypernoetic “loving” Intellect that is also
identical to the PNE—but actually three: (i) the ordinary Intellect; (ii) the hy-
pernoetic “loving Intellect” (nous eron) by which we attain mystical union;
and (iii) the prenoetic effluence of the One (or so-called “inchoate” Intellect).
According to Bussanich, these latter two extraordinary phases of Intellect—
hypernoetic and prenoetic—must be distinguished, because Plotinus de-
scribes them differently: specifically (in Bussanich’ opinion) Plotinus applies
eros—with its connotation of the passionate frenzy of sexual love—only to
the mystical subject, but never to the prenoetic or “inchoate” Intellect, whose

132 Thus111.8[30].8.31-32 [Appendix B7].
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condition Plotinus usually describes instead as one of ephesis, a milder term
for a more general desire.!33

Although Bussanich’s terminological evidence is, prima facie, unpersuasive
[see Appendix Bi5],'3* my primary objection to his critique—assuming one
could agree that a difference in the use of a single term could outweigh the cu-
mulative evidence we have just seen—is that his judgment about Plotinus’s dif-
ferential uses of eros and ephesis itself depends upon an a priori commitment to
the separation of internal and external activities of the One and consequently
neglects an important body of evidence that would confute his claims. For ex-
ample, as we will see, Plotinus makes various statements throughout v1.8[39]
to the effect that the One has some kind of self-directed erds: statements that
Bussanich tendentiously dismisses as referring solely to processes internal to
the One and therefore not identical to the incomplete or indefinite desire of
the “inchoate Intellect” (the PNE) which flows out from the One.!35 Yet we have

133 Thus Bussanich 1988, 179: “Unlike the volg ép&v, the inchoate Intellect does not experience
the intense longing for the Good or the pain which results from this longing. Moreover,
it is precisely the purpose of the inchoate Intellect to be limited.... I conclude, therefore,
that the épeaig mpovoodoa, far from being identical with the vodg ép@v, is not even really
similar to it—except that both states are modalities of desire and both are minimally dif-
ferentiated.” Bussanich also thinks that Plotinus applies several terms indiscriminately—
ephesis, eros, pothos, or orexis—to the actualized Intellect in its more general (i.e., not
specifically mystical) desire for the One.

134 Itistrue thatif we discount, as Bussanich does, the passages referring to the One’s self-love
in v1.8[39] as well as the ontogenetic role of the nous eron of v1.7[38].35.24, then one can
say that Plotinus never explicitly attributes eros to something that is unquestionably the
PNE. However, if Bussanich were correct that Plotinus specifically intended to maintain a
substantial distinction between pre- and hypernoetic subjects, we would expect a broad
semantic and conceptual distinction between the kind of desire proper to each of them: a
distinction extending, most likely, beyond a single term. And yet, with the arguable excep-
tion of eros, we find instead a considerable overlap among other terms of desire applied
to the One, the PNE, and the hypernoetic subject. Thus ephesis and its variants, as well as
agapan, are shared by all three; pothos and orexis are unique to the hypernoetic subject,
while epithymeésai is unique to the PNE. [See Table 3, Appendix Bi4]. (One other signifi-
cant term with erotic connotations is the verb syneinai, which Plotinus applies also to all
three). In addition to the underwhelming evidence that Plotinus intended to maintain
such a distinction, one might also consider the erotic connotations of Plotinus’s evocative
description of the PNE even without the presence of the word erds: thus v1.7[38].16.10-35
[complete passage in Appendix Bio]: “It [the PNE] was not yet Intellect while it was look-
ing at that, but looked unintellectually. Or we should say that it was not ever looking, but
lived towards it and depended upon it and turned towards it; indeed its very motion was
filled / impregnated by its being moved there, and it filled / impregnated it around that,
and it was not still motion alone, but motion satiated and full.”

135 Elaborated in Bussanich 1987. To his credit, however, he grants (correctly, in my opinion)
a close correspondence between the self-directed activity of the hypernoetic subject and
the perfected and (in his view “internal”) self-directed activity of the One.
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seen that it is very difficult to make any firm distinction, on either philological
or philosophical grounds, between the self-directed activity of the One and
the epistrophic activity of the PNE; facile attempts to crystallize the latter into
a distinct principle invariably run into trouble. Indeed, the One’s multifaceted
energeia is always in flux; prior to its epistrophe it is never determinate, nor
even entirely distinct from its source. And if this is the case, it seems more
problematic to deny, as Bussanich does, that the One’s self-directed eros is also
in some sense an incipient PNE.136

3.21  Love/Desire / “Being With” Sexually (syneinai)

Bussanich’s objections notwithstanding, it is evident that Plotinus believed the
common condition of both the hypernoetic subject and the supreme principle
itself to be fundamentally erotic. As we have repeatedly seen throughout sev-
eral of the most important mystical passages—e.g., 1.6[1].5-9, v1.9[9].4 and g;
V1.7[38].22—23, 31, and 35—both the autophany and MU0 proper are frequent-
ly described in terms of sexual love; and even where the explicit language of
eros is not used, the structure of the ascent is nevertheless based upon the

136 Given the ambiguity of Plotinus’s thought on the issue, one might wonder why so ju-
dicious an interpreter as Bussanich is so staunchly committed to this particular view.
Although the pursuit of scholarly motivation, when not totally inappropriate, is usually
pointless, it might be helpful to note that in an article appearing the year before the com-
mentary, Bussanich 1987 undertook an analysis of those passages of Enneads that impute
several putatively “illegal,” self-directed activities to the One, and he demonstrated the
wealth of remarkably cataphatic concepts that Plotinus had available to describe the first
principle. The (quite admirable) intent of the article was primarily to serve as a much-
needed corrective to the earlier tendency among scholars to discount some of Plotinus’s
statements about the One as indiscrete or unphilosophical violations of a higher prin-
ciple of apophatic discourse and thereby to elevate Plotinus’s One entirely beyond the
reach of even mystical discourse. Bussanich rightly suggested that the experience of the
mystical subject at the moment of union reflects that of the One itself, whose “rich inner
life” had hitherto been underappreciated; but he nevertheless neglected any association
between the One’s own self-directed activities and those of the PNE in the first moments
of ontogenesis, presumably because of his own understanding of the One—at least in
non-mystical contexts—as a bounded domain, completely identified with its inward ac-
tivities; see, for example, the discussion in Bussanich 1988, 77-78. The vaguely polemical
concern of the article may have motivated him to emphasize the inclusivity and complex-
ity of the One and to take as strictly internal to the First principle those activities that
I'would tend to see instead as belonging to the PNE, not yet fully distinct from the One, yet
not purely internal to it either. In other words, Bussanich was able to expand the domain
of the One only by contracting that of the PNE, and this position ultimately compelled
him to emphasize the mystical subject’s similarity with the One over its similarity with
the PNE.
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model of sexual desire and consummation. The specifically erotic aspect of
the mystical self-reversion emerges throughout Plotinus’s first treatise, 1.6[1].
At 5.5—9, he says that the “true lovers” of beauty will have an intense autoerotic
experience at the moment of autophany: “What do you experience upon see-
ing your own beauty? And how will you be caught up in a Bacchic frenzy and
moved upwards and long to ‘be together’ with yourselves, gathering yourselves
together away from your bodies?” (xai £autodg 3¢ 1d6vteg ta Evdov xadolg Ti
TATYETE; ol TG dvaPoncyeveade xal dvaxivelobe xal Eavtoig auveivat mobelte cuA-
Aekdipevot adTodg o TAV owudtwy;). One should note that the verb syneinai, “to
be together with,"—as it is thus often undertranslated—not only implies the
moment of self-unification (phase C2) but also, when it occurs in mystical pas-
sages in the context of desire for beauty, is undoubtedly intended to be taken
in its secondary, specifically erotic, sense, as “to have sexual intercourse with.”
Thus the image of the transcendental self “being together with” itself occurs
later at 1.6[1].9.15-19: “If you have become this, and see it, and, you, pure, “come
together” with yourself, having no impediment to thus coming towards one”
(el yéyovag Todto xai ldeg adtd 1ol cavtd xadapds cuveyévov o08EY Exwvy Eumbdiov
npds o €lg oltw yevéaBat). The same verb recurs during an analogous phase
of self-unification at vi.g[9].10.10: the autophanous aspirant “will ‘be together’
with himselfin such a manner” (adtg totodtw ovvéotar). At vi.7[38].22.6-19, the
vision of the One is said to fill the soul of the ascending aspirant with love and,
at lines 8-10, to squirt a kind of erotic outflow into the soul; the line literally
reads, “the soul, thence taking into herself an efflux, is moved and dances in
a Bacchic frenzy and is struck with vehement desire and becomes love” (xai
Tofvuv Ypuyn Aafodoa elg abtiv v Exelbev dmoppory xveltat xal dvaBaxyedetat xal
olotpwy mipmAatal xal Epwg yivetar); then, at lines 1819, the soul “naturally rises
above, raised by the giver of love” (aipetat pioet dvew aipopuévy Hd tod dévtog TV
gpwta). Later, at 34.1—4, this love is associated with the hypernoetic formless-
ness we have already seen to be a prerequisite for the ultimate apprehension of
the One: “when [the soul] acquires an intense love of it, she sets aside all shape
which she has, and even whatever shape of the intelligible might be in her”
(émet ol Yuyy
wail Hirig &v xal vontod §) év adth)); finally, at 35.21—24, the aspirant is assimilated
to the mystically-frenzied “loving Intellect” (volg épédv) that attains MUuO by
means of “some thrusting and receiving” (¢mtBoAj Tt xal wapadoydi). Moreover,
as we have seen (supra, Chapter 2, pp. 54—56), Plotinus often expresses the ul-
timate coalescence with the One in explicitly sexual, if putatively metaphori-

A ’

, 6Ty avTod Epwtar ghvTovov Adfy), dmotibeTat magav v Exel popeny,

cal, terms; thus at the moment of union with the One, the love of the mystical
subject for the One merges with and participates in the paradoxical love of the
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One for itself.13” Indeed, in several places throughout v1.8[39], Plotinus sug-
gests that the One is primarily erds; at 15.1, he proclaims that it is “beloved and
love and love of himself” (xai épdapiov xat €pwg & adTog xal adtod €pws). This
love is expressed with the same sexual double-entendre that was applied to
the autophanous self earlier in 1.6[1]: thus at v1.8[39].15.2—4, immediately fol-
lowing the equation of One and eros: “[the One’s] ‘being together’ with himself
could not be otherwise than if the one ‘being together’ and that with which it
‘is together’ were the same” (10 quveivar éavt obx &v dMwg Exol, el ) TO TUVOY
ol & @ olveaTw & xai Tadtdy el ); the same image of the One ‘being together’
with itself (i.e., having sexual intercourse with itself) is repeated in the sub-
sequent lines.!38 Significantly, Plotinus is explicit that the One’s erotic nature
corresponds to its own ineffable self-reversion; thus 16.12—13: “[the One] is, as it
were, borne into his own interior, as it were, loving himself” (6 &' €ig 16 elow olov
pépetat avtod olov Eavtdv dyamioag). I would suggest, contra Bussanich, that
this self-directed activity simultaneously belongs to the incipient PNE, from
which the One’s love is not demarcated: for “the love here” Plotinus says later
(atv1.7[38].32.26—28), “is not delimited, because neither is the beloved, but this
love would be unlimited.” In the next few lines (32.31-34, cited above, Plotinus
140), Plotinus makes it clear that this unlimited love is not restricted to the “in-
terior” of the One; rather, it is generative of beauty by means of its own “excess”
(mepovaia). Although the term erds itself is not explicitly applied, Plotinus’s
descriptions of the relation of the PNE to the One are overwhelmingly evoca-
tive of erotic attraction, which is, undoubtedly, the motive for epistrophé (just
as the One is “borne to its own interior” by self-love). An explicit instance of
this occurs at v.1[10].6.50, where in the context of ontogenesis, Plotinus de-
scribes the relationship of the incipient Intellect and the One in essentially,
if not literally erotic terms, but then says axiomatically that “everything longs
for its parent and loves it” (mofet 8¢ mtdv T yewijoaw xal tobto dyand). It seems
difficult to deny that this applies to the PNE. The term agapein | agape, for
Plotinus, is virtually synonymous with eran / erds, and he uses both to describe
the One’s self-love. Finally, the motif of sexual reproduction is also implicit in
the relationship between One and PNE. As we have seen, the latter is “impreg-
nated” by its fertile vision of the One and thus “conceives” the Forms within it:
a biological model which recurs on subsequent ontological strata.!3?

137 Thus also Bussanich 1987.

138 AtV1.9[9].6.49 Plotinus similarly says the One is “‘together with’ itself” (cuvov adT®).

139 One might, however, still wonder why, if I am correct, Plotinus did not apply the term eros
explicitly to the PNE as distinct from the One’s self-directed activity. A plausible explana-
tion is that the concept of erds has extremely positive connotations for Plotinus, and is
invariably connected with all stages of ascent. It is well known that depending on the
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3.22  Summary of Structural Homologues

Thus far we have seen numerous striking parallels in the terminology Plotinus
uses to describe the condition of both the hypernoetic and prenoetic subjects.
At this point it will also be useful to summarize the structural homology be-
tween the phases of ascent and those of ontogenesis. Both mystical subject
and PNE undergo a sequence of (i) self-reversion, (ii) stasis, and (iii) autoph-
any or sudden self-apprehension and (iv) “filling” or “impregnation,” at which
point (v) a sudden transformation or phase-shift occurs. In the case of onto-
genesis, this marks the delimitation of the previously-unbounded PNE; in the
case of mystical ascent, it marks instead the attainment of the transcendental
self at the penultimate moment just prior to MUO. It is at this moment that
both subjects breach the boundary between the realm of Intellect-Being and
the hypernoetic and hyperontic “domain” of the One. The self-apprehension
that fills and thus assimilates the mystical one into its own hypernoetic condi-
tion reiterates precisely the original self-apprehension that fills and thus de-
limits the ontogenetic subject.!*? There is, of course, one important difference:
in the case of mystical ascent, the subject is in the process of converging upon
and eventually coalescing with its object, while in the case of ontogenesis, the
indefinite subject is at the cusp of the first distinction between subject and
object and is moving towards greater separation and alterity; nevertheless, at
the very moment of self-apprehension, according to a kind of commutative
principle, the two subjects are essentially identical.

Yet one may discern additional structural correspondences as well. First,
both the hypernoetic and prenoetic subjects extend between (i) a One-like
unity and (ii) a peculiar duality of active and passive modalities. As we have
seen, in the mystical ascent, the subject coalesces with his or her own tran-
scendental self in a moment of self-unification just short of the final moment
of annihilation and union (phases D and E). The two sub-phases of the auto-
phanous state—one, the autophany itself (phase C), which entails the mini-
mal duality of subject and object, and the other, the self-unification (phase C2),
which transcends this duality—correspond to a very similar dyadic aspect of

context his accounts of procession vary in tone from the highly positive to the frankly
pessimistic. Since the intent of the ontogenetic passages is to explain the generation of
inferior ontological strata without imputing intentionality to the One, while that of the
mystical passages is to represent the positive aspect of reintegration with the source of
love, one might expect the more positive, erotic aspect of the latter to be emphasized.

140 Itherefore cannot agree with Bussanich that loving, hypernoetic and prenoetic states are
“not even really similar”
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the PNE. Although the PNE may be said to emerge from the One as a unity,*
in its epistrophic state a minimal duality may be distinguished: it is simultane-
ously the passive, indefinite, substrate, often described in negative terms (as
matter or otherness), and also the active, luminous, efflux of the One that im-
prints and defines that very substrate. This duality maps directly onto the dual
semantics of the term dynamis, with which he often characterizes the preno-
etic effluence: in the case of the One, it is virtually synonymous with energeia
and implies an active power, but when Plotinus applies it to the material sub-
strate, it retains its Aristotelian sense of purely passive potentiality.*2 Thus the
apparent paradox between Plotinus’s alternate descriptions of the transcen-
dental self in terms of both effulgent beauty and hylic indefiniteness#3 may be
resolved if one understands this to reflect a similar duality inherent in the PNE.

Second, the next phase—the annihilation (phase D) in which even the
transcendental self-identity must be surrendered—recapitulates, but now in
reverse, the initial expansion and overflow of the emergent PNE from the One.
We may recall that the first incipient overflow is at first paradoxically both iden-
tical to and different from its source; the pre-epistrophic PNE begins as identi-
cal with the One, but proceeds minimally outwards until it becomes “another.”
This process is mirrored by the phase of annihilation, in which the transcen-
dental self-identity attained in the self-coalescence (phase C%) immediately
after the autophany must be surrendered. At the moment of self-identity,
the subject both is and is not identical to the One. This subject is, of course, the
hypernoetic “something of [the One] in us” (111.8[30].9.23; V1.7[38].31.8): the
enigmatic dynamis or arché of the self that permits MUO; and it is only this
principle’s own hypernoetic selthood that inhibits an unqualified identifica-
tion with the One. This parallel is supported by the fact that Plotinus uses the
image of the return of an image to its archetype at v1.9[9].11.43—45 (&xet Opoiw-
Mo Exelvou adTdv, xat €l dg’ adtod uetafaivol g eixwv Tpds dpyétumov) to describe
the final progression from the stage of the self-unification of the transcenden-
tal self above Being (phase C2) to that of self-annihilation (phase D) and Mmuo
proper (phase E); at v.1[10].6.33—34 he uses the same image, though in reverse
order, to describe the first minimal emergence of the PNE from its source dur-
ing ontogenesis, as “an image of the archetypes out from which it grew” (eixéva
odaaw olov dpyeTimwy Gv E&équ).

141 Thus 111.8[30].8.32—33: “beginning as one it did not remain as it began” (dp&dpevog i &v
oby &g fipEato Epewev); although one should note that Plotinus also sometimes hints that
it is the Dyad or a prefiguration of multiplicity.

142 Plotinus is explicitly aware of this ambiguity; thus v1.8[39].1.11-13 and v.3[49].15.33—35.

143 See supra, Chapter 2.
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Finally, one might note—as Trouillard did long ago—that in dynamic
terms, the ultimate moment of ascent is itself indistinguishable from the
first moment of ontogenesis, the “extase germinale”: thus as we saw previ-
ously (in Chapter 2, pp. 60-61), the MU0 itself coincides with a moment of
desubjectification (phase E2) and an incipient outward shift of the formerly
centripetal dynamic thrust. MUO is thus not equated—as it might be facilely
caricatured—with a moment of static beatitude, but rather with an overflow
of overwhelmingly generative power: with “the ray that generates Intellect,’
with “the first life,” with the outshining to be contemplated by another subject,
with nous eron’s fertilizing “reception” (paradocheé) from the One that initiates
procession, and so on. Like the foamy crest of a breaking wave, the apex of the
ascent is also, simultaneously, the first moment of the procession (not coinci-
dentally, P uses the metaphor of a wave to describe Mu0).144

4 The Convergence of Prenoetic and Hypernoetic Ecstasy

4.1 The Conflation of Ontogenesis and MUO in the Simile of the Adyton
atvi.g[g].n.22-25

In order to demonstrate conclusively that Plotinus envisioned a convergence
or even identity between the very last moment of mystical ascent and the very
first moment of procession, I will now focus upon the semantic range of the
terminology in just one of Plotinus’s more cataphatic (and textually problem-
atic) descriptions of the final moment of MUO: the famous simile of the adyton
at v1.9[9].11.22—25. This passage occurs in one of Plotinus’s first complete ac-
counts of a robust mystical union with the One, but I deferred discussion of it
in Chapter 2 because, I believe, it can only be fully understood in connection
with the broader homology between mystical and hypernoetic subjects that
we have examined in this chapter. The context of the passage is as follows. In
chapter 13, lines 16 to 22, Plotinus compares the final stages of the approach to
the One with the experience of a devotee who first contemplates statues or
cult-icons standing outside a temple before penetrating into the inner sanc-
tuary (adyton) to contemplate the god within. In the analogy the icons out-
side the temple correspond to the Forms within the hypostatic Intellect and
the interior of the adyton itself to the realm of the One above Intellect.> In
the next line, Plotinus corrects himself, since the supreme principle cannot,

144 VI1.7[38].36.17: T00 vod olov xdpartt.
145 “Theintercourse there with the [divine inside the temple]” (tén ekei synousian pros ... auto)
corresponds to contemplation of the One itself in the hyper-noetic realm. Hadot 1994,
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properly speaking, be an object of contemplation. Instead, he says, the contem-
plation within the adyton is “perhaps not something seen, but another way to
see” (1o 8¢ Towg v o0 Béaua, 4 dog Tpdmog Tod 18etv), and he illustrates this
with six striking predicates, in what is perhaps the most explicit and cataphatic
description of mystical apprehension of the One to be found anywhere in the
Enneads. For the moment I will refrain from translating the phrase in question,
but the text reads as follows: “t6 8¢ {owg Av 0b Béapa, &S dNhog Tpémog o iSely,
Exotaols xal dmAwalg xai énidoots adtod [H-Sk adtod] xal Epeatg mpdg deny xai
OTATIS XAl TTEPWVONTLS TTPOS EQAPUOYNV.”

This intriguing passage defies simple explanation and as a consequence has
been the source of much scholarly perplexity. First, one might wonder whether
this is merely a haphazard collection of terms that struggle to communicate an
ineffable state—a bewildered stuttering—as many scholars have thought,#6
or whether instead, as I suspect, these terms were carefully selected to convey
a precise meaning. One might also wonder whether these six attributes de-
scribe aspects of a single instant or instead several different, sequential phases
of mystical apprehension. For if they are intended to describe the same tem-
poral or logical moment, how can stasis be reconciled with ekstasis and with
the directed motion implied by the other prepositional terms? Another, relat-
ed, question is whether they all correspond to the ultimate stage of ascent—
the mystical union itself (MUoO proper, phase E)—or instead to what is still
a penultimate stage (phase C?, the self-unification, or phase D, the annihila-
tion), above the ordinary Intellect but just short of union with the One. At
first glance this latter option would seem to be a possibility, since there are
parallels for several of these terms in descriptions of the penultimate stage
elsewhere,'#” and since some of Plotinus’s other descriptions of union would
seem to imply a more absolute coalescence.!*® Moreover, it is hard to see how

207-13, suggests that the entire temple-image may also be understood as a representation
of the levels of the human soul.

146  The former option is typified, for example, by Arnou 1922, 236: “Plotin a donné lui-méme
a sa facon une définition de cette expérience du divin, dont il note en quelques traits
rapides et sans ordre les différents moments, description génétique plutét quanalyse
rigoureuse.”; also Meijer 1992, 280: “it suffices to underline that they are all aporetical
terms, merely approximately correct, for ultimately it is impossible to describe the activi-
ties on the part of the soul”

147 Thus, for example, we find the aspirant perceiving himself as haploun earlier in the trea-
tise, at v1.g[9].10.11; or cognates of histénai at e.g., 1v.8[6].1.7, v1.9[9].9.51, and v.5[32].8.11;
one might also compare the stasis and epidosis hautou to stas and didous at the penul-
timate phase of mystical union at v.5[32].8.1 (and also the apparently synonymous
heauton aphenta at 111.8[30].9.30).

148 E.g,V1.g[9].11.4-5; V1.7[38].34.13—14 etc.
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one could “long” for something at the moment one attains it. And if in fact
the adyton implies a hypernoetic stage, how can one have any kind of noésis
of the supreme principle, even perinoésis, whatever this means?4® And more
generally, even if one only takes this to refer to a penultimate phase, how could
there remain such complexity, such longing, and such an implicit separation of
subject and object at the hypernoetic level of reality?

These apparent paradoxes have led scholars to proffer a number of differing
and even contradictory interpretations.!>° I would therefore like to propose
a new interpretation. Before I get to my analysis, however, I should explain
how this passage has typically been understood. According to most commen-
tators, the entire list is an attempt to redescribe the hypernoetic stage of ascent
in terms of the abandonment of selthood, and to do so without the subject-
object duality ordinarily implied by the language of perception. The ekstasis,
then, represents the self-annihilation (phase D) that one also finds elsewhere
in Plotinus’s descriptions of the final stages of ascent, and all other features
more or less follow from this. Thus haplosis in this case means a “simplifica-
tion” of the self, a reading that is rendered plausible by Plotinus’s equivalent
application of the adjective haploun both to the mystical subject earlier in the
treatise,!°! and elsewhere, to the One itself.152 Likewise, the epidosis hautou im-
plies a self-surrender; one must “give oneself up” entirely to the One through a
progressive catharsis and the eventual abdication of one’s ordinary identity.153

149 Plotinus spends a great deal of energy elsewhere rejecting ordinary intellection per se as
a means of attaining the One. Indeed, this peculiarity led W. Theiler to suggest an emen-
dation to perineusis (a “sliding around,” “oscillation” or “inclining around”), a choice sup-
ported in the most recent translation and commentary by Hadot (1994). While absolving
the mystic from (obviously inappropriate) intellection at the hypernoetic stage, perineu-
sis nevertheless retains a disturbingly centrifugal connotation; elsewhere Plotinus’s use of
neusis in the context of procession has a negative valence (see Sleeman-Pollet 1980, 676),
the least negative instance being that of the One to itself at v1.8[39].16.24.

150 Thus, for example, for Meijer 1992, 282, all six terms refer only to the penultimate stage
and represent a state of the soul of the aspirant alone, not the union itself; the apparent
paradoxes are intentionally “aporetical.” Beierwaltes 1985, 140—41, takes ekstasis to indi-
cate the union itself, and reconciles it with stasis by taking the latter word to apply only to
cessation of thinking. For Hadot 1994, 207, only the first three terms describe the state of
the self at the ultimate union, while the others indicate merely a desire or tendency. For
Bussanich 1988, 171, the first three terms—ekstasis, haplosis, and epidosis hautou—are all
synonymous with the ultimate union and indicate the soul’s “self-transcendence.”

151 VLg[9].1041

152 E.g, at 1.6[1].7.9; compare also v.3[49].10.44, where Intellect unfolds because thinking
“must not remain simple” (dei ... méde ... menein haploun).

153 Perhaps yet another mystical-erotic innuendo, of a sort extremely common in Plotinus’s
descriptions of MUO.
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The ephesis pros haphén exemplifies the metaphorical imagery of erotic at-
traction and physical contact that Plotinus frequently employs to evoke the
mystical approach to the One.!>* The stasis suggests the attainment of a mo-
tionlessness state during the union.15% Finally, the perinoésis pros epharmogeén
suggests yet again a peripheral motion towards conformity with the One, using
the (strictly speaking) inappropriate but still vaguely descriptive terminology
of cognition.!56

According to the general interpretations that have been suggested thus far,
then, these six predicates are meant to emphasize the self-annihilation or the
abdication of individual identity in a phase of the ascent (phase D) that is
either an immediate prerequisite to, or coextensive with, the ultimate Mmuo
(phase E). Yet not only does this reading ultimately leave the conceptual am-
biguities of the passage unaddressed, it also tells only half the story. For taken
as a whole, the ensemble of six predicates simultaneously admits another in-
terpretation. The alternative reading arises from the semantic ambiguity of
several of the terms, and it coexists happily with the more common interpre-
tation but resolves the apparent tensions. Most importantly, as we shall see,
this secondary reading is consistent with the identification of hypernoetic and
prenoetic subjects that we have seen in the preceding section.

Let us begin, then, with a closer look at the first three terms, ekstasis,1>”
haplosis, and epidosis hautou. First, with respect to ekstasis, there should be
no serious doubt that Plotinus envisioned union with the One as an “ecstasy”

154 E.g, at vi.9[9].4.27, Plotinus refers to “grasping” (ephapsasthai) or “touching” (thigein)
the One.

155 One might compare the “rest” that comprises the apex of the mystical ascent in an imme-
diately preceding passage, v1.9[9].11.15-16: “having come to a complete standstill and as it
were having become a kind of stasis” (hestos panté kai hoion stasis genomenos). This stasis
is probably not to be confused with stasis at the level of Nous that, along with kinésis,
Plotinus adopts from Plato’s megista gené (Sophist 254c—259d). While the One itself, of
course, cannot literally be described as “at rest” (since it transcends the categories of stasis
and kinesis altogether), stasis is nevertheless an appropriate term to evoke the state of the
mystical subject. This may also be understood as akin to the experience of “coming to
rest” (anapausamenou) in the One, in a putatively metaphorical sexual embrace earlier in
the treatise, at 4.19—20.

156 Le., -noésis; or equivalently, if one prefers Theiler's emendation, the equally inappropriate
spatial metaphor, -neusis. The word epharmogé may mean the coincidence of geometrical
figures (see LsJ 741a)—reminiscent of Plotinus’s frequent geometric analogy for union—
but it can also be as general as “accommodation” or “agreement,” so this phrase could
simply imply an adjustment of one’s thinking after the experience.

157 Theiler (in Harder 1971) suggested reading this stasis and deleting the stasis in the next
line; Meijer 1992, 280—81, n. 798, proposes ektasis, “extending.”
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or as some kind of altered state of consciousness.!5®8 However, this is not the
primary sense of the word elsewhere in the Enneads, where it typically denotes
precisely an ek-stasis, a “standing outside,” a displacement or an extension: a
concept that seems quite opposite to his usual emphasis on interiorization and
self-unification during the mystical ascent. Indeed, every other occurrence of
ekstasis in the Enneads signifies an undesirable exteriorization towards an infe-
rior ontological stratum. At v.3[49].7.14, for instance, Plotinus applies it (with a
negative evaluation) to Intellect;!®® at 1.1[53].5.23, to the appetitive part of soul;
and, at v1.3[44].2.20, to matter.160 So while in this case it still could mean that
one has been displaced from oneself by a mystical frenzy to “make room” for
the One, it also connotes a decline towards the exterior or a decentralization.!6!

Next, we have a similar ambiguity in the case of the Plotinian hapax haplosis.
Besides the putative (but elsewhere-unattested) sense of “simplification” (on
the basis of haplous), the verb haploun ordinarily means “to expand” or “unfold,”
and this is in fact the only meaning of this word elsewhere in the Enneads.
Thus at v1.7[38].1.55-56, Plotinus uses haploumenon and ekteinomenon con-
jointly to describe the unfolding of all things from the Intellect.'62? The verb
haplotheis is also used in an apparently mystical context at v1.7[38].35.26 to
describe the nous eron’s intoxication after having been “filled with nectar”;!63

158 A doubt expressed, for example, by Armstrong 1988, 7.343, n. 1, and Beierwaltes 1985,
140 and n. 40, who finds a Platonic source for it at Phaedrus 249c8—9 (g€lotapevog 8¢ Tév
dvBpwmivwy omovdacudTwy xal Teds T@ Oeiw yryvépevos), which is rather weak evidence for
his argument, since Plato immediately goes on to say that such a person will be thought
insane by those who do not recognize that he is divinely possessed. That ekstasis had the
connotation of “ecstasy” in Plotinus’s time is evident—see, e.g., BDAG, s.v. “€xotaotg"—
and it is therefore unlikely that this sense did not somehow factor into Plotinus’s choice
of this word.

159 Where he opposes it to the preferable hésychia; see also, possibly, v1.7[38].17.40, if one
rejects Theiler’'s emendation to ektase:.

160 See Sleeman and Pollet 1980, 355.

161  Plotinus’s habitual use of ekstasis to denote ontological decline has been noted by several
scholars, but they generally make an exception in this passage; thus Meijer 1992; see esp.
Ferwerda 1965, 192: “Les mots existasthai et ekstasis ... désignent, a 'exception d’'un seul
passage (V1.9[9].11.23) le mouvement descendent des hypostases supérieure; il s’agit donc
d'une sortie de soi qui les éloigne de plus en plus de I'unité primitive.”

162 V1.7[38].1.54—58: mdvta Bpor 1O Hv xad del v xad obtwg Ay, g elnely Sotepov T6de petd t68e-
Extewvbpevoy uév yap xal olov dmhoduevoy Exet Senevovon T6de petd 63, dpod 8¢ dv mdv T6de-
o070 3¢ Eaiv Eyov v EquTd xal TV altiov.

163 VI.7[38].35.19—26: xai T6v vodv Tofvuy Ty pév Exew Shvouy elg 0 voely, 7 & v adt® PAémel,
Ty 8¢, ) T& éméxeva adtod EmiBor) vt xal mapadoxf, ke’ Hv xal mpdtepov Ewpa uvov xal
op@v Uatepov xat vobv Eoye xal Ev ot xal EaTwv Exeivy) pév 1) Béa vod Epgpovog, abty 3¢ volg
Ep&v, tav dppuwv yéwntat pebuabels Tod véxtapog: Tote pdv yiverar dmdwdels eis edmddetay
7@ )6pw.
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thus the sense in the latter case is almost certainly “expanded into enjoyment
by its satiety,” rather than Armstrong’s unlikely “simplified into happiness by
having its fill” or Hadot’s somewhat preferable “s’épanouissant dans la jouis-
sance, a cause de l'état de satiété dans lequel il se trouve.”’64 Furthermore, the
interpretation of haplotheis as “expanded” or “spread out” seems to be con-
firmed in a later treatise, at 111.5[50].9.2, where the same term is applied to the
Poros (“Plenty”) of Platonic myth (Symp. 203b). Here Plotinus says that Poros
is a logos from Intellect that has fallen to the level of the soul, and, somewhat
like the nous eron, is intoxicated with nectar; thus Armstrong’s translation has
Poros “more diffused (kechymenos) and, as it were, spread out (haplotheis).”65
Thus again with haplosis we have a curious hint of what would typically rep-
resent, in Plotinus’s essentially centripetal hierarchy of value, a dissipation or
dissolution towards the inferior.166

Now we come to epidosis hautou. It is perhaps not so surprising that there is
also a vaguely expansive connotation lurking somewhere in the semantic un-
conscious of this word. At first glance, this suggests a self-surrender to the One.
Yet on closer inspection this turns out not to be so certain. LsJ, for example,
cites the occurrence of the phrase in this very passage as the sole example with
the sense of “self-surrender.” Moreover, Plotinus’s only other uses of epidosis
mean something quite different: specifically, an increase or augmentation.
At 1.5[36].1.1 and 6.19, he uses epidosis to mean “increase” as it applies to eu-
daimonia, and at 1.9[16].18—19 he uses it in an indirect reference to an increase
in virtue. Thus Plotinus’s use of the term in our passage contrasts again some-
what surprisingly with the more typical imagery of self-contraction in mystical
contexts.

164 Here Hadot 1988, 174, n. 309, follows Ficino’s rendering seipsam diffundens.

165 111.5[50].9.1-3: 6 0dv I1épog Adyog &v TAY &v T voyTd xal v§ xal dXhov xeyvpévos xol ofov
amAwfels mept Yuymv &v yévorto xai év Puxi.

166  An interesting but highly speculative comparison may be made to the controversial on-
togenetic passage at v.3[49].11.1—4, in which the “multiple intellect” (ho nous ... ho polys)
wishes to “flower upon” (epithallein, acc. to most mss.) or to “attain” (epiballein accord-
ing to H-S2) the One “in its simplicity [?]” (en haploi), but fails and instead divides it up
into many. The strangeness of en haploi is rarely noted in the literature, but one might
conceivably associate it with the haplosis of our passage, and if it applies to the subject,
the nous ho polys, rather than the One, one might understand it as “in (its, i.e., the Nous'’s)
expansion” rather than “in (its, i.e., the One’s) simplicity.” This in turn strengthens the case
for reading epithallein, because the implication would be that the Nous unfolds expan-
sively from or “flowers upon” the One somewhat like a baobab tree on the surface of the
Little Prince’s planet. Additionally, one may note similar terminology (epanthoun) occurs
at vI.2[43].21.13, where it describes quality (to poion) blossoming from Intellect.
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Thus far—according to this interpretation—the first triad of terms con-
notes a distinct centrifugal motion: a self-expansion or dissolution. Conversely,
however, in the case of the next three terms—ephesis pros haphen, stasis,
and perinoésis pros epharmogén—the emphasis instead suggests a reversion
towards or re-assimilation with the supreme principle. At this point, before
continuing with this analysis, I should make absolutely clear what I am sug-
gesting. While these six terms certainly are meant to describe the paradoxi-
cal hypernoetic apprehension of the One from the perspective of the mystical
subject at the ultimate climax of MUO, here Plotinus has found an ingenious
way to suggest—simultaneously—the first atemporal moments of procession
in which, as we have seen, the One’s PNE expands and then reverts imperfectly
to its source—its former self—to become Intellect proper.167

This will become clearer when we examine the next three terms. I suggest that
this second triad of terms also implicitly corresponds to Plotinus’s descriptions
of the second moment of ontogenesis in which the incipient PNE is attracted
back to its source in a moment of primordial self-reversion. First, let us consider
ephesis pros haphén, “longing for contact.” Now elsewhere, of course, the mys-
tical self-reversion as well as the final moments of ascent are described with
erotic language.1® However, it may be significant that on occasion, as we have
seen, Plotinus describes the impetus for the primordial self-reversion in erotic
terms, as the One’s love of itself (at, for example, v1.8[39].15.1—2 and 16.12-16).
More importantly, however, he repeatedly employs the specific term ephesis and
its cognates to describe the nature of the PNE in ontogenetic contexts.16® Thus,
for example, at v.3[49].11.12, he calls the pre-epistrophic PNE “longing (ephesis)
and unimprinted vision (atypotos opsis)."V70 Similarly, at v.6[24].5.8-10, in the

167 Compare, for example, v1.8[39].18.20: “as it were poured out (ekchythen) and unfolded
(exelichthen) and hanging out from (exértémenon)” the One.

168 Aswe have seen, for example, with the auto-erotic passage of 1.6[1].9 and the nous eron of
v1.7[38].35.24.

169 In his attempt to discredit identificationism, Bussanich 1988, 235 struggles to contrast
the ephesis and kinesis of the emergent pre-Intellect with the supposed immobility of
the subject at the final moment of mystical union: “The immobility of the unitive state
contrasts sharply with the definition of the potential Intellect as kinésis and ephesis.” He
seems not to have taken sufficiently into account this passage and many others we have
seen in Chapter 2. that indicate a surprising movement, even outward movement, at the
moment of MUO.

170 V.3[49].11.1-16: Awd xatl 6 vodis obtog 8 moAls, Staw T6 méxewva £0€Ay) voel, Ev pév odv adtd éxelvo,
SN EmiBdMhew BEAwY @ AmA EEetaty dho del AapPdvey &v adtd TAnBuvdpevov- BaTe Bpunoe
pév ém adtd oly &g vods, SN &g 8ig olimw iSodoa, ¢EAADE 8¢ Exovoa Emep adT EmAnBuvey:
&ote dNov piv émebiunoey doplotwg Exovaa e’ adT pdvtacud T, EEANBe ¢ dXho AaPodon év
bt adtd oA momoaaa. Kl yép ad Exet tomov tod dpdiprarog- #) o0 mapedétato v ot} [H-S!:
adtf)] yevéabar. Otog 8¢ moAds EE £vdg Eyéveto, xal ol yvols ldev adté, xal TéTe yéveto



132 CHAPTER 3

course of a summary description of the genesis of Intellect, he says that think-
ing is “movement towards the Good, desiring that one (ephiemenon ekeinou);
for desire (ephesis) generates thought and consubstantiates it with itself"17!
With respect to hapheén, although Plotinus often uses the language of physi-
cal contact to describe MU0,!72 he also uses non-cognitive, haptic imagery to
suggest the presumably non-dualistic apprehension of the One by itself at the
very first moment of procession; this precedes the fully-actualized but infe-
rior form of vision that entails the first subject-object duality and the crystal-
lization of the PNE into Intellect. Thus, as we have seen, at v.3[49].10.42—44,
the activity of what is either the One itself or the not-yet-differentiated PNE is
“only a touching (thixis) and as it were contact (epaphé) without speech and
without thought, a pre-thinking (pronoousa), for Intellect has not yet come

18oboa ig. Tobto 3¢ 1O vols, 8te Exet, xai wg vods Exet- mpo 0 TodTov Epeats ubvov xai dtimwros
&rg. Obrog 0dv 6 vods éméBae pév éxelve, Aapav 8¢ éyéveto vods, del 8¢ évdeduevog [H-S! :
&vdidipevog] ol yevdpevog xal vodg xal odata xal véval, 8te Evérae- mpd yap TodTou 0V VéYaIS v
T6 vonTov odx Eywv 003¢ vols omw voroag. This passage has been the subject of controversy.
Although Plotinus begins with a description of what seems to be the already-determined
“multiple Intellect” (ho nous ... ho polys) failing to grasp the absolute unity of the One, he
seems to slide seamlessly into a description of the prenoetic efflux; this is “sight not yet see-
ing” (opsis oupo idousa) and later “longing and unimprinted vision” (ephesis kai atypaotos
opsis), which is in fact the incipient PNE in the moments prior to its determination by its
vision of the One. Many scholars (e.g., Bussanich 1988, 221; Emilsson 2007, 93, 99; etc.) cor-
rectly take this as a description of the genesis of Intellect itself, but Oosthout 1991, 14951
treats the passage as if it pertains solely to an epistemological discussion of the actualized
intellect’s (failed) apperception of absolute unity. Emilsson 2007, 80101, tries to resolve
this ambiguity by assuming Plotinus admitted some subject-object differentiation in
the pre-Intellect; he consequently interprets the rnous ho polys to mean the pre-Intellect,
and—following Lloyd 1987—he differentiates between the One itself and the intranoetic
image of the One that the emergent Intellect fails to grasp in a unified manner. I remain
undecided; among other problems, it is unclear how any real pre-epistrophic, hyperon-
tic multiplicity can exist (see Plotinus's own admonitions, e.g., inter alia, v.6[24].6.8-11,
along with Rist 1962). It may be that the first minimal duality is engendered by the PNE’s
self-objectification, at which point the subject becomes Intellect proper. The point is
that here, as elsewhere (e.g., v1.7.[38].35), Plotinus seems to conflate descriptions of the
genesis of Intellect with accounts of its attempts to attain absolute unity. Of course, it is
precisely this ambiguity between mystical apprehension and ontogenesis that I am de-
fending in this chapter.

171 V.6[24].5.5-10: T6 Yd&p voelv ob mp@Ttov olite @ elva ofite 16 tiuov elva, X Sedrepov xal
yevopevov, Eneldy) UméaTy) TO dyabov xal <To> Yevopevov éxivyae TTpodg adTs, To & éxtvnfy Te
ol €lde. xal 10018 Eott voely, xivnaig mpdg dyaddv Epiépevoy Exelvou- 1) yap Epeats Ty vénoty
gyévwnoe xal cuwméatyoey abt) [H-St: adtj].

172 As we have seen in Chapter 2. However, as Meijer points out, this is the only place where
haphe itself is thus employed; he explains this by noting Plotinus’s parallel uses of ha-
paxes to describe the ultimate moment.
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into being, and that which touches does not think."'”® The term ephesis pros
haphen, therefore, is distinctly reminiscent of descriptions of the first impulse
towards epistrophe in accounts of ontogenesis.

I have already mentioned that the next term, stasis, is puzzling because it
occurs between two prepositional clauses that connote an activity directed to-
wards the One from some minimal distance and that suggest the ultimate goal
of complete coalescence has not yet been attained. Yet here we may recall that a
moment of stasis similarly occurs in Plotinus’s accounts of procession. Indeed,
the precise position of stasis in our passage corresponds exactly to Plotinus’s
accounts of the primordial epistrophé, whose initial moment often precedes a
subsequent mention of stasis. Thus, for example, at v.2[11]1.11-13, Plotinus de-
scribes the effluence of the One reverting towards its source to become Intellect
and Being; only then, he says, “its standing towards that one (V) pév mpos exeivo
ordors avtod) makes Being, while its looking towards it is Intellect.” In the next
line he repeats this notion of “standing towards”:7# “Since it stands towards it
(éotn mpos adté) so that it should see, it becomes simultaneously Intellect and
Being.” Similarly, at v.5[32].5.16-19, Plotinus describes the stasis of “primary
Being” only after an initial moment of self-reversion: “proceeding, as it were, a
little ways from there, did not wish to come forth any more, but having turned
towards its interior, stood” (LETATTPOQEY OE £l§ T0 elow ETTy).

Finally, we arrive at the curious phrase perinoeésis pros epharmogén. By
now, however, the intellection implied by perinoésis will be somewhat less
perplexing.!”> For we know that in Plotinus’s accounts of ontogenesis, the
end result of the eternal process of self-reversion is the determinate Intellect,
which now subsists as actualized thinking. Again, the preposition pros implies

173 V.3[49].10.39—44: 3€l Tolvuv 6 voolv Etepov xal ETepov AaBelv xal TO VOOUUEVOY XATAVOODUEVOV
8v motxiAov elvau- 3) olx Eotou vénag avtod, dANa: BiEig xa olov Emagi) pévov Bppntog xal dvénTog,
mpovoodoa olmw vod yeyovdtog xat Tod Oryydvovtog ob voodvtog. One might also compare
the image of Intellect as the circle “growing” out from and “touching” its center-point at
V1.8[39].18.4—9: ephaptomenon ... ephaptetai ... ephaptoito.

174 Interestingly, Hadot 1994 emended stasis here to the accusative stasin so it could be taken
along with hapheén as the indirect object of ephesis. Presumably this was an attempt to
render its occurrence between the two pros constructions less peculiar, since according
to this reading stasin, like hapheén, would be an intended result rather than a present state.
But in light of the apparent parallels involving stasis pros at v.2[11].1 (and similar construc-
tions elsewhere, such as pros auton anapausaito at vi.7[38].23.4, etc.), Hadot more easily
might have left the ms. reading as it stands and taken pros epharmogen to modify stasis
along with perinoesis.

175 It makes little difference to my argument if we accept Theiler’s perineusis, since Plotinus
similarly applies neusis to the emergent pre-Intellect’s reversion upon the One, at, e.g.,
V1.8[39]16.24.
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some minimal separation from the One, and here the desired goal is no longer
contact but the slightly weaker “adaptation” or “harmonization.”’”® That this
final term in fact has a weaker sense than “contact” is suggested by the fact
that Plotinus often uses one or another form of epharmozein to denote the
ordinary emanative process occurring on several ontological strata, in which
inferior principles conform to and participate in superior ones.}”” Whatever its
precise meaning, then, perinoésis pros epharmogeén describes an activity of ap-
prehension directed towards or around the One from some minimal distance,
a distance that creates a distinction between subject and object sufficient to be
described more or less appropriately with the language of cognition that was
so studiously avoided in the preceding five terms.

If I am correct, then, these six terms correspond to the germinal moment
of procession from and reversion to the One that takes place in the interhypo-
static domain between the One and Intellect. The first triad of terms connotes
(1) the initial emergence of the One’s prenoetic superabundance, its (2) expan-
sion, and its (3) growth, while the second triad suggests (4) the initial moment
of erotic attraction of this efflux back towards its source, (5) the cessation of
its outward motion and its ensuing stasis, and (6) the moment just prior to
its delimitation as Intellect in conformity with its vision of the One. However,
I would not deny that Plotinus intended this passage also, simultaneously, to
suggest the ecstatic self-surrender of the aspirant (phase D) at the moment of
MUO proper (phase E). In Chapter 2 we have already seen that a moment of
incipient procession that I have described as a desubjectivization (phase E?)
paradoxically coincides with the ultimate union itself. Indeed, the essentially
untranslatable dual semantics at play here appears to be a deliberate and ex-
tremely subtle Plotinian device of a sort that has been noted elsewhere in his
works: it is a means of evoking, in the necessarily delimited terms of language,
both ambivalent relations of identity and difference, and simultaneous but op-
posing movements within a single, dynamic process.'”® Of course, if we accept
the identification of hypernoetic and prenoetic subjects there is no paradox;
we may conclude that (according to Plotinus) the mystical aspirant assumes
the precise role or even identity of the emergent PNE, and for some brief

176  One might also compare Plotinus’s use of the prepositional prefix peri- in corresponding
mystical and ontogenetic contexts, such as periphotisan applied to the transcendental
self of the ascending mystic at v1.9[9].4.20—21 and perilampsin ... to peri auto lampron ...
peritheon applied to the luminous emanation of the One (or the Sun) at v.1[10].6.28—29.

177 E.g,V1.4[22]13.24; V1.6[34].11.30; V1.1[42].25.7; V.3[ 49].2.12, 6.27.

178  See especially on this Sells 1994, 19—31. This would appear to belie Porphyry’s claim that
Plotinus was a somewhat careless writer. This analysis would imply that on the contrary,
Plotinus chose at least certain terms with remarkable discernment.
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moment participates experientially in the perpetual dynamic oscillation of
simultaneous expansion and self-reversion whose origin and terminus is the
One. In other words, the “other way to see” is in fact “seeing,” as it were, from
the perspective of the One’s own prenoetic efflux (PNE) as it emerges from and
converges upon its source.

This interpretation receives additional support from the fact that a simi-
lar double activity—an active, diastolic expansion and a passive, systolic,
reception—Ilurks beneath other descriptions of MU0, and spermatically fore-
shadows the dynamic procession and reversion throughout all subsequent
Plotinian reality.!”® Thus the nous eron of v1.7[38].35 has both an active thrust-
ing towards (epibole) and a more passive reception from (paradoché) the One;
similarly, in the next chapter, at 36.18—20, the MUO is described as a vision with
both active and passive aspects: the subject first actively “looks into” (eloeiSev)
the One, at which point the vision becomes active and “fills the eyes with light”
(¥) B¢ TANoaoa QwTdg TA Spparta). So also at 111.8[30].10.31-35, in which MUO is
described as “thrusting towards [the One] and striking it, coming to rest with-
in it” (Bodwv mpdg adTd xal Tuxwy Evtdg avtod dvamavadpevos) [See Appendix
Bi5]. A curious ambivalence lurks within these passages, since the subject of
the bi-directional activity may be equivalently taken to be either the PNE or
the One, in accordance with desubjectification (phase E2). In the former case
(with PNE as subject) the expansive motion suggests motion towards the One,
while the contraction is the reception of the One’s effluence; in the latter case
(in which the One is subject), the outward thrust represents the incipient pro-
cession while the phase of contraction reflects the ultimate reabsorption into
the source. Of course, this distinction may be irrelevant, for inasmuch as Muo
is a moment of absolute unity, the hypernoetic subject may also be understood
to have identified completely with the One; but in this case the One itself must
then be understood not as a discrete point, but as a dynamic process, the in-
finitesimal vibration at the root of all procession and return.

5 Conclusion

5.1 Summary
In this chapter, we have seen that (a) Plotinus envisioned the final stages of the
ascent towards MUO—self-reversion, self-apprehension, self-coalescence, and

179 This fact was observed by Perczel 1997, who suggests that this active / passive duality in
many mystical passages ultimately derives from a theory of sense-perception in Plato,
Theaetetus 156a—157b.
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self-dissolution—to reflect or even recapitulate the first moments of ontogen-
esis both during and prior to the first moment of epistrophe, and that (b) he be-
lieved this to be possible because of the close kinship or even identity between
a hypernoetic faculty inherent within the human subject and the enigmatic
prenoetic efflux (PNE) of the One. This resemblance was not coincidental nor
merely the reflection of a subconscious tendency; the remarkable abundance
of philological and conceptual parallels suggests that this identification was
deliberate, if also, at times, extremely subtle. Yet the subtlety and bewildering
complexity of this scheme—or its apparent lack of philosophical necessity—
should not lead us to dismiss it as an eclectic or merely mythological adden-
dum to Plotinus’s otherwise more or less rational system. On the contrary: the
correspondence between mystical ascent and ontogenesis is the very keystone
of his thought, grounding both his mysticism and his metaphysics in a primal
moment of reflexive self-apprehension.

5.2 Remaining Problems

Yet the philosophical peculiarity of this schema itself raises additional prob-
lems from an intellectual-historical perspective. The first and most obvious
is how and why Plotinus arrived at this system. When purely ‘rational’ fac-
tors are not apparent (and even, in many cases, when they are apparent), a
full explanation of a new development in the history of philosophy may be
sought in a broader, extra-rational context. I will leave the full investigation
into such a context for the next chapter. But one question must to be answered
before I continue: namely, why, if I am correct, is Plotinus so evasive about
such an important doctrine, alternately exposing it and veiling it under layers
of contradictory proclamations and occasionally tortuous Greek? Part of the
answer, of course, is quite simply that the doctrine itself concerns processes
that elude precise expression in determinate language. But here I will briefly
suggest another possible historical explanation for Plotinus’s reticence that
will also lead into a conjecture about the sources of his mystical schema. To
begin with, we have seen that Plotinus is hampered by his own, occasionally
quite strident dogmatism about the absence of intermediaries and the unity
of Intellect (axiom [1]), a dogmatism that is in some tension with the more
subtle equivocations and intimations perceptible in his mystical and onto-
genetic passages. Indeed, the doctrine of the relations between and within
the first and second hypostases seems to have been a subject of particular
anxiety among Plotinus’s circle. For instance, we know from a remarkable an-
ecdote in Porphyry’s Vita Plotini that Plotinus and Amelius politely but insis-
tently coerced the young Porphyry to give a public recantation of his original
“heresy”—a doctrine of extranoetic intelligibles presumably imparted by his



THE IDENTITY OF PRENOETIC AND HYPERNOETIC SUBJECTS 137

former teacher Longinus—that offended the official school “orthodoxy” con-
cerning the unity of Intellect.’8° Yet why did Plotinus and his entourage in-
sist on such a performance of unanimity over an issue about which Plotinus
himself—and his senior pupil Amelius!®—were often so equivocal? It may
be significant that Plotinus’s most impassioned rejection of intermediaries oc-
curs in the first two chapters of 11.9[33], his most explicitly anti-Gnostic trea-
tise. From this we may begin to suspect that some sectarian concern underlies
Plotinus’s apparent unease about this topic.182 As we will explore further in
Chapter 4, during Plotinus’s middle (Porphyrian) period, certain Platonizing
Sethian Gnostics lurked on the periphery of his circle and were even ranked
among his philoi,'83 while Sethian tractates were taken extremely seriously,
and were read and refuted at great length by Plotinus’s innermost circle (es-
pecially by Amelius and Porphyry themselves).18* From their extant writings
we know that the Sethians engaged in a considerable amount of speculation
about the relation between the first and second principle: the first, usually a
transcendent, unknowable deity something like the Plotinian One; the sec-
ond, typically a noetic principle akin to Plotinus’s second hypostasis. Unlike
Plotinus, however, the Sethians explicitly postulated intermediary and often
triadic entities between and within first and second principles. Moreover, the
Sethian texts articulated this “interhypostatic” domain in great detail, and did
so especially in the discussion of ritualized ascent towards the transcendent
deity: ascents that—as we will soon see—also share many structural features
with Plotinus’s ascent towards Muo. The implication, then, is that Plotinus’s
dogmatic rejection of inter- and intra-hypostatic complexity was motivated by
a sectarian desire to differentiate his own thought from that of the Gnostics,

180  Porphyry, Vita Plotini18.8—19.

181 While Plotinus has at least the excuse of his own obscurity on the matter, Amelius may
be guilty of greater hypocrisy. If we trust Proclus (In Platonis Timaeum commentaria 1.306;
1.309; 3.103 Diehl), Amelius posited a discrete triad of intellects or indeed three indepen-
dent intellects (based on the “three Kings” of Plato’s Epistulae 312e1—4)—"“the one who is,”
“the one who has,” and “the one who sees”—that mediate between the Intelligible itself
and the demiurgic and psychic functions; on this, see Brisson 1987; Corrigan 1987.

182 That such an issue could become a source of intra-sectarian contention—and that it in-
deed did so among Gnostics—is made evident by Tertullian, Adversus Valentianos 4.2—
quoted by Thomassen 2008, 264—who describes a schism within the Valentinian move-
ment concerning the location of the aeons with respect to the supreme deity: “Ptolemy
followed the same road (i.e., as Valentinus), distinguishing the aeons by names and num-
bers into personal substances located outside god [sed extra deum determinatas], whereas
Valentinus had included them in the totality of the deity himself [in ipsa summa diuinitatis ...
incluserat] as thoughts, sentiments, and emotions.”

183 11.9[33].10.3.

184  Porphyry, Vita Plotini 16.
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while his reticence about those implicit interhypostases that he could not en-
tirely extirpate from his derivational schema was driven by an acute, almost
reflexive reaction to conceal any residual similarities between his own thought
and certain Gnostic doctrines with which he was undoubtedly quite familiar
and which, I suggest, he suspected to be embarrassingly close to his own. In
the next chapter we will see that this unuttered suspicion would indeed have
been accurate.



CHAPTER 4

“The Way of Ascent is the Way of Descent”:
The Mechanism of Transcendental Apprehension
in Platonizing Sethian Gnosticism

1 Introduction

In the preceding chapter we have seen that Plotinus envisioned the final stages
of mystical ascent to the One to be homologous to the process by which the
Intellect first emerges from it, and that he believed that the ultimate mystical
union with the One (MUO) could be attained through the contemplative or
visionary reiteration of the first reflexive moment of ontogenesis. Moreover,
we have seen that he believed this experience to be possible because of the
original kinship or consubstantiality of the center-point of the human subject
with the prenoetic efflux (PNE): that is, with the ‘subject, as it were, of the
primordial (self-) reflection of the transcendent principle. The point of this
chapter is to demonstrate that this precise scheme is foreshadowed in certain
prior or contemporaneous Gnostic systems, and that it is especially evident
in those Platonizing Sethian tractates of which we have Coptic translations
from Nag Hammadi—Zostrianos (NHC v111,1) and Allogenes (NHC X1,3). These
tractates describe the ascent of an eponymous visionary towards the utterly in-
effable, unknowable deity, and the structure of the ascent—an inner ‘voyage,
as it were, through the successive cosmic and hypercosmic strata of the com-
plex metaphysical scaffolding by which the second, noetic, principle has un-
furled from the first—shows many similarities to that of Plotinus. According
to Porphyry’s Vita Plotini 16, the “apocalypses” (apokalupseis) of Zostrianos and
Allogenes were among those Gnostic tractates that were carefully read and cri-
tiqued at length in Plotinus’s circle, and it is therefore noncoincidental that the
Nag Hammadi tractates with those titles closely resemble Plotinus’s thought.
To be specific, the argument of this chapter is that (a) the ultimate phase of
the Sethian ascent entails precisely the same mechanism as in that of Plotinus:
that is, the contemplative replication, within the mystical aspirant’s own con-
sciousness, of the primordial self-reversion and / or self-reflection of the first
principle by which the second principle is generated, and that (b) this vision-
ary replication is possible, again as in Plotinus, because of an image or residue
of the primordial self-reflection of the supreme principle that inheres within
the elect human aspirant. Part 2 will present a brief outline of the common
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structure behind the ascents of Zostrianos and Allogenes. Part 3 will demon-
strate that the Platonizing Sethian treatises (as well as their antecedents in the
major second-century Gnostic systems) employ the related themes of mystical
self-reversion and autophany that we have seen in Plotinus. Part 4 will provide
a detailed analysis of the Sethian conception of the mechanism of transcen-
dental apprehension and demonstrate that as in Plotinus it involves a recapitu-
lation, within the aspirant’s consciousness, of the transcendent principle’s own
primordial self-apprehension.

Before we approach the Sethian corpus itself, however, some words on its
relation to Plotinus are in order. Besides the many important points of com-
parison between Plotinus’s description of mystical ascent and that of the
Platonizing Sethians,! there are also several crucial differences, the most sig-
nificant for our immediate purposes being the following. First, while Plotinus’s
mystical passages are usually framed by a philosophical discussion and are
tangentially adduced in support of a broad metaphysical argument (about the
nature of beauty, for example, in 1.6[1], or of contemplation, in 111.8[30], or
of Intellect, in v.5[32], or even of the One itself, in v1.9[9]), in the Platonizing
Sethian treatises, by contrast, the praxis of ascent comprises the principal
framework for the texts themselves. Central to these accounts is a revelatory
discourse with explicit instructions on the stages of ritual ascent and the vi-
sionary epistemology necessary for the apprehension of transcendentalia.2
Sethian discourse thus emphasizes the practical and / or ritualized aspect of
that which in Plotinus’s writings for the most part remains—at least rhetorical-
ly, if not actually—theoretical, and which he usually (but not always) express-
es in the language of academic Platonism. Second, while Plotinus (as we have
seen) tends towards reticence about the interhypostatic domain and is there-
fore rather oblique in his descriptions of both ontogenetic and mystical pro-
cesses mediating the first and second principles, the Platonizing Sethians, by
contrast, not only provide explicit descriptions of a multitude of intermediary

1 The more general similarities and differences between Plotinus and the Gnostics have been
the subject of a substantial body of literature (citations in the Introduction, Ch. 1); this topic
extends far beyond the scope of this chapter, which is restricted to a discussion of the final
stages of mystical ascent and the apprehension of the supreme principle.

2 The revelatory discourse is usually framed as initiatory instruction from one or another of
the quasi-divine revealers that populate the Sethian universe, although there are exception-
al cases in which the revelation-discourse is presented in terms of philosophical dialectic
and / or scholastic pedagogy, further blurring the categorical distinction between Platonic
and Sethian rhetorical mode; thus a passage of Zostrianos (22.2—23.20) even implies that one
undergoes a series of metaphorical ablutions that seem to correspond to progressive mastery
of ever more complex aspects of Aristotle’s theory of categories, using the language of “uni-
versal” (katholikos), “partial” (merikos), “species” (eidos), and “genus” (genos).



“THE WAY OF ASCENT IS THE WAY OF DESCENT” 141

principles, but in certain cases reify them into quasi-hypostases themselves,
thus articulating otherwise unutterable, eternal processes in terms of a pro-
fusion of mythical-seeming personalities. Indeed, the Sethian tendency to
subdivide, multiply, and hypostatize intermediary principles is diametrically
opposite to—and in fact the likely target of—Plotinus’s dogmatic rejection of
intermediaries (at, for example, 11.9[33].1). Unconstrained by rigid axioms con-
cerning the relation of the first and second principle, the Platonizing Sethians
were able to articulate the complex transitional or interhypostatic phases of
ontogenesis and mystical return in lavish detail. Thus, despite the seeming
convolution of the texts, the extant Sethian evidence—with its greater empha-
sis on practical instruction and an (unabashedly mythopoetic) articulation of
micro-phases—provides a lucid glimpse of a conception of ascent that these
sectaries apparently shared with Plotinus.

11 The Situation of the Platonizing Ascent Treatises in the Context of
Sethian Gnosticism and Middle Platonism

The Platonizing Sethian treatises Zostrianos and Allogenes—along with the
related tractates Three Steles of Seth (NHC V11,5) and Marsanes (NHC X,1)—
comprise what John Turner has called the “ascent pattern” treatises, and
they reflect a specific, and apparently later, moment in the development of
Sethianism. During this period, the Sethians had apparently distanced them-
selves from their original Jewish-baptismal and / or superficially Christian
forebears and were attempting to integrate themselves into Platonic philo-
sophical circles.? In the earlier Sethian treatises of the “descent pattern,”* a
divine revealer or savior who is usually some modality of Barbelo—the second
principle—makes a successive series of descents in order to impart gnosis and
thus rescue humankind—or an elect “race” (genos) or subset of humans®—
from their terrestrial or cosmic prison.6 The ascent treatises, by contrast, pur-
port to be first-person accounts by eponymous human aspirants who have
themselves ascended through various celestial and metaphysical strata so as

3 Turner has hypothesized the complex vicissitudes of the Sethian movement; see Turner 1986;
2001, 747-59. On the tenuous relationship of the Sethian corpus with Christianity, see
Schenke 1981; on the relationship to Judaism, see also, inter alia, Turner 1998; Pearson 1990,
124-35; Schenke 1981.

4 E.g,the Ap. John (NHC 11,1, 1111, 1,13, and BG,2), Three Forms (NHC X111,1"), and Gos. Eg. / Holy
Book of the Great Invisible Spirit (NHC 111,2 and 1v,2).

5 Such as the Sethians, who apparently identified themselves as the spiritual lineage of the
biblical Seth, son of Adam.

6 Turner suggests that the “descent pattern” derives from Hellenistic Jewish Wisdom literature;
on the two patterns, see Turner 2001, 80-84, 93—125; 2002.
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to apprehend and / or unite with the transcendental principle(s).” Broadly
speaking, the language is typical of the apocalyptic genre,8 but the Platonizing
Sethian ascent treatises simultaneously echo Plato’s conception of a meta-
physical realm of eternal realities (the Forms), as well as the philosophical ‘as-
cent’ towards, and apprehension of, a transcendent principle akin to Plato’s
Good,® while simultaneously reflecting other philosophical influences; this
includes a certain amount of Stoic and Aristotelian language as well as evi-
dence of familiarity with the elaborate negative theological speculations that
developed within the early Academy and flourished in Middle Platonism (as
well as second-century Gnosticism).!? Perhaps more importantly, these texts
imply that such an ascent could be ritually replicated, either communally or
individually, by the sectaries themselves; thus the Sethian treatises are replete
with the technical and ritual terminology such as baptism, investiture, anoint-
ing, and sealing, as well as with as hymnic invocations and the utterance of
voces magicae. The presentation of the ascent as a praxis thus situates these
Sethian treatises within the broad religio-historical context of late antiquity,
in which a profusion of ritual techniques of ascent emerged concomitant

7 Turner 2001, 297: “The earlier Sethian treatises such as the Apocryphon of John portray
the advent of salvation as conveyed by a series of temporally successive descents into this
world by the Mother Barbelo in the form of various modalities, culminating in her gift
of the baptismal rite of the Five Seals. However, starting with Zostrianos, the Platonizing
Sethian treatises exhibit a more vertical, non-temporal, supra-historical scheme in which
salvation is achieved, not through visitations of the Mother, but through a graded series
of visionary ascents initiated by the Gnostic himself.”

8 In terms of genre they represent examples of Gnostic apocalyptic literature—thus
Fallon 1979 and Krause 1989—, but this taxonomy groups them with other tractates with
which they have very little conceptually in common. Moreover, even if Zost. and Allogenes
do employ the rhetorical framework of the apocalyptic genre, they also differ categorical-
ly in that (a) they involve a deliberate ascent rather than involuntary rapture and (b) the
paraenetic social / ethical content of the vision is demoted in favor of an emphasis on
individual salvation, the attainment of philosophical gnosis, and the transcendental ap-
prehension of the supreme principle.

9 Visionary ascent evident, for example, in the Respublica vi1 514c-519; X 614b—621b;
Phaedo 109d-111¢, Phaedrus 246a—247b, Symposium 210a—211c¢, and Epistulae vii 341c—d.

10 A substantial negative-theological passage in Zostrianos (64-75) seems to share
a common source with Marius Victorinus's Adversus Arium (1.49.9-40, 50.5-16);
Tardieu 1996 has shown this hypothetical source to be a commentary on Plato’s
Parmenides. Hypertranscendental theology in Gnostic theology certainly predates
Plotinus; thus Basilides (apud Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 7.20.3), for
whom the supreme deity is “not even ineffable,” suggesting a response to a prior tradition
of negative theology. See, e.g., Jufresa 1981; Whittaker 1969a; Kramer 1964; Wolfson 1957.
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with the progressive transcendentalization of the divine.! Yet the Platonizing
Sethians’ simultaneous emphasis upon introspective or contemplative vision
and their frequent presentation of ritual acts in internalized or cognitive terms
suggest that these tractates reflect an intermediate phase between the more
patently ritual or exteriorized techniques of ascent and the purely interiorized
Plotinian ascent.1?

I should emphasize, however, that the argument of this chapter is not that
Plotinus’s conception of mystical ascent was strictly dependent upon the
Platonizing Sethian ascent tractates Zostrianos and Allogenes themselves (al-
though I am of the opinion that the tractates by this name that circulated in
Plotinus’s circle were more or less the Greek Vorlagen of the Coptic versions
from Nag Hammadi).!® It appears that the influence of Gnostic thought on
Plotinus’s mysticism is much more profound and widespread in his thought
than could be explained merely by his familiarity with these, or indeed any,
particular texts. Moreover, Gnostic conceptions and technical terminology can
be detected in Plotinian treatises chronologically prior to the appearance of
the apocalypse-bearing Gnostics on the periphery of his circle in Rome. As we
have seen in the preceding two chapters, Plotinus’s complex mystical scheme
is presupposed already in his first treatise (1.6); it is hinted at in his sixth (1v.8),
and attains florescence as early as his ninth (v1.9). From Porphyry’s Vita Plotini
it appears that the contemporaneous gnostikoi in Plotinus’s milieu or even,
as some have suggested, on the periphery of Plotinus’s circle, were especially
active during the period that Porphyry himself was studying with Plotinus
in Rome, and that Plotinus’s central anti-Gnostic treatise, 11.9[33], as well as
the remainder of the Grofschrift (111.8[30], v.8[31], and v.5[32]), were com-
posed specifically in response to the contemporaneous challenge posed by the

11 This type of ritualized ascent may be found in several pre-Plotinian sources aside from
Nag Hammadi literature, such as, for example, the Chaldaean Oracles, the Hermetica, the
Greek magical papyri (esp. the Mithras Liturgy, PGM 1v.574ff.), the Mithraic mysteries
themselves, early Gnostics such as the Ophites described by Origen (Contra Celsum 6.31)
or the Peratae described by Hippolytus (Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 5.12), and, argu-
ably, Hekhalot literature. On the theme of ascent, see Couliano 1983; Johnston 1997. The
caution of Himmelfarb 1995—namely, that scholars have overgeneralized from minimal
evidence, primarily the Mithras Liturgy, and exaggerated the prevalence of actual practic-
es of ascent—is, I believe, excessive, considering that a widespread cultic phenomenon—
that of the actual mysteries of Mithras—had ritualized ascent as its primary goal, on
which see Beck 1988.

12 Visionary practices among the Gnostics have been the object of several studies; thus
Casadio 1989; 1992; Quispel 1995; Filoramo 1999.

13 However, I agree with Turner 2000d; idem 2006 and Corrigan 2000a that one may detect
responses to Sethian ideas in his later works.
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appearance of these sectaries in the Rome of Plotinus’s time. The structural
resemblance between the Plotinian and Sethian visionary ascent is therefore
more likely to be explained by the fact that they share a common origin in
certain currents of Gnostic thought that had been percolating in late second-
and early third-century Alexandria, the locale where Plotinus was educated,*
and also where the Sethian tractates in question were likely to have been writ-
ten. Indeed, even the Sethian tractates themselves are not entirely sui generis,
but rather comprise the richest elaboration and most sophisticated synthesis
of several complex schemata that were, in embryonic form at least, common
to many different groups, including the earlier—so-called “classic’—Sethian
and Valentinian systems with which Plotinus himself was also probably ac-
quainted. My method of analysis in each of the following sections will be first
to identify a particular theme in the Platonizing Sethian tractates and then,
when possible, to demonstrate its presence in a wider variety of interrelated
and presumably earlier Gnostic systems.

2 The Structure of Ascent in the Platonizing Sethian Ascent Treatises

2.1 The Visionary Ascent through the Barbelo Aeon

Before beginning the argument of the chapter, let us turn to a brief descriptive
overview of the two Platonizing Sethian ascent treatises from Nag Hammadi—
Zostrianos and Allogenes—that are mentioned by Porphyry.!> Despite subtle
differences, these two tractates also have much in common. Most generally,
both tractates purport (pseudonymously) to be first-hand accounts of the
ascent of an eponymous visionary through several metaphysical or aeonic
strata, towards the transcendent deity, the Invisible Spirit or Unknowable
One. In each case the trajectory of ascent requires an identification or assimi-
lation with successive metaphysical or aeonic strata and thus retraces in re-
verse order the ontogenetic process by which these metaphysical strata first
emanated forth; thus, the ascent ultimately leads back to the source in the first

14  Porphyryreports (at Vit. Plot. 3.3—10) that Plotinus was already going to grammar school by
the age of eight, thus roughly by 213 CE; we may presume the locale was also Alexandria,
where he later began studying with Ammonius Saccas in 233.

15  These may be grouped together with Marsanes (NHC X,1) and the Three Steles of Seth
(NHC vI1,5) on the basis of certain shared conceptions. The metaphysical hierarchy of
Marsanes presupposes such an ascent but does not describe it, while Steles Seth appears
to be a hymnic invocation to the transcendentalia intended for communal use during a
ritual ascent. Here I concentrate principally on Zost. and Allogenes, whose descriptions of
ascent are closest to Plotinus.
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transcendent principle. Each visionary ascends through a noetic realm known
as the Barbelo Aeon, which comprises a second, noetic principle or divine
Intellect, very loosely parallel to the Plotinian Nous, but which (unlike the lat-
ter) is explicitly tripartitioned into a triad of subaeons—XKalyptos, Protophanes,
and Autogenes—the last of which also shares certain characteristics with
Plotinus’s notion of Soul!® Occasionally these aeons contain further subdi-
visions associated with particular personalities called luminaries (phosteres)
who instruct the eponymous visionary during the ascent and provide progres-
sively more refined and esoteric revelations. An enigmatic savior-figure known
as the Triple Male Child usually hovers between Autogenes and Protophanes

16 Kalyptos—the “hidden”—seemstorepresentthe prefiguration of the divine Intellect—i.e.,
Barbelo prior to her manifestation—residing in occultation within the Invisible Spirit.
Protophanes—the “first appearing”—is often called a nous and seems to refer to the first
appearance of Barbelo as the prototypical universal Intellect (one might note the similar-
ity of Plotinus’s description at v.1[10].6.14-15 of the pre-Intellect or PNE as “the first to ap-
pear” (10 mp@Tov Expavév). Autogenes—the “self-generated”—seems to be related to the
individual intellects, perhaps conceived as having emerged through self-contemplation;
on this see Whittaker 1980. However, Turner 2001 has suggested that the Autogenes Aeon
be compared to the Plotinian hypostasis Soul. Of course, in Plotinus’s own thought, the
distinction between the apex of the individual soul and Intellect itself is similarly am-
biguous (thus, for example, Blumenthal 1974). If the Autogenes-Protophanes-Kalyptos
triad is to be directly correlated with the Noetic Triad—as is suggested, for example, by
Brisson 1999, 175 and Turner 2000d, 210—Kalyptos would represent the hiddenness of
Existence, Protophanes would represent Intellect, and Autogenes, with its connotation
of self-generated growth, would correspond to Life. This seems to be hinted at by a tri-
adic sequence of baptisms described at Zost. NHC VIII 15.4-17: “It is the water of Life
that gives Vitality in which you have been baptized in the Autogenes; it is the water of
Blessedness that belongs to Knowledge in which you will be baptized in the Protophanes;
it is the water of Existence (huparxis) which belongs to the Divinity that is Kalyptos. The
water of Life exists according to (kata) a power, that belonging to Blessedness according
to Essence (ousia); but that belonging to Divinity according to Existence.” This may be
schematized as follows:

TABLE 1 Baptisms in Zostrianos p. 15
line baptism inwater that belongs  aeon exists in
of ... to.. relation to ...
4-6,13-14 Life Vitality Autogenes Power
7-9,14-15 Blessedness Knowledge Protophanes Essence
(ousia)
10-12, 15-17 Existence Divinity Kalyptos Existence

(huparxis)
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but does not seem to have a fixed locus. The relation between the Invisible
Spirit and the Barbelo Aeon is further mediated by various triadic principles
loosely resembling the Noetic Triad of Being-Life-Intellect, a triad that was in-
timated in Plotinus but formalized in later, post-Plotinian Neoplatonism. In
Zostrianos, the tripartite Barbelo Aeon unfolds more or less directly from the
hypernoetic Invisible Spirit through the activity of the latter’s three powers of
Existence, Vitality, and Blessedness (or Mentality). In Allogenes the three pow-
ers of the supreme principle have crystallized into a quasi-independent triadic
hypostasis, the “Triple Powered (One)” ®MNTSOM)—comprised by a triad of
principles, here too called Blessedness, Vitality, and Existence—mediating be-
tween the Unknowable One and the Barbelo Aeon. Nevertheless, the function
of the Triple Powered One of Allogenes appears to overlap considerably with
those of both the “Triple Powered” Invisible Spirit and the triadic Barbelo in
Zostrianos, suggesting that these are closely related elaborations of the same
fundamental scheme.

2.2 Narrative of Zostrianos’s Ascent

The text of Zostrianos begins with an autobiographical narrative of the
eponymous protagonist’s relentless metaphysical seeking and his eventual
suicidal depression over his incomprehension of transcendental ontogen-
esis (1.10—4.20). At the moment when Zostrianos is about to offer himself up
to be devoured by the wild animals of the desert, an “angel of the gnosis of
eternal light” appears, chastises him for his unnecessary despair, and invites
him to begin the ascent. Leaving his body on the earth and donning instead
a “light-cloud,” Zostrianos ascends through the initial cosmic strata consist-
ing of thirteen aeons (4.20-31), to a celestial “Airy Earth” where he is baptized
and receives an “image of glories” (5.14-16). He then ascends through several
successive hypercosmic strata that serve as a purgatory for disincarnate souls
in various degrees of repentance and redemption—the seven Aeon Copies
(antitupoi), the Exile (paroikeésis), and the Repentance (metanoia)—in which
he undergoes a series of ablutions and baptisms (5.18-6.1). Next, Zostrianos
ascends to the “Self-Generated Aeons,” which are presumably situated within
the Autogenes Aeon, the first (lowest) subaeon of Barbelo. Here Zostrianos
undergoes a sequence of four baptisms “in the name of Autogenes” with cor-
responding angelic transformations; he becomes successively a “[ God-] seeing
angel” (oyarrexoc Npegnay eNoY[Te]: 6.18), an “angel of the male gender”
(OYaATTENOC NTENOC NROOYT: 7.5-6), a “holy angel” (oyarrexoc eqoyaas:
7.13), and finally a “perfect [angel]” ([oyarrexo]c NTenoOC: 7.19). After this
point Zostrianos receives a series of revelations imparted successively by the
divine revealers Authrounios, Ephesech (the Child of the Child), Youel, and the
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Luminaries of Barbelo; these revelations comprise the greater part of the re-
maining text. The revelation of Authrounios concerns the cosmogony and the
fate of various types of soul (8.7-13.6). Ephesech provides ritual instructions
concerning baptism, explains the minutiae of the structure of the Barbelo
Aeon (13.7-47.27), and then, most importantly, reveals the transcendental
epistemology necessary for apprehending the Invisible Spirit (22.1-24.17), as
well as the fall and restoration of the type of human who can attain salva-
tion (44.1-46.31). Following Ephesech’s revelation, Zostrianos receives the
fifth and final baptism in the name of Autogenes; he is thus divinized (liter-
ally, “became divine,” aie@[w]ne NNOYNOYTE: 53.18-19). Now Youel appears
and baptizes Zostrianos yet again (57.13-60.24); he thus receives power (61.8),
form (61.10), and a holy spirit (61.13). She then brings him into the Aeon of
the Triple Male Child, where he has a vision of “the invisible Child within
an invisible light” (61.15—22), and she baptizes him for the last time. At this
point, poised at the threshold of the Protophanes Aeon (the middle aeon of
Barbelo), Zostrianos has become “per[fect for the] hearing of all [these mat-
ters]” (62.15-17), and stands “upon [his] preuma, praying fervently, by means
of a Thought, to the great Luminaries” for a final revelation (63.13-17). A badly
damaged section of text that follows appears to contain a lengthy revelation
from the Luminaries about the Invisible Spirit and the emergence of Barbelo
as well as a detailed enumeration of the inhabitants of the upper reaches of
the Barbelo Aeon (64.7-128.18). Finally, the Luminaries depart, and two hither-
to unmentioned divine assistants, Apophantes and Aphropais, lead Zostrianos
into the Protophanes Aeon for the ultimate vision and / or mystical union that
culminates the ascent: “There I saw all of them as they exist in unity. I united
with them all and blessed the Kalyptos Aeon, the virginal Barbelo, and the
Invisible Spirit. I became all-perfect and received power. I was written in glory
and sealed.”V” Thus transformed, Zostrianos then redescends to the Autogenes
Aeon and thence back down to the Airy Earth, where he inscribes wooden tab-
lets to instruct future generations of the Elect during their ascent. Finally, re-
turning to the terrestrial earth, he awakens the multitudes with his teachings.

17 Zost. NHC VIII 129.4-15 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirie, BCNH): agNT €2oYN
EMIMPMTOGANHC NNOG NPOOYT' NTENOC NNOYC™ AYM aINAY €Nal THPOY €THMMAY
HIPHTE €TOYWOOT MMOC NRPal &N OYa' AYM 2€IRMTI NMMAY THPOY A€ICMOY
€MEMN NKAC MN TBAPBHAM MIMAPOENOC MN TMALOPATON MINA' AYD 2€IW)DMIE
MIIANTENOC AELX1 GOM AYCAZT oM MEOOY aYPCOHPATIZE MMOEL".
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2.3 Narrative of Allogenes’s Ascent
Like Zostrianos, the tractate Allogenes presents itself as a first-hand report of
a visionary ascent undertaken by a mythical seer.!® Unlike Zostrianos, howev-
er, it focuses solely on the final phases of ascent and omits any discussion of
the region below the Barbelo Aeon. Moreover, whereas Zostrianos describes
a profusion of baptisms and other ritual acts performed by a welter of divine
revealers, Allogenes neglects any mention of baptism and minimizes the num-
ber of ritual actions and of divine revealers; both the content and tone seem to
be somewhat more ‘scholastic. More importantly, while the text of Zostrianos
implies—arguably—that the eponymous visionary reaches only as far as the
Protophanes Aeon (the middle aeon of Barbelo),! Allogenes ascends above
the Barbelo Aeon altogether, assimilates himself in turn to each of the three
activities of the Triple Powered One, and ultimately receives an enigmatic
“primary revelation” (MNT@OPTT NOYWN €BOX) of the hypertranscendental
“Unknowable (One)” (maTcoywnq) it- (him-?) self.

The narrative structure is as follows. After an initial lacuna, the text of
Allogenes opens amidst the first of five revelations of the (by now familiar)

18  Although in this case addressed to a particular recipient, Allogenes’s son Messos.

19  This is Turner’s opinion. However, there remains some ambiguity in the passage in ques-
tion (129.4-12, text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH). While Zost. explicitly mentions only
his entrance into the second aeon of Barbelo, Protophanes, and not a further ascent be-
yond Protophanes “into” Kalyptos, the ambiguous objects of the vision / union—*“I saw all
of them as they exist in unity. I united with them all ...” (\imMay THPOY)—might neverthe-
less also include the three transcendent principles—Kalyptos, Barbelo, and the Invisible
Spirit—that he says he blesses (in the sentence that immediately follows). The principal
argument for taking Zostrianos’s mystical union (129.8—-9: a€12TMN) to involve only the
elements of the Protophanes Aeon (and not the superior principles) is that elsewhere
(e.g., 127.9-11) Protophanes is said to be the energeia of “those that exist in a (single) place”
(na[i] THPOY €T @oort” i oyMa)—i.e., all together—suggesting that this is a formulaic
description of Protophanes and thus that the union is restricted to one with the contents
of Protophanes. However, some doubt is cast by the fact that earlier, at 121.6—7, the same
phrase, “those that exist in a (single) place” (Nal eyaoon g1 oyMa) is used to refer to the
contents (presumably the luminaries) of Kalyptos, who moreoever is referred to as “all-
perfect” (pantelios) just like Zostrianos at the apex of his ascent. In Allogenes (55.14-16)
the same epithet pantelios is similarly applied to “those who exist together” in the Triple
Powered One above the Barbelo Aeon. Furthermore, Zost. NHC VIII 122.1-17 seems to
imply that the ascending aspirant may become “a Barbelo” and / or one of the “Kalyptoi,”
(among other transformations) suggesting such an assimilation is not out of reach for
Zostrianos himself. Finally, the earlier revelation of Ephesech contains instructions on
the apprehension of or assimilation to not only of all subaeons of Barbelo but also the
Invisible Spirit itself (22.1-24.17). Given these ambiguities, it is not at all certain that the
apex of the ascent in Zost. differs significantly from that of Allogenes; the difference may
be one of emphasis and focus rather than fundamental structure.
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Youel, who instructs Allogenes about the emergence of the Triple Powered
One and the subaeons of Barbelo from the Triple Powered One all the way
down to the level of Autogenes (45.9—46.11). Youel then provides a prelimi-
nary summary of the path of contemplative reascent from Autogenes back up
through the Barbelo Aeon and the three powers of the Triple Powered One
to the “Universal (One),” which is presumably a cognomen for the supreme
Invisible Spirit (46.11-49.38). After Allogenes expresses trepidation (49.38—
50.17), Youel reassures him (in a second revelation) that he has within him
a “great power” granted by the supreme deity as well as inherent “images” of
the Aeons of Barbelo which will assist him in the ascent (50.17-51.38). At this
point Allogenes undertakes the first of a series of contemplative acts: he re-
verts to himself in contemplation, apprehends the luminous Good (agathon)
that indwells him, and, in the first of several transformations, becomes “di-
vine” (a1ep NOYTE: 52.12—13). This contemplative act is followed by a ritual one:
Youel anoints and “gives power to” Allogenes (52.13-15). Cautioning Allogenes
that she will reveal a “great mystery” that he must guard from the uniniti-
ated (52.15—28), she instructs him yet again (in a third revelation) about the
emergence and ineffable nature of the Triple Powered One and the Barbelo
Aeon (52.34-53.38). She then utters a hymnic invocation to the powers of the
Triple Powered One and their associated luminaries or “glories” (54.6-55.11),
and it appears that Allogenes repeats the invocation (although poor condi-
tion of the text makes certainty impossible). In a brief revelation (the fourth),
Youel insists once more upon the hyperontic status of the Triple Powered One
(55.17—30). Now Allogenes prays for further revelation (55.31-32), which Youel
subsequently grants (the last of the five); apparently this revelation describes
the nature of the Triple Male Child and provides instruction in a contempla-
tive technique that requires one hundred years of meditation (55.33—-57.23).
Youel departs; Allogenes then meditates for one hundred years, after which
period he receives illumination in the form of a vision of the Autogenes, the
Triple Male Child, the Protophanes, Kalyptos, Barbelo, and the Triple Powered
Invisible Spirit (58.12—26).20 Although the vision described in this passage may

20  Allogenes NHC X1 58.12—26 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): “I saw the Good divine
Autogenes; and the Savior who is the perfect Triple Male Child and his goodness, the per-
fect Intellect Protophanes Harmedon; and the Blessedness of the Kalyptos; and the pre-
principle of the Blessedness, the Barbelo Aeon full of divinity; and the pre-principle of the
unoriginate one, the Triple Powered Invisible Spirit, the totality that is beyond perfection”
(2iNAY €MATa60C NAYTOrENHC NNOYTE MN mcmT[HP] eTenal ne mavnT gofoy]T
NTEAOC NN2AOY™ MU FMNT arao0c NTE ral’ MIPMTOPANHC NPAPMHAMN NTENIOC
NNOYC MN TMNT MaKaPIOC NTE MK2AAYTITOC" MN TWOPT NaAPXH NTE TMNT MaKaploc'
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be intended to be propaedeutic to the ascent itself,2! it is equally likely that this
intends to be understood as a brief, prospective summary of the actual ascent
mentioned in the next sentence and described in great detail throughout the
remainder of the treatise.?2 In either case, in the lines that follow, Allogenes
is carried out of his body by an “eternal light"—reminiscent of the luminous
cloud that serves as Zostrianos’s vehicle—to a “holy place whose likeness can-
not be revealed in the world”; here, by means of a “great blessedness” Allogenes
receives a direct vision of those principles about which he has previously been
taught. “Standing” upon his own knowledge,?? and simultaneously “turning”
towards the knowledge of Barbelo, he receives from the Luminaries of Barbelo
the final instructions for the ultimate ascent beyond the Barbelo Aeon to the
Unknowable One. These final stages of ascent entail a successive assimilation
to the three powers—Blessedness (or Mentality), Vitality, and Existence—that
comprise the Triple Powered One, and the process is described in terms of a
series of contemplative “withdrawals” (anachoreseis). Allogenes immediately
does as he is instructed, recounting at 60.12—61.22 the experience post factum
in language nearly identical to the instructions he received at 59.9-60.12 [see
complete passages in Appendix C6—7]. Having reached Existence (huparxis),
the highest activity of the Triple Powered One, Allogenes must still apprehend
the utterly ineffable first principle, the Unknowable One. Paradoxically, the
Unknowable One can only be apprehended through an apophatic “unknow-
ing,” which is attained by means of (or correlated with) an enigmatic “primary
revelation” or “first manifestation,” ()OPTt OYWNQ €BOA: an important techni-
cal concept to which we will return). At the apex of the ascent, Allogenes (i) is

MEMN NBAPBHAM €JMER €BOX §N OYMNT NOYTE MN H@OPT NaPXH NTE MATAPXH
MOMNT 6OM Na2OPATON MITNa" MTHPY €TX0CE €TENIOC).

21 The relative first-perfect €TaYTOPI<T >, which apparently functions temporally—thus
“when I was taken ..."—suggests that this refers to a previously mentioned event and in-
troduces an epexegesis of the vision summarized in the passage quoted above.

22 Inasingle sentence, Allogenes thus dispenses with the entire ascent through the Barbelo
Aeon that comprises the major portion of Zost. However, this passage is perhaps indica-
tive of a greater similarity to Zost. than is sometimes assumed. Allogenes’s initial vision
does not explicitly mention the Triple Powered One, but only (in sequence) Autogenes,
the Triple Male Child, Protophanes, Kalyptos, the Barbelo Aeon, and the Triple Powered
Invisible Spirit. This suggests that the Triple Powered One—described independently
from the Invisible Spirit elsewhere in Allogenes and not explicitly mentioned in Zost.—
represents less a truly independent hypostasis than it does an activity of the Invisible
Spirit (akin to the Spirit’s triad of powers in Zost.) and / or a process of reascent. It may
be that the greater focus in Allogenes on the highest phases of the ascent required a more
detailed elaboration of micro-phases, which gives the impression of a more independent
or free-floating principle.

23  Cf. Enn.vi.g[9].7.1-3.
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“filled” with a “primary revelation,” (ii) “unknows” the transcendent principle,
(iii) receives strength / power, (iv) knows that which exists “within himself,” and
(v) knows the manifestation of that principle’s “unlimitedness” or “unbound-
edness.” The account is then repeated in slightly different terms: “And by means
of a First Manifestation of the First, unknowable to them all—the god who is
beyond perfection—I saw him and the Triple-Powered One who exists within
them all."”24 Although Allogenes has at this point attained the absolute apex of
the ascent and has apprehended the hypertranscendental deity, it is ironic that
in the subsequent lines, the Luminaries of Barbelo debrief Allogenes with a
lengthy (and somewhat anticlimactic) negative-theological disquisition on the
Unknowable One that he has just experienced first-hand (61.22—-67.38). Finally,
the Luminaries instruct him to record his experiences for posterity and to leave
the ensuing book on a mountain with an adjuration to a demonic guardian; he
does so, and the tractate ends with Allogenes’s joyful address to his son Messos,
to whom the tractate is purportedly addressed (62.16-69.19).

2.4 Parallels between the Ascent in Platonizing Sethian Ascent Tractates
and that in Plotinus

On the surface, the seemingly inchoate profusion of ritual and mythic ele-
ments in the ascent narratives of Zostrianos and Allogenes would appear to
distance them from the comparatively austere and subtle Plotinian ascent; yet
upon closer examination these accounts reveal a deeper, more coherent struc-
ture that bears noncoincidental, and even extremely striking, similarities to
Plotinus’s schema. As we have seen in the preceding chapters, the Plotinian
ascent involves the following essential characteristics. First, there is a contem-
plative self-reversion (phase B) that culminates in a sudden vision of one’s
transcendental self (the autophany, phase C), and a subsequent assimilation to
or coalescence with this indwelling principle (phase C2?). Second, (b) the struc-
ture of self-reversion and autophany replicates the primordial self-reversion
of the One’s prenoetic efflux (PNE) and the moment of self-apprehension that
establishes ontogenesis. And finally, (c) the transcendental self within the
human subject is itself consubstantial with, or even identical to, the PNE that
emerges from the One and reverts to it(self) in the first moments of ontogen-
esis; this inherent principle is itself the faculty by which the aspirant can attain

24  Allogenes NHC X1 61.8-14 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): a[ Y] €BOX §1TN OYMNT @)optt
n[oY]wip €BOX NTE MMOPT NaT [C]OYMN( NAY THPOY' TMNOYTE €T XOCE €TENOC
aiNay €PoY MN MMMT 6OM €T @OOIt NPHTOY THPOY. As will be discussed later, there
is an intended parallelism and thus contrast between the “the One who exists in me” at
61.5-6 and “[First God who is unknowable to them] all and the Triple Powered One who
exists in them all” at 61.12-14.
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the ultimate apprehension or union with the One (MU0, phase E), and it has
somehow been ‘left over’ within us from that primordial moment. The first and
most evident correspondence between this schema and that of the Platonizing
Sethians is that (a) the latter portrayed crucial, transformational phases of the
ascent as an act of self-seeking and / or contemplative introversion expressed
either in terms of reflexive cognition or of the spatial metaphor of interioriza-
tion; and, moreover, this act of introversion often culminates in a momentary,
luminous vision of a higher principle or an aspect of the transcendent deity
within oneself. Second, (b) they understood the contemplative self-reversion
and self-apprehension to be structurally parallel to the first moments of on-
togenesis, during which the second, noetic principle—either an aspect of the
Barbelo Aeon or else the truly interhypostatic Triple Powered One—emerges
as a result of the transcendent deity’s own self-reflexive activity. Finally, (c)
they envisioned not only a structural parallel between the first moments of
ontogenesis and the last moments of mystical ascent, but also a functional
kinship, consubstantiality, or even identity between (i) the mystical faculty of
transcendental apperception within the individual aspirant and (ii) the eter-
nal ontogenetic self-reflection and / or self-manifestation of the supreme prin-
ciple; and moreover, they believed this homology or identity derived from the
fact that the former was, in essence, a residue of the latter, a residue that re-
mains concealed within the human subject. In what follows, we will examine
in detail each of these points of correspondence as they occur in Platonizing
Sethian tractates and some related Gnostic literature.

3 Mystical Self-Reversion and Autophany in Gnostic Visionary Ascent

3.1 Mpystical Self-Reversion and Autophany in the Platonizing Sethian
Ascent Tractates

The Platonizing Sethian ascent treatises transpose the conventional spatial
trajectory of apocalyptic ascent onto the aeonic or metaphysical strata ‘above’
the cosmos: a metaphysical trajectory which is simultaneously envisioned,
as in Plotinus, as a centripetal progression or withdrawal into oneself. Yet the
parallel with Plotinus may also be formulated more precisely: these treatises
frequently describe a discrete moment—or a successive series of discrete
moments—in which the visionary reverts reflexively upon himself, or pen-
etrates into his own interior.2> The result of this act of self-seeking is the ap-

25  The language varies; it is often forms of the Greek verb anachorein, but one also finds
forms of kwTe, “to turn,” which translates a variety of Greek antecedents cognate with
epistrephein. Aubin 1963, 93112 surveys the use of epistrophé and its cognates in (pre-Nag
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prehension of some luminous or divine principle within oneself, in a manner
similar to the Plotinian autophany (phase C). These visionary moments are as-
sociated with important phases of self-transformation or even divinization—
akin to Plotinus’s imagery of coalescence with the transcendental self (phase
C?)—in which one assimilates oneself to that very power of which one experi-
ences the interior vision.

3.2 Mpystical Self-Reversion and Autophany in Zostrianos

Despite the extensive damage to the manuscript, the themes of contemplative
self-reversion, transformative self-apprehension, and the spatial metaphor of
interiorization are unquestionably evident throughout Zostrianos. The initial
phases of Zostrianos’s ascent through the first few aeonic strata are correlated
with a series of autophanous visions of a luminous principle—an inherent
“power” (60M, possibly rendering dunamis)—that abides within the self. After
his initial ascent in the light-cloud, he declares, “I knew the power existing
within me, that it was placed over the darkness because it contained the en-
tire light.”26 Explaining the method of ascent through the level of the Aeonic
Copies, Authrounious informs Zostrianos (at 11.9-14) that there are moments
in which the aspirant can be illuminated from within by a tupos—i.e., the
“type,” “model” or, more likely, “impression”—that comes into being within
oneself when one attains a state of contemplative apatheia: “[S]ouls are en-
lightened by the light within them(selves) and (by) the tupos which often
comes into being within them (when they are) in a (state of) impassibility."27
Although the remainder of the passage is marred by a lacuna, the implication
is that the luminous impression appearing within the soul assists in the ascent,
an interpretation which will be confirmed later.28 The autophanous vision of

Hammadi) Gnostic literature, where it is usually used to describe the action of a divine
rather than human figure.

26  Zost. NHC VIII 5.11-13 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): [T]OT€ 2€1COYDN T6OM
€T@O[0]N NPHT X € NECKH 2IXN MKaKE [€]YNTAC MMaY MMOYOEIN THPY.

27  Zost. NHC VIII 1.9-14 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): EQTE A€ €YW) X1 OYOEIN
Ne[1] MyyxH €BOX 2ITN moyoeg[ily eT@oorn NegHTOY MN mTYT[oc] eTewaywmre
NenToy N[oy]uHume Ncon® ¢n oymnT[a]Tx[1] Mk[a]e. Here I depart slightly from
the interpretation of Turner 20004, 515, who takes NgHTOY to refer to the Aeon Copies
and translates n oYMNT[a] TX[1] tik[a]2 as “effortlessly.” According to Crum 1939, 164a,
aT-(X1-)MKa can translate dmadys. This makes considerably better sense in light of several
parallel NHC passages linking apatheia directly with salvation (e.g., Ap. John in Waldstein
and Wisse 1995, 68.20-69.15), and also by analogy with Corpus Hermeticum 13.7-13, in
which a vision of the self is immediately preceded by a progressive stilling of the psychic
passions and the attainment of perfect apatheia. If we take NeHTOY to refer to the souls,
then the light comes into being within themse/ves when they are in a state of apatheia.

28  The badly damaged passage at the bottom of p. 1 and top of p. 12 appears to be saying
something to the effect that the luminous models that come into being within each soul
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the indwelling tupos is attained through self-seeking; thus, at 44.1-5, while the
eponymous visionary is in mid-ascent (apparently at the level of Autogenes),
the revealer Ephesech informs him, “The person that can be saved is the one
that seeks himself and his intellect (nous) and finds each of them. And how
much power this one has!"?® Ephesech then explains (at 44.17—22) that one
who is saved can assimilate oneself to, and then transcend, each (presumably
aeonic) stratum, and also that one can become divine through self-reversion.
As in Plotinus’s concentric topology of the mystical subject, this self-reversion
is explicitly equated to a return to the divine principle in oneself: “Whenever
one [wishes], one again separates from all these and withdraws (anachorein)
into oneself; for one becomes divine, having withdrawn to God.”° The motif
of self-reversion similarly recurs in the subsequent discussion of the incarna-
tion of the soul; here Ephesech implies—in language again reminiscent of
Plotinus—that those in need of salvation only “come down to birth” because
of a deficiency resulting from the repeated failure of the (presumably pre-
incarnate) soul to withdraw (anachorein) perfectly to itself and thus to appre-
hend its inherent transcendentalia in absolute unity.3! Conversely, however,

assist in the soul’s progressive ascent through the aeons, as souls are transferred from the
various copies (antitupoi) of aeons with which the tupoi are associated (in the stratum of
Aeon copies?), to the actually-existing aeons themselves; thus 12.9-15: “They are trans-
ferred individually from the copy of the Exile to the actually-existing Exile, from the copy
of the Repentance to the actually-existing Repentence,” and so on. This interpretation is
confirmed later, at 46.6—30. Cf. Enn. v1.9[9].11.44—45, €l d¢’ abtod puetafaivol wg eixwv mpog
Gpxétumov, TéNog dv Exot Tijg TTopElag.

29  Zost. NHC VIII 44.1-5 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): MPWME A€ ETEWAYNAZMEY
re MH €T KMTE NCWY MN TEYNOYC aYD NUGINE RMro[y]a moya MMOOY' ayd®d Xe€
oYNT[a]q m[May N]JoYHP NGOM.

30  Zost. NHC VIII 44.17—22 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH). epwn’ eqma[noy]ww
AN oN e[@]agqnop[Xx. N]c[a]BOXx NNl THPOY' ay® N[TOY] NGPaNAXWDPI[N €]poy
Maya[aq] malrap ma[qo]one [N]NOY[TE] eagpaNaxd[pl]n €MNOYTE.

31  Zost. NHC VIII 45.9-46.6 [text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH; complete passage in
Appendix C4], to which compare Enn. v.3[49].12.35—38: “It is necessary, then, so that any-
thing else can exist, that that one abide quietly by itself, or it will move prior to moving
and will think prior to thinking, <or else> its first activity will be incomplete, being only an
impulse” (3&l odv, tva Tt &Ao Doy, ouylow dyew £¢’ outod mavtoyod éxelvo- el 8¢ un, 1) mpd
o0 xtvnBijvan xwvioeTa, xat Tpo Tod voijoat vonael, <i)> 1) TpwTy Evépyeta adTod dTeANs EaTar
Spu) udvov odow); also 111.8[30].8.31-38: “Since also when it contemplates the One [or: even
when the One contemplates] it is not as one; if not, it would not become Intellect. But be-
ginning as one, it did not remain as it began, but unaware of itself, became multiple, as it
were, weighted down, and unravelled itself wanting to have everything—as it was better
for it not to have wanted this, [for] it became the second—Ilike a circle unravelling itself
it became shape and surface and circumference and center-point and lines, both those
above and those below” (émel xat dtav 16 Ev fewpf), oly &g €v- el 3¢ pm, ov yivetat volg. dMa
dpEdpevos wg v oty &g fipato Euevey, dAN Ehabey Eavtdy ToAdS Yevduevos, olov BeBapnuévog,
ol g&efhiBey albtdv mévta Exetv BEAwV—ag BéNTIOV AV adTd i) €0ehjoon Tobto, Seltepov Ydp
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(Ephesech continues) one can be saved if one “takes light” (X1 Mnoyoem: 46.1)
and ascends with the assistance of certain mysterious “glories” ([N]icooY) that
accompany one while still in the cosmos. The sense is recondite; initially it
might seem that the glories are independent entities, and would therefore du-
plicate the function of the autophanous tupoi within the self, but the remain-
der of the passage suggests that the salvific “glories” and the powers or tupoi
within the soul are in fact to be identified with each other. The “glories” are
redescribed as “perfect thoughts” (2[en]noHMa NE NTEN[1]0C) within “powers”
(noom), and they are explicitly equated with “tupoi of salvation” (2enTymnoc
[ne] NTe oyoyxal).32 These salvific tupoi are, one may presume, identical to
the luminous tupoi that (as we have seen earlier, at 11.9 ff.) appear autophani-
cally within the aspirant when he or she is able to attain a perfect state of con-
templative apatheia; this is perhaps what is meant by the soul “taking light.”33
The aspirant is thereby “empowered” and thus is able to exit the cosmos and
ascend through the aeons by means of successive visions of these luminous
indwelling powers: “One takes a tupos, receives strength from each of them,
and with the glory as a helper (boéthos), one will thus pass out from the cosmos
and all the aeons.”3* Finally, another extensive passage (pp. 22—24) confirms
that the tupoi correspond to fragments of the hypercosmic aeons within the
aspirant; thus in response to Zostrianos'’s inquiry—“How then can one acquire
an eternal tupos?” (22.2—4)—Ephesech describes the process of ascent as a se-
ries of successive ablutions representing various modes of knowledge of, and

yéveto—olov yap xdxhog EEeAifag adtov yéyove xal oxfjua xal éninedov xol mepipépetar xal
x€vTpov xal ypappal xal T& KEV dve, T 3€ xATw).

32 Zost. NHC VIII 46.15—27 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): “This is why (powers) are
appointed for their salvation, and each of the powers resides in this world. Within the self-
begotten ones corresponding to each of the [aeons] stand glories so that one who is in
the [world] might be saved beside them. The glories are perfect thoughts (vénua téAetog)
appearing in powers. They are imperishable because [they are] tupoi of salvation which
each saved one receives” (€TBe n[ai] ceTHW €2pai €XN mMOyXxail N[TE] Nal YD NAIGOM
Nal ceqo[or] M mMa" aYM N2pal N Niay[TO]reNHe KaTa noya noya NTe n[ie]mon
cea2epa[TO]Y NG1 2eNe00Y FiNa X € €4eNo[Y]eM Nea crup Na[i] No1 H eTMN[1Ma" N]
1€00Y A€ 2[eN]NOHMA Ne NTEN[1]oc eYON? eM[N] GOM NCETAKO X€ ENTYTIOC [Ne] NTe
oyoyxal eTeewap[e]u[oya] noya xi1Toy eyenoygm egp[ai €]pooy). [See complete
passage in Appendix C5]. Cf. Enn. v.8[31].11.18—-19: ofotg éxedev #xel Exhdumovta tois vorjuaat.

33 Compare, for example, Great Pow. NHC VI 47.9—24, trans. Wisse, CGL: “Then the souls will
appear, who are holy through the light of the Power, who is exalted above all powers, the
immeasurable, the universal one, I and all those who will know me.... and they all have
become as reflections (eikon) in his light. They have all shone, and they have found rest in
his rest.”

34  Zost. 46.27-31 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): 2y €4X1 TYTOC' €4[€]X1 GOM €BOX
21N mal mal” ay[w] eyNTay Mmeooy NoyBoneo[c] mmp[H]Te wayc[i]ne mmrocmoc
ay[w neJon [ru]m.
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assimilation to, the “waters” corresponding to each aeonic stratum up through
that of Barbelo,3> and explains that this process is enabled by the consubstan-
tiality of one’s inherent tupos and its corresponding aeonic archetype; thus,
“according to each place one has a portion of the eternal ones [and] ascends
[to them].”36 Precisely as in Plotinus, the “ascent” requires a progressive assimi-
lation to ever more interior aspects of the subject’s own self, each of which ap-
pear as a luminous manifestation at the culmination of an act of self-reversion.

3.3 Mystical Self-Reversion and Autophany in Allogenes

As in Zostrianos, the conjoined themes of mystical self-reversion and auto-
phany similarly pervade Allogenes; unlike Zostrianos, however, the motif of
self-reversion underlies the entire structure of the ascent and persists through-
out the final stages, even up to and including the ultimate apprehension of
the Unknowable One. The clearest textual example of an autophany in the
Platonizing Sethian corpus—one with distinct Plotinian echoes3"—occurs at
Allogenes 52.6-13, during the preparatory phase of ascent: “[My soul became]
weak and I escaped (from it); I hastened greatly, and [I] turned to myself alone;
I saw the light that [surrounded] me and the Good that was in me. I became

35  Turner 1988 has pointed out that in the Sethian corpus baptism and immersion are very
closely related with visionary experience, and points to the origin of the Sethian ritual in
Jewish baptismal rites.

36 Zost. NHC VIII 23.17-21 (text Turner, 20004, 532): KaTa MOYa MOYa [NNI|TOMOC OYNTaY
MMaY NO[Y]MEPIKON NTE NId)a €NE[2” aY ]| WayBwk €2[pail €pooY]. Plotinus similarly
attributes tupoi to individual Forms in the intelligible at v1.7[38].16.4—6: “Each is thus a
form, each is also as it were its unique tupos, but being in the form of the Good, all have in
common that which runs over them all” (éxoaatov pév odv ldog, Exaatov xai 1diog olov tomog:
dryafoetdeg 3¢ Bv wowdv 6 emibéov Emi mdat mhvta Eyet).

37  Thesimultaneous vision of the first principle—the Good (to agathon) of Plato’s Respublica
(now interiorized within the mystical subject), and also of light from within oneself that
also surrounds one (moyen eTkwTe)—to which one may also compare Plotinus’s use
of the verb periphatizein to describe the autophany at v1.9[9].4.20—is reminiscent of
the autophany of v1.9[9].9.55-56: “Here, at this point, one can see both him and oneself”
Compare also the vision of the indwelling, agathoeidés light at v1.8[39].15.14—21. Here,
however, the author of Allogenes appears to have calqued language typical of Middle
Platonism onto an (apparently original) mystical epistrophe; cf. for example, Alcinous,
Didaskalikos 10.6.1—7 (text Whittaker 1990): fewpdv ydp Tig ... 8 adTo T dyabov voel xat o
Tp&TOV EpaaTdY Xal EQETOV Bomep PAS pavév xarl ofov oy Tf obtwg dviovay Yuyf- TodTe
3¢ wal Bedv ouvenivoel Sta TV &v T Tipuiw Drepoyhv.
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divine.”38 Here—to paraphrase—the eponymous visionary (i) exits his soul,39
(ii) “turns” or reverts to his true, solitary, self, (iii) sees both a light surround-
ing himself and the Good (agathon) within himself, and finally (iv) is divinized
(we may recall the general statement we have just seen at Zostrianos 44.17—22
that divinization follows from self-reversion). In this case, however, the ini-
tial self-reversion and its ensuing divinization are not the ultimate goal, but
instead—as is often the case in Plotinus’s descriptions of autophany—serve as
a prerequisite for the final moments of ascent.*! Immediately after this passage,
at Allogenes 52.15-18, Youel informs Allogenes that since he has come to know
the Good within him, he is now ready for an even greater revelation; later, at
56.14—21, just prior to the eponymous visionary’s century-long period of medi-
tation, she reiterates the need for further self-seeking, and explicitly connects
it with knowledge of one’s kinship with the hyperontic (“pre-existent”) deity:
“If you [seek with a perfect] seeking, [then] you shall know the [Good that is]
within you; then [you will know yourself] as well, the one who is [from] the
God who truly [pre-exists].”42

The act of self-reversion is repeated yet again during the ultimate phase of
the visionary ascent through the Triple Powered One. This is portrayed as a
tripartite introversion towards increasingly interiorized aspects of Allogenes’s
own self. Allogenes attains each of the three powers—Blessedness, Vitality, and
Existence—by means of an act of contemplative “withdrawal,” each of which
culminates in the sudden apprehension of a higher principle within himself.
As in both Zostrianos and Plotinus, the verb anachorein (=panaxwpi) is a tech-
nical term connoting contemplative self-reversion;*? it also occurs elsewhere
with the same sense in the Platonizing Sethian corpus and throughout Gnostic
literature, where it also indicates the heavenly return of a divine figure.** The

38  Allogenes NHC XI 52.6-13 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): a[cp 6]aB 2n[T" N6t Taty]
Xt ay® [a]ep eB[on a€i@T]OPTP eMaTe ay[@ 2€likOT T  epoel oya[aT ™ alemay
€MOYOEIN €[T KW]TE €POEI MN MATAO0N €TNRHT A€1P NOYTE.

39  The implication may be that the mystical subject needs to “escape” from the soul—or
from some aspect of it—because it is an inferior, demiurgic creation, the dwelling of the
reviled passions, and therefore must be transcended during the ascent.

40  This “turning,” rendered here with the Coptic verb kwTe, parallels Plotinus’s use of
epistrophé to describe mystical self-reversion.

41 Cf. Enn. v1.8[39].15.14—21.

42 Allogenes NHC XI 56.14—21 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): [e]lgmne ekma[nmine gn
oy]mine e4XH[K €BOX" TOTE] €KeEIME €M[IATAO0N €TN[PHTK" TOTE €[keeMe €pok]
WK’ TH €T [Woor €BOX g1] NOYTE €TP [WopTt N@yoor] oNTwC.

43 E.g., in Philo, De specialibus legibus I, 298; De vita contemplativa 89;

44  E.g, in Bk. Thom. NHC 1I 139.30—31; Orig. World NHC 11 127.4; Great Pow. NHC VI 46.6;
Paraph. Shem NHC VII 43.30.
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related (but badly damaged) Platonizing Sethian tractate Marsanes similarly
uses the terminology of anachoresis explicitly to describe contemplative self-
reversion leading to the knowledge of the transcendent Triple Powered One.*5
That Allogenes'’s anachoresis specifically involves a reflexive or selfward mo-
tion is confirmed by the Luminaries’ final instructions, in which they exhort
him to “withdraw” to the Vitality by “turning to” or “seeking yourself” (ekkwTe
Ncwk).46 In Allogenes’s post-factum report of the ascent (60.12—61.22), he
describes the three phases in detail [see the complete passage in Appendix
C7]. (i) First, an initial “stillness of silence” abides within himself, and yet—
paradoxically—he “hears” the Blessedness; by means of this Blessedness he
“knows (his) proper self"4” This phase is apparently to be equated with the
attainment of the Intellect proper, associated with discursive thought (repre-
sented by the audition)*® and perfect self-knowledge.# (ii) In the next phase,

45  Marsanes 9.21-28 (text Funk and Poirier, BCNH): “We have all withdrawn to ourselves. We
have become silent, and when we came to know him, that is, the Three-Powered, [we]
bowed down; we [...] [we] blessed him [...] upon us” (aNaN THPN aN[paJuaxmpt NeN
a2N[@m]re eNKaPAE[IT aYMD N]TAPNCOYMN[] 2DMN X€] MATWaM[TE NGaM 1€ a2N]
M22TN a2N[1 €ay agNcMoy apay [...] aXn y[...]). Cf. Enn. 111.8[30].9.29—31: Jel Tov
volv olov els tolrmiow dvaywpely xai olov éautdv dpévta Tolg el dmiodev avtod. The verb dva-
Xwpely occurs, interestingly, in the context of another classic Platonic “apocalypse,” that
of Timarchus in Plutarch, in a passage reminiscent also of Zostrianos’s ascent in a light-
cloud, De gen. soc. 590b (text de Lacy and Einarson, 1953, LCL): “While withdrawing back
up (anachorousa), [out of his skull through his cranial sutures, Timarchus’s soul] mixed
with air that was radiant and pure ...” (g &' dvaywpodoa xatepiyvuto Tpdg dépa Sty xat
xaQapdv dapévy).

46 Allogenes NHC XI 59.9-16 (text Funk and Scopello, BcNH): “O Allogenes! Behold your
Blessedness, how it exists in a silence by which you know your proper self. And withdraw
upon the Vitality—that which you will see moving—by turning to yourself’ (maxxo[r]
€NHC €NAY €TMNT MaKAPIOC €TNTaK NO€ €T (OOT ¢N OYCIMH' TH ETEKEIME €POK
NEHTC KATAPOK' aYM 2PIANAXMPL €XN TMNT MNP €KKMTE NCMK' TH €TEKNANAY
€poc eckiM’). According to Crum (1939, 125a), the verb kwTe with the prepositional object
marker MMo= usually indicates the reflexive “to turn oneself;” or “return,” (e.g., epistrephes-
thai), while with the preposition Ncws= it primarily means “to seek.” This latter option
would be a possibility here on the basis of e in a similar context at Allogenes 56.16 (cf.
Turner 2004, 94); however, it appears likely that the spatial connotation is indicated by
the immediate context of the metaphor of “withdrawal”; thus also Scopello’s translation
in BCNH: “en se tournant vers toi-méme.”

47  If we accept the emendation at 60.18 of KATAPOC to KaTapo<1>; this is proposed by King
(1995, 148) and Turner (2004, 184) (and accepted by Scopello in her translation in the
BCNH edition, but not reproduced in the BCNH text) on the basis of the nearly identical
instruction at 59.13.

48  Plotinus similarly uses audition as a metaphor for the intital phases of mystical appre-
hension, at, e.g,, 111.8.[30].9.26; a mention of mystical audition similarly occurs at Corp.
Herm.10.7.

49  Elsewhere in the text (49.26—37) we find “Intelligence” (+NOHTHC) occupying the position
of Blessedness in the noetic triad.
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Allogenes “withdraws upon” (anaxwpt €Xn) the second power, Vitality, by
“turning towards it"—or, possibly, “towards <myself>":50 “And I withdrew upon
the Vitality as I turned towards (myself), and I accompanied it to enter within
(together) with it, and I stood, not firmly but still. And I saw an eternal, in-
tellectual motion that pertains to all the formless powers, which is unlimited
by limitation.”! In the Sethian ontogenetic schema, as in Plotinus, vitality,
and motion appear to characterize the first efflux of the supreme principle;
above this one finds the transcendent stability of Existence, correlated with
the supreme principle itself. The motion of Vitality is said to be unlimited by
Form (eide) that is present in the Intelligible; and although it is in motion, it
is indivisible and unlimited.5? At this stage, then, the vision supersedes even
perfect self-knowledge, as Allogenes has apparently transcended Form and
thus intellection altogether. The peculiar phrase a€1p @BHP NBWDK €20YN €POC
nMMac—“I accompanied (lit. ‘befriended’) it (i.e., the Vitality) to enter into it
(together) with it"—is puzzling, but the spatial sense of interiorization is clear;
the notion of entrance “into” the power together with the power itself hints at
the image of a priest or mystagogue leading the initiate into the successive en-
closures of a cult-sanctuary (Plotinus also frequently uses the image of enter-
ing a sanctuary, yet for him, the emphasis is instead upon solitude within the
temple). More importantly, however, one may recall Plotinus’s unmistakable
echo of this passage at 111.8[30].9.32—39—tellingly, in the opening treatise of
the Grofsschrift—in which he describes the penultimate stage of ascent as a
mystical anachoresis in which the Intellect surrenders itself to a hypernoetic,
eternally burgeoning principle of Life, a vital principle that also serves in some
manner as the faculty of hypernoetic apprehension.>® We also encounter here

50  If one accepts the possible emendation of ms. Rcwc to Ncw<i>. at 60.20. Though it is
hardly necessary for my argument, the rationale is that if indeed one accepts the emenda-
tion at 60.18 on the basis of the parallel at 59.13 (see n. 47 supra), then similar evidence
(i.e., 59.15: €KKTE NCWK) supports a similar emendation here. It is easy to imagine how
a scribe, having already made an error at 60.20—thus having forgotten the unfamiliar
reflexive formula he or she correctly transcribed on the previous page—would simply
repeat the same error a few lines later. One argument against this reading, however, is the
fact that the next line has an ambiguous third-person indirect object (possibly the Vitality
itself?) which is possibly what is referred to here.

51  Allogenes NHC XI 60.19—28 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): ay® a€IPaNaxmpl €XN
TINT NP €IKWTE NCMC 2YD A€IP WBHP NBMDK €R0YN EPOC NMMAC' AYD 2€IALEPAT
NPpal ¢N OYTaXPO aN' dAXA ¢N OYPPOK' ayM aiNay €YKIM N2 €NE2 NNOEPON
NATTIPX. €MANIGOM THPOY M€ NNAT €1A0C NNAT 1 TO®) €poy &N oYt TOQ).

52  We have seen that Plotinus too describes the PNE in terms of “life” and “motion.”

53  Enn. 111.8[30].9.32—34: “if it wishes to see that one, it must not be altogether intellect.
For it is itself the first life, being an activity in the going-through-and-out of all things”
(el €0€or Exelvo pdv, ) Tdvta vody elvat. "Eatt pév yap adtds {wi) mpwty, vépyeto odoa &y
31eE6dw TRV avTWY).
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the common Sethian motif of “standing” in contemplation, a motif which,
as we have seen, similarly occurs in Plotinus’s accounts of autophany.5* (iii)
Finally, in the third phase, Allogenes’s self-withdrawal is repeated yet again; he
“withdraws upon” the Existence and finds it “standing and at rest according to
an ‘image and likeness’ of that which is invested upon me by a revelation of the
Indivisible and that which is at rest.”5> The passage is ambiguous and offers
two possible interpretations. On the one hand, it may be that (a) Allogenes’s
apprehension—his “finding” (6NT)—is what is enabled by means of (eBox
&iTn) the revelation or manifestation (0ywng €BoX) of the Indivisible One it-
self; support for this interpretation may be found in the fact that the motif of
investiture with a heavenly garment at the moment of angelification or other
forms of transformation occurs in other Sethian tractates and is also ubiqui-
tous in the apocalyptic literature upon which Allogenes is modeled. Or, on the
other hand, it might be that (b) “that which is conferred or invested upon”
him is the result of the revelation; in this latter case we may perhaps connect
the “image” and “likeness” process with the luminous tupoi that we have seen
earlier. In either case, however, it is certain that the object of Allogenes’s appre-
hension resembles or reflects himself as an eikon: a term with which Plotinus
also describes both the PNE and the transcendental self. In other words, at this
third phase of self-reversion, having attained perfect stasis and rest, Allogenes
apprehends the final power of the Triple Powered One—namely, Existence—
as his own image. This autophany enables him to advance to the ultimate phase
and attain the Unknowable One.5¢

Thus having attained the third and final power, Existence (huparxis),
Allogenes is finally on the verge of apprehending the supreme transcendent

54  On the theme of stasis and stability as essential to Sethian identity and praxis, see
Williams 1985.

55  Allogenes NHC XI 60.30—-37 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): a€ipaNax@pt €XnN
TeYTAPZIC TH €TACIGNTC ECALEPATC” aYMD ECPOPK MMOC KaTa OYSIKIN MN OYEINE
NTE [MH €T TOE JIMMT * €BOX SITN OYMNP €BOX NTE MAT M) MN MMH €TROPK MMOY.
It is interesting to note here that each stage of the threefold self-withdrawal involves a
slightly different cognitive modality. The first apprehension, that of Blessedness, is purely
intellectual and occurs by means of audition, suggestive of discursive thought. Allogenes
then “sees” the motion of Vitality. The apprehension of Existence, the supreme power of
the Triple Powered One, is presented in the implicitly visual terms of image and likeness,
but perhaps deliberately, neither hearing nor sight is specified, suggesting some more
ineffable form of perception.

56  One may of course connect Allogenes’s sequential passage through the Triple Powered
One with Plotinus’s veiled references to the noetic triad in accounts of mystical ascent;
see Excursus on the enigmatic Sethian tupoi and their possible reflection in Plotinus,
pp. 162-164 infra.
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principle by means of an ineffable “unknowing” and an enigmatic “primary
revelation” (to which we will return in §4.4.1). At this point in the text, however,
we encounter a peculiarity. The climactic description of the transcendental ap-
prehension that follows the description of ascent through the Triple Powered
One seems to repeat itself; indeed, the two sentences (at 60.37-61.14) are so
similar that at first glance one might suspect dittography. On closer inspec-
tion, however, it becomes clear that the duplication is deliberate; the two de-
scriptions of “primary revelation” differ slightly and thus mean to subdivide
the experience of transcendental apprehension into two sequential moments.
First, the penultimate moment: [1] “I was filled with a revelation, by a primary
revelation of the Unknowable, as though ‘unknowing’ him, I knew him and
received power from him, and having received an eternal strength, I knew
that which exists within me and the Triple-Powered and the manifestation of
that of his which is uncontainable.”>” Next, the ultimate moment: [2] “And by
means of a primary revelation of the First one unknowable to them all—the
god who is beyond perfection—I saw him and the Triple-Powered One who
exists in them all."58 The differences between [1] and [2] are subtle but signifi-
cant. In phase [1] Allogenes is (i) “filled” with the revelation and thus (ii) “per-
manently strengthened” (as we have seen, both “filling” and “strengthening”
are specific technical concepts that occur repeatedly in Plotinus’s accounts
of autophany).5® Allogenes then apprehends (i) the Unknowable One, (ii) the
principle that abides within himself (eT@oont NgHT), (iii) the Triple Powered
One, and finally, (iv) the manifestation of the Triple Powered One’s “uncon-
tainableness” or “unboundedness” (TMNTXT@®N); yet again, this foreshadows
Plotinus’s description of the hylic-seeming indefiniteness and / or unbound-
edness of the transcendental self qua PNE. In moment [2], Allogenes again
apprehends (i) the First One and (ii) the Triple Powered One; yet in this case,
unlike [1], both are described in universal, not individual, terms: the First One
as universally unknowable NaT[c]oY®NY NaY THPOY), the Triple Powered One
as universally immanent (NeHTOY THPOY). In support of this interpretation is

57  Allogenes NHC X1 61.4-8 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): €a€1X1 NOYXPO NZHT' [N]ma
€NER" ACICOYDN MH €[ T'@]oon NeHT NN mAUT 60[M] MN moymw €[Bo]x NTe
ufiJaT @wn epoq ¢[Tn]Tay. Given the ambiguity of the preposition ¥n- it is possible
that the inherent principle and the Triple Powered One are meant to be identical and / or
both to abide “within” the mystical subject.

58  Allogenes NHC X1 61.8-14 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH ): a[Y(] €BOX $ITH OYMNT @OPTI
n[oy]mNp €BOA NTE M@OPT NAT [C]OYWN] NaYy THPOY' TNOYTE €T XO0CE €TENOC
aiNay €poY MIN MMMT GOM €T @OOIT NPHTOY THPOY.

59  Cf, for example, v.5[32].8.12, where the transcendental self is “as if filled with strength”
(olov TAnpwbels uévoug); see discussion in Ch. 3, Strengthening / perfecting, p.107 and infra.
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the enigmatic statement by the luminaries during the previous instructional
phase that Allogenes has within himself an inherent tupos that corresponds to
“all these” (nal THPOY, if we accept the reconstruction) or perhaps “these uni-
versal ones,” “everything”: “According to the impression (tupos) that is within
you, know that it is the same with all these ones, according to the same pat-
tern (cMoT).”60 This may in turn be brought into connection with the inherent
tupoi in Zostrianos that we have seen to model the higher principles within
the aspirant’s own subjectivity. We may, therefore, conclude that the first pri-
mary revelation—the penultimate phase [1]—entails the initial apprehen-
sion (or autophany) of the hypertranscendental powers as they inhere within
Allogenes’s own individual constitution as an eikon or tupos, as it were, of the
ultimate mystical union, while the ultimate phase [2] describes the visionary’s
experience of the attainment of the Unknowable One in some more objec-
tive, universal, actuality. Here we have an apparent precursor of Plotinus’s
extremely subtle and easily overlooked distinction between, on the one hand
(i) the penultimate moment at which the mystical subject, having already ex-
perienced the autophany (phase C), attains a perfect self-coalescence (phase
C2)—i.e., the moment at which it converges with the subject’s own transcen-
dent center-point or transcendental self, which is virtually indistinguishable
from the One—and, on the other hand (ii) the ultimate moment of MUO in
which the subject is reabsorbed, as eikon towards its archetupos, into the un-
bounded radiance of the first principle itself (phases D and E). We may also
detect an echo of this Sethian construction—“in me” versus “in them all” or
“in everything”—in Plotinus’s very last words: “Try to lead the god in us back to
the divine in the all”6!

3.4 Excursus: The Enigmatic Sethian Tupoi and their Possible Reflection
in Plotinus

We have seen that both Zostrianos and Allogenes refer to enigmatic luminous
tupoi—*“types,” “models,” or “impressions”—that appear within the soul of
the autophanous aspirant. In Zostrianos the tupoi are equated with “helpers”
(boethoi) that assist the aspirant during the ascent, while in Allogenes the vi-
sionary is said to have an indwelling tupos that corresponds to “all these” (re-
alities) or, possibly, the “universals.” What is meant by this? One might note
that the language of eikon and tupos pervades the Sethian corpus and also
can be found in Valentinian texts. The term tupos itself—which can mean

60  Allogenes NHC XI 59.38-60.2 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): KaTa MTYIMOC €T MOOT
NEHTK" €Me ON Ntee [60] [X]e eqwoort Ritee gN N[al THPO]Y KaTa MeicHOT .
61 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 2.26—27: melp@abe tév v v Bedv dvdryew mpog T6 €v @ mavti felov.
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ambiguously either the impression or the model from which the impression
is made—was important in Stoic epistemology,52 but it was also already em-
ployed by Philo of Alexandria in a theological sense, to describe the innate
impression of the divine in the human mind.%3 Something of this sort un-
doubtedly underlies the Sethian conception. Yet another connotation of the
word tupos is a “carved figure” or a “statue,’®* and it is therefore possible that
the Platonizing Sethians envisioned these, interior tupoi, to be something like
statues or imprinted figures of the transcendentalia that inhere within the
soul. As we have seen, Plotinus frequently makes use of the image of intrapsy-
chic statues or images. We may recall that at 1.6[1].9.14 he uses the elaborate
simile of the transcendental self as a “statue” or “cult-image” (agalma), and
later in the chapter, he equates the statue with the faculty that sees or unites
with the One. He then insists that this faculty—now called the indwelling “eye
that sees the great Beauty”—specifically obviates the need for a “guide” or
“demonstrator” (deiknus).5® Plotinus thus makes a close association between
(on the one hand) the intrapsychic image of the divinized self described as a
cult-icon, and (on the other hand) the function that it replaces, i.e., that of the
mystagogue who guides the aspirant on the mystical ascent. We have seen that
Zostrianos mentions enigmatic tupoi within the soul that assist as “helpers”
(boethoi) in the ascent. Might this Plotinian passage be a deliberate response to
the Platonizing Sethian image of the indwelling statue as a mystagogue? That
the image of the transcendental self as a cult-icon had a particular importance
for Plotinus is indicated by the fact that he repeatedly returns to it in various
guises, and with a variety of terms, throughout his works.%6 For example, in
the very next treatise he wrote after our original passage of 1.6[1].9—i.e., his
second, 1v.7[2]—he describes the virtues of the soul as inherent “cult-images”
(agalmata) within oneself that one sees when the soul abides “itself by itself in
comprehension of itself” (a0t map’ adtf [H-S! : adti] év Tf) xatavonaet EavTiis:
10.44-45) and “[sees] itself having become isolated” (a0Tov...0pdV uepovwpévo:
49-50). Likewise, as we have seen, Plotinus uses the terminology of eikon and
archetupos to describe the ultimate surrender of the transcendental self (phase
D) at v1.9[9].11.44—45. This may be understood in connection with his imagery
of “imprinting” the soul as tabula rasa in the final stage of MUO, but Plotinus
also implies that it is to be understood as an inherent pre-existing imprint

62  E.g, Sextus Empiricus, Adversus mathematicos 7.373.3.

63  Philo, Quaestiones et solutiones in Genesin 2.62.6.

64  Thus Lsj 18354, citing, among other instances, LXX Amos 5:26.

65  Enn. 1.6[1].9.23—24: “at that point, having already ascended, you have no need for a dem-
onstrator” (évtadfa 1oy dvaBeBrrwg uiétt Tod detevivrog denbels).

66 See Chapter 3 supra, Image / statue / likeness / mental image, pp. 111-112.
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within the soul that enables Mmuo. Much later, at v.8[32].11.3—4—thus mid-
GrofSschrift—he says that the autophanous aspirant “presents himself to him-
self and looks at a beautified eikon of himself”;67 he then proceeds to use more
blatantly Sethian terminology, advising one to “remain within some kind of
tupos of him while seeking to discern into what sort of thing one is entering.”68
Now the ultimate source of image of the statue within the soul is Platonic, and
derives not only from the key passage of the Phaedrus about working on the
statue of one’s beloved, but also from Symposium 215a ff., where Alcibiades
compares Socrates to a statue of a repulsive, satyresque Silenus that can be
split open to reveal cult-images (agalmata) of the (presumably more august)
gods within.6® While the Platonic sources probably lie in the distant—or not
so distant’>—background of both the Plotinian and Platonizing Sethian no-
tion of intrapsychic images, one more proximate source may possibly be found
in earlier (second century) Gnostic thought, in which speculation about both
ontogenesis and salvation through tupoi and antitupoi was already current,”
and where it possibly was related to the ritual use of seals and sumbola.”

67  V.8[32].11.3: Exvtov Tpogépet xal gixdvar adTod xaMwmiodeloay BAémeL

68  v.8[32].11.14-15: #v Tt TR adTod pévovta petd Tod Mrelv yvwpartedew adtéy, ig olov 82
eloeiat.

69  Plato, Symposium 215a5-b3: “I say that he [Socrates] is most like the [statues] of Silenus
seated in the herm-carver’s [workshops], the ones which the craftsmen carve holding
syringes or flutes, the ones which, when their two halves are separated, are shown to have
cult-icons of the gods within” (eyui yap 81 dpotétartov adtdv elvar tolg otdnvois Todtorg Tolg
&v Tolg £ppoyAvgeiols xabnuévols, odativag épyadovral of Sypovpyol abpryyos 7 addods ExovTog,
ot Suydde droryBévteg Qaivovrar Evdobev dydhparta Eyovres Bedv).

70  In aseries of recent (unpublished) colloquium presentations, Turner and Corrigan have
proposed that the Symposium underlies a great deal of the structure of Allogenes, with the
five sequential revelations of Youel corresponding to the five principal disquisitions on
Love—see esp. Turner 2000b, 214-16 [and Corrigan 2013—ed.]. Youel herself might also
be compared to Diotima. On the use of the Symposium by pre-Plotinian Gnostics, see also
Czachesz 2006.

71 E.g, Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 111, 1.113, 1.1.16, 1.1.17, 1.10.1 (tupos); ibid., 1110 (antitu-
pos); Tri. Trac. NHC 1 123.11—-23 (tupos). The widesperead concept of tupoi in Gnosticism
remains to be studied in detail.

72 Thus, for example, according to Origen (Contra Celsum 6.31.29), the ascending Ophite
Gnostic declares to the archon of the fifth realm, “I am watched over by the impression of
an image” (elxévt TOTOL TETNPYUEVOV); also, note the 13 seals (sphragides) that play some
role in the ritual ascension of Marsanes. On inner sunthémata see also Shaw 1999 and
Mazur 2004.
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3.5 Excursus: Echoes of the Sethian Noetic Triad in Plotinus’s
Mystical Passages

While Allogenes makes extensive use of the triadic (Mentality / Blessedness-
Vitality-Existence) structure of the Triple Powered One to organize the se-
quential self-reversions that enable the ascent between the Barbelo Aeon and
the Unknowable One, Plotinus explicitly admits no such formalized structure
to order the phases of ascent “between” Intellect and the One, although as we
have seen, his scheme nevertheless tacitly presupposes a considerable inter-
hypostatic complexity. It is therefore intriguing that in a number of mystical
passages, at the point at which the aspirant is ascending towards the One
from Intellect, Plotinus makes peculiar, even awkward, allusions to the no-
etic (Being-Life-Mind) triad which appears to echo the three powers of the
Sethian Triple Powered One. Unlike Allogenes, however, in Plotinus’s allu-
sions, the elements of the triad occur in no particular order, and do not seem
to represent a hierarchical series; in certain cases, one or another element is
omitted, and the terminology is not fixed. Consider the following passages:
[a] 1.[6].1.7.4-12: “[TThe attainment of it is for those ascending towards the
above and is for those who have been converted and who shed what we put
on while descending—just as with those going up to the [inner] sanctuaries
of the temples, the purifications and taking off of the clothing beforehand,
and the going up naked—until, in the ascent leaving everything behind inas-
much as it is foreign to god, one should see, by oneself alone, it alone, absolute,
simple, pure, from which everything depends and looks to it, and is, and lives,
and thinks; for it is cause of life and mind and being.””® [b] v1.9[9].9.1—2: “In this
round dance one sees the spring of life, the spring of Intellect, the principle of
being, the root of the soul.””* [c] v1.7[38].31.31-34: “In that very moment, she
sees all things are beautiful and true, and she takes on more strength, filled with
the life of being; and having really also become Being herself, and having true
consciousness, she perceives she is close to what she has long been seeking."?>
[d] v1.7[38]-35.42—44: “Therefore the soul does not move, then, since that does

73 [a] 1.[6].1.7.4—12: TebEig 8¢ adtod dvaBaivouat Tpds T dve xal émiotpageiot xal dmoduopévolg
& xaraBatvovtes Nugréouedar olov &ml té dyta T@v lepdv Tols dviodat xabdpoeis e xal fpatiwy
amoBéaelg TV mpiv xal TO yupvols dviéval: Ewg &v Tig TapeAlv v Tfj dvaBdael v aov GANS-
Tptov 00 Beod ot ubvey adtd pdvov 18y elhupwvés, dmhody, xabapdy, dg’ ob mdvta eEYphToL
ol Tpdg adTd PAémel wad dotr wal §j xal voel: {wifs yap altiog xal vod xal tod elvau.

74 [b] vi.g[9].91—2: "Ev 8¢ tabty ) xopela xaBopd Ty pev {wis, Ty 8¢ vod, dpymv dvros,
Sryabod aitio, pidav Puyds.

75  [c] V1.7[38].31.31-34: "EvBa &) €ide pév wohd mdva ol dAnBA v, xai émeppiadn TAéov g
100 dvtog {wijs TApwBelon, xal Svtwg dv xal adTy) yevopéwy xal odveoty dvtws AafBodoa éyydg
odoa aloBdverat o oot {yrel.
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not either. Nor, therefore, is it soul, because that does not /live, but is above
life. Nor is it intellect, because it does not think either; for it is necessary to
become similar."7¢ [e] v1.7[38].36.10-15: “Whoever has become simultaneously
the contemplator and himself the object of his contemplation of himself and
all other things, and having become substance and intellect and the “all-perfect
living being,” should no longer behold it from without, but having become this,
is nearby, and that one is next in order, and it is already close by, gleaming upon
all the intelligible.””” These veiled allusions suggest Plotinus’s tacit acknowl-
edgment of the Sethian Mentality (Blessedness)-Vitality-Existence triad in the
final stages of mystical ascent.

3.6 Autophany in Other Gnostic and Hermetic Visionary Accounts

We have thus seen that both Zostrianos and Allogenes evoke a repeated se-
quence of contemplative self-reversions with corresponding visions of ever
more elevated divine powers or self-manifestations within the aspirant’s own
consciousness. At this point, we may note that this curious motif—that of a
sudden, transformative moment of either self-apprehension or of the appre-
hension of a divine power “within” the human subject—may be found in a
broad array of earlier Sethian, Valentinian, and Hermetic sources, as well as in
certain eddies of the vast and amorphous current of late antique mysteriosoph-
ic literature of uncertain but roughly contemporaneous date; this includes, for
example, extra-canonical apocrypha and apocalyptic literature, Hekhalot lit-
erature, Manichaeaism, and Greco-Egyptian magical and alchemical texts.”8 It
is beyond the scope of this book to discuss this material in-depth or to examine
the complex historical relationship between these other bodies of literature
and the Platonizing Sethian corpus; my focus is primarily on the relationship
of the latter with Plotinus, whose thought is usually closer to theirs than it is
to other Gnostic systems. Yet it will be important to determine the broader
intellectual-historical context of the Platonizing Sethian autophany and—
despite the persistent chronological questions that overshadow many of the
sources—to locate its Sitz im Leben firmly within the philosophically-minded
cultic milieu of pre-Plotinian late antiquity.

76 [d] v1.7[38].35.42—44: A6 003¢ xweltar 1) Puxy) TéTE, ETt UNde Exelvo. OV3E Yuyn Tolvuy, dTt
unde &j éxetvo, 3G OTtép 76 ¢v. OV3E vods, 81t e voetl- dpotodobar yap Sel.

77 [e] v1.7[38].36.10-15: "“Octig yévyran 6uod Beatyg Te xal Béapa adtdg adtod xatl Tév dMwy xal
yevépevos odata xal vods ol {Pov mavredés unrétt EEwbev adtd BAémol—rtodto 8¢ yevbpevog
&yys 2oL, xol T8 Epekfis Exetvo, xai mwaiov adtd 18 &rtl mavti T vontd EmotiiBov.

78  Somewhat surprisingly, given its prevalence, this imagery has not received the scholarly
attention that it deserves.
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3.7 Manifestation of Deity within

Let us turn first to the theme of the luminous manifestation of the deity “with-
in” the human subject. This occurs most notably in the earlier Sethian descent-
pattern treatises in relatively close historical proximity to the Platonizing
Sethian treatises. Thus, for example, in the Gospel of the Egyptians / Holy Book
of the Great Invisible Spirit (NHC 111,2 and 1v,2)—a superficially Christianized
Sethian text that may be an immediate precursor of Zostrianos and thus a fore-
runner of the entire Platonizing Sethian corpus—we find the following hym-
nic liturgical invocation to an indwelling deity:7® “O indivisible self-begotten
one, who are not outside of me. I see you, you who are invisible before every-
one ... Now that I have recognized you, I have mixed myself with the immu-
table; I have armed myself with an armor of light; I have been made light....
I was given shape (morpheé) in the circle of the wealth of the light that is in my
bosom ...”8% In this case, the appearance of the deity is an interior vision; the
deity is described as “not outside of me,” or, elsewhere, as “in the heart.”8! The
vision of the deity corresponds to a vision of the devotee’s own self, now trans-
formed into the shape of a luminous circle.82 One may relate this passage in
turn to a number of eschatological passages in the Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC
X111,1¥) in which the eponymous revealer declares that she has concealed her-
self within the Elect and has manifested herself within them; here also, she has
transformed their shape (morphé).82 These passages reflect the more common
Gnostic anthropological notion that the deity inheres within, or comprises, the
depths of the human being, expressions of which may be found throughout

79  Possibly Yesseus Mazareus Yessedekeus, a common Sethian figure, apparently associated
here with Jesus.

80  Gos. Eg. NHC 111 66.22—67.10 (text and trans. Bohlig and Wisse, CGL, slightly modified):
TIEEINAG NPAN ETNTAK 2LXME! MATAWDMT NAYTOTENHC TIal €TMIABON &N €EINAY
€POK TIAT NAY €POY NNAZPN OYON <N>IM NIM...TENOY XE€ A€ICOYMNK 2€IMOYXT'
MMOEl €METEMEYMIBE ACI20TINIZE MMOEL 2N OY2OTIAON NOYOEIN A€IP OYOEIN...A€LX1
MOPOH oM TTKYKAOC NTMNTPMMA0 MIIOYOEIN 64PN KOYOYNT .

81  Gos. Eg. NHC 111 66.20—21: 211 HT. The expression also occurs on two occasions in the
Platonizing Sethian Steles Seth 122.18 and 123.2. The formula xal &xw e év T} xapdia pov
also occurs in an address to a deity at PGM XI11.931.

82  For the pure soul as spherical, see also Marsanes NHC X 25.21-26.1.

83  Three Forms NHC XIII 45 .16—27 (trans. Turner, cGL): “You will accept robes from those
who give robes and the Baptists will baptize you and you will become gloriously glorious,
the way you first were when you were Light. And I hid myself in everyone and manifested
myself within them, and every mind seeking me longed for me, for it is I who gave an
image (eikon) to the All when it had no shape (morphé). And I transformed their shapes
into other shapes until the time when a shape will be given to the All” See also ibid,,
35.19-20,36.15-16, 22—27, 40.31-34, 47.14-19, 49.20—23; cf. Zost. NHC VIII 61.10; Marsanes
NHC X 25.241f.
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Gnostic literature,3* but in these cases, however, the presence of the deity
within is manifested through a luminous apparition described as a discrete
moment of theophany or visionary event.

3.8 Reflexive Self-Apprehension

Besides the suggestions of deities manifesting themselves within the human
subject, we may also find a number of passages that explicitly describe a re-
flexive self-apprehension or a visionary manifestation of the aspirant’s own,
essentially divine, self. This element is evidently cognate with the Plotinian
autophany (phase C). The clearest example occurs in logion 44 of the (presum-
ably Valentinian) Gospel of Philip, NHC 11 61.29—35: “You saw the prneuma, you
became pneuma. You saw Christ, you became Christ. You saw [the Father], you
shall become Father. Therefore [in this place] you see everything and [do] not
[see] yourself, but [in that place] you see yourself; that which you see, you shall
[become].”85 Although the author may intend a subtle allusion to an epistle of
Paul,®¢ somewhere in the background also lies a current of Aristotelian epis-
temology according to which true knowledge of an incorporeal is equivalent
to identity with it; interestingly, the language of this logion echoes a passage
of Alexander of Aphrodisias that develops Aristotle’s thought in a theologi-
cal direction and also contrasts imperfect knowledge of material objects with
perfect knowledge of ideal forms, which is also equated with self-knowing.87

84  Thus in Gos. Thom. NHC 11 38.6—9 (logion 24), Jesus is made to say, “Whoever has ears
let him hear. There is light within a man of light, and he illuminates the entire cosmos.”
The notion of a luminous, indwelling deity pervades the Nag Hammadi corpus; thus, for
example, Gos. Truth NHC 1 18.29—31, 32.31-32; Gos. Phil. NHC 11 68.8-17; Disc. Seth NHC
VII 49.28-50.3; cf. also the notion of the “inner man” in Valentinian thought, Irenaeus,
Adversus haereses 1.21.4; Basilides’ notion of the seed of the ineffable deity within hu-
mankind, Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 7.21; the manifestation of the “living
book of the living” within the hearts of the Elect at Gos. Truth. NHC I 19.34—20.1; or the
intra-aeonic “light-sparks” or “men of light” in Cod. Bruc. Untitled 8.1-15.

85  See Gos. Phil. NHC 1I 61.29-35 (text Layton and trans. Isenberg, CGL, slightly modi-
fied): akNay ammiNa aK @OIE NN aKNa[Y a]MXC ak@®OIIE NXC akNay an[eiT K]
Na@OIIE REIWT Alx TOYTO [NNEEIMa] MEN KNaY 22mB NIM™ aym® K[Nay epolk’ an
OYa2K' KNAY A€ €POK’ MI[Ma €TH]MAY METKNAY Tap’ €poy’ ekNam[wrie Mm]oy.

86  Schenke 1997 suggests that Gos. Phil. logion 44 is best explained with reference to
1 Cor 13:12, where Paul contrasts his present spiritual knowledge with a future eschato-
logical state in which his knowledge will be perfect: “For now we see in a mirror, dimly, but
then we will see face to face. Now I know only in part; then I will know fully, even as I have
been fully known” (trans. NRSV in Meeks 1989). Even if Schenke is correct, it is neverthe-
less certain that this Pauline passage was itself interpreted Platonically by other Christian
authors; see Mortley 1976.

87  The ultimate source is Aristotle, De anima 430a, but see Alexander of Aphrodisias,
De anima, esp. 86.23—28 (text Bruns): “Prior to the intellect’s actual knowing, the knower



“THE WAY OF ASCENT IS THE WAY OF DESCENT” 169

Yet the theme of self-vision also occurs in less scholastic form, at, for instance,
Gospel of Philip 58.3—5, where the vision of the self is assimilated to a vision of
Jesus: “Some indeed saw (Jesus), thinking that they were seeing themselves...”;
or, later, at 69.8-13, where baptism is equated with the vision of a reflection of
oneself: “No one will be able to see Aimself either in water or in a mirror with-
out light. Nor again will you be able to see (yourself) in light without water or
a mirror. Therefore it is fitting to baptize in the two, in the light and the water.”
Along with these examples, we may consider passages from other apocryphal
Christian or Gnostic sources which reflect similar ideas, such as, for example,
the Apocryphon of James, NHC 1 12.15-17: “Blessed is he who has seen himself as
a fourth one in heaven”; the Gospel of Thomas, NHC 11 47.24—29 [logion 84]:
“Jesus said, “When you see your likeness (€1n€) you rejoice; but when you see
your images (eikon) which come into being before you and which neither die
nor become manifest, how much you will have to bear!” or, finally, the apoc-
ryphal Acts of John, which probably dates from the last third of the third cen-
tury; here, in the role of mystic koruphaios, Jesus states, “ am a mirror to those
who know me,” and exhorts the one following him to “see yourself in me who
is speaking.”®® The vision of the self reflected in the deity—or the recognition
of one’s own identity in that of the deity—is also reminiscent of Mani’s ac-
count of his encounter with his heavenly syzygos in the Cologne Mani Codex:
“I recognized him, and I perceived that I am that one from whom I had been
separated; I bore witness that I myself am he, being entirely the same”;3° or,
similarly, the (apparently related) passage from the Hymn of the Pearl in the
Acts of Thomas: “On a sudden, as I faced it, the garment seemed to me like a
mirror of myself. I saw it all in my whole self. Moreover, I faced my whole self

and the known are other than each other and opposed to each other as things that are
related; but when they are actualized, by becoming one, the opposition ceases. For (then)
it is not possible to fit them into the logic of a relationship. Thus the active intellect, itself
having become the object of intellection, is rightly said to know itself” (7pd pév odv tod
Xt évépyetav TV vodv voely TTpog dMNAL ot To voodv Te xai TO vooluevoy xal dvtixelpeva
GMNA0LG @G TS TTPdS TL, STay 3 EvePYRTLY, EV YIVOMEVA TTAETAL THS AVTIOETEwS. 0VIE Yap Epap-
péLetv avTol ofév ¢ oL Tdv Tod Tpé Tt Abyov. 81 & ot évépyetay vols & abTdS YIVOUEVOS TQ
voNT® eDAGYwS adTov Aéyetal voely); the argument’s theological conclusions are on pp. 88—
89. This of course closely forshadows Plotinus’s doctrine of the identity of intellect with
its objects, e.g,, v.9[5].5-7.

88  95.2 (text Bonnet 1972): "Egomtpév il got @ voolvti pe; 96.1-3: dmoncodw 3¢ pov Tf) xopela
13 ceauTov &v épol AakodvTy, xal iy 8 Tpdoowy Td puaThptd pov otya. The image of Jesus’s
round dance in the Acts of John may of course be brought into connection with Plotinus’s
frequent analogy of a round dance in which the One corresponds to the koruphaios.

89  Cologne Mani Codex (text Koenen and Romer 1998) 24.10-15: Eméyvuwv uév adTov xal guvijra
81 éxetvog &yw el €€ oD diexpibyy. Emepaptipnon 8¢ 811 &yo &xe[1]vog adés elput toog [Aw]g
brdpxwy.
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in facing it, for we were two in distinction and yet again one in one likeness.”°
As in Plotinus, in this schema one must first apprehend one’s higher self as
‘another;,—that is, as one’s heavenly suzugos or “companion-image,”—or, to
use the language of the Gospel of Thomas, “the One must become Two prior to
the reintegration with that transcendental self so that the Two might eventu-
ally become One."?!

Significantly, there are a few texts in which the reflexive self-apprehension
is described as a momentary, experiential event that marks a decisive phase of
aritualized ascent. Besides a few tantalizing (but chronologically quite uncer-
tain) passages in apocalyptic literature and related Hekhalot texts that men-
tion a reflexive vision of the narrator’s own radiant self while approaching the
ultimate face to face encounter with God—e.g,, 2 (Slavonic) Enoch®? and the
Ma‘aseh Merkabah®>—the clearest examples derive from the Hermetica.%* In
the Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth (NHC v1,6), Hermes Trismegistus guides
his son (presumably Tat) into the hypercosmic region towards a coalescence
with the divine Intellect. The ascent is accomplished by means of a series
of “stages” (bathmos) involving lessons from books, prayers, incantations of
voces magicae, and finally a series of increasingly rigorous contemplations

90 Lines 76-78, trans. Bevan 1897, 25, 27.
91  This may be schematized as follows:

TABLE 2 Parallel Plotinian and Gnostic distinction between the apprehension of
and reintegration with the transcendental self

Plotinus Gnostics

“1 becomes 2”  Autophany (phase C) Apprehension of one’s transcendental self
(eikon, suzugos or sunousia) as an ‘other’

“2become 1”  Self-unification (Phase C2) Coalescence or reintegration with one’s
transcendental self

92 2 (Slavonic) Enoch 22.9-10 (trans. Andresen, in Charlesworth 1983): “And I looked at myself
(ms. A: ‘and I gazed at all of myself;) and I had become like one of his glorious ones, and
there was no observable difference.”

93  Ma‘aseh Merkabah 23, lines 722—732, in Janowitz 1989, 51—52: “R. Ishmael said: As soon as
I heard from R. Nehunya ben Hakana, my teacher, this announcement ... I heard, I got up
and asked him all the names of the princes of wisdom and from the question that I asked
I'saw a light in my heart like the days of heaven. R. Ishmael said: As soon as I stood up and
saw my face shining from my wisdom and I began to detail off each and every angel in
each and every palace....” On the relation between apocalyptic and mysticism, see esp.
Gruenwald 1980.

94  Forabrief discussion of the Hermetic “encounter with one’s Self” (despite the suspicious-
ly Jungian aura), see van den Broek 2000, esp. g1-95.
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(thedria).%> At 57.28-58.17, poised at the threshold of the supernal eighth
sphere, the teacher (Trismegistus) himself experiences the climactic vision; he
declares that he has received power (dunamis) and has become Nous. At 58.8,
he exclaims: “I see myself” (tnay epoet).96 A few lines later, the pupil shares in
the vision as well; at 59.26—28, Tat himself says, “We have received this light. And
I myself see this same vision (¢hedria) in you” (aNX€E1 MMEEIOYOEIN" aYW ANOK
TNaY €Teeloempla NOYDT' Ngpal NgHTK); and later, at 60.32—61.2, coupled
with a mention of empowerment: “I see myself! I have received power from you,
for your love reaches us [or, perhaps, ‘causes us to stand’]” (tNay €po€l a€1X1
GOM NTOOTK AMIEKMAEIE TP T[€]ean).%” A moment of self-apprehension ap-
pears at a similar point in the ascent described in Corpus Hermeticum X111,
which presents itself as an esoteric discourse (logos apokruphos) on initiatory
“rebirth” (paliggenesia). At 3.5-15, Trismegistus describes his own experience
of rebirth as an ineffable, incorporeal vision; bewildered, Tat protests that he
has been brought to the point of madness with longing for the vision, but that
he does not yet see himself.%8 Later, however, after having received the teaching
and having successively expulsed the various psychic passions correlated with
the celestial spheres, Tat experiences the vision himself, exclaiming, “Father, I
see the All and I see myself in Nous!” (ndtep, 10 mdv opd xal uavtov év T¢) vot).99
The Hermetic vision thus represents the assimilation of the aspirant to the
noetic cosmos—a theme that also occurs in Plotinus!?0—yet this visionary ex-
perience also recurs in more patently ritualized contexts. In a recondite trea-
tise ostensibly on the fabrication of electrum, Zosimos of Panopolis—who,

95  Mahé1982.

96  The entire passage (Disc. 8—9 NHC VI 57.28-58.17, trans. Dirkse, Brashler, and Parrott, cGL)
reads: “Rejoice over this! For already, from them, the power (dunamis), which is light, is
coming to us. For I see! I see inutterable depths! How will I tell you, O my son? [...] How
[will I describe] the All? I am [Nous and] I see another Nous, that which [moves] the soul.
I see that which moves me from pure forgetfulness. You give me power! I see myself! 1 wish
to speak; fear restrains me. I myself have found the origin (arché) of the power (dunamis)
that is above all powers (dunamis), the one without origin (arché). I see a spring bubbling
with life. I have said, O my son, that I am Nous. I have seen! Discourse is not able to reveal
this”

97 Besides the autophany, empowerment, and stasis, all of which are also Plotinian, see also
V1.7[38].22.18-19: (the autophanous soul) “is raised up above naturally by the giver of love”
(atpeTat @it dve aipouévy) Omo Tod dévtog TOV EpwTa).

98  Corp. Herm.13.4.1—2 (text Nock and Festugiére 1945): Eig paviav pe odx Aiyny xat olotpnaty
PPEVAY Evéaelong, & TdTep- EHavTdV Yap vOv oly Spd.

99  Corp. Herm. 1313. (text Nock and Festugiére 1945).

100 Thus at v.8[31].9-11 and v.3[49].4.4-14. In several visualization exercises (e.g., at v.1[10].2
and v1.7[38].15.24—32) Plotinus advises one to envision the entire cosmos within one’s
own mind, on which see Rappe 2000, 109-12.
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although writing at some point around 300 CE, thus well after Plotinus’s death,
was himself well-versed in earlier Gnostic and Hermetic lore—recounts a
story about a mirror made of electrum that had the property that “when a man
looks at himself in it, it suggests to him the idea of examining himself and puri-
fying himself from his head to the tips of his toenails.” This mirror, he says, was
placed in a temple called the “Seven Gates,” above certain gates corresponding
to the celestial spheres. As in Discourse on the Eighth and Ninth, the moment
of self-apprehension occurs “above” the seven heavens, but just “below” the
supreme stratum; at this point, “When a man looks at himself and sees himself
in [this mirror], he turns his face away from everything that is called gods and
demons, and attaching himself to the Holy Spirit, he becomes a perfect man;
he sees God who is in him, by the mediator of the Holy Spirit."1°! As with other
aspects of Zosimus’s writings, it is impossible to be certain whether the ac-
count is factual or merely symbolic, but lest there be any doubt that a vision of
oneself could be a potential goal of a Graeco-Egyptian ritual practitioner, we
might consider a spell in the Greek magical papyri, PGM VI1.335-340, a “self-
observation” (autoptiké) whose stated goal is to obtain a vision of oneself; the
spell begins, “If you wish to see yourself (¢av BodAy o adtov [1]3elv)...” [then per-
form such-and-such a procedure],1°2 or similarly, at PGM VI11.505-528, a spell
to obtain an “encounter” or “conjunction (sustasis) with your own daimon.
This praxis in turn—to complete the cycle—may be brought into connection
with Porphyry’s anecdote about the theurgical evocation (klésis) of Plotinus’s
own personal daimon in the Iseum of Rome: an indwelling daimén who, ac-
cording to Plotinus’s own demonological theory, represents the apex of the
individual, and, moreover, one who turned out to be, according to Porphyry, “a
god (theos) and not of the genus of daimones.”3

101 Zosimus of Panopolis, Syriac Fragments, Peri aretés Book x11, “On Electrum.” Trans. from
the French in Berthelot 1893, 262—63. The passage continues, “This mirror is placed above
the Seven gates, to the West, so that whoever should look at it sees the East, where shines
the intelligible light, which is above the veil. For this reason it is also situated to the south,
above all the doors that answer to the seven heavens, above the visible world, above the
twelve houses [ie., the zodiac] and the Pleiades, which are the world of the thirteen.
Above these exists the Eye of the invisible senses, this Eye of the spirit, which is present
there and everywhere.”

102 PGM VIL.335-340 (text Preisendanz 1973-1974): Abtomtuey)- €av BovAy o¢ adtov [1]dely,
Aoy puiay xai atipy K[o]mtudv tpipov, Evypte Todg dpBaiuots cov. xai AaPwv mtepdy (Bewg
Sotodwv 18, xploag podivey uipw 1 xptvive, eptedifas d0ovin Buoaivey, g BifAiov Exe petd
xelpag. Aéye 3¢, TQ) dplaTepd dpBoAUE TapeuPAETWY, olTwg. Adyog-.

103 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 10.23—25; cf. Enn. 111.4[15].3.18—27. This connection was made by
Betz 1981. This type of ritual might also be brought into connection with the occurrence
of the term autopsia in Proclus, In Alcibiadem 87 (in connection with Oracula Chaldaica
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3.9 The Distant Delphic Roots of the Gnostic Autophany

We may thus infer that certain late antique ritual practitioners sought, or
claimed to seek, a discrete visionary experience or manifestation of the true
or “inner” self and / or the divine principle inherent within the human being.
Although it is conceivable that they exist, I have been unable to find any exam-
ples of autophany as discrete visionary praxis in Hellenistic religious thought
prior to the early second-century date when the earliest extant Gnostic and
Hermetic works were most likely produced.®* Yet one may note that the im-
petus for this praxis—the search for the divine within oneself—has venerable
philosophical roots in the Delphic exhortation to “know yourself” Long a com-
monplace topos of philosophical ethics, by late antiquity the Delphic maxim
apparently had come to mean “recognize the divinity within yourself” and/or
“remember your divine origin,” on the basis of the belief that the innermost es-
sence of the human being—soul, intellect, or preurma—comprised a fragment,
image, or reflection of the divine: a notion which itself most likely represents a
confluence of several interrelated Platonic,15 Aristotelian,1°¢ and Stoicl°7 ideas.

fr.190) to describe a theurgical visionary ascent, although it should be noted that autopsia
is also used more commonly in the PGM to describe a broad range of vision-seeking spells.

104 One possible predecessor, however, might include catoptromancy, which is apparently
very ancient. In this regard, it is interesting that Turner 1998 has speculated that the
Sethian association between vision and baptism derives from earlier Jewish priestly lus-
tration practices and the close connection between vision and water in Jewish apocalyp-
tic, which itself seems to have originated in hydromancy.

105 Courcelle 1971 has shown that one principal source text for this notion in Neoplatonism is
Plato, 1 Alcibiades 133¢1-6 (trans. Hutchinson in Cooper 1997, 592-594): “Socrates: Can we
say there is anything about the soul which is more divine than that where knowing and
understanding take place? Alcibiades: No, we can't. Socrates: Then that region in it resem-
bles the divine, and someone who looked at that and grasped everything divine—vision
and understanding—would have the best grasp of himself as well” ("Exouev odv eimelv 811
ot Ths Puyiis Oetdtepov 1) Tobro, mepl 8 T dévat TE xal ppovely Eatty; - Odx Eyouev. -oiTw xal
€auTov Qv yvoly udiiorta). Also the possibly spurious 133¢8-17: “Socrates: Just as mirrors are
cleaner, purer, and brighter than the reflecting surface of the eye, isn't God both purer and
brighter than the best part of our soul? Alcibiades: I would certainly think so, Socrates.
Socrates: So the way that we can best see and know ourselves is to use the finest mirror
available and look at God and, on the human level, at the virtue of the soul”

106 The source is the notion of a self-thinking Nous, understood by later commentators to be
the divine mind; thus Aristotle, Metaphysica 12.9-10 1074b15-1075b6.

107 The notion of the consubstantiality of the human mind with the divine and / or the
immanence of the deity (or daimon) is widespread in Stoicism; e.g., Marcus Aurelius,
Meditationes 2.a3; 3.5-6, 12; 510, 27; 12.26; Epictetus, Diabtribai 2.8.11; Seneca,
Epistulae 120.14; Cicero, Respublica v1.26; also more extensive references in Betz 1970.
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This interpretation attained particular prominence in the Hermetic corpus;'°8
but more importantly, as Pierre Courcelle (1974) has eloquently shown—even
without recourse to Nag Hammadi evidence—the Delphic maxim also lies at
the core of Gnostic thought, where the salvific gnosis consists in recognizing
oneself as divine, remembering one’s pleromatic origin, and returning whence
one has fallen. I will not repeat the impressive list of passages that Courcelle
adduces, but I would confirm his observations by adding that an emphasis
on self-knowledge, self-reversion, and self-seeking in close connection with
salvation may be found throughout the Nag Hammadi corpus, including, but
not limited to, the Platonizing Sethian tractates.!%® Indeed, so pervasive is
the theme of self-knowledge in the Nag Hammadi corpus and other Gnostic
sources one might begin to suspect that despite its venerable philosophical
paternity, this notion is Gnostic par excellence.'® An allusion to the Delphic
maxim may even be detected in the first few words of the much-cited defini-
tion of salvific Gnosis itself according to the Valentinian scholarch Theodotus:
“Gnosis is: who we are; what we have become...”1

310  The Transformation of Ethical Theory into Visionary Praxis
One may still wonder about the way in which the Delphic maxim was able
to transform from a rather vague and pedantic ethical precept into a discrete

108 In a pair of exellent articles, Betz 1970; 1981 has demonstrated that this particular inter-
pretation of the Delphic maxim played a significant role in both the Hermetica and the
Greek magical papyri. Indeed, Zosimus makes the connection between the mirror and
the Delphic maxim explicit; see Berthelot 1893, 263): “Que dit en effet la parole philos-
ophique? Connais-toi toi-méme. Elle indique par la le miroir spirituel et intellectuel.” The
Hermetic redeployment of the Delphic maxim (with influence from the 7 Alcibiades) is
also evident, for example, at Corp. Herm. 1.21, the Armenian Definitions 1x.5 Mahé, and in
Zosimus of Panopolis, On the Letter Omega 7.4-11. See also Filoramo 1999.

109 For references to self-knowledge in the NHC apart from the Platonizing Sethian trac-
tates, see, inter alia, Gos. Truth NHC 1 21.5-14 (trans. Attridge and MacRae, CGL): “It is
about themselves that they receive instruction, receiving it from the Father, turning again
to him.... Then, if one has knowledge, he receives what are his own and draws them to
himself” See also Gos. Truth. NHC 1 18.24—40; Tri. Trac. NHC 1 61.34—62.5; Gos. Thom. NHC
11 32.26—33.5 [3]; Gos. Phil. NHC 11 76.17—22; Bk. Thom. NHC 11 138.8-18; Dial. Sav. NHC
111 132.15-19; Teach. Silv. NHC V11 117.3—9; Testim. Truth NHC IX 35.22—36.28, 41.4-17, 45.1-6.
For self-reversion or self-seeking, see Exeg. Soul. NHC 11,6 131.19—21; Gos. Phil. NHC 11 68.8—
17 [Matt 6:6]; Testim. Truth NHC IX 41 1-15; Gos. Truth. NHC I 25.10-19.

110 This is suggested by Quispel 1992.

111 The whole passage, from Clement of Alexandria, Excerpta Theodoto 78.2 (text
Sagnard 1948): “Gnosis is: who we are, what we have become, where we are, whither
we have been cast down, whence we are hastening, whence we are ransomed, what is
birth, what is rebirth” (¥) yv&otg, tiveg Apey, Tl yeybvopey- mod fpey, [#] mod évefAndnpey- mod
omebdopev, mébev Avtpodpeda- Tl yévwnatg, Ti dvaryévwaig).
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visionary praxis or a momentary event in the context of ritualized ascent.
I would suggest that it most likely occurred first within earlier Gnostic and
Hermetic traditions: traditions which placed a significant emphasis both upon
visionary experience and soteriological ascent and which also tended to reify
the ideal abstractions and/or metaphorical constructs of philosophy—such as,
for example, the Stoic passions, Plato’s philosophical ascent, the notion of sta-
bility, the concept of divine providence, and so on—into discrete hypostases
or concrete ritual actions. One early example of the convergence of the motif
of self-knowledge with that of a discrete moment of self-apprehension in the
context of visionary ascent occurs in the apocryphal Acts of Andrew, a Christian
text with Gnosticizing features whose absolute terminus ante quem is mid-third
century, but which probably dates from more than a century earlier.!? After a
lengthy exhortation to recognize oneself as intelligible, luminous, and divine,
we encounter the statement that one who has “seen your own face in your es-
sence (ousia)” will escape the bonds of the body and of the malevolent celestial
authorities and subsequently experience a vision of the “ungenerated” (ou ge-
nomenon) deity'3 As in the more extensive passage of Zostrianos 45-46, self-
reversion and self-recognition are co-implicated and then immediately linked
with heavenly ascent and transcendental apprehension.!"* We may recall that
Allogenes similarly “comes to know his true self” at the level of Blessedness,
immediately prior to his respective visionary experiences of Vitality and

112 A dating close to 150 CE has been suggested by J.-M. Prieur in his introduction to the Acts
of Andrew in Hennecke/Schneemelcher 2003, 2:114-15; see also Prieur 1989; Quispel 1956.

113 Acta Andreae 38.14-18 (text Prieur 1989): “And having seen your own face in your substance
and having broken through every bond—I don’'t mean (only) those having to do with
generation but also those above generation, of whom we have established for you the im-
mensely great appellations—(you should) desire to see that one which has been seen by
you, who has not come into being, the one whom presently you alone will courageously
recognize” (Kai idwv t6 cov mpdowmov év 1jf odaia cov, T& mdvta Stuppnos deaud, od Aéyw Td
Tepl Yevéaews MG xal & Omép yéveaty, Gv gol Tpoavyoplag E8épedo UmeppeyEbels oboag, mé-
Byoov éxetvov i8etv dpbévta o, 0b yevépevov, v Tdya elg pévog yvwploy Bappdv). The philo-
sophical origin of this notion is suggested by the occurrence of the expression A&y mpdg
v €auTijc ovalav to describe the exercise of ordinary reason in a fragment of Plutarch,
Parsne an facultas animi sit vita passiva 2.31 (LCL 429:62).

114 Cf also Zost. NHC VIII17.15, 22.8, 43.15-16, 44.1-4, 76.21—25. Interestingly, a similar associa-
tion of self-vision with heavenly ascent occurs in a clearly apocalyptic / visionary context
in Athanasius’s Life of Anthony 65.2 (text Bartelink 2004), probably written in the follow-
ing century: “At one point, intending to eat, having risen to pray at about the ninth hour,
he perceived himself to be snatched away by thought. And, paradoxically, he saw himself
standing as if having come to be outside of himselfand (as if) having been led into the air by
certain ones” (MéNwv ydp éobiew moté, xal dvaotdg ebiacdat mepl Thv évdtyy Gpav, fiobeto
gautdv dpmaryévta Tf) dtavole. Kai, 6 mapddoboy, éotws EBAemey éavtov domep Ewdev éautod
ytvéuevoy xai wg €lg OV dépa 631yoduevoy HTTO TVwY).
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Existence and thence to the ultimate pair of primary revelations. Moreover,
even when not explicitly connected with vision, specific acts of self-knowing
occur in accounts of an ascent towards the transcendent deity; one may com-
pare a passage of the Tripartite Tractate (NHC 1,5) in which the salvific ascent
through the Pleroma towards the hypernoetic, “pre-existent” (@apit N@oo™)
realm of light—wherein abides the ineffable Father—is accomplished insofar
as one has both “named” and “known oneself"!5 Irenaeus describes a particu-
lar subset of Valentinians who instruct the initiate in a technique of postmor-
tem ascent during which one must ritually declare to the archontic powers and
the Demiurge: “I know myself and I recognize where I am from."'¢ Furthermore,
the theme of the sudden, epiphanic self-apprehension in Valentinian ritual
ascent also corresponds to the classic Gnostic myth, where it is the mythical
prototype of the human race rather than the mystical aspirant who experi-
ences a momentary event of salvific self-apprehension. In the Apocryphon of
John, at the very moment the mental reflection (Epinoia) of the transcendent
light that has hidden herself within the fallen Adam reveals herself to him,
he “immediately recognizes his (own) essence” (NTEYNOY NTap€ q’COYMN
TEYOYClx: BG 60.3—4) or “his image” (Teyene: NHC 11 23.9), and he is awak-
ened.!'” Likewise for the inhabitants of the aeonic realms; thus, referring to the
pleromatic Aeons, the Untitled Treatise of the Codex Bruce says, “Their looking

115 Tri. Trac. NHC I 124.13-25 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL): “The redemption
is an ascent [to] the degrees which are in the Pleroma and to those who have named
themselves and who intelligize themselves according to the ‘power’ of each of the aeons,
and it is an entrance into what is silent, where there is no need for voice nor for knowing
nor for intelligizing nor for illumination, but (where) all things are light, while they do
not need to be illuminated” (OYMNTP Ca N2PHI aN M€ MCMTE a{ YW }NIBAOMOC €TMOOMN
M IMAHPWMA™ aYMD {M}NNENTAYT PEN aApPAY THPOY AY® E€YPNOI HMAY KaTa TGOM
MIIOYEE! TIOYEE! NNAIDN' aY® OYMNTME a20YN )2 TETKAPAEIT' MMMa €TEMN XPEla
NCMH MIMEY OYAE A'TPOYMME' OYAE dTPOYPMNOI OYAE XTPOYP OYO €IN 2Pa0OY dAA
SN2BHYE' THPOY NE OYO NOYOEIN' ENCEP XPla €N NTPOYP OYOEIN aPaY).

116 Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.21.5 (text Rousseau and Doutreleau 1967): “I have come
to see all things, both those that are alien and those that are mine ... I derive from the
genus of the Pre-existent, and I proceed back to the those that are mine, whence I was
released ... Though your mother is ignorant of her own root, I know myself and I recognize
where I am from ...” (Eyw viog dmo motpds, matpds mpodvtog, vidg 3¢ év @ mapdvtt. "HAGov
mavte I0etv T& dMANSTpLa, xal T TOtet-.... xatdyw [L xotdyet] & TO yévog éx Tod mpodvtog, xal
Topelopat TTAAW €ig Td 1St 80ev EMAvBar.... E 1y pnp D dryvoel Ty Eoutii pida, éya olda
EURAUTOY, xal YWOoxw SBev elpl).

117 A similar notion is implied at Gos. Phil. NHC 11 68.22—26 (trans. Isenberg, CGL): “When
Eve was still in Adam death did not exist ... If he enters again and attains his former self,
death will be no more.” Cf. a similar statement attributed to Mani, cited by Theodore bar
Konai in Quispel 1992; also Bk. Thom. NHC 11 139.29—30 (trans. Turner, cGL): “The light will
withdraw (anachorein) up to its own essence (ousia).”
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into their (own) faces was the gnosis with respect to themselves; their journey
to themselves was their turning inwards once again.""'®8 The Second Treatise of
the Great Seth describes what seems to be the appearance of Jesus with the (by
now familiar) technical terms of self-reversion, self-manifestation, and stasis:
“But he, turning himself, often appears to himself, existing as a Monad of all
these, a thought and a father, he being one. And he stands to(wards) them
all.”® The importance of this pervasive Gnostic theme—one which Plotinus
adopted in toto—is underscored by the observation that all of these momen-
tary acts of self-apprehension intentionally reflect, however imperfectly, the
eternal, ineffable, ontogenetic self-knowing of the unknowable deity: a deity
who, for all of his hypertranscendence, is apparently still obedient not only to
Aristotle’s theory of Nous but also to the Delphic admonition: “While he is not
known, he ever knows himself!"120

4 The Faculty of Transcendental Apprehension in Platonizing
Sethianism

4.1 The Faculty of Transcendental Apprehension in the Platonizing
Sethian Treatises

At this point, it has become evident that the related motifs of self-reversion
(phase B) and autophany (phase C) in Plotinus’s ascent to MUO are fore-
shadowed in the Platonizing Sethian treatises and also have a prior history in
a wide variety of earlier Gnostic systems. Now, however, let us return to the
Platonizing Sethian treatises themselves. We have seen that a progressive self-
reversion is necessary but not sufficient for the ultimate attainment of the inef-
fable first principle (the Invisible Spirit or Unknowable One). Both Zostrianos
and Allogenes are, in fact, extremely insistent upon the hypertranscendence
and absolute unknowableness of the supreme principle; and yet, paradoxi-
cally, both Platonizing Sethian tractates provide hints of a transcendental

118 Cod. Bruc. Untitled 247.22—24 (text and trans. Schmidt and MacDermot 1978): aym
TEYGINGOMT €20YN €2PAY 1€ TEMNCIC €20YN EPOOY AYD TEYSIMMOOWME WAPOOY TIE
TIEYKTO €20YN NKECOTL.

119 Disc. Seth. NHC VII 66.12-17 (text and trans. Riley, cGL, slightly modified): tToq ae
€YKMTE EPOY WY2AYOYMDN EBOX Nay €JWM)OOTT NOYMONAC NTE Nai THPOY' OYMEEYE MN
OYEIT * NTOY €4M)OOTT HOYa" aYM €YALEPAT( NAY THPOY.

120 Wis. Jes. Chr. NHC 111 95.12—14 (text and trans. Parrott, CGL): eMEYNOEIE MMOY WaYNOEIE
MMOY oyaaTq oyaTtaynTq ne. Plotinus’s fluctuating insistence that the One cannot know
itself (or at least cannot do so unproblematically) may correspondingly be understood as
a reaction against both Aristotle and the Gnostics.
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epistemology by which the supreme principle may nevertheless be apprehend-
ed. These shared concepts are expressed with a number of technical terms and
concepts whose significance has hitherto remained obscure. In what follows,
we will examine the constellation of Sethian terms that describe the ultimate
moment of ascent, and we will see that they reveal a considerable amount
about the underlying mechanism of mystical apprehension.

4.2 “Primary Revelation” in Allogenes
One central yet still enigmatic feature of the final stages of ascent in Allogenes
is the description of the ultimate apprehension of the Unknowable One—
the final moment of mystical vision at the culmination of the ascent through
the three powers of the Triple Powered One—as a “primary revelation”
(OYMNT@OPTI NOY(MNZ €BOX) or a “first revelation” (OY@WOPTI NOY(NR €BOX).
It appears that this is a technical term, as the phrase “primary” or “first rev-
elation” occurs at least five times throughout the treatise. The first mention
occurs at NHC XI 59.26—-32, during the propaedeutic instruction for ascent
that the eponymous aspirant receives from the luminaries of Barbelo: “And
when you receive a revelation of him by means of a first revelation (NoY@opTt
NOYWNY €BOX) of the Unknowable, the one whom if you know him, ‘unknow’
him!” It occurs again at 60.37—61.1 during Allogenes’s first-person account of
the ultimate vision: ‘I was filled with revelation by means of a primary revela-
tion (OYMNT @optt NOYWN €BOX) of the Unknowable.” Yet again at 61.9-14:
“by means of a primary revelation (OYMNT @opTI N[0Y]WNg €BOX) of the First
one (who is) unknowable to them all, the God who is beyond perfection, I saw
him and the Triple-Powered that exists in them all.” [See the complete passage
in Appendix C7]. At 63.14-16, the “primary revelation” or “initial manifestation”
is described in terms of the Unknowable One’s own self-knowledge: “There is
a primary revelation (€Y@OPTt NOYWNR €BOX) and knowledge of him; it is he
alone who knows himself"?! In each occurrence, the phrase “primary revela-
tion” appears to be a technical term of particular significance, one that denotes
the paradoxical apprehension, or mystical “unknowing,” of the completely un-
knowable first principle.'?2

Let us approach this first by considering the prevailing scholarly opin-
ion: namely, that as it occurs in Allogenes, the phrase “primary revelation”
(MNT@QOPTT NOYNP €BON) refers to a “revelation” primarily in the broad
sense of a transmission of information: information imparted by a deity either

121 Allogenes NHC X1 63.14-16 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH ): €Y@OPTt NOYWNP €BOX 1€ MN
OYTNICIC NTaY ENTOY OYaay €T €IME EPOY.
122 AtAllogenes NHC XI 61.28—31 it is specifically distinguished from an unqualified revelation.
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through discourse, vision, or perhaps even through some more ineffable kind
of experience. The primary revelation would thus convey a paradoxically non-
noetic, intuitive knowledge of the unknowable deity. Indeed, over the course
of numerous publications, Turner has suggested that the “primary revelation”
bears a close relationship with the negative-theological predications of the
Unknowable One.1?3 Initially, in his annotations to the 1990 cGL edition, he
suggested that the phrase may in fact describe the Luminaries’ apophatic dis-
quisition on the Unknowable One at 61.32—-64.37, in contrast with the “ordi-
nary” revelation at 64.37—65.21, where the supreme principle is described with
positive attributes: a conjecture which seems to be supported by the fact that at
61.28—31 the Luminaries introduce their extensive theological discourse, both
negative and positive, by exhorting Allogenes to “hear about [the Unknowable
One] insofar as it is possible by means of a primary revelation and a revela-
tion.” However, in her 1995 commentary on Allogenes, Karen King rejected the
interpretation of primary revelation as a kind of discourse, and proposed that
the difference between primary and simple revelation instead pertains to that
between auditory and visionary apprehension, vision being the superior of the
two;12* and in more recent works, Turner, too, has tended to emphasize the
experiential aspect of primary revelation.!?5 Yet several perplexities remain.
For one thing, although King seems to be correct that this experience is closer
to vision than to audition—for instance, at 61.9-13, Allogenes says that “by
means of” (€BOX giTN) a primary revelation, he “saw” (nay) the God beyond
perfection—this particular distinction can hardly be the primary determining
factor, since at 61.28 the Luminaries tell Allogenes to “hear” (cioTH) both the
primary and the unqualified revelation. And conversely, while Turner is un-
doubtedly correct that the revelation has something to do with apophasis and
“learned ignorance,” it is puzzling that Allogenes would describe a vision of the
god as occurring through a discursive series of negative predications. Indeed,
it seems peculiar that the climax of Allogenes’s courageous ascent through the
intricate armature of the transcendent realm would merely entail the recep-
tion of additional information, however ineffable such information might be.
Furthermore, despite the apparent equation at 63.9-16, the primary revelation

123 E.g, Turner1ggo, 261; idem 1992, 448—49; idem 2000c, 131; idem 2000d, 120; idem 2001, 119;
idem 2004, 96.

124 K. L. King 1995, 149-50.

125 Thus, for example, in the more recent (2004) BCNH edition of Allogenes, Turner observes
that at 63.14-16 the Unknowable One is itself said to be “primary revelation and knowl-
edge of himself” and suggests that at the culmination of the ascent the aspirant’s recep-
tion of the primary revelation indicates that he has been completely assimilated to the
supreme principle’s own incognizant knowledge of himself.
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through which the deity is perceived cannot be—or cannot simply be—either
the deity itself or a synonym for the vision of the deity, since it is said to be
rather the mechanism by means of which (eBox ¢iTn) the apprehension or at-
tainment of the deity occurs. The interpretations proffered thus far therefore
leave more questions than answers.

Here, I would like suggest a slightly different interpretation of the phrase
MNT@OPTI NOYMN €BOX and its cognates, an interpretation that may allow us
to solve many of these difficulties. Let us begin by considering the Coptic ex-
pression 0YN €8O from a purely philological perspective. It is true that the
variants of the phrase 0YwNg éBOX may be translated by the verb “to reveal” or
the noun “revelation,” thus rendering the Greek dvaryyéMew, amoxardmtew, or
gavepodv, or corresponding nominal terms that primarily connote the transmis-
sion of some kind of cognitive or visionary content. However, OY(DNQ €BOX may
simultaneously be used to translate Greek terms such as éupavifew, emipatvew,
paivesdal or other similar verbs that denote the intransitive act of manifes-
tation or appearance itself;'?6 as a noun; therefore, it can render émgdveia,
or also, one may presume, eugpavela, redolent of the appearance of a deity.?”
Somewhat more indirectly, 0yawng €éBox may also have occasionally been used
to render certain Greek verbs suggesting forward motion, emanation, projec-
tion, or spatial emergence, such as mpoBdMetv or mpoépyeadat—parallel to the
English “appear” in the sense of “come into being” or “emerge”—if we are to
judge, for instance, by the occurrence of oywng €BoX to describe the emer-
gence of “Foreknowledge” (prognosis) in both manuscripts of the shorter ver-
sion of the Apocryphon of John in a position corresponding to mpogAfotamg in
the parallel Greek fragment of Irenaeus of Lyon’s Adversus haereses preserved
by Theodoret of Cyrus.!?8 A brief perusal of the Nag Hammadi corpus, and
especially the protologies found in the Sethian and the more philosophical
Valentinian tractates, similarly reveals that the intransitive verbal form of

126  This equivalence is supported, for example, by the Oxyrynchus fragment of the original
Greek version of Wis. Jes. Chr. (P.Oxy. 1081.33—34; text Parrott, CGL): [t]fj pawouévy tod
dy[ewwi]tou mps; compare to Eugnostos NHC 111 74.19: 21 TIETOYaNR €BOX; Wis. Jes. Chr.
NHC 111 98.19 and BG 90.11-12: 2N NETOYONQ €BOA.

127 Crum 1939, 486b—87a.

128 E.g, Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.29.1 prodiiset = Theodoret, Haereticarum fabulula-
rum compendium TpoeAfovay) (text in Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 188.13) = Ap. John NHC
111 8.9: OYWN[2 €BOA]; BG 28.8—9: oY €BOX. In the longer version, this is translated
with the virtually synonymous expression G €BOX; thus NHC II 5.15: ACGMWAN' €BON;
NHC IV 8.2—3: [ac6W]AIT' €BOA. Thus also in the next line, describing the emergence of
Indestructibility et. al., Irenaeus, Adversus haereses prodiit = Theodoret, Haereticarum fab-
ulum compendium mpoeAyAvfev (text in Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 188.14) cf. NHC 111 8.16:
OY(NP €BOX\; BG 28.17: ACOYWNR €BOX; NHC 1I 5.22: [aCGMA]TT €BOX; and so on.
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OYWN? €BOA and its cognates, meaning to “manifest (oneself)” or “appear,’
are most frequently used to signify the emergence or procession of various
hypostases from prior ontological strata and / or the self-manifestation of a
deity,'29 while the sense of “revelation” as in the revelation of information is
considerably less common. [See synopsis in Appendix Ci] Significantly, the
expression p )OPTT NOYWNP €BOX is used repeatedly throughout the proto-
Platonizing Sethian Gospel of the Egyptians to mean appearances and emana-
tions on every level of reality.130 At this point, one might also wonder what is
meant by the qualification of the more exalted of these revelations as “first”
(wopt) or “primary” (MNT@oOPM). It has generally been taken to mean “pri-
mary” as in the sense of “pre-eminent,” and this sense, at least, is certainly re-
quired by the context. But the Coptic term apparently extends into another
related semantic domain, that of temporal or sequential priority, as in “early,”
“initial,” “prior,” “precedent,” or “beginning.”3! This being the case, the nominal
phrase MNT@OPTI- or OPT NOYNP €BOX may therefore be translated as an
“initial manifestation,” “first emergence,” or “primordial appearance” perhaps
rendering a quasi-technical term such as, for example, Tpayy) Exgavaig, Tpw™
Empdvela, Tpwtopaveia, or mpogdvela (which actually does occur, moreover, in
an ontogenetic context at Gospel of the Egyptians, NHC 111 51.17), or something
of this sort in the Greek Vorlage.132

Let us then adopt as a working hypothesis the interpretation of MnT@OPTI
NOYWN? €BON as something like “primordial manifestation” or “initial
appearance” and return to the immediate context of Allogenes itself, which
may provide some additional clues about the significance of the term. Most
importantly, as we have already seen, in the fifth and final occurrence of the
phrase at 63.9-16, the “primordial manifestation” is directly identified with the
Unknowable One’s self-knowledge, which itself is also, in some way, identical

129 E.g,asanounat NHC I 69.33; as a verb, 11,5 99.1; see table 7, Appendix C11.

130 Thus, for example, NHC 1V 53.4, 54.22, 56.12, 63.5.

131 Rendering the Greek pro-, pro- and proto- but also praoimos, en protois, ek protou, ap’
arches, etc.; see Crum 1939, 586b—587b.

132 One might also suppose that the term @opn NOYWNg €BOX was usually not left in its
original Greek form—as seems to have been the case with other proper names and tech-
nical terms—in order to avoid confusion with the middle power of the Barbelo Aeon,
Protophanes, who abides on a somewhat lower ontological level. The peculiar use of both
“revelation” and “primary revelation” in the same breath could also be explained as the
somewhat clumsy attempt of the Allogenes translator to render two different Greek verbs
with a single Coptic expression; however, the punctuation of Turner’s new (2004) transla-
tion of 60.35-61.4 (“By means of a revelation ...; By means of a primary revelation....”, also
adopted by M. Scopello) suggests a deliberate parallelism that would have required the
same word in the original. I therefore remain undecided on this issue.
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to the deity.!33 Now with this in mind, one may consider a number of other
references to an extraordinary epistemic faculty that allows apprehension of
the unknowable first principle, a faculty that is therefore functionally parallel
to “primary revelation,” although not necessarily described with this precise
terminology. Beginning with Allogenes itself, at 48.9-19, we find, for example,
a mention of a “first thought” (Noywoptt Nenn[o]1a) that allows apprehen-
sion of the deity: “Since it is impossible for them to comprehend the Universal
One situated in the place that is beyond perfect, they typically apprehend by
means of a First Thought.'3* As with the “Primordial Manifestation,” the “First
Thought” is similarly associated with the manifestation (0ywNg eBox) of the
transcendent principle’s own, ineffable self-cognition; thus at 53.23—29, the
first principle is said to be apprehended through the “third silence of Mentality
and the second undivided activity which manifested in the First Thought, which
is the Aeon of Barbelo.”'35 To this one may also compare what is called at
Allogenes 60.10-11 an “enlightened thought” (oyennown ece Noyoem), whose
function seems identical to that of the “primary revelation”; thus the luminar-
ies advise Allogenes, “But knowing him through a luminous thought, ‘unknow’
him!"36 A similar role is imputed to a “first thought” in Zostrianos in the con-
text of a passage (24.1-17) describing the various faculties by which one may
apprehend increasingly elevated ontological levels, including the subaeons
of Barbelo and ultimately the Invisible Spirit itself. One “sees” the contents
of the Autogenes aeon with a “perfect soul,” those of the Protophanes with a
“pure spirit,” and those of the Triple Male with the Intellect; one “hears” about
Kalyptos through the powers which emerge in a “vastly superior manifestation”

133 Turner 2004, 100 notes that the knowledge here is “of” the Unknowable One in both
the objective and subjective genitive sense: the human aspirant’s knowledge of the
Unknowble One is also that One’s own self-knowledge.

134 Allogenes NHC X1 48.9-13 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): €fAH [oYMN]T aT 6aM Te
NTe mik[aTa O]ya €Tage MTHPY €T K[H 2]m []Ma €T X0Ce €TENOC" €WAYX1 A€ EBOX
SITOOTC NOYWOPTI NENN[ 0] 1.

135 Allogenes NHC X1 53.23—29 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): mMeg@oMT  NKapmY NTE
TINT €Me” M TMERCNTE NENEPTIA NAT TWPX. €TACOYWDNE €BOA 8N T-WOPTI NENNOIA
€TEMEWN M€ NBAPBHAD. One might also compare Allogenes 46.16—37, a slightly damaged
passage that seems to indicate that the vision of Kalyptos is obtained either through or of
@OPM Nin, a “first procession.”

136 Allogenes NHC XI 60.10-12 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): aXXa €BOX gITN OYENNOIA
€ce NOYOEIN €KIM[€] €POY" apt aT €Me €poy. We have seen in Chapter 2 that Plotinus
uses precisely the same exhortation at v1.9[9].7.18—21: dyvorjoavta t& mdvta xal Tpd Tod
uév Tf) dwbéoel, ToTe 3¢ xal Tolg eldeawy, dyvorjoavta 0¢ xal aitov &v Tfj Béq €xelvov yevéabat
(“[U)n-knowing’ all things (both as he had at first, in the sensible realm, then also, in that
of the forms) and even ‘un-knowing’ himself, [the soul must] come to be in the vision
of that ...”).
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(én oY €BOX eqcoTt NeoYO0) of the Invisible Spirit. Finally, “by means of
the thought that now exists in Silence and within the First Thought [one learns]
about the Triple Powered Invisible Spirit."137

We may, therefore, begin to suspect that the Platonizing Sethians envisioned
some kind of functional homology between what they call the “primary” or “ini-
tial manifestation,” the “first thought” and the “luminous thought,” all of which
allow some kind of extraordinary apperception of the supreme principle. We
now may ask again: what, precisely, is meant by this “first manifestation” or
“first thought” that allows apprehension of the unknowable? By this point, the
answer is emerging. For elsewhere in the Platonizing Sethian corpus, and also
in related Gnostic literature, we already have a clear concept of a “primordial
manifestation” or a “first thought,” often described as luminous, that is similar-
ly related to the first moment of ontogenesis. To be precise, these phrases recall
the exact language that is used in several monistic Gnostic systems, including
prototypical Sethianism, to describe the primordial self-apprehension of the
first principle—quite literally the “first manifestation” or “first thought”—that
establishes ontogenesis itself. That the doctrine of primordial ontogenesis was
itself a crucial, even defining, issue for the Platonizing Sethians is suggested at
Zostrianos 3.11-13, when the eponymous visionary is nearly driven to suicide
by his bewilderment over the metaphysical conundrum: “How did Existence
(huparxis) which does not exist appear (0YNQ €BON) in an existing power?"138

4.3 Primordial Self-Reversion and the Reflexive Self-Manifestation of the
Transcendent First Principle in Gnostic Ontogenetic Schemata
To understand in detail what is meant by “primordial manifestation” or “first
thought”—and thus to appreciate the depth of the parallel between ontoge-
netic and mystical self-apprehension in Platonizing Sethian thought—Iet us
first pull back somewhat for a broader perspective. In several Gnostic systems,
including not only that of the Platonizing Sethian tractates but also in (pre-
sumably earlier) examples of Sethian, Valentinian, and Thomasine Gnostic
thought, we find variants of a single ontogenetic schema in which the supreme
deity is absolutely unique and, like the Plotinian One, surpassingly transcen-
dent, ineffable, and unknowable; often it is said to be beyond Being itself.
In the first eternal moment of ontogenesis, this principle reverts upon and

137 Zost. NHC VIII 24.10-13 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): 2pai A€ &N FENNOIA Tail
E€TAOOIT TNOY ¢N OYCITH® NEPal A€ &N T@OPIT NENNOIA® €TBE M TGOM NAZOPATON
MING.

138 Zost. NHC VIII 3.1-13 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): H Na® NpHTE ty[r]apzic
€TENCWOOTT &N ACOYWNP €BOX N OYGOM ECWOOTT.
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apprehends itself (or some aspect or attribute of itself), in a reflexive act of
epistrophé that is generally described with either (i) the cognitive imagery of
self-intellection or self-vision, or, instead, with (ii) the physico-spatial imagery
of selfward-directed or recursive motion, self-withdrawal, self-contraction, or
even self-impregnation; henceforth I will call the general schema “primordial
self-reversion,” or PSR for short. This act of self-apprehension produces the first
minimal duality through the deity’s own self-objectification. Once actualized,
the self-apprehension is extruded from the absolute unity of the transcendent
deity and thereby acquires independent subsistence, having crystallized into a
fully-determinate second principle.!3® This emergent principle is, in effect, the
“image” of the first principle itself—the object of its own self-apprehension—
and it is usually described as an intellect or an aeon (in “Barbeloite” or proto-
Sethian thought, either Barbelo or, occasionally, some other triadic series of
hypostases) from which all subsequent levels of reality unfold. This principle is
also uniquely able to know the first, in contradistinction with the principles on
the subsequent ontological strata, whose failure to comprehend the unknow-
able first principle (or, in certain cases, failure to generate offspring in imita-
tion of the latter’s perfect productivity) introduces into the system the first
germ of error or failure. This primordial cognitive failure initiates a progressive
ontological decline that eventually culminates in the creation of the psychic
sphere as well as the profoundly mediocre material cosmos with all of its in-
herent evils.*? The intent of this derivational scheme seems to be to preserve
the independence of the first principle, which remains utterly self-directed
and aloof while accounting for the production of the ontologically-inferior

139 lamnot the first to have noticed this. The existence of this motif in Gnostic sources was al-
ready pointed out prior to the full publication of the Nag Hammadi corpus by Krdmer1964.
On the basis of Patristic accounts alone (primarily those of Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium
haeresiorum and Clement), Kramer identified the theme of self-objectification in Gnostic
derivational schemata; thus Krdmer 1964, 254: “Die Selbstentfaltung der Ur-Einheit zur
Mannigfaltigkeit ist als Reflexionsvorgang gedeutet, durch den der Seinsgrund sich so-
wohl ‘fiir sich selbst’ wie ‘fiir andere’ darstellt und auseinanderlegend zum Bewuf3tsein
bringt. Der Grund an sich selbst ist dabei je schon verstanden als latente Subjektivitt,
gleichsam als Ur-Subjekt, das potentiell und noch undifferenziert die Duplizitdt von
Subjekt und Objekt und die Vielfalt der Wesenheiten in sich enthlt” At the 1978 Yale
conference on Gnosticism, Whittaker (published 1980) noted the related theme of the
self-generation of the second principle in Gnostic thought. Dillon 1999 described the re-
flexive ontogenesis in the Apocryphon of John, while more recently, Turner 2000d; idem
2001 and Bechtle 2000 have analyzed this type of derivational motif in the Platonizing
Sethian treatises.

140 See Mazur 2005. To be precise, the failure is limited to those principles that are not able
to successfully revert to—and know, imitate, or reproduce—their superiors.
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strata as a natural by-product of the vast ontological differential entailed by
the first principle’s overwhelming transcendence.!*!

4.4 Examples of Ontogenesis through Primordial Self-Reversion in
Classic Gnostic Systems

The similarity of the PSR scheme to that of Plotinus is, by this point, un-
mistakable. Yet this scheme originated neither with Plotinus nor with the
Platonizing Sethians themselves. Rather, several variants of PSr had already
been developed in a wide range of Gnostic systems, including ‘classic’ (second
century CE) Gnostic thought. Some examples are as follows [see also passages
in Appendix C8-10]:

4.5 The Apocryphon of John

A clear instance of ontogenesis through self-reversion occurs in both versions
of the Apocryphon of John, a distant ancestor of the Platonizing Sethian corpus.
Here the first principle, the Invisible Spirit, apprehends his reflection in his
own effulgent, aqueous light, and this self-image becomes the second princi-
ple: “It is he who intelligizes (noein) himself in the light that surrounds him, which
is the spring of living water, which is full of purity, and the spring of the spirit
which poured forth living water from within it. He was providing all the aeons

141 This scheme seems not to have been current in contemporaneous orthodox Christianity
(at least not until Marius Victorinus in the fourth century, possibly influenced by Gnostic
sources, and certainly by Plotinus and Porphyry). The evidence points towards a Gnostic
innovation. It is most likely that the PSR mechanism would have been developed by those
(a) for whom the philosophically-sophisticated elaboration of the hypertranscendence
of the first principle was paramount; (b) who nevertheless believed in a ‘personal’ deity
capable of self-apprehension; and (c) who were more deeply committed to the strict
philosophical exigencies of transcendental monism than to a more literal or earnest in-
terpretation of the traditional accounts of creation, such as the book of Genesis or Plato’s
Timaeus. The Gnostics meet all three criteria. The issue of transcendental hyperontology—
and with it the concomitant preoccupation with the problem of ontogenesis—seems
to have been extremely central among second century Gnostics, perhaps even more so
than among contemporaneous (pre-Plotinian) academic Platonists. The various tributar-
ies to this Gnostic doctrine, however, are difficult to determine, and probably include
some kind of creative synthesis of, inter alia, (a) Neopythagorean and early Academic
derivational schemata involving the extension of the Monad into the Unlimited Dyad
and / or Middle Platonic models of self-contraction such as that of Moderatus of Gades,
on which see Turner 2000d, idem 2006, and Bechtle 2000; (b) various Stoic conceptions
of tonike kinesis (the simultaneous bi-directional expansion and contraction of pneuma
by which physical objects and living organisms constitute themselves, on which see
Hadot 1960; and (c) contemporaneous embryology in which conception entails both the
self-contraction of the seed and the imprinting or imaging of the forms inherent in the
seed on the underlying material substrate.
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and their worlds, and in every likeness, he sees his own image (eikon) in the pure
light-water that surrounds him; and his thought became an actuality; she ap-
peared; she stood before him in the brilliance of his light.”#2 We may note that
the shorter version of the Apocryphon of John uses the term oywng €BOX to de-
scribe Barbelo’s actual emergence as the image of the Invisible Spirit,43 while
the longer version tends to use instead the virtually synonymous expression
6N €BOX to describe her act of emergence but then adds the epexegesis,
“namely, she who had appeared before him,” here again using oywng e€Box
to describe her act of visible manifestation.!** To complete the cycle of asso-
ciations, the versions of Nag Hammadi codices 11 and 111 as well as the Berlin
codex refer to the newly-actualized Barbelo immediately thereafter as the “pri-
mordial” or “first thought” (Te2oyerTe or nopn MMEEYE).

4.6 Eugnostos and Wisdom of Jesus Christ

The first moment of procession in the proto-Sethian Eugnostos (and the
Christianized parallel Wisdom of Jesus Christ) is compared to a reflection
in a mirror: “He sees himself within himself like a mirror, having appeared
(eaqoywng €BOA) in his likeness as Self-Father, that is, Self-Begetter, and as
Confronter, since he confronted Unbegotten First Existent.”> This may be
compared to an earlier passage in which the first principle “looks to every side
and sees its own self by means of itself."46 The second principle is, paradoxi-
cally, the object of the first principle’s reflexive (self-)vision.

142 Ap. John NHC 111 7.2-15 (text and trans. Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 10.5-11.1): [NTOg
€T|NO€el NMOY K[ MIN MMOY @M ITOYOEI|N €TKWTE €[POY €T€ NTOY 1€ TITH|IH MMOY
N[N MOYOEIN €TMHZ]| NZINEIKPINEC [MN T]OHrH §i[Te menn]a ecgp Mooy [eqon]e
€BOX [NgHTC] NegemxopH[rel n]naiw[n TH]POY ¥ Neykoc[Moc] ayw en [cro] T NiM
TEYRIKWN [MMI]N MMOYq €4NAY €POC &M ITMO[OY NO|YOEIN NKABGAPON €TKWTE €[ Poq)
AYMD TEYENNOIA ACP OY2MB' [aCOY]MN €BON' aCa2€ €PATC MMEY[MTO] €BON' &M
TIEYAAMITHAONOC N[OYO€EL|N. See also parallels in BG 26.15-27.8 and NHC 11 4.19—29.

143 Eugnostos NHC 111 7.13; BG 27.5-6.

144 Ap.John NHC 11 4.27; 1V 7.3. In any case, all versions repeat the account of the emergence
of Barbelo in the next few lines with the expression ouonh ebol.

145 Eugnostos NHC 111 75.3—-6 (text and trans. Parrott, CGL, slightly modified): eqnay epoy
KMIN MMOY NEpai NeHT(" NO€ NOYEIAA €aJOYMNY €BOX @M MEYEINE NAYTOTIATWP; see
also parallels: Eugnostos NHC v 2.22—27 and Wis. Jes. Chr. NHC 111 94.24—95.6; BG 84.17-85.9.

146 NHC III 72.1-13 and parallels: ecNay 21 ¢Ma” NIM €CEIMPR MMOC 0Y2AAC™ 21TOOTC MMIN
mmoc. In the Platonizing Steles Seth, the first principle, a “Non-Being Existence,” is praised
as one who knows himself, since “the one who belongs to thee is on every side”; here the
second principle seems to be the self-perception in the reflective medium of the first
principle’s own emanation. We may detect an intimation of the same schema in the Three
Forms where the second principle, the hypostatized “first thought” (Protennoia) of the
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4.7 Simon Magus

In Hippolytus’s description of the Apophasis Megalé attributed to Simon
Magus—the ostensible “first” Gnostic—the “pre-existent” principle gener-
ates the second—also described, in Simon’s system, as an intellectual prin-
ciple, Epinoia (“mental reflection”)—through an act of self-manifestation:
“Having manifested [himself] to himself from himself, he became the second”
(paveis yap adtd dmo eavrod &yéveto devtepog).14? Plotinus echoes the wording
of the latter part of this phrase in the ostensibly anti-Gnostic context of the
GrofSschrift, at 111.8[30].8.32—36, when he describes the unfolding of Intellect
from the One through self-manifestation in uncharacteristically pessimistic
terms: “But beginning as one, it did not remain as it began, but unaware of
itself, became multiple, as it were, weighed down, and unraveled itself wanting
to have everything—as it was better for it not to have wanted this, for it became
the second (devtepov yap €yévero).” In any case, we may compare this with an
earlier passage in which Hippolytus attributes to Simon the doctrine that the
first principle engages in a series of self-directed actions and relationships that
apparently produce a division within the godhead: “[it] is one power divided
above (and) below, generating itself, making itself grow, seeking itself, find-
ing itself, being mother of itself, father of itself, sister of itself, spouse of itself,
daughter of itself, son of itself, mother, father, being one, a root of the whole."148

4.8 The Naasenes

In Hippolytus’s account of the teachings of an unnamed Naasene heresiarch,
we encounter a curious ontogenetic system in which a non-existent and in-
finitesimal spermatic deity, described in vaguely Pythagoreanizing terms as
a mathematical point, expands into an incomprehensibly vast cosmic prin-
ciple through an act of self-intellection: “For this one, being nothing (he [the
Naasene heresiarch] says) and consisting of nothing, being an indivisible
point, will become, through a mental reflection (epinoia) of itself, some incom-
prehensible magnitude.”#9

Father, declares that she is illuminated by the latter’s own luminosity, and describes the
Father himself as an “eye” of that light: that is, as a self-perceptive principle.

147 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 6.18.5.3—4.

148 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 6.7.3.14 (text Marcovich 1986): ait), enatv,
goTicv > Shvopis pia, Syppnuévy <> dve xdtw, adTiy Yewdoa, abtiy ad&ovoa, adtiv {yrod-
oa, abTv ebploxovoa, albthg e odoa, altis mat)p, althg a8eley, adtis cbvluyos, abdTtig
Buydnp, abtiig vids, [mpe, Tathp,] & odoa: pile AV Ehwv.

149 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 5.9.5.8—-12 (text Marcovich 1986): 1) <ydp,>
8ty odoa, puot, xai &x undevds auveatdon [oTiyp) dpépiatog odoa], yewoetan Eauth<g>
émivola uéyebos Tt dcatdAymrov.
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4.9 The Valentinian School

We find a variant of this theme in a number of accounts of Valentinian thought.
While the typical Valentinian account of ontogenesis describes the very first
moment in terms of sexual reproduction rather than a primordial self-reversion
per se—although even this reproductive act often suggests a recursive self-
impregnation—there are also a number of instances in which an entity at a
subsequent phase of generation—usually called the “Son”—emerges as a re-
sult of the first principle’s self-cognition. In Clement’s paraphrase of the occi-
dental Valentinian heresiarch Theodotus, the unknowable Father produces the
Son through an act of self-intellection: “The Father, being unknown, wished to
make himself known to the Aions; and through his own thought—a pneuma
of knowledge within knowledge—inasmuch as he knows himself, he emits the
Only-Begotten™° This schema reappears in the Tripartite Tractate, in which
the (self-) thought of the Father itself comprises the Son; here we may note the
remarkable sophistication and paradoxical elegance of the use of indetermi-
nate Coptic pronominal referents of several of the passages in question, which
undoubtedly reflects more or less accurately a similar ambiguity in the Greek
Vorlagen: “The Father, in the way we mentioned earlier, in an unbegotten way, is
the one in whom he [the Son? The Father?] knows himself, who begot him [the
Son? / the Father?] having a thought, which is the thought of him [the Father
|/ Son?], that is, the perception of him [the Son / the Father?]...5! A related
schema occurs in the Gospel of Truth; here, however, the generative recursion
involves self-naming rather than self-knowing: “Now the name of the Father is
the Son. It is he [The Father? The Son?] who first gave a name to the one [the
Son] who came forth from him [the Father], who was himself [the Father?],
and he begot him as a son. He gave him his [the Father’s? / the Son’s?] name
which belonged to him; he is the one to whom belongs all that exists around
him, the Father.’52 In these equations, the respective identities of subject and

150 Clement of Alexandria, Excerpta Theodoto 7.1 (text Sagnard 1948): "Ayvwatog odv 6 ITortip
&, NPEAY e yvawadijvat toig Aldat- xai Sid ths "Evlupnoewg Tig £autod, (g &v EuTdV EYVRrKs,
Tvedpa yvwaews obomng &v yvwael, mpoéPaie Tov Movoyevi).

151 Tripartite Tractate NHC I 56.32—57.1 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, CGL): mwT Nee
ENTANMDPIT NX0OC 2NN OYMNTATXMAC METCAYNE MMaY MMaY MMIN MMaY €TA4XTO
MMaq €4@OOT €YNTEY MMEY' NNOYMEEYE' €TETEEIMEYE NTEY IM€ ETETEEL TE TaIC[57]
eHcic. One might also consider 67.17-19 (trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL, slightly modi-
fied): “Seeing himself in himself completely and having a son and a shape.”

152  Gospel of Truth NHC 1 38.6-14 (text and trans. Attridge and MacRae, CGL): MpeN A€
MMOT M€ NMHPE NTaY  NMAPT NENTAYT PEN AMENTALEL ABAA MMAY ENTaY P
TE" AYM 2a4MECT] NNOYWMHPE' 24T MEYPEN aPay €TENEOYNTEYC NTaY € ETEOYNTEY
NKEE! NIM €YWOOT 222 THY" N1 mT. Cf. also Val. Exp. NHC XI 24.36—39 (text and trans.
Turner, ¢GL, slightly modified): “It is he who manifests himself in the Monogenes, and in
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object are ambiguous and possibly interchangeable: if the self-cognition of X
is Y, which is the subject, and which the object, of self-cognition? As with the
Simonian first principle—who by apprehending himself “became the second”
(éyéveto Sevtepog)—the fluid identity of the reflexive subject engenders the
first minimal alterity and, paradoxically, bridges the gulf between the abso-
lutely ineffable first principle and the more easily predicable second principle.
As we have seen in Chapter 3, Plotinus exploits precisely this kind of pronomi-
nal ambiguity in his accounts of ontogenesis, and there can be little doubt that
he derived this ingenious technique from Gnostic sources.

410  Marcus the Magician
In Hippolytus’s account of the doctrine of Marcus the Magician, we may per-
ceive a more distant variation of PSR in which the second principle is produced
by a voluntary act of the first, and yet, as in the more typical scheme, the sec-
ond principle reflects the first back upon himself: “When the First Father—the
one who is inconceivable and insubstantial, who is neither male nor female—
wanted the unutterable to be uttered and the invisible to be given shape, he
opened his mouth and sent forth a Logos similar to himself, which, standing
beside him, showed him what he was, himself the manifested shape of the
invisible.”53 In this case, Marcus seems to be interpreting the famous words of
the Johannine prologue in terms of PSR, reading the preposition in the phrase
pros ton theon spatially so as to signify the reversion of the primordial deity’s
first utterance to its source.154

3.2.2.7. [g] The Docetae. According to Hippolytus, the Docetae held that the
aeons are aspects of the first transcendent deity that have separated them-
selves off hierarchically according to their ability to apprehend the transcen-
dent deity. The deity is, in effect, their former ‘self; and the apprehension is
described as reflexive: “For that one that attained a position nearest to the
First God, that one like a seed, having the greatest power to beget, measured

him [?] he [ ?] manifested the Ineffable ...” (meel NTaAQ MENTA] OYANZY aABaX OYAEETY oM
TTMONOTENHC aYM NPPHI NZHT( aOYMNR aBaA MIATWEXE).

153 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 6.42.41-5.1 (text Marcovich 1986): éte 10
mpdytov 6 Tatp, <od matip 0dSels Mv,> [adtod] 6 dvev<v>byrog xal dvovatog, 6 wte dppey
wte v, NBéAnoey abtod T6 dppyTov YTy yevéahar (x)al T dépatov nopewbiva, fivole to
otépa xal mpovjxato Adyov 8otov adTd- 8 mapaaTds émédetEey avTd 8 v, adtds Tod dopditou
HopeY) Qavels.

154 Hints of a similar interpretation of John 11 by the Valentinians occur in Clement of
Alexandria, Excerpta Theodoto 6—7. In the Nag Hammadi Teachings of Silvanus NHC
VII 113.4-12 (trans. Peel, CGL), there is a parallel emergence of the Logos as the tupos and
the “spotless mirror of the energeia of God” or—even closer to Plotinus—*“the seeing (ko-
rasis) that observes the Invisible Father.”
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himself—the unmeasureable—tenfold. But that one who came to be in the sec-
ond position with respect to the First (God), himself the ungraspable, grasped
himself sixfold. But that one who attained the third position came to be in
an infinite separation through the expansion of his brothers; having thrice in-
telligized himself—the unintelligible—it was as if he bound himself with an
eternal bond of union.”5% As in Plotinus, ontological status correlates with an
aptitude for self-knowledge.

411 The Untitled Treatise of the Codex Bruce

In the Untitled Treatise of Codex Brucianus, the unknowable Father emanates
in his “first concept” (Teqwwpn nennowx) what appears to be the second
stratum of divinities—described as the Fathers’ own “members” (melos) who
also collectively comprise the Son—in order that they should know him in
return, which implies that the “first conception” that establishes ontogenesis is
equivalent to a mutually-interwoven self-apprehension of both the deity and
its immediate progeny.156

412 Ontogenesis through Primordial Self-Reversion in the Platonizing
Sethian Tractates

Given the wide diffusion of the PSR schema in many varieties of Gnostic
thought (some likely much earlier), it is not surprising that the same pat-
tern may also be detected in the Platonizing Sethian tractates themselves.
Indeed, as with many other aspects of their thought, the Platonizing Sethians
were broadly dependent upon a more Gnostic scheme—both that of ‘classic’
Sethianism as exemplified by the Apocryphon of John and that of other, non-
Sethian Gnosticism—for their conception of ontogenesis. Although the poor
condition of the texts complicates interpretation, the ontogenetic scheme of
the Platonizing Sethian tractates involves the progressive emergence of the
second ontological stratum from the transcendent principle—the Invisible
or Unknowable Spirit—through various (usually triadic) processes of self-
contemplation and self-determination. As in the Anonymous Commentary on

155 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 8.8.8 (text Marcovich 1986): 6 uév yap €yylota
T mpdtw Bed), TQ olovel omépuaty, <Tf)> Béoel TuxWY, TOV EMwWY YoviuwTépay Eoye Sovauy,
Sexdnig [adtog] abtov peyéler uetpyoag 6 dpétpntog- 6 3¢ Tf) Béoel Tod mplTou Yevéuevog
Sebvtepog, EEdnig adTov xortéhaBey 6 dxartdAnmrtos: 6 3¢ 1Sy Tpitog Tf) Hécel <TuxWV>, €lg dmelpov
Sidatpa S1d Ty abEnow Thv dBeA@Y Yevbuevos, Tpig <alTdv> voyaug <6 dvevwénTog>, EquTév
olovel Seapdy TIva ThG EVETYTOS ATV EdVaev aiwviov.

156 Cod. Bruc. Untitled 265.11-18, text Schmidt and MacDermot 1978: 2ITN NEJMEAOC MMIN
MMOY a4aay NTOMOC NNEYMENOC. ETPEYOYW? NRHTY aYM MCECOYMNY X€ NTOY M€
TEYEIDT AYMD X€ NTOY MENTAYITPOBAAE MMOOY EBOX 2N TEYWO[P]TT NENNOI.
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Plato’s ‘Parmenides’ the process is often said to consist of a triad of Existence
(Huparxis), Vitality, and Blessedness; these are occasionally hypostatized into
the Triple Powered One (m@MTeom). The result of this process is the actu-
alization of the Barbelo Aeon—more or less equivalent to the determinate
realm of Being or the Platonic Forms, itself divided into the subaeons Kalyptos,
Protophanes, and Autogenes—which had hitherto remained in indeterminate
prefiguration within the Invisible Spirit. Since the Barbelo Aeon comprises
the triad of subaeons, the process of self-reflection is sometimes described in
terms of a single act of which Barbelo herself is the subject, while at other
times the sequential unfolding of her subaeons is described with greater pre-
cision; however, these accounts are not necessarily contradictory, since one
might conceive of the activities of each aeonic stratum as co-implicated or
overlapping with the activities of the inferior strata which it contains. This ap-
parent ambiguity is, of course, reflected in Plotinus’s own ontogenetic schema.

413  Primordial Self-Reversion in Zostrianos'>”

There are a few relatively intact passages in Zostrianos that indicate, more or
less explicitly, that a self-cognition of the first hyperontic principle produces
the first minimal duality and leads to the production of subsequent ontologi-
cal strata.

Zostrianos 74.3—16: “It is because of all these that this is the one who pre-
exists; and he is pure, he is a simple unity, a single Spirit who is unnamable.
And he is the (a) existence (huparxis), the idea (idea), the word, of him(self), both
according to the activity which is his (b) life and according to the perfection
which is (c) an intellectual power, there being a light; and the triad stands to-
gether (while) moving together."158 Here the first principle (the Invisible Spirit)
is described in terms of its own self-directed attributes, which include a variant
of the noetic triad (a, b, and c) that emerges out of that principles’ own unity.
Although this triad is “standing,” it is also paradoxically in motion, and this

157 Throughout the badly damaged manuscript of Zost. there are a number of lacunose
passages whose visible remnants are tantalizingly suggestive of the technical terminol-
ogy of PSR but whose interpretation remains too uncertain to merit a detailed analysis
here; thus, for example, 17.11-15: “the Invisible Spirit is a spring of them all (or: “of the
Universals), while the rest (come) from knowledge as likenesses of him; but the one who
knows him(self) [...]"; or, similarly, 80.8-18, esp. lines 8—12, where Barbelo is described as
“an etkon in a turning (OYKWTE = epistrophé?)... having seen the ... (pre-existent one).”

158 Zost. NHC VIII 74.3-16 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH ): €TBe [Nai T]upoy nai [m]eTp
w[ptt’ Rnwloon™* ayw eqT[oyBHO]Y €oYa me Nean[AoyN oY]iNa oYwT €[ge NaT 1]
plan] epoq e ay [Mn Fey]napzic Teraca [mwaxe nle NTaq a2y ka[Ta ten]epria
eTemmne [NTaq] ne' aym kata tMN[T Te]nOC eTetsom T[e' NNo]epon eyoyoemn
T[e ayw] m@morT’ eqagepaT[q ey]con” eqxm & oyclon'].
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incipient motion is presumably responsible for the emergence of subsequent
ontological strata. As we have seen in Chapter 3, Plotinus similarly describes
the PNE in terms of effulgent life and light as well as the paradoxical combina-
tion of kinesis and stasis.

Zostrianos 76.21—25: “His (the Invisible Spirit’'s) knowledge (gnasis) ex-
ists outside of him, with the one who examines himself as he exists within
himself, a reflection and an image (eikon)...."”>° The first principle’s own self-
knowledge—which is, as an “image” or “reflection” of that very principle,
equivalent to knowledge of it—is extruded from that principle itself, which
remains an absolutely simple unity. Significantly, although this self-knowledge
is, strictly speaking, exterior to the first principle, it nevertheless inheres within
the subjectivity of subsequent principles—even, one may presume, within
that of certain human beings—who are capable of perfect self-knowledge.
This passage thus appears to identify the self-knowledge of the transcendent
deity with that of the human aspirant. The emphasis on exteriorization—
“existing outside of him"—is also significant. This may be compared with an
ontogenetic passage of Marsanes 9.1-5: “For this reason the Virgin [Barbelo]
became male, since she separated off from the male. The knowledge stood
outside of him as it belongs to him.”60 It is also reminiscent of a description
of the Unknowable first principle itself in terms of its own paradoxical self-
exteriorization at Allogenes 66.29—32 as “resting and standing out of that which
stands all the time,”'6! a phrase which has an echo in Plotinus’s own paradoxi-
cal description of simultaneous ontogenesis and mystical apprehension as
both stasis and ek-stasis at vi.g[9].11.22—25.

Zostrianos 77.7-15: “Therefore she came to be outside of the Pleroma [...]
which she desired, not for herself. This (aspect) of hers she placed outside the
perfection. She separated off from the total perfection, for she is a perfection
existing (merely) as a (kind of) cogitation.”62 The second principle is expelled
and separated from the absolute perfection of the first principle’s plenitude;

159 Zost. NHC VIII 76.21—25 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): oyrnwcic NTaq €[4]
@WOOIT' NCABOX MMOYQ* MN TH €T MOYWM)T NMM[0]q eq@oort’ NgHT] o[y]elamAoN ¥
ovei[xwn].

160 Marsanes NHC X 9.1-5 (text Funk and Poirier, BCNH): €TBE TIEEl aCAMIE NRAYT" NG1
TTAPOENOC" X€ ACTIWPX APaYT ACWREAPET C” MIEYBAN NG1 TEFNMCICT 2DC ECHTT
apPay.

161 Allogenes NHC X1 66.29-32 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): €J2OPK MMOY €4apepaTq
€BOX M IMH €Ta2EPaTY NOYOEIW) NiM. Cf. Steles Seth NHC VII 121.9-11.

162 Zost. NHC VIII 77.7-15 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): [€TB]€ Tai acqw(r]e
[NCaBOIN MIIIAHPMMA [+ 3]2 €TACOYAMY 2W[WC N]aC aN' MAT NTAC [ack]aay NCABON
NHINT [TeN]oc’ acnpX. €BOX [TMNT JnanTenoc rap Te [NT]e OYMNT Tenoc
€CaOoTT NOYMOYW)T .
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presumably this is a result of the reflexive self-cognition described in the previ-
ous passage (76.21—25). This establishes Barbelo as a lesser form of perfection,
here identified with Mmoyd@T, which probably renders a Greek noun such as
Aoytopds that denotes a less valued and more laborious form of intellection:
“(rational) consideration,” “calculation,” or, possibly, “cogitation.” The Plotinian
PNE is similarly characterized by “desire” (ephesis) for its source, while its exile
is also due to an act of cognition.

Zostrianos 78.6—79.9: “It is he [m. = the Barbelo Aeon?] who knows and who
foreknows himself, truly existing as an aeon, in actuality and potentiality and
existence (huparxis). She [f. = Barbelo?] did not originate in time, but rather
manifested (herself) in eternity, having stood before him in eternity. And she
was obscured through the power of his [...]. She stood, looking at him and re-
joicing, filled with his goodness.”63 One may assume that the subject of both
the first and second sentence of this passage are the same, since the initial
masculine pronoun implicitly refers to the “aeon” of Barbelo, a masculine noun
in both Greek and Coptic, while the subsequent use of the feminine corre-
sponds to Barbelo herself. Yet at the same time the shift in gender hints at a
subtle transformation of the subject, between (i) one whose self-directed in-
tellectual act is purely reflexive and (ii) one which has sufficiently objectified
its former self so as to confront it as ‘another’64 We have seen that Plotinus
envisions an identical process in which the self-apprehension of the PNE as
a “traveling” subject gradually establishes its independence from the One. We
have also seen that Plotinus describes the PNE as simultaneously both energeia
and dunamis. Moreover, we have seen that the PNE (a) “stands,” (b) “looks” to-
wards its source, and (c) “is filled” by the first principle’s effluence, just as does
the emergent Barbelo.

Zostrianos 81.6—21: “She was ... the cause of the decline. So that she would
not come forth anymore and come to be apart from perfection, she knew her-
self and that one. And she made herself stand; she expanded because of that
one, and since she was from the truly existent, she was from the truly existent
with the universals, to know her(self) and to know the one that pre-exists.”'6°

163 Zost. NHC VIII 78.6—22 (text Turner 20004, 610): n[u] e[Tew]aye[t]m[e ]e nu nu ¢[ TP
woptt'] n[ele epoq eqwoo[n’ oN]TmC eyewN MEe NY[+ 4] &N OYENEPTa A€ [N
oY]eoM aym oYeYT[apzic] NNACPapPX1 €N N[NOY]XPONOC' aAXa ac[OYW]Ng €BOX &N
OYMNT @2 [€]nep’ eacapepaTe NN[a]epaq ¢N OYMNT M)a €N[€2] aY® ACPEBH €BOA
SITN TINTNOG NTe TMNT [XPC] NTaq: acagepatc €[c]nay epoq ayw ecT[e]an[r]
FIMOC €CMER €BOX &N O[Y]MINT XPHCTOC.

164 Cf. Marsanes NHC X 9.1-13.

165 Zost. NHC VIII 81.6—21 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): [ne]cwo[orn” m]e ka[Ta
oya N]xoeixe NTe n[plike: &i]na X€ NNECEl €BOX NRoYOo [a]ymd Ncwwre g1 noye
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Again we find that the emergent Barbelo simultaneously knows herself and
her source, her former self, the first principle; the Plotinian PNE is said to know
both itself and its source. As in Plotinus, the epistrophé is concomitant with
stasis, and the recursive cognition halts the process of externalization and de-
cline by imparting definition to the epistrophic subject. The notion of Barbelo
“expanding” upon apprehending the supreme principle has a precise parallel
in Plotinus’s use of the verb haplotheis at v1.7[38].35.26 to describe the erotic
“expansion” of the PNE at the moment of its ontogenetic “impregnation” with
the effluence of the One.

Zostrianos 82.6—-13: “[ The one] who preconceives it is an eternal space, since
he had become the second of his knowledge(s), again the knowledge of his
knowledge, which is the unbegotten Kalyptos.” “Preconception”—akin to “first
thought”—is a technical term for the self-knowledge of the transcendent first
principle (as we will see in the next section). The notion of an “eternal space”
reflects the hypertranscendence of the Invisible Spirit (one may compare
the Valentinian pre-principle Bythos, the Deep), an unutterably vast abyss—
perhaps loosely modeled on the receptacle in Plato’s Timaeus 52d ff.—within
which, so to speak, the subsequent ontogenetic processes unfold. The self-
knowledge of the Invisible Spirit reduplicates itself as the “knowledge of his
knowledge,” which becomes the supreme aeon of Barbelo, Kalyptos; this lat-
ter represents the absolutely hyper-noetic reality that remains in a state of
occultation prior to its first (pre-) intelligible manifestation as Protophanes.
At 11.9[33].1, Plotinus undoubtedly has this or a related passage (such as
Allogenes 45.29—30 or Zostrianos 117.5) in mind when he denounces the Gnostic
division of Intellect into one part that knows and another that knows that it
knows.166

NTe THINT TENOC' ACHME EPOC MN [MH €TMMAY" AYD ACAREPATC [ew]we acoywdc
€BOX [€T]Be MH eTHMMaY" aY® [€]mAH Necwoorn €BOX [¢M n]H €T @oorn’ ONTWC
{necaoor” €BOX M MMH €T WOOI’ ONTMC} MN NH [T]HPOY €COYWNE ay® [€]coYR nH
€Tp @pn1. N@o[o]m.

166 Enn. 11.9[33].1.34—40: “Do not on this account make the intellect multiple, if one thinks
and the other thinks that it thinks. For even if—in this realm—*“to think” is one thing
and “to think that one thinks” is another, nevertheless there is but one (mental) contact
that is not unobservant of its own activities. For it is ludicrous to suppose this of the
true Intellect, but the one that thought will be the same as the one that thinks that it
thinks” (O v 003¢ Sia Tobto mAgloug vods motely, el 6 uév voel, 6 3¢ voel 8tt voel. Kat yap el
do 6 &v TolToIg VoD, N0 O T6 Voely &t voel, dAN odv it TpoaBold) olx dvaioBnTog TGY
EVEPYNUATWY EquTHG: YeAoTov Yap [Armstrong, LCL: 3¢] éml o0 dAn6wod vod todto broAaupd-
VEW, GG TTAVTRG YE 6 adTog EaTat Samep €voet 6 vodv 3Tt voel). The proximity to the thought
of Amelius, who posited a tripartition of intellect (or possibly three separate intellects) is
also intriguing.
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Zostrianos 82.23—83.1: “She (Barbelo) is the comprehension (xatavénaig) of
the god who pre-exists.”’6” The ambiguity between subjective and objective
genitive is employed here to indicate that Barbelo is both the transcendent
principle’s own noetic act and also comprises in herself the knowledge about
that deity. Plotinus uses the same unusual word to describe the self-thinking of
the PNE at v.4[7].2.17.

Zostrianos 87.9—22: “[...] the perfect virgin Barbelo, through the simplicity of
the Blessedness of the Triple Powered Invisible Spirit, the one (i.e. Barbelo) who
knew that one knew herself; and that one—being one in every aspect and being
undivided—brought her to himself so that she would know herself (as) an ac-
tivity of his. The one who does not know him(self?)...."168 Yet again Zostrianos
makes the equation between knowledge of the transcendent deity and the
genuine self-knowledge of the emergent second principle, Barbelo, who is de-
scribed, like the Plotinian PNE, as an energeia of the first. The lacuna prob-
ably explained that by contrast with the perfect self-knowledge of Barbelo,
the failed cognition of inferior principles—perhaps another aspect of Barbelo
herself—results in a decline into lower ontological strata: an unfortunate pro-
cess which eventually leads to the creation of the mediocre cosmos. We have
seen that Plotinus imputes to the One both a perfect and an imperfect act of
self-apprehension, a duality that is reflected on every ontological stratum; the
perfect activity of self-apprehension constitutes the identity of each principle
in terms of itself, while the imperfect activity generates the subjacent level
of being (e.g., v.2[11].1.14—2.4). More interesting, however, is the idea that the
Invisible Spirit adduces the incipient Barbelo back to himself; at v.6[24].5.7-8,
Plotinus says that the Good “moved what has come into being (i.e., the PNE) to
itself” (<to> yevépevov éxivyae mpog avTod).

414 PSR inAllogenes

As with Zostrianos, there are a number of passages that appear to invoke the
PSR schema, although there are subtle differences between the models elabo-
rated in the two tractates. Turner has suggested that in the case of Allogenes
the reversion seems to be an activity of the Triple Powered One rather than the
Unknowable One itself, from which the Triple Powered One is somewhat more

167 Zost. NHC VIII 82.23-83.1 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): TkaTaNoHCl[C T]e NTe
moY[Tle eTp dpnt Nloomn'].

168 Zost. NHC VIII 87.9-22 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): [Tex]ioc [1BapB]
W nnfapeelnoc [eBon] giTooTe wtunT ealmiolyc fiTe tINT Maka[ploc] NTe
mMAOMT 60M N[220]paT[0]N MITNA" TH €TACEIME €MH ETMMAY ACEIME E€POC’ MH A€
€€ NOYa NCa Ca NIM €4€ NNAT TIWPX. €poY eaqu[Tc] naq eo[m]wc nce[iJme [epoc €]
YENEPTIA NTay [Te" nH] eT[€]Ngeme e[poy an].
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independent than in Zostrianos, thus better preserving the first principle’s
hypertranscendence. Yet the difference is not absolute; the highest modality
of the Triple Powered One, Huparxis, is barely distinguishable from the first
principle itself, and may be thought of as the first minimal activity of that prin-
ciple’s own self-reversion.

Allogenes 45.22—33 (badly damaged, relying on Turner’s reconstruction):16°
“When it was contracted, it [expanded] and spread forth; it became perfect.
And it received power through all of them, knowing itself [and] the perfect
Invisible Spirit, and he became an Aeon. Knowing herself, she knew that one,
and she became Kalyptos, because she acts in those whom she knows."170 As
with several passages in Plotinus, the PSR is described in spatial terms; the
first stage consists of a self-directed contraction; the second, an expansion and
“perfection” (the notion ultimately derives from Aristotelian embryology, and
also has a Plotinian reflection at, for example, 111.8[30].11.1—7). In Plotinus as
well, the epistrophic PNE is “empowered” or “strengthened” by its source.l”
The initial subject of the contraction is probably the Triple Powered One, since
its self-knowledge is distinguished from knowledge of the Invisible Spirit, but
as at Zostrianos 78.6—79.9, the pronominal prefixes switch to the feminine
gender to indicate the emergence of distinct alterity at the moment of self-
objectification (this despite the fact that Kalyptos is masculine). Here again,
Barbelo’s successful self-knowledge is equated with knowledge of the tran-
scendent first principle.

Allogenes 48.14—19: “It is not as Being, but he provides Being (nmwrne) with
that which is the occultation of Existence (huparxis). He provides for ev-
erything since it is he who will come to be when he intelligizes himself""? This
passage is explicit that the primordial moment of self-cognition generates
Being, just as in Plotinus at, for instance, v1.8[39].16.20—21: “this (as it were)

169 Turner's reconstruction of eqemM[e €poy] at line 26 and ecem[e A€ epoc...] at lines 29-30
are accepted by the BCNH team but not by K. L. King 1995, 82 who prefers eqeim[e epooy]
and ecem[e epooy] on the basis of comparison with nu eTc[coJoyn MMoOY at 45.32—33.

170 Allogenes NHC XI 45.22—33 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): X€ eTayeo[Tnq aqoyw]
@Cc €BOXN" aY® [eaqnop]a)q aqp Te[a]oc [ay]w agxi [6]om eBOA [NgnTOY T]HPOY"
eqemfe epoy...maJeopa[ToN MINA NTENOC] aymd ag@[wne Nnoylemn: ecem[e
A€ €poc aJceme enn e[ TH]MaY [ay]w acqywne Nkaxy[n]Toc [xe €]cPeneprt ¢n NH
eTc[co]oyn MMOoOY.

171 See supra Chapter 3, Strengthening / perfecting, p. 107. The fact that Barbelo is said to
receive power from “within them all” is curious but might be explained by the possibility
that [NenTOY T]upoOY is used here in place of nmiTHP], the “Universals” (= oi xa86Aov?)
sometimes used to refer to the transcendentalia rather than the intelligible realities.

172 Allogenes NHC XI 48.14-19 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): [N]ee Mniymrnie an: ax[xa]
eqt A[n]mwrne vn [n]u [eT Jenn NT[e] oynapzic: eqc[ag]ne New[q R]ewB MM X€ TH
NTOY €[ Te]yemmne eq@)aNpNOEl MMOY.
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‘Being, for him, is his looking to himself” (6 olov elvar Tod70 0tdT® T TPdS AV TOV
BAémew). The distinction between superior and inferior forms of “Being”—i.e.,
huparxis versus ImNE (= to on or hé ousia?)—occurs in the ACPP (huparxis
and to einai versus to on), and is also echoed by Plotinus in the Grofschrift at
v.5[32].5.16-19, where he contrasts to proton on with ousia.

Allogenes 49.5—21: “He [the Triple Powered one?] has Blessedness and
Goodness, since when he is intelligized as the ‘Traverser’ (m.=T) of the
Unboundedness (f.=U) of the Invisible Spirit (m.=IS) which abides within
him[self] (m.=T/IS?), she (£=U) turns him (m.=T) towards {him / herself}, in
order that she (f.=U) should know what it is that is within him (m.=IS/T?) and
the manner in which he exists, and so that he would become a salvation for ev-
eryone, being a cause of those that truly exist. For through this his (m.=IS/T?)
knowledge remained observant, since he (m.= T/IS?) is the one who knows
what he (m.=IS/T?) is."V73 The initial subject of this convoluted passage is most
likely the Triple Powered One, one of whose three modalities is Blessedness.
It appears that the function of the Triple Powered One qua Traverser is to
mediate and/or traverse the unbounded effluence that flows forth from the
Invisible Spirit, and thus to allow some communication over the limitless and
otherwise unbridgeable gulf between the transcendent first principle and the
intelligible—i.e., the Barbelo Aeon—and thence to the realm of human be-
ings. Yet curiously, the Triple Powered One itself constitutes the unbounded
effluence of the first principle. Indeed, the distinction between these four
principles—the Invisible Spirit, the Unboundedness, the Triple Powered One,
and the Traverser—is far from clear, and one may suspect that their functions
substantially overlap. We have already seen that during the final stages of as-
cent through the Triple Powered One (later in the text, at 16.19-28), the un-
bounded and formless powers create a disturbing and similarly fluid instability
at the intermediary power of Vitality. One literal sense of the term “traverser”
(peyxioo0p) is “ferryman,” and one might imagine that the author had in mind
the image of a rapidly flowing river that must be negotiated in order to reach
its source; paradoxically, however, different aspects of the Triple Powered One
comprise both river and ferry17# This passage may also be compared to an ap-

173 Allogenes NHC X1 49.5-21 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): [..o]ynT[aq W]
oyMNT Mak[apioc] Mn oyM[NT Jaraeoc xe [emw]re eyw[an]pnoer Mvoq noype]
(X100p NTMNT aTNap[HXC] BTe magopaToN MNN[a €T k] Nepali] RenTq eckwTe
MMOY eploc 2]ina X € eceelMe X € 0Y M€ [1H €] TREPal NeHT] ayD X¢€ [e]q[w]oon Naw
Nge' ayw y[Tle nai e Noyoyxal N[O]YON MM €q)OOTT NOYAAEIGE NNIONTMC
€T WOOIT" €BOX TaP SITM Tal aCEMMT €BOX NGl TEYINMCIC® X€ NTOY €T COOYN
X€ OY TE.

174 This interpretation is reinforced by the mention of a “pilot” (neT[P] gMme) in an analo-
gous role at Allogenes NHC XI 53.11-12 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH).
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parently ontogenetic but damaged passage at Zostrianos 16.5-13 which seems
to refer to the generation of the Barbelo Aeon in terms of the powers of the
Invisible Spirit having “traversed” (€ayxioop) and established limit over the
unboundedness. Yet we have of course also seen an analogous conception in
Plotinus, who describes the unboundedness of the PNE as well as the path of
ascent to MUO in terms of the One’s own effluvia; these include motion and life
“going through and out” (év 31e€8dw: 111.8[30].9.33).17° More importantly, how-
ever, this passage describes a primordial epistrophé whose subject and object
are ambiguous. The difficulty in identifying the referents of the pronominal
prefixes—some of which are lost among the lacunae, others perhaps deliber-
ately obscure—has led to conflicting interpretations. What seems to be certain
is that the (feminine) “Unboundedness” that gushes forth from the Invisible
Spirit either (i) transitively “turns him” (presumably the Traverser or Triple
Powered One)—or possibly, (ii) reflexively turns “herself;"’”6—either (i) “to
him[self],” i.e. to the Traverser; (ii) “to him,” i.e., to the Invisible Spirit; or (iii)
“to herself” (eckwTe MMOY €p[04], according to Turner, or €p[oc] according to
the BCNH edition), so that the Unboundedness might apprehend the contents
of either the Invisible Spirit or the Triple Powered One qua Traverser. As in the
case of Plotinus’s ontogenetic passages, some of this ambiguity is very likely
deliberate and is used to indicate the fluid identity of both subject and object
of the primordial epistrophe. Whichever reading one chooses, however, it is
most likely to mean that it is the unbounded effluence that acquires delimi-
tation through its reversion to its source. Yet that the Unboundedness is not
completely distinct from its source is suggested by the next sentence that rede-
scribes the entire process in terms of the perfect self-knowledge of a masculine
subject, thus either the Invisible Spirit or the Triple Powered One.1”
Allogenes 53.10-18: “He moved motionlessly—namely, that one there within
the one that guides—Ilest he should sink into the unbounded by means of an-
other activity of Mentality. And he entered into himself alone and he ‘appeared,
(oywng €Box), (thus) establishing every limit, the Universal that is beyond

175 This is pointed out by Turner 1990, 251-52.

176  Only K. L. King 1995, 100 emends the Ms MM04 to MMo<c>, which would also accord with
the present interpretation.

177 The verb sw@T eBOXN, which apparently has a large semantic range, has puzzled transla-
tors. Turner along with the BCNH team opted for the sense of “remain”; King renders this
“looked out.” I prefer the latter—or something like “remained observant” or “watched”
that preserves both aspects—because the context is clearly that of the self-knowledge of
the first principle which becomes in turn the second, akin to the knowledge of knowledge
at, e.g., Zost. NHC VIII 82.6-13.
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perfection.””8 First, with respect to the second sentence (“And he entered ...”),
the subject is again the Triple Powered One; the primordial self-reversion is
described yet again in physico-spatial terms, as occasionally in Plotinus, for
whom the One is, for example, “as it were, borne into his own interior” (eig 0
elow olov pépetan adTol: VI1.8[39].16.12—13). By now it is not surprising that the
self-reversion is immediately associated with the technical notion of “manifes-
tation” (oY €BoX); behind this lies the presupposition that the goal of the
primordial self-reversion is self-apprehension or self-manifestation. Similarly,
as in Plotinus, the first self-apprehension of the PNE—i.e., the “primordial
manifestation”—is concomitant with the acquisition of limit, boundary, and
form: thus it “establish[es] every limit.” Returning to the first sentence (“He
moved motionlessly ...”), we may perhaps compare the motionless motion
with the “undivided motion” that Allogenes encounters at the level of Vitality.
It is unclear whether “another activity of Mentality” refers to one below the
Triple Powered One’s own lowest power (also called Mentality) or whether this
refers to that power itself, just subjacent to the Vitality. Whichever the case
may be, the danger is that the delicate metaphysical structure of the Triple
Powered One itself will be flushed away by its own unbounded eftluence. For
this reason, it must remain self-directed. Finally, neTp ¢mme “the one that
guides,” might also render xvBepvityg (“steersman,” “pilot”), which might be
another allusion to the nautical metaphor of the “ferryman” or “traverser” at
49.8, who represents the specifically mediatory aspect of the Triple Powered
One. If the “ferryman” is to be equated with the “steersman” in this passage,
the question then arises what it is that is “within” (gpai gm) the latter: is it the
Triple Powered One active within its mediatory aspect, or the Invisible Spirit
within the Triple Powered One?

Allogenes 63.14-16: “There is a first manifestation and knowledge of him:
it is he alone who knows himself1? In the context of the luminaries’ exten-
sive negative-theological disquisition, we find that the utterly unknowable first
principle is characterized by a self-cognition that is explicitly equated with the
“first manifestation” ()optt NOYWNY €BON). In other words, the first principle’s
reflexive intellection initiates ontogenesis.

In this section (§4.4.14), we have seen that the Platonizing Sethians believed
that ontogenesis occurred through a process of self-reversion and reflexive

178 Allogenes NHC X1 53.9-18 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): [ayw] agkim ¢n
oyM[N]T aT KM [N]61 nH eTMMaY 2pai ¢ TET[P] SMME" FiNa X€ NEYWMEC €20YN
EMATNAPHX(] €BOX SITOOTC NKEENEPTIa NTE -FMNT €IME" aYM agBMK €20YN €pPOY
oYa2(' 24OYMNP €BOX €4€ Nt TOW NIM' TITHPY €T X0CE ETENIOC.

179 Allogenes NHC X1 63.14-16 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH ): €Y@OPTt NOYWNP €BOX 1€ MN
OYTNMCIC NTaY ENTOY 0YaaY €T €IME €POY.
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self-manifestation. The primordial self-objectification of the deity creates an
image that is paradoxically both identical to and distinct from its invisible ar-
chetype. For self-knowing, however self-directed, always entails alterity and
exteriorization as the subject of knowledge emerges from its object. Successive
replications of this image produce realities that are correspondingly removed
from their source, although each ontological level retains an inherent impres-
sion of its superiors. This process culminates with the creation of the human
being, enmired in corporeal matter. Yet certain humans can obtain salvation
and return to the source through visionary introspection; one’s status in the
spiritual hierarchy corresponds directly to the degree that one is able to “rec-
ognize,” or to apprehend, one’s essential self. At this point, by comparing this
schema with that of the visionary ascent we saw previously (in Part 2), it be-
comes apparent that the Platonizing Sethians envisioned a homology or even
identity between mystical and ontogenetic activities. This homology has two
fundamental aspects. First, (i) the aspirant’s mystical self-reversion corre-
sponds to or even replicates the primordial self-reversion of the transcendent
deity. Second, (ii) the autophany—the vision of a higher principle, tupos, or
power within the aspirant’s own self—corresponds to the first moment of on-
togenesis in which the deity apprehends and thus objectifies itself. That this
structural parallel is noncoincidental is indicated by the Platonizing Sethian
use of the term “primordial manifestation” (MNT@OPTT OYWNR €BOX = *pro-
phaneia?), or various synonyms, to describe both the faculty of transcendental
apprehension employed at the climax of visionary ascent and the primordial
self-apprehension at the first moment of ontogenesis.!8® Indeed, this hom-
onymy is undoubtedly deliberate, for they considered these transformative

180 However, as in Plotinus, the terminological parallel underlying the Platonizing Sethian
ascent is not restricted to specific technical terms such as “primordial manifestation,” but
may also be discerned in other terminological parallels between the ontogenetic activity
of the first principle and of the aspirant during a visionary ascent. Thus, for instance,
we may understand an apparent parallel in Marsanes between (i) the ontogenetic self-
withdrawal of the Invisible Spirit, who originally “ran up to his place” (9.29-10.4) to cause
the universe to spread forth, and (ii) the eschatological or ritual “running up” of the Elect,
who are now explicitly said to be in the company of the Invisible Spirit (10.16—23): “For
you will become [elect] with the elect ones [in the last] times, [as] the Invisible Spirit
[runs] up above. And you [ yourselves] run with him [up above], since you have the great
crown...” Marsanes 9.29-10.4 (text Funk and Poirier, BCNH): [...N€MNa] NagopPaTON
AYMNMT 22PHI ATIEYTOMOC" ATMMMA THPY GMATT ABAX" MM THPY BWO[A] aBaX; 10.16—24:
X€ KNaT[€] €[KCA] TTI NTE NETCATII [aNR [26€Y NNEOY2EIW[*] [€qIT|HT ATICAZPE NG
METINA NASOPATON' AYW NTWTN [WT]THNE NWDT NHMEY [aricagple’ €YNTHTN M[MeY
MMNaG NKAaM eT[npeiwoy’ | We have seen that Plotinus too uses the imagery of “run-
ning up” (anadraman) in both ontogenetic and mystical contexts.
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moments to be one and the same: the luminous, reflexive object of vision within
the mystical subject is the very same reflection that the deity sees of itself in the
first eternal moment. Furthermore, although the Platonizing Sethians may have
developed the most elaborate formulation of this schema, its seeds were buried
deeply in the fertile soil of classic Gnostic thought, and they had undoubtedly
germinated prior to the extremely sophisticated elaborations of contempla-
tive ritual ascent that we find in Allogenes and Zostrianos.'®! Now we may also
begin to grasp the extent of the similarity with Plotinus, who shared a more or
less identical conception of the homology or identity between the respectively
mystical and ontogenetic moments of self-apprehension. Some additional ob-
servations will confirm this resemblance beyond any doubt.

415  “First Thought” or “Pre-Intellection” as both Faculty of
Transcendental Apprehension and Primordial Self-Cognition
of the Deity
We have briefly seen that the term “first thought” occurs in close connection
with the “primordial manifestation,” and, like the latter, is a technical term
that has both a mystical and an ontogenetic significance, a semantic ambiva-
lence that is in fact deliberate. This, I suggest, has a clear echo in Plotinus’s
transcendental epistemology, and specifically in his use of the term pronoein,
“pre-intellection,” and the cluster of concepts to which this term is related. In
the section that follows—an extended detour—I would like to demonstrate
that the concept of pre-intellection has a substantial pre-Plotinian history in
Gnostic protological, soteriological, and mystical speculation.

416  Pre-intellection in Plotinus

For the moment, then, let us leave the Gnostics and return briefly to Plotinus.
Throughout his works, Plotinus repeatedly denies that the One can be an ob-
ject of intellection, even of reflexive self-thought, on the grounds that the re-
sulting logical duality between subject and object, however minimal, would
compromise the supreme principle’s absolute unity. In various places, howev-
er, he grants that there can nevertheless be some kind of transcendental appre-
hension of the One. As we have seen, he usually describes the ultimate phase
of mystical ascent in terms of the transcendence or abdication of intellection,
but occasionally he suggests that an apprehension of the One may be attained

181  There are also examples of a similar use of 0YWNg €BOX as a technical term for mysti-
cal apprehension in other, non-Platonizing Sethian Gnostic tractates; thus Val. Exp. NHC
X1 23.31-38, 24.19-39; Tri. Trac. NHC 1 127.8—24; Gos. Thom NHC 11 41.20—7[50]; 47.19—24
[83]; Disc. Seth NHC V11 66.12—21.
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by means of an extraordinary faculty of Intellect itself. At v.3[49].10.41-44,
Plotinus uses the peculiar verb pronoein to describe this faculty of transcen-
dental apprehension: “There will not be thinking of it, but touching, and,
as it were, only an unutterable and unthinkable contact—‘pre-thinking’
(pronoousa)—Intellect not yet having come into being, and what is touching
is not thinking.”82 Although this is Plotinus’s only use of pronoein in this sense,
elsewhere he employs a number of similar images which imply an extraordi-
nary faculty of mystical apperception that is not merely superior to intellect in
terms of value, but that is also—to use a temporal metaphor—anterior to intel-
lection itself. In the remarkable description of the mystical-erotic attainment
of the One at v1.7[38].35.19—38, Plotinus equates the faculty by which we ap-
prehend the One—the nous eron or “loving Intellect’”—not with the ordinary
epistemic activity of nous, but rather with “the power by which it was going to
think.”183 The use of the verb mellein, which indicates an intended or future
action, suggests that the moment of transcendental apperception—the mysti-
cal union with the One—precedes intellection, and somehow recapitulates the
primordial moment of ontogenesis just prior to the constitution of Intellect
proper. Thus, for instance, in a description of ontogenesis earlier in the same
treatise, at v1.7[38].16.13, Plotinus refers to the prenoetic efflux of the One prior
to its reversion upon its source as “not yet Intellect while looking at that” (&’
oUmw volg v Exelvo PAémwv), and later, at v.3[49].11.1-16, to “sight not yet seeing”
(&1g obmw iSobaa); “before this, it is only desire an unimprinted sight” (mpo d¢
T0UTOU EQETIS MbvoV xal dTiTwTog 8PI); “before this, it was not a thinking” (mpo
yap tobtov 0 vénais Hv). In other words, the pronoousa of v.3[49].10.43 would
appear to refer to an atemporal moment at which the unbounded, prenoetic
dunamis emerging from the One has not yet reverted upon and apprehended
its source, and thus still abides in an ineffable, pre-epistrophic contact with the
supreme principle itself. The mystical faculty is therefore also a pre-figuration
of Intellect—or “pre-thinking"—through which the human aspirant replicates
or co-experiences the One’s own, ineffable self-apprehension.

Whence, then, Plotinus’s curious concept of mystical “pre-intellection,” pro-
noein? We may start with the most obvious parallel, which happens to be post-
Plotinian. The related verb proennoein occurs in a similar context in Porphyry’s
Sententiae 26, where it describes a (presumably mystical) apprehension of
the hyperontic first principle. By “holding fast to being,”—or so Porphyry

182 V.3[49].10.41—44: #) olx Eoton vénoig adtod, dMa Bikic xal olov Emagy pévov dppntog xal
dvéntog, mpovoodoa olmw vod yeyovdTog xat Tod BryydvovTog ob voolvTog.

183  VI.7[38].35.30—33: Kal yap 6p&v éxelvov Eaye yevwnpata xal cuv)adeTo xal ToUTwY YEVOUEVWY
o Evévtav- ol tada pdv 6p@v Aéyetat voely, éxetvo 8¢ §) Suvdiuet éueMe voelv.
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implies—“we preconceive (proennooumen) the nonbeing above being."8* In
his 1968 Porphyre et Victorinus, Pierre Hadot noted that a similar term occurs
in the Anonymous Commentary on Plato’s ‘Parmenides’ (Acpp), where—if we
accept Hadot's emendation—the commentator insists that one can appre-
hend the transcendent First One by “standing upon an ineffable preconception
of him” (sténai epi tén autou arrhéton proennoia).1%5 Hadot further compared
this to Victorinus'’s use of the term praeintellegentia, where this is used among
other similar constructions to describe not mystical apprehension but rather
the self-intellection of God the Father.!86 In any case, according to Hadot—
who considered the ACPP to be post-Plotinian, and for this and other reasons
attributed it to Porphyry—the latter’s use of proennoein in these two passag-
es would be largely, if not entirely, dependent upon the Plotinian parallel in

184 Porphyry, Sententiae 26.1-5 (text Lamberz 1975): “Nonbeing”: one (kind) we generate
while separated from being, another we preconceive while holding fast to being. If indeed
we are separated from being, we do not preconceive the nonbeing above being, but we
generate the false experience ‘nonbeing, which is found around the one standing out of
himself” (0 8v 16 pev yewdpey xwptadévres tod dvtog, T6 3¢ mpoeyvooiuey Exdpevot Tod dvTog:
&g €l ye xwplobeinuey tod dvtog, 0 mpoevvooluey TO UTEP TO v W) 8, dAAG Yewduey Peudeg
mabog T 1) v, cupBePRnrds mepl TOV ExaTdvTa Eautod).

185 ACPP 2.14-27 (text Hadot 1968): “And thus it will be possible neither to fall off into a void
nor to dare to attach anything to it, but to remain in non-apprehensive apprehension and
in nonconceptual thought; from this exercise, it will at some point happen to you, while
also standing away from those things substantiated through him, to stand upon an unut-
terable preconception of him, which creates an image of him through silence, without
recognizing that it is silent nor is conscious that it is creating an image of him nor know-
ing absolutely anything at all, but being only an image of the unutterable, unutterably
being the unutterable, but not as if cognizant, if you can follow me imaginatively insofar
as I am able to explain” (xai obtwg oite éxmimtew eig xévwpa evéatal olte TOAUGY T Exelve
TpogdmrTew, pévew & &v docartahimTe xatodpel xal undév dvvooday vooel 8¢’ g peAETHS
oupPoetal gof mote xal dmoaTAVTL TGV ' AVTOV VTO<TTAV>TWY TS VOYTEWS aTHvAL EMTL TV
adtod dppyTov mpogvvotay Ty Evetxovi{opévy adTov did atyfig o0dE 8Tt atyd@ yryvhoxovoay
003 811 dveucoviletan adtdv TapancorovBodoa 008¢ Tt xaBdmak elduia, dAN odoaw pdvov ebedva
dppHTov T6 dppnTov dppHTwg odaa, SAN ody (¢ Yryvaaxouoay, €l pot &g xwp® Aéyew Sbvato
x&v QavtaaTie@s mapaxohovbijoat). The Ms reads mpogévvolav (as a noun, this is a hapax);
Hadot conjectures mpoéwolav, which is followed by Linguiti 1995; Bechtle 1999, howev-
er, preserves mpogévvotav. But could this instead have been mpotéwolav—unattested in
Greek, but preserved in the Coptic MPOTENNOI, in NHC X111,1%?

186 Marius Victorinus, Adversus Arium, 1.49.26—29 (text Henry and Hadot 1960): “... it is the
first cause of all things that are, of both wholes and parts, the pre-principle of every
principle, the pre-knowledge of all knowledge ...” (et universalium et partilium omnium
quae sunt prima causa, omnium principiorum praepincipium, omnium intellegentiarum
praeintellegentia) and 50.1-3: “this is God, this Father, preexisting preintelligence and pre-
existence, preserving himself and his own happiness in an immobile movement ...” (hic
est deus, hic pater, praeintellegentia praexistens et praeexistentia beatitudinem suam et
inmobili motione semet ipsum custodiens).
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v.3[49].10, and would suggest a correspondence between, on the one hand, the
preternatural intellection by which we grasp the divine and, on the other hand,
the self-intellection of the deity itself.187

The question remains, however, how it is that Plotinus himself arrived at this
conception. Following a suggestion in Walter Scott’s edition of the Hermetica,
Hadot conjectured that this concept originated in the Stoic notion of prolepsis
or “preconception.” Now apparently the Stoics used the originally Epicurean
term prolépsis in a technical sense to mean a universal faculty of pre-empirical
knowledge that allows one to recognize the presentations of sense-data and /
or to intuit what cannot be perceived either with the senses or with reason.!88
Among the Roman Stoics, the term seems also to have been closely related
to the so-called koinai ennoiai or “common conceptions”: that is, the innate
intuitions supposedly shared by all humans, such as, for example, a belief in
the gods. Hadot suggested that this overarching conception, if not precise ter-
minology, was later transformed by the Neoplatonists into a mystical faculty
for apprehending the supreme principle: a principle which itself can neither
be perceived by the senses nor conceived, strictly speaking, with the intellect.

While I happen to disagree with Hadot’s post-Plotinian dating of the Acpp,
I nevertheless concur that the Stoic conception of prolépsis and / or koinai en-
noiai lurks (at least somewhere) in the background of the conception of “pre-
thinking” as faculty of transcendental apprehension: a conception that seems
to have been shared by Plotinus and Porphyry, and, also—if indeed, as I suspect,
it was not Porphyry—by the anonymous commentator him- or herself. And yet
I would suggest that Plotinus and his immediate successors did not adopt this
notion directly from the Stoics, but instead did so through only the mediation

187 Hadot 1968, 1:117: “Cette idée de “prénotion’, de mpoéwvola, nest pas si singuliére quon
pourrait le croire. On la retrouve d’abord dans les Sententiae de Porphyre qui nous dis-
ent que nous avons une prénotion (mpovoodpey ou Tpoewoobpev) du Non-Etant au des-
sus de I'Etant, cest-a—dire de I'Un. Plotin y fait allusion lorsqu'il imagine, au-dela de la
dualité de la pensée, la simplicité absolue d’'un toucher sans intellection qui anticipe la
pensée (mpovoodow).... Le premier Dieu est “préconcu” (aussi bien par les autres que par
lui-méme) parce qu'il ne peut étre atteint que par un mode de connaissance antérieure a
la connaissance et qui correspond précisément au fait qui’il est “préexistant”.... [n. 6:] La
pensée antérieure a la pensée correpond a la fois au mode d'intellection par lequel nous
saississons Dieu et au mode d’intellection propre a Dieu.”

188 Diogenes Laertius 7.54.5—9 text and trans. Hicks, LCL, slightly modified: “Chrysippus, con-
tradicting himself, says in the first book On Reason that the criteria are sense-perception
and preconception (prolépsis); preconception is the natural conception of universals” (6 3¢
Xpvourmog Siagepdpevog mpdg ooV &v T¢ mpwte Ilepi Adyov xprmpid gyow elvan alabyow
xol TpdANPv- EoTt 67 1) mpdAipis Evvora puaniey) Tév xaddAov). Cf. Zost. NHC VIII 20.16-17 (text
Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): T@OPT NeNNOWx N[ Te Nai] THPO[Y]; cf. also 22.5.
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of roughly contemporaneous Gnostics, possibly including, but certainly not
limited to, the Platonizing Sethians on the immediate periphery of Plotinus’s
Roman circle. As seems so often to be the case with the peculiar technical
terms that permeate the AcPP—indeed, even those terms which also occur in
undisputedly Porphyrian works—the term proennoia, as well as the constel-
lation of conceptions to which this term is related, have much closer parallels
in indubitably pre-Plotinian sources, including, and especially, Gnostic texts.
I would like to suggest that the Gnostics—whose literature, moreover, is suf-
fused with Stoic ideas—had previously re-appropriated this aspect of Stoic
psychology and had already reconfigured it into a well-developed schema that
combined soteriology and transcendental epistemology, and that this schema
thus comprised the intellectual-historical background of Plotinus’s doctrine of
pre-intellection.

To investigate the pre-Plotinian roots of this concept, then, let us begin with
Hadot'’s citations. Interestingly, although Hadot appeals to the Stoic origins of
this idea, the only (arguably) pre-Plotinian sources that he cites are all exigu-
ous Hermetic fragments in which the phrase /o proennoumenos theos appears
to be a conventional Hermetic cognomen for the supreme deity who is beyond
the ordinary capability of human intellection.!®® Although these passages tell
us very little about how this term was intended, they do appear to have some-
thing to do with the Stoic use of “preconception” to mean an intuition of the
divine. Cicero uses the term praenotionem deorum (“the preconception of the
gods”) in this sense,'%° and in a passage from Plutarch’s critique of the Stoic
doctrine of koinai ennoiai, the verb proennoein denotes the prior intuition of
the Good upon which all value judgments rely.1°!

189  Corp. Herm. frag. 12A.3 (text Nock and Festugiére 1972): #atwv ydip Ti5, @ Téxvov, dmdppytos
Adyog goglag Saiég Te mept Tod pévou xuplov mavTwWY xal meoevvoouuévoy Beod, dv eimety mep
avBpwmév éatwv. (There is, O child, an unutterable doctrine and a holy wisdom about
the sole lord of all things and the preconceived god, the declaration of whom is beyond
human (capability)”). Also lamblichus, De mysteriis 10.7 [= Corp. Herm. frag.17.1, text Nock
and Festugiére 1972]; AVto 3¢ tayabov t0 pev Belov Yiyodvrat tév mpoevvooluevoy Bedv, o 3¢
avBpaymvoy TV Tpdg A Tov Evwav.... (“The Good itself [the Egyptians] consider to be, in the
divine sense, the preconceived god, but in the human sense, the union with him ...”).

190 Cicero, De natura deorum1.3 (text Rackham1979): “... the anticipation ... or ‘preconception’
of the gods, which Epicurus himself called prolepsis ...” (anticipationem ... sive praenotio-
nem deorum ... ut Epicurus ipse mpéAnyv appelavit).

191 Plutarch, Against the Stoics on Common Conceptions (Peri ton koinon ennoion) 1072a5—bi
(text Westman 1959): “For if apart from the good it is not possible to conceive of indif-
ference to that which is not good, still more prudence about those things that are good
does not provide a notion of itself to those who did not preconceive the good; but just as
a conception of technique with regard to health and sickness does not occur to those
who have not previously (conceived of) them, so also it is not possible to get a thought
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However, one might also note that language tantalizingly reminiscent of
pronoein with a more metaphysical implication also occurs in other, related
contexts. We may augment Hadot's list of Hermetic citations with another os-
tensibly Egyptian doctrine preserved by Iamblichus at De mysteriis 8.3, which
is perhaps somewhat closer to Plotinus’s understanding of pre-intellection
as a property of the transcendent first principle prior to the constitution of
Intellect. Here, among a profusion of different Hermetic theologies, lamblichus
describes one schema in which an apparently dyadic principle called “Eikton”
is intercalated between the utterly transcendent, “indivisible One” and the
self-intelligizing Nous proper. This intermediary principle contains both “the
first thinker and the first intelligible, and, he says, it “is worshipped through
silence alone.”’92 Interestingly, we may recall a similar association between
silence and pre-intellection in the ACPP passage cited supra, p. 203. To this
we may also compare a passage of the Theologoumena arithmeticae attributed
to the Neopythagorean Nicomachus of Gerasa: “the primal thought of other-
ness is in the Dyad.” (étepdtyros yap mpwtiory évvota év Suadt).198 These two pas-

of knowledge of good and bad things without having preconceived both good things and
bad things” (ei yap 00 dyafod xwpls odx €ott vofjoat T Tpog TO W) dryalov adiapopiay, €t
u@Aov 1) T@v dyab@v péwats émivolay aldTig ob didwat Tols dyadov wi mpoewonoaay. GAN
domep DYIEWRY xal voaep@Y Téxvg o Yivetat vénatg, olg i) mpdTepov alTdv éxcivwy yéyovey,
oUtwg dyaddv xal xax@®v EmeTUNG 00X EaTiv Ewvolay Aafety ) tdyaba xal Té xaxd Tpoevvo-
Noavtag). On mpéAnyis cf. also Diogenes Laértius 7.54 (Chrysippus) and 10.33 (Epicurus).

192 Iamblichus, De mysteriis 8.3 (text des Places 1966): “According to another ordering,
[Hermes] ranks first the god [K]meéph, the leader of the celestial gods, whom he says to be
an intellect thinking himself and turning his thoughts towards himself; but he promotes
above this one the Indivisible One, and what he calls the ‘first delivery by a midwife,
which he also names Eikton, in which in fact there is the first thinker and the first intel-
ligible, which is indeed worshipped through silence alone” (Ko’ Xy 8¢ td&wv mpotdrret
Bedv Tév Hpp Tév Emoupavin Bedv yolpevoy, 8v gnat vody elvat adtdv Eavtdy voodvra xai Tég
VOV OELS ElG EXUTOV EMITTPEPOVTA- TOVTOU O TO EV QePES Xal 8 QYTL TPATOV UA{EVUA TIPOTATTEL,
8v i Eberav émovoudlet- &v & 81y 10 mpdtdy éott voody xai T0 mpdtov voytdy, 8 8) xal Sid oryfi
udvng Bepamedetar). The hierarchy of this passage may be schematized:

TABLE 3 Analysis of variant Hermetic theological schema in Iamblichus,
De mysteriis 8.3
1. Indivisible One Supreme transcendent deity
2. Eikton = “First Delivery by a first thinker and first intelligible, worshipped in
midwife” silence (= dyad?)
3. [K]meph Intellect thinking itself (= Nous)

193 Nicomachus of Gerasa, Theologoumena arithmeticae 211921 (text de Falco 1922): “for
the Monad is some quantity also contemplated in its own right, and is the most unique
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sages, taken together, suggest that something associated with preconception
or pre-intellection was thought to abide immediately subjacent to the first
principle beyond Intellect, but somewhere “above” the Intellect itself: in the
precise interhypostatic locus of the Platonic-Pythagorean Indefinite Dyad to
which Plotinus himself furtively refers, for instance, at v.4[7].2.4-8. The cer-
tainty of the pre-Plotinian dating of this doctrine is, of course, partially com-
promised by the fact that both of these mysterious fragments are preserved
by Iamblichus; nevertheless, this provides some grounds to suspect that the
notion of pre-intellection occurred in the context not only of Stoic psychology
but also of Platonic metaphysics in pre-Plotinian religio-philosophical circles.

Now as we have just seen, the closest, arguably pre-Plotinian elaboration
of a transcendental epistemology involving the notion of “pre-intellection”
and/or “primary” or “first conception” may be found in the Platonizing Sethian
Gnostic tractates that circulated among Plotinus’s entourage: a fact that Hadot
apparently did not notice in 1968, but one that Michel Tardieu noted briefly
in his 1996 reply to Hadot’s earlier work.194 Indeed, the Platonizing Sethians
had already formulated (a) a conception of ontogenesis through the hyper-
transcendental, unknowable deity’s pre-intellectual self-apprehension and
(b) a model of mystical apprehension involving the contemplative replication,
within the consciousness of the human aspirant, of the first principle’s own
ineffable self-apprehension.

delimiter and true definer; for if a thing would at some point be together with another, it
would not be alone, but would be ranked under the Dyad; for the primal thought of other-
ness is in the Dyad” (Eott ydip Togdv Tt 1) movdg xat xaf’ £autd ye Bewpoluevov xal povwTaTov
mepaivov xal dANI&S Spilov- obv Yap ETépew pévoy odx &v mote &ly) T, xartd 8¢ Ty Suddar- ETepd-
™TOS Yap mpwTioTy évvora &v Suadt).

194 Tardieu 1996, 79: “Quen est-il maintenant de la préintelligence, v Tpoévvola, copte tisorp
nennoia? Dans les textes gnostiques, elle designe toujours le mode suréminent par lequel
les véritablement existants, appelés aussi “membres’, “éons”, “touts”, peuvent accéder a
la connaissance d’eux-mémes dans I'Etre premier qui est véxatg vovjgews....") See also the
earlier observations of Krdmer 1964, 254—55: “Der aktuelle Denkprozefl kommt aber erst
dann in Gang, wenn der Ursprung durch Emanation ein Anderes aus sich heraussetzt, das
ihn—in vermittelnder Spiegelung—objectivierend vor sich selbst bringt, das ihm aber
zugleich erkennend gegeniibertritt und dem er sich darum gegensténdlich manifestieren
kann. In der so statuierten yvé&aig 8cod ist demnach Gott Subjekt und Objekt in einem:
Indem er sich auslegt, vermittelt er sich selbst und andere, erkennt sich selbst und wird
erkannt.” Also, Turner 2000b, 129: “The reality associated with the Invisible Spirit is ap-
prehended neither by sight nor audible revelation, but only by a “silent power” or faculty
of thought, a form of audition beyond hearing, which is identical with the “pure silent
power” that exists in Barbelo, namely the silent Forethought (mpotéwoia) of the Invisible
Spirit which emanates as the Aeon of Barbelo.”
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417  Pre-Intellection in the Platonizing Sethian Tractates

Returning to the Platonizing Sethian tractates themselves, let us examine first
the evidence from Zostrianos, where it is evident that pre-intellection occurs in
three interrelated contexts: first, in the self-apprehension of the supreme deity,
the Invisible Spirit; second, in the ontogenetic emergence of the second, noetic
principle (that is, the Barbelo Aeon and its subaeons); and third, in the mysti-
cal epistemology which permits the human aspirant to apprehend the tran-
scendent first principle. On page 20, lines 11-14, we find an indication that the
hypertranscendent first deity is not accessible to knowledge but is, neverthe-
less, “pre-knowable”: “He is a divine father as fe is pre-known (eYP @PpTt NeMe
€poY), and he is not known; for he is a power and a father from himself"195 The
remainder of the passage, lines 15-18, seems to equate the tripartite power of
the first principle, the Invisible Spirit, with a “first thought,” (t@opt tenno),
a phrase which recurs later at 24.12 and 60.13,'%6 and which is, one may pre-
sume, more or less equivalent with the first principle’s “pre-knowing” (wpn
neme). Earlier, at 58.16—20, we find: “the Invisible Spirit is a psychic and an
intellectual power, a knower and a pre-knower ([peq]p @optt Newe).”197 This
pre-intellectual self-apprehension is also the original act that establishes onto-
genesis, as the Barbelo Aeon and its contents emerge from the Invisible Spirit
through an act of reflexive pre-intellection. At 82.23, the fully-determinate
Barbelo is described as the “comprehension (katanoesis)” of the pre-existent
god, a peculiar term which Plotinus later echoes in an early, pre-GrofSschrift
treatise, v.4[7].2.16-17, to describe the mysterious noéton apparently located

195 Zost. NHC VIII 20.11-18 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): “He is a divine father as e is
pre-known, and he is not known; for he is a power and a father from himself. This is why
he is [fatherless], the invisible Triple-Powered, the First Thought of them all, the Invisible
Spirit ...” (€YNOYTE NEWWT M€ €YP WPIT NEIME EPOY" aYD NEYEIME EPOY AN’ OYGOM TaP
€BOX MMOY TI€ MN OYE[1]DT €BOX M[MO]Y MaYady' €TBE Mail OYATE[ID]T ME” TMATNAY
A€ €poq N[@UTeOM" TWopTt NenNOota N[Te Nai] THPO[Y] m[ago]paToN MINR).

196  Zost. NHC VIII 60.10—23 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): “...[hear] him [...] and [...]
in a [thought] and [in] a First Thought | ...] since [...] with power [...] she is perfect [...]
you must be preached to concerning everything, and [...] those to whom you will lis-
ten, by means of a thought of those beyond perfection, and those which you will know in
the souls of the perfect ones” ([..cloT [eploy 2[+ 5 | = 3]a ayw [.].y[= 6] fgpai on
OYENNO[1a MN] oy@oprt " NeNNoI[a + 3] emaH gN 0YcoM aY[+ 3] NOYTENOC Te" a[ANa]
DWE EPOK ETAWM[€ OEIW | €TBE 2B NIM" aYM [MN] NH €TKNACIDTM €[POOY] €BOA SITN
OYENN[01a] NTE€ NH €T X0CE €T €EAI]0OC aY(MD MN NETKN[ACOY]WNOY gN OYYYXH [NTE]
NITENIOC).

197 Zost. NHC VIII 58.16—20 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): Y ma[20pa]TON MITN&
OYGOM [RYY]XIKON aY® NNOEP[ON T€] OYPEYEIME aYWD N[ PEY]|P QOPIT" NEIME.
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somewhere ‘between’ Intellect and the One.!98 At Zostrianos 82.6—13, the subject
of self-intellection is the prefiguration of intellect still in occultation: namely,
Kalyptos, the supreme subaeon of Barbelo; this principle first minimally dis-
tinguishes itself from the Invisible Spirit through reflexive pre-cognition: “[the
one] who preconceives it ()opt1’ Neme) is an eternal space (choréma), since he
had become a second one of his knowledge, again the knowledge of his knowl-
edge, which is the unbegotten Kalyptos.”%° Finally, in the clearest elaboration
of mystical epistemology in Zostrianos, at 24.1-17, we find a description of the
various faculties by which one can apprehend successive ontological strata.
The passage is worth quoting in full: “On the one hand, one sees in a perfect
soul those of Autogenes; on the other hand, in intellect, those of the Triple
Male, in a pure spirit, those of the Protophanes. One hears about Kalyptos
through the powers of the Spirit which emerged in a vastly superior manifesta-
tion of the Invisible Spirit. Through the thought that now exists in Silence and
through the First Thought [one learns] about the Triple Powered Invisible Spirit;
it is a hearing and a power of silence which is purified in a vivifying spirit: per-
fect, first-perfect, and all-perfect.”20° Something called a “first thought” (gopnt
NeNNOx)—which we may reasonably connect with pre-intellection (p @pmt
neme)—corresponds to the ultimate apprehension of the first principle, the
Invisible Spirit, in (or through) the First Thought (gn t@opmt NennowRy). [See
Appendix C1—2.] Here we have an explicit statement that the faculty by which
the first principle is known is called a “first thought.”

198 Thus Zost. NHC VIII 82.23-83.1 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): FKaTaNOHCI[C T]
€ NTe MNOY[T]e €Tp wpn NQ[oon'| (Ske is the comprehension (katanoésis) of the god
who pre-exists”); cf. Enn. v.4[7].2.17-19: “[the Intelligible] is its own self-comprehension
(katanoesis), and exists as if by consciousness (sunaisthései) in everlasting stasis, and in
(akind of) thinking different from the thinking according to Intellect” (1) xatavénaig adtod
bt olovel cuvanaByjoet odoa év atdoet didie xal voaet Etépwg #) xorrd TV vod vénow).

199 Zost. NHC VIII 82.6-13 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): “...[the one] who precon-
ceives it is an eternal space, since he had become a second one of his knowledge(s), again
the knowledge of his knowledge, which is the unbegotten Kalyptos” ([n]n €Tp woptr’
NEIME €POY EYXMPHMA M€ N ENER" €2YWDITE NOYME[2]CNTE NT€E TEYINWCIC MANIN
on fruweic NT[e] Teqruwceic eTemki[c] ne nnatTMice). This apparently recursive
“knowledge of knowledge” is specifically criticized by Plotinus at 11.9[33].1.34—40 despite
its evident proximity to his own scheme.

200 Zost. NHC VIII 24.1-17 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH): @aqu[ay M]en 2N oYYYxH
A€ NTENO[C ENJANIAYTOTENHC' gN OYNOYC A€ €]NATMMMNTOOYT' ¢N OYTINA A€
€JOYaaB NANITPMOTOGANHC M)AYCMDTM A€ E€TBEMKAC €BON JITN NIGOM NTE TN
€TaYEl EBOX MMOY 2N OYMNP €BOX €JCOTII NPOYO NTE MAPOPATON MITNa' 2Pai A€ SN
TENNOIA TAl €T@OOIT TNOY N OYCITH® NgPal A€ &N TWOPIT NENNOIA® €TBE MA)MTGOM
NaPOPATON MITNA €YCIDTM G€ TIE€ MN OYGOM NTE OYCITH €CTOYBHOYT ¢N oy[riua
€qTaNg0 TTeNOC aYm NW[O]P[T1] NTENIOC aYM MIANTE[AIO]C.
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In Allogenes, the term @optt Nennow—*first thought”—appears to have
crystallized into a technical term for pre-intellection, and is, as we have already
seen, virtually synonymous with “primordial manifestation.” This denotes both
the reflexive self-manifestation of the first principle that initially establishes
ontogenesis, and also, simultaneously, the mechanism by which the human as-
pirant apprehends that transcendent principle. The term “first thought” itself
occurs unambiguously at least three times in the tractate. The first instance,
at 48.3, clearly occurs in the context of mystical epistemology: “Since it is im-
possible for the individuals to comprehend the Universal one that abides in
the place that is beyond perfection, they apprehend through a first thought
(oywoptiNeNnoOIa)."201 The second instance, at 53.10-13, refers to a first thought
in the simultaneous sense of both mystical epistemology and of primordial on-
togenesis: “Since perfect comprehension is impossible ... it is (known) in this
manner: because of the third silence of Mentality and the second undivided
activity which manifested in the First Thought (t@optt Nenno1a), which is the
Aeon of Barbelo.”202 Finally, at 64.35—36, the term appears to refer to a faculty
of transcendental apprehension that is somehow imparted by the initial pre-
cognition at the moment of universal ontogenesis: “He was blind apart from
the eye [or ‘spring’] of revelation that is at rest, that which is activated from the
triple power of the First Thought (Taopn Nennoa) of the Invisible Spirit.”203

We may see, then, that the conception of pre-intellection and / or “first
thought” as the simultaneous mechanism of both ontogenesis and mystical
apperception occurs throughout the Platonizing Sethian literature closest to
Plotinus. However, lest anyone harbor any residual suspicion that the vector
of influence moved from Plotinus to the Gnostics, rather than, as I suggest, the
other way around—that is, from the Gnostics to Plotinus—we may observe that
variants of the same notion are extremely widespread in other Gnostic sources

201 Allogenes NHC X1 48.9-13 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): €maH [oYMN]T aT 6aM Te
NTerk[aTa 0]ya €Tape MTHPY €T K[H 2]m [M]Ma €T X0Ce €TENOC" €WAYX1 A€ EBOX
SITOOTC NOYWOPIT NENN[ 0] 1.

202 Allogenes NHC X1 53.18-29 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): “The entirety beyond perfec-
tion precedes knowledge, (in such a way that it is not known by means of knowledge).
Since perfect comprehension is impossible to be known, is (known) in this manner: be-
cause of the third silence of Mentality and the second undivided activity which mani-
fested in the First Thought which is the Aeon of Barbelo” (THPY €T X0ce €TENOC" €4€
N@OPTT MEN €1TNMCIC NT2€ €BOX SITOOT AN EMAH MMN GOM EIMITERO NTENOC EYEIME
€pPOY M€ A€ Al €TBE MMELWOMT NKAPMY NTE TMNT €1Me’ MN TMERCNTE NENEPTIA
NaT MOPX €TACOYMNR €BOX $N FQOPTI NENNOIA €TEMEMN TI€ NBAPBHAD').

203 Allogenes NHC X1 64.30—36 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): 24P BANE NCa NBOX MITIBaA
€T 2OPK MMOY NTE MOYMNR €BOX’ MH €TEYPENEPTT €POY Tl €BOX $M MM)MNT GOM NTE
F@oprt NENNOIA NTE TIAZOPATON MITNA.
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at a greater remove from Plotinus’s circle; moreover, they appear not to exist
outside the Gnostic context. Beginning with other Sethian texts, in the Untitled
Treatise of the Bruce Codex, for instance, we find a clear statement that the
aeons are established by the “first thought” of the transcendent Father, which
also appears to grant the aeons knowledge of the Father in return: “Through
his members, he has of himself provided a place for his members so that they
would be situated within him and so that they know that he is the Father and
that it is he who projected them in his first thought (Teqa@oprn NeNNOIA).20%
While the Untitled Treatise is considered (by Turner among others) to postdate
Zostrianos and Allogenes, this term also occurs in the classic Sethian litera-
ture that most likely predates the Platonizing tractates, as is suggested by the
namesake of the Sethian Trimorphic Protennoia—the “first-thought in three
forms”—who is both the primordial first thought of the Father and, simultane-
ously, the indwelling salvific principle within human beings that permits them
to reascend to their pleromatic source.2%% Moreover, this notion is not restrict-
ed to Sethian literature, but may also be found in the Valentinian Tripartite
Tractate, though with subtle terminological differences. Thus at 61.1—2, the ini-
tial emanation of the aeons by the transcendent Father occurs by means of
pre-intellection: “The one who preconceived them ...” (p @aptt Mmey|[€]),"206
or, with a slight variation of terminology, at 62.15-16, “the one who conceived it
from the beginning ...” (MeTeaqueYe apac XN N@apin);207 at 82.22, the aeons
emerge from “the thought that preconceived them.”298 A similar construction

204 Cod. Bruc. Untitled 265.11-18: 2ITN NEJMENOC MMIN MMOY a4aay NTOTOC NNEYMENOC.
E€TPEYOYMQ NRHTY aYW® NCECOYNY X€ NTOY Tie TEYEIWT aYd X€ NT0Y
TIENTAYMPOBAAE MMOOY €BOX N TE€YQOPIT NENNOIA.

205 Three Forms NHC XIII 35.1-2 (text Turner, CGL): [aANOK] T€ TTPM[TENNOW MM]EEYE
€TW[00]T" 21 [MOYOEIN].... ; 36%.17: ANOK TIE TTMEEYE MIIWT.

206  Tri Trac. NHC I 611—9 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL, slightly modified): “The
one (the Father) who preconceived them [i.e., the Aeons]—not only that they should
exist for him, but also that they should exist for themselves as well, that they should then
exist in his thought as the substance of thought, that they might also be (substance of
thought) for themselves as well—he sowed a thought as a spermatic seed” (enTagp
W@APIT HMEY] €] aPA0Y THWT OY MONON XTPOYMMIIE NEY dAANA ATPOYWM)WIME NEY 2OY
AN’ ATPOY(MWIE GE' M T[€YMEYE" 2WC OYCla MMEY[€] ATPOYWMWIIE A€ NEY 2WOY"
a[q]crTe inoyMeey[€] 2w oycng[pMa e’ NMNTCII[epMa]).

207 Tri. Trac. NHC I 62.15-20 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL): “The one who con-
ceived it from the beginning possesed it from the beginning; he saw it; he concealed (?) it
from those who first came forth from him” (neTeaqueye apac XN NQAPIT NTaq MMEN
OYNTEYC MMEY XN NWAPT AYNEY APACT AaY2MTIT A€ MMOC ANAElI ENT22P YOPTT NEl
ABaA MMaY).

208  Tri Trac. NHC I 82.22—24 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, CGL, slightly modified): nee
NAE [N]TaY 2NNABaX NE 2M [ M]EYE ENTAYP QAPIT NCOYD[ N]OY.
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is explicitly used to describe the mystical apprehension of the Godhead. Thus
at 127.8—25 we find a list of technical terms for the mystical apprehension of
the pre-existent deity, one of which is explicitly described as a manifestation
of the ontogenetic first thought: “He who gave them knowledge of him was one
of his powers for enabling them to grasp the knowledge in preeminence; it is
called ...”—among other terms—*“the manifestation of those things that were
preconceived” (MOYMNG & BaX"NNENTAYCOYMNOY NA)OPTT).”209

Moreover, the notion of preconception also occurs in descriptions of pri-
mordial ontogenesis in the very earliest phase of Gnostic thought. In the
Valentinian ontogenetic schema thought itself emerges, somewhat counter-
intuitively, prior to the genesis of Intellect. In Irenaeus’s account of the system
of Ptolemy, the supreme deity Buthos (Deep) is accompanied by two consorts,
Thought and Will; “for it was first conceived (mp&tov yap €vwondy) to project
something ... and then it was willed.”?!0 The apparent tmesis dividing the word
proennoein somewhat obscures the parallel, but in an account of the ostensible
“first” Gnostic, Simon Magus, the terminological connection is clear. According
to Justin Martyr, Simon Magus’s companion Helen, an ex-prostitute, was con-
sidered by Simon'’s disciples to be the “first thought” (ennoian protén) generated
by the supreme deity;2! interestingly, elsewhere Justin disapprovingly quotes

209 Tri. Trac. NHC I 127.8—25 (text and trans. Attridge and Pagels, cGL, slightly modified):
“He who gave them knowledge of him was one of his powers for enabling them to grasp
the knowledge in supremity; (it) is called “the knowledge of all that are conceived” and
“the treasure” and (it) is “the addition for the increase of knowledge” (and) the “manifes-
tation of those things which were preconceived” and “the path towards harmony and to-
ward the one who pre-exists,” which is the increase of those who have abandoned the
greatness which was theirs in the organization of the will, so that the end might be like
the beginning” (mae1 €Tagt NEY MMCAYNE NTEY NEYOYGOM' NTEY ME" XTPOYTERAC
X€ TICAYNE MEN 2NN OYMNTXAEIC' CEMOYTE aPay X€ MICAYNE HNNETOYNAMEEYE
Napay” THPOY aY® Ma20" aYM MOY{2}2 NTE ATOOTOY 2P 2OYE CAYNE' M€ ITOYWNE
a°BAA" NNENTAYCOYWNOY NQ@OPIT aYM MMAEIT 220YN aMif METE aYM® a2OYN ANETP
@OPTT NA)OOTT E€TEMEEL TE MXIN NTMAECIH' NAE NA€l ENTA2 KM NCWOY NTOYMAEH
€TETWOY TE NZPHI NTOIKONOMIa NTE MOYMWE" XEKACE EPETEAH" NAWDIIE' MIPHTE"
€TAPETAPXH Ol MMaY).

210 Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 6.38.5.4—6 [= Irenaeus, Adversus haereses
1.6.1-10]: “Those around Ptolemy say that [Buthos] has two consorts, which they also call
‘dispositions,’ namely Thought and Will; for it was first conceived to project something, as
they say, and next it was willed” (ot 8¢ mept tév ITtohepaiov Vo culdyous adtév Exew Aéyovaty,
ag xai dbéaeig xahodaw, "Evvotay xal @Ehnatv- mpdtov ydp évvordy Tt mpofodely, &g paa,
émeta €A o).

211 Justin Martyr, Apologia i 26.3.1-6 (text Minns and Parvis 2009): “And almost all the
Samaritans, and a few also among the other nations, agree to and revere [Simon Magus]
as the first god; and some Helen—who wandered about with him during that time, who
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certain pagans, possibly Stoics, who describe the birth of Athena from Zeus'’s
head as his “first thought” (proten ennoian).?'> And—most importantly—
in the description of ontogenesis in the Apocryphon of John, at the moment
Barbelo emerges from the self-apprehension of the Invisible Spirit as his re-
flection in his own aqueous light, she is described as TegoyerTe NenNOIR, the
“primordial thought.”?!3 This confirms that the notion of the self-reflection of
the supreme principle described as “pre-intellection” or “first thought” already
existed in embryonic form in the classic Gnostic systems, and that this prin-
ciple was thought to occupy an intermediary position immediately subjacent
to the supreme principle but in some sense superior to the fully-determinate
Barbelo Aeon.

418  Pronoein and Pronoia

At this point, we may wonder how this first thought becomes associated with
soteriology and visionary ascent. I cannot claim to answer this here with
any certainty, but I would suggest that it has something to do with the no-
tion of divine providence. Significantly, in the same ontogenetic passage of
the Apocryphon of John, another related term is employed to describe the first
emergent self-cognition: “His thought became an actuality; she appeared; she
stood before him in the brilliance of his light. She is the dunamis that is prior
to everything, the Pronoia of the all (Tenponoia [MnT]upq).”2* Here the term

had previously prostituted (herself) in a brothel—she they claim (to be) the first thought
generated by him” (xal oxedov mdvteg uév Zauapels, OAlyot 3¢ xai v dMotg €Bveawy, g Tov
Tp&TOV BedY Exelvov dpohoyodvTeg exelvoy xal tpoaxuvodat: xal EAéwny Tvd, v tepvoatyioa-
gav adTd xat Exetvo Tod xapod, TpdTepov Eml Téyoug atadeigay, ™y O’ avTod évvoray mpdTyy
yevopéwny Aéyovat). Cf. also Irenaeus, Adversus haereses 1.23.2.

212 Justin Martyr, Apologia i 64.5 (text Minns and Parvis 2009): “Also—behaving in a simi-
larly malicious manner—they [sc. the Pagans] declare Athena to be the daughter of Zeus,
not through sexual reproduction but rather, since they knew that God had the notion to
create the world through the Logos, they spoke of Athena as the first thought, which we
consider to be the silliest thing, to put forth the female form as an image of thought” (xal
TV Abvvév 82 Spoiwg Towpevdpevol Buyartépa tod Adg Epaaay, odx dmd pikews, AN, émedy
éwvorOévta Tov Bedv Sta Adyou TV xbapov Totfioat Eyveaay, g TV TRWTYY EVWolay EQaaa THV
Advav- 8mep yehotbtatov Vyotpeda elvau, Thg évvolag elndva mapagépev OAeld openv).

213  Ap. John (Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 9—11 [see complete passage of NHC III 6.24—7.23 in
Appendix C8]).

214 Ap.John NHC 111 71217 (and parallels in Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 10.18-11.4): T€JENNOIA
ACP OY2WB' [2COY]MNZ €BOX" aCALE EPATC MIMEY[MTO] €BON' &M MEYAAMITHAONOC
N[OYOE1]N €T€ NTOC Te T AYNAMIC €[ TWO]OM" 2a6H NNKa NIM' TEMPONOIA [MITT|HPY.
Williams 1992b, 485-88 observed that the activity of Providence in Ap. John is tripartite
(as in the Middle Platonic doctrine of pseudo-Plutarch, De Fato 572f-573a and Apuleius,
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pronoia is used to describe the emergent Barbelo, and in this passage, it is often
simply translated as “providence,” which is certainly at least one of its mean-
ings. But pronoia here might be better rendered as “forethought” or even “pre-
thought,” and we may begin to suspect that it is related both conceptually and
etymologically to the other designation of the incipient Barbelo, TegoyerTe
NeNNOIa, “primordial thought,” that occurs later in the same passage.?!® That
pronoia is more or less synonymous with proté ennoia elsewhere in Sethian
thought is further supported by the occurrence of this term in precisely the
same context—and, moreover, in close connection with silence—in the Gospe!
of the Egyptians, which is a more proximate ancestor of the Platonizing Sethian
tractates; thus, in Codex 1v, page 50, lines 5-9, we find the hymnic phrase, “the
light of the perfection, the eternal light of the eternities, the light in silence, in
the Pronoia and silence of the Father."216

Yet the mythical figure of Pronoia in the Apocryphon of John—Ilike the
eponymous savior of the Trimorphic Protennoia and the First Thought in the
Platonizing Sethian tractates—is not only the incipient reflexive apprehension
of the supreme principle, but is also, as is well known, the salvific mechanism
by which one returns to the transcendent realm. In the long version, Pronoia
herself is important enough to be accorded a lengthy aretalogy of her own (the
so-called Pronoia monologue); thus, in Codex 11, page 31, lines 11-14, she de-
clares, “I am the Pronoia of the pure Light; I am the thought of the Virginal
Spirit, who raises you up to the honored place,” and the same salvific role is at-
tributed to the personified Pronoia and / or her secondary emanation, Epinoia,
“mental reflection,” throughout both long and short versions of the tractate.21”

De Plat. 112), and in its higher aspect comprises both the reflection of the deity and the
principle of salvation.

215 At NHC II 14.20-21, Pronoia is called the eikon of the Invisible.

216  Gos. Eg. NHC 1V 50.5-9 [cf. also 75.11 and NHC 111 63.22] (text and trans. Bohlig and Wisse,
CGL): moyo[€e1]n NTe [M]XMK’ MOYOEIN )2 ENER NTE NIENER" TOYO[€]IN gN OYCIrH gN
OYTIPONOIa MN OYCITH NT€ MT .

217 Ap. John NHC II 3L11-14: aNOK' T€ TIIPONOIA MITOYOEIN €TBBHY ANOK M€ TMEEYE
MMMAPOENIKON MITNA TIETCOPE MMOK ' €2Pal EMTONOC ETTAEIHY. See also NHC 1T 23.26—
31 (in Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 62.12—-17): “ appeared in the likeness of an eagle upon the
Tree of Knowledge, which is the mental reflection (Epinoia) from the Pronoia of pure Light,
so that I might teach them and awaken them out of the depth of sleep” (aioymwng anok’
€BOX MIMCMAT' NOYAETOC 21X N MAHN MIICOOYN €TETAI TE TEMNOIA EBOA 2N TEMTPONOIA
NOYOEIN €TTBBHY XEKaAC EINATCEBAY aY(M NTATOYNOCOY €BON 2M MK’ MIIZINHB').
Cf. also NHC 1I 30.24 etc: aNOK 1€ Mp riMeeYe NTIponowx (“I am the remembrance of
the Pronoia”). NHC 111 27.2—4 (in Waldstein and Wisse 1995, 56.9-10): “the Thought of the
pre-existing light, being within him, awakened his thought” ([ T¢]nNoIA 6'€ WnteripoonTOC
NoY{o61]N ecaynie NPpal NeHTY" ec[Twoy]n MeqHeoye €2pal).
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Hints of a similar association between pronoia and both salvation and vi-
sionary ascent may also be found in the earliest strata of Valentinian thought.
One might consider a fragment of Valentinus himself, preserved by Clement
of Alexandria: “Until the heart encounters pronoia, it is impure, being the do-
micile of many demons; but when the Father who alone is good inspects [the
heart], he sanctifies it and causes it to shine forth with light, and therefore one
having such a heart is blessed, because he will see God.”?'8 This quotation from
Valentinus is later echoed at Zostrianos 46.6—31, a passage discussed earlier in
this chapter, where the soul, having fallen into generation, is similarly impris-
oned by evil spirits, but is subsequently saved, here not quite by pronoia, but
instead by “perfect living thoughts” (2[en]nonMa ne NTEN[1]OC eYON) that
are equated with luminous “impressions” (tupoi) within the soul; these assist
in the ascent out of the cosmos.2!° In both passages, one may perceive a confla-
tion of the soteriological or providential role of the innate remnant within the
human soul of the primordial first moment of divine intellection (on the one
hand) with (on the other hand) the visionary possibilities inherent in intro-
spective contemplation.

218 Valentinus apud Clement of Alexandria, Stromateis 2.114.3—6 (text Stahlin 1960): “And it
seems to me that the heart experiences something like an inn; for that is riddled with
holes and dug up and often filled with excrement, as people stay there licentiously, hav-
ing no forethought for the place since it has been established by another. In this way too,
until the heart encounters forethought, it is impure, being the domicile of many demons.
But when the Father who alone is good inspects (the heart), he sanctifies it and causes
it to shine forth with light, and thus one having such a heart is blessed, because he will
see God” (xai pot Soxel Gpotdv Tt maayew @ mavdoxeiw 1) xapdia- xai yap éxelvo xatatitpdral
Te xal OpUTTETAL Xl TOMAXIG XOTPOV TriMTAXTAL GVEPWTIWY ATERYRG EUMUEVOVT®Y Xal undepioy
Tpdvoray Tolouuévwv Tod ywpiov, xabdmep dMoTplov xabeaTdTog. TOV TpdTOV TodTOV Matl V) Xatp-
Sla, péxpt ) mpovolag Tuyydvet, dxdbaptog [odaa], oM@V odoa Saupbvwy obeythplov- émeldoy
3¢ emonédytan adTiv 6 udvog dyabos mathp, ylaotal xai putl StaAdumel, kot obtw poxapile-
Tt 6 Exwv TV Totab Ty xapdiay, Tt Spetar Tov Bedv).

219 Zost. NHC VIII 46.22—23 [text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH; see complete passage
(45.12—46.31) in Appendix Cs]; cf. also noéma at Marsanes 8.25. An additional curiosity
is that this extended passage is apparently paraphrased in Porphyry, Sententiae 40—41 (cf.
also Enn. v1.9[9].11.35-45). One may also compare Porphyry’s curious statement at Vit.
Plot. 23.8—9 that Plotinus attained MUO “by means of thoughts” (tais éwvolaig). Hadot 1968,
2:85 1. 2 conjectured—correctly, in my opinion—that the “thoughts” in this passage refer
to the innate notions of the divine. Yet we have seen that the whole constellation of ideas
about ennoiai and pronoia that enable the mystical-visionary ascent is widespread in pre-
Plotinian Gnostic literature, and that the likelihood is that Plotinus has appropriated it
from some Gnostic source(s). We may suspect that Porphyry, who is aware of his teacher’s
appropriation of the Gnostic ennoiai, is anxiously attempting to reaffirm its emphati-
cally Platonic heritage by immediately and somewhat awkwardly associating it with the
Symposium in the same breath.
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There are a number of more ambiguous hints that Pronoia played some un-
usual role in Gnostic thought; one might consider Origen’s description of the
Ophite diagram, in which one figure’s caption apparently read “the pronoia of
Sophia”;220 or Plotinus’s own diatribe against the Gnostics, where he enigmati-
cally takes them to task for claiming themselves to be the unique beneficiaries
of pronoia.??! Here the sense is obscure.

Now it is well known that the concept of Pronoia, understood as providence
or forethought, occupied a significant role in Stoicism, and it is possible, of
course, that the Stoics themselves envisioned some connection between pr-
onoia and the prolépsis and | or koiné ennoia that permits apprehension of
the divine; and yet other than a few intimations here and there, I have been
unable to find a clear indication of this association in Stoic sources. Whether
or not this association was made by the Stoics, however, it appears that pro-
noia was deliberately employed in a dual sense by the Gnostics, who exploit-
ed the ambiguity between both its traditional meaning, that of the divine
Providence necessary for salvation—which they understood specifically in the
sense of an ascent out of the cosmos—and also its newer, more esoteric sig-
nificance, that of the salvific, visionary, or mystical-epistemological faculty of
transcendental “pre-intellection” that was also understood as the primordial
self-apprehension of the transcendent deity itself. Undoubtedly aware of the
Gnostic origin of this association, Plotinus makes no connection between pro-
noia and mystical pronoésis in his long treatise On Providence that Porphyry
separated into 111.2 and 111.3 (chronologically numbers 47 and 48). But such a
connection was made explicit by later Neoplatonists, who, unlike Plotinus, did
not feel that their Platonic or Hellenic identity was threatened by Gnosticism
and therefore had far less compunction about tacitly redeploying certain
recognizably Gnostic ideas that earlier had so embarrassed Plotinus and his
Roman circle. Alluding to the Stoic conception of koinai ennoiai, lamblichus
insists that an “innate knowledge” (emphutos gnosis) about the gods derives
from the gods themselves and is also associated with the soul’s desire for the

220 Origen, Contra Celsum 6.38.16—19 (text Borret 1969): “On the second circle [in the Ophite
diagram], intertwined with and encompassing two other circles, was inscibed another
rhomboidal figure, (entitled) “the Pronoia of Wisdom (Sophia)” (t& 8¢ Sevtépw xhxhw éve-
YEYPATTTO, TEPIMETAEYEVE Xal EUTEPIEIANQSTL EMAOUG SV0 xxAouS xal dANO ayTjua popPoet-
3ég, « goplag mpbvota »).

221 Enn.11.9[33].16.14-17: “Also, how is it pious [sc. to claim, as the Gnostics do] that Providence
(pronoia) does not penetrate [this world down] here, or into everyone? For they say it ‘pro-
vides’for them alone” ("Emel xai t6 mpévotay ) duxvelodau eig ta Tfj0¢ 1) eig oT100v, TS edoefes;
T1& 8¢ adpuwvov Eautols; Aéyovat yap alt@y mpovoety ad udvwy).
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Good.222 More remarkably, in a discussion of providence, Proclus later makes
the Gnostic jeu de mots explicit: “Among the gods, then, providence is primary;
for where, then, is the activity prior to intellect, if not in the hyper-essential
things? Providence (pronoia)—as the name indicates—is an activity prior to in-
tellect (pro nou).”?22 Proclus was writing in the fifth century, but we may be
certain that this equation—that of (i) the salvific faculty of transcendental ap-
prehension that was granted providentially to humans with (ii) an element of
the transcendent deity’s own, primordial pre-intellection—was already cur-
rent in demonstrably pre-Plotinian strata of Gnostic thought, perhaps even
as early as the second third of the second century when the Apocryphon of
John was presumably compiled. It was undoubtedly from his profound famil-
iarity with these Gnostic ideas that Plotinus derived his notion of mystical
pre-intellection: a notion whose true source he reveals with but a single use
of pronoousa at v.3[49].10.43, a treatise written late in his career once the im-
mediate Gnostic ‘threat’ to his circle had largely abated.

419  Excursus: Mystical Unknowing in Allogenes, Plotinus, and
pre-Plotinian Sources

In this section (§4) we have seen that Allogenes describes the extraordinary
faculty by which the human aspirant can apprehend the unknowable deity
in terms of both mystical precognition and also “primordial manifestation”
(and their cognates), both of which describe not only a mechanism of tran-
scendental apprehension but also, simultaneously, the transcendent deity’s
own self-apprehension. Yet Allogenes simultaneously describes the ultimate
apprehension quite differently, in terms of what has been called ‘learned
ignorance’: i.e. the mystical apperception of the Unknowable through a

222 lamblichus, De mysteriis 1.3 (text des Places 1966): “For an innate knowledge about the
gods abides together with our very substance, and is superior to all discernment and
decision-making, reason and demonstration. It is united from the beginning with its own
cause, and coexists with the essential desire of the soul towards the Good” (Zvvumdpyet
Yap Nudv adti Tff odaia 1) mepl Bedv Euputos yvdats, xplaets Te mdav €aTl xpelTTWY Xatl TPo-
alpéaews, Aoyov Te xai dmodetfewg mpolindpyel- cuwivartal te €€ dpxiic TTpds TV olxelav aitiow,
xal Tf) Tpog Téryadov odatwdet Tig Yuyiis EpETel TUVVPETTYXEY).

223  Proclus, Elements of Theology §120.10-14 (text Dodds 1977): “Among the gods, then, provi-
dence is primary. For where, then, is the activity prior to intellect, if not in the hyper-
essential things? Providence (pronoia)—as the name indicates—is an activity prior to
intellect (pro nou). By their being, then, and by their being goodnesses, the gods fill all
things with a goodness prior to intellect” (év Beoig odv 1) mpdvola TpdTeg. xai Tod Ydp %
mpd vod €vépyela 1) év Tolg Umepovatiols; 1) 0¢ mpdvora, wg Tolvoua Eupaivel, Evépyeid ot mpd vod.
6 elvon dpar Beol i @ dryaBdmTeg elvan mavtwy Tpovoodat, mdvta THg mpd vod TAnpodveg
SryafdTnTog).
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paradoxical “unknowing.”?2* We may recall the crucial passage (61.1-8) in
which Allogenes describes the first of the two primordial manifestations in
terms of incognizance: “[A]s though ‘unknowing’ him, I knew him and received
power from him, and having received an eternal strength, I knew that which
exists within me and the Triple-Powered and the manifestation of that of his
which is uncontainable.”??5 In philosophical terms, this apparent paradox can
be explained by the fact that the Unknowable One transcends knowledge and
thus cannot be known; any successful apprehension of a hypernoetic princi-
ple therefore must involve “not-knowing.” However, as Turner points out, ‘un-
knowing’ is not only the means by which the human aspirant apprehends the
deity, it is simultaneously the deity’s own incognizant self-apprehension.?26
Thus at Allogenes 64.8—14, we read: “And through them all, it is within them all;
the unknowable knowledge (+rnmcic...nnaTCcOY®N[C]) that is proper to [the
Unknowable] is not unique; it [the Unknowable] is also conjoined by means of
the unknowingness that sees it” (€J20TT1 €BOX SITOOTC NTM[NT |aT COYMNC
€TNaY €p0Y).22” The apparent intent of this passage is to emphasize that the
faculty of ‘unknowing’ is not the sole property of the Unknowable, but also per-
meates all humankind; in other words, it is available to the mystical aspirant.
The identity or conjunction between the two modalities of ‘unknowing’—
(i) the Unknowable’s own self-apprehension described as “unknowable knowl-
edge” and (ii) the ‘unknowing’ by which that principle is “seen” by the human
aspirant—brings ‘unknowing’ into close connection with the other mecha-
nisms of transcendental apprehension we have seen (i.e., first thought and pri-
mordial manifestation) which similarly represent the convergence of human
and divine activity. Thus we may understand a passage discussed previously
(Allogenes 63.14-16), in which the Unknowable One is said to be the only one
able to know itself, and, significantly, to be itself a “first manifestation.” It, there-
fore, appears that Allogenes equates mystical ‘unknowing’ with both primordi-
al manifestation and with the Unknowable One’s paradoxical self-knowledge,

224 The apophatic and negative theological passages of Allogenes have recently received at-
tention from Bohm 2002 and now Burns 2010.

225 Allogenes NHC X1 61.1-8 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): 2[c] eie UNaT €€ €poy’
alel[Me] €poq aym a€lxi 6oM pal N[2]UTQ" ea€lxl NOYXPo NeHT [N]ma enep:
A€ICOYWN MMH g[ T @]oomn NgHT 1 mAMT 6o[M] 1 moyw €[BoA NTe Ti]aT @ywn
€poy ¢[Tu]Tay. Similar constructions occur also at 59.30—32 (in the instructional phase);
61.17-19; and 63.28-32.

226 Turner 2004, 98.

227 Allogenes NHC X1 64.8-14 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): &Y €BOX giTOOTOY THPOY
€4epal NPHTOY THPOY NTTNMCIC OYAAC aN NNATCOYWN[C] TH €T MOON KaTaPOY’
ay[w] €9e0TT €BOX SITOOTC NTM[NT ]aT COYWNC €TNAY €POY.
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and it should be added to our growing collection of Platonizing Sethian terms
for the faculty of transcendental apprehension.?28

It is therefore significant that on one occasion in an early-period mysti-
cal passage, Plotinus also uses precisely the same term to describe the final
aphairesis or annihilation of the transcendental self (phase D) that accompa-
nies MUO; thus vI.9[9].7.17—21: “[W]ithdrawing from all external things, she
[the soul] must turn completely to the within, and not be inclined to any of the
external things, but ‘un-knowing’ all things (dyvoyoavta t@ mavta)—both as he
had at first, in the sensible realm, then also, in that of the forms—and even ‘un-
knowing’ himself (dyvoygavta 3¢ xai adTév), come to be in the contemplation (év
7] 8éq) of that [One].”22 The terminology of this Plotinian passage echoes the
twofold primordial manifestation of the Allogenes passage discussed earlier
in which the initial apprehension of the inherent transcendentalia within the
aspirant’s own self is followed by the ultimate apprehension of those “within
them all,” (although here, of course, the order in which “self” and “all” occur is
reversed). To this, we may also compare a mystical passage from the GrofSschrift
in which, as Corrigan (2000b [“Positive and Negative Matter”]: 50) has sug-
gested, we find subtle echoes of the Sethian Kalyptos-Protophanes-Autogenes
triad; here, paradoxically, the negation of looking results in a sudden vision,
just as in the Allogenes passage the negation of knowing paradoxically results
in an extraordinary kind of “knowing” which entails an immediate apprehen-
sion of the transcendent: “Thus also Intellect, veiling (xaAdoag [i.e., Kalyptos])
itself from other things and contracting into its interior, not looking at any-
thing, will see (pndév 6p@v Bedoetat) a light, not another one in something else
(év dMw), but itself, alone by itself (adto % éavtd [ie., Autogenes]), pure,
appearing suddenly (¢£aigvng avév [i.e., Protophanes]) by itself, so as to be
puzzled whence it appeared, from without or within....”?30 One may reason-
ably suspect, then, that Plotinus adopted the concept of mystical un-knowing

228 One might call attention to the similarity between this apparent equivocation on the
question of the first principle’s self-knowledge and Plotinus’s vacillation regarding the
One’s self-knowledge that we have seen throughout Chapter 3.

229 Similar ideas, if not identical terminology, occur elsewhere; thus, inter alia, v1.9[9].6,
esp. 6.50—52: “One must not attach the ‘being together’ [to it], so as to preserve the One,
but [one must] remove both the ‘to intelligize’ and the ‘to be together, and [also remove]
the intelligizing of oneself and of the others” (Emel 008¢ 16 guvelvat 3el mpoadmrety, v THpfig
TO &V, ARG xal TO VoElY xal TO uviévar dpatpely xal equtod véyay xal @y dMwv). See also
V1.7[38].39; v.3[49].12.48-53. Cf. Corrigan 20004, 159 n. 65, who suggests that Plotinus at-
tempts to distance himself from “intelligible ignorance” due to its Gnostic connotations.

230 V.5[32].7.31-35: OUtw & xal vodg adTov dmd T@v dMwy xaddpag xai cuvaryorywy eig o elow
undev 6p&v BedaeTar obx dMo év dMw e&S, AN avTd xad qvtd pdvov xabapdv ép’ abtod

N

ekalpng gavev, dote dmopelv §0ev epdvn, EEwdev 1) Evdov.
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from the immediate antecedents of the Platonizing Sethians, as he did with
the essential structure (if not usually the terminology) of first thought and pri-
mordial manifestation.

Still, we may ask: whence Allogenes’ own curious concept of mystical “un-
knowing”? It has been noted that a similar kind of learned ignorance’ occurs
in the apophatic description of the ultimate apprehension of the First One
in the Anonymous Commentary on Plato’s ‘Parmenides’ (=AcPP).231 We have
already seen the passage (2.14—27) which exorts one to “stand upon an unut-
terable preconception of him, which creates an image of him through silence,
without recognizing (o03¢...ytyvwaxovoay) that it is silent nor is conscious that
it is creating an image of him nor knowing absolutely anything at all, (00d¢
Tt xafdmag eidviav) but being only an image of the unutterable, unutterably
being the unutterable, but not as if cognizant” (olby &g yryvwoxovaav).232 A
similar notion occurs in Porphyry’s Sententiae 25, where we encounter the
claim that hypernoetic realities should be contemplated by “non-intellection”
(anoésia) rather than intellection (noésis),23® and the Tibingen Theosophy
also imputes to Porphyry the notion that “knowledge of [the first cause]
is un-knowing."?3* Here a word about chronology is in order. According to
those who follow Hadot in attributing the ACPP to Porphyry or later and who
maintain—untenably, in my opinion—the redaction hypothesis (i.e., that
there is Porphyrian or post-Porphyrian influence in our version of Allogenes,
whose Vorlage would then be dated to sometime after the mid 260s, and would
reflect discussions in Plotinus'’s circle, rather than vice versa), this particular it-
eration of ‘learned ignorance’ would have been originally Plotinian and would
thus have been adopted by Porphyry who in turn could have transmitted it
to the Platonizing Sethians. However, as I have mentioned, I believe there to
be several persuasive—indeed, conclusive—arguments against [a] a post-
Plotinian date for either Allogenes or Zostrianos and concomittantly against
[b] the Porphyrian authorship of the AcPP. These arguments are too complex
to be elaborated in the present work, which in any case does not argue for a
unique dependence of Plotinus upon Zostrianos and Allogenes themselves.
For the moment it will suffice to demonstrate that there is an unquestionably

231 Thus Turner 2004; K. L. King 1995, 150-52.

232 Cf. ACPP 9.20—26: “We therefore lack the power for the apprehension (epibole) of God,
even if those who represent him in images in whatsoever manner explain it to us through
discourse, inasmuch as it is possible to hear about him, since he remains above all rea-
soned discourse and all intellection in our ignorance (agnosia) of him.”

233 Porphyry, Sententiae 251-2 (text Lamberz 1975): ITept tod éméxeva to0 vod xatd pév vénaty
ToMG Aéyetal, Bewpettat 8¢ dvovaia xpeitTovt voroews.

234 ot adtod Yv&oig 1) dyvwaia (text Erbse 1995, §65).
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pre-Plotinian source—one also certainly known to Porphyry—in which one
finds a similar conception of transcendental ‘unknowing’; and it is this pre-
Plotinian source, not Porphyry, that is most likely reflected in the Allogenes
passage. In fragment 1 of the Chaldaean Oracles, the first principle is called a
noéton (asin Plotinus’s unorthodox v.4[7]), yet nevertheless it cannot be known
in ordinary terms: “For there is some Intelligible (rnoéton), which you must in-
telligize by means of the flower of intellect. For if you incline your intellect also
to that and intelligize it as if intelligizing some thing, you will not intelligize it. For
it is the everywhere-appearing power of strength....”?35 Compare Allogenes: “As
though ‘unknowing’ it, I knew it and received power from it, and having received
an eternal strength...” Besides the obvious verbal similarity, both passages
immediately associate a variety of extraordinary knowing (or not-knowing)
with power or strength; we may also recall that both strength and power are
characteristic of the Plotinian transcendental self gua PNE. However, as in
the passage from the AcPP cited supra, p. 203, the Oracles fragment does not
actually advocate ‘unknowing’ as a positive technique; the intention is to in-
telligize the noéton, but not as “some thing” (ti). It, therefore, seems probable
that the author of Allogenes is either unconsciously echoing the verbal pattern
of the Oracles passage, or, what is more likely, deliberately alluding to it and
adroitly inverting its logic, reappropriating the term “unknowing” as a positive
method rather than an undesirable outcome.236 Closer to Allogenes, however,
is Zostrianos 20.11-14; here the ‘unknowing’ is not the activity of the mystic but
of the transcendent deity itself; and, to complete the cycle, it is immediately as-
sociated with preconception. “He is a divine father as ke is pre-known (eYp @pn
newme epoy) and he is not known (neyemie epoy an); for fe is a power (0YGOM)

235 Oracula Chaldaica frag. 11—4 (text des Places 1971): "Eatwv ydp Tt vonTév, 8 Yp1) o€ voelv véou
dvler [ v yap émeyxdivyg gov vodv xdxeivo vonayg /ig Tt vodv, ob xelvo vongelg: EaTt Yap
dAxis [ apgprpaods dvvapg. Later in the passage (lines 10-12), one is exorted to apprehend
this principle by “extend[ing] an empty mind.”

236 This is not to suggest that the metaphysical schema of the Oracles as a whole is identical
to that of Allogenes; yet there are important similarities (besides very general tenden-
cies, such as their common emphasis on triadization). For instance, we may compare the
prenoetic faculty of the Gnostics with the Chaldaean “flower of intellect” (anthos nou:
Oracula Chaldaica fr. 1.1.) by which we can apprehend the Intelligible (noéton): a faculty,
incidentally, which is analogous to Plotinus’s transcendental self / PNE. In any event,
whatever the precise relation of the Oracles with the Platonizing Sethian material, one
might speculate that they contained primitive elements of a mystical schema that was
eventually to be crystallized in the elaborate mystical epistemology shared by Platonizing
Sethians and Plotinus. In fact, as anyone well versed in this material will be aware, it is
somewhat surprising that the Chaldaean Oracles does not occupy a more prominent posi-
tion in the development of the conception of transcendental apprehension common to
the Gnostics and to Plotinus that I have attempted to elaborate in this section.
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and a father from himself”?37 Here the faculty of transcendental apprehen-
sion (in this case pre-knowing) is again equated with the transcendent deity’s
incognizance, and, moreover, as in the Chaldaean Oracles fragment, we find an
immediate reference to power. This establishes a clear route, via the Oracles
and Zostrianos, to Allogenes’s own mystical ‘unknowing.’ One final example
proves that we do not need Porphyry to explain either Allogenes’ or Zostrianos’
references to unknowing knowledge. Rather, this theme evidently reflects the
theological preoccupations of the earliest phases of proto-Sethian Gnosticism,
for in Eugnostos the Blessed we find a parallel phrase: “He is unintelligizible,
while (nevertheless) he intelligizes himself"23® As with the other Gnostic
mechanisms of transcendental apprehension, Allogenes’s mystical unknow-
ing is simply an attempt to replicate the activity of the supreme principle itself.

4.20  The Faculty of Transcendental Apprehension as Inherent “Imprint,”
“Reflection,” or ‘Residue’ of the First Moment of Ontogenesis

Thus far we have seen that the Platonizing Sethians envisioned a close corre-
spondence or identity between the first moment of ontogenesis and the apex
of the visionary ascent. We have also seen that both Platonizing Sethians and
earlier Gnostics believed an inherent aspect or impression of the transcendent
deity to reside within the human subject and in some way to enable the vision-
ary ascent. In earlier chapters (Chapters 2 and 3) we have seen that Plotinus
bridged the seemingly enormous abyss between human experience and that
of the transcendent Absolute by positing a hypernoetic or transcendental self
at the center-point of the human being that serves as the means of apprehend-
ing the One. According to Plotinus, the transcendental self is a remnant of the
prenoetic efflux (PNE) that is somehow leftover from, or a “trace” (iyvog) of, the
first eternal moment of ontogenesis. We may find indications of an analogous
idea in Platonizing Sethian thought, although admittedly the texts are not as
clear on this point as one might ideally wish. There are indications that they
believed that the inherent “impression” (tupos) or “image” (eikon) within the
human subject—the faculty of transcendental apprehension—was a residu-
al “impression” or “image” of the reflexive “first thought” or “first manifesta-
tion” of the first principle and that it survives in the depths of human beings
(or of certain individuals). The clearest indication of this theme occurs at

237 Might this juxtaposition of positive and negative knowledge at the moment of mystical
apprehension be brought into connection with the paradoxical description of the ulti-
mate apprehension at Zost. NHC VIII 24.13-14 as an apparently paradoxical “audition and
power of silence”?

238  Eugnostos NHC 111 72.19—21 (text Parrott, CGL): 0OYATNOEI MMOY TIE €EWAYNOEL MMOY MMIN
mMoy; also parallels (Wis. Jes. Chr. 111 95.12-14 and BG 85.17-19); on the prototypical na-
ture of Eugnostos, Tardieu 1984, 48.
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Allogenes 64.30—36 (discussed previously) in reference to the ability of a hy-
pothetical human aspirant to know the Unknowable One: “He was blind apart
from the eye [or ‘spring’] of revelation/manifestation (oOywng €BOX) that is at
rest, that which is activated from the triple power of the First Thought (t@opn
Nennot) of the Invisible Spirit.”239 The “eye of revelation/manifestation” ap-
pears to describe the innate faculty within the prototypical human subject
without which one cannot apprehend the unknowable first principle; interest-
ingly, we have seen that Plotinus too describes the transcendental self as an
“eye.”240 Significantly, the “eye” is said to be “activated (energein) by the triple
power of the first thought of the Invisible Spirit,” which suggests that it derives
from the primordial self-cognition of the first principle at the first moment of
ontogenesis.2*! A possible connection between the “eye” and the prototypical
human being is suggested also by the intriguing observation that elsewhere in
Sethian literature the prototypical human being, Adam, as well as his more ex-
alted archetype, Pigeradama, are often inexplicably associated with an “eye.”242

There are also a few other indications of the same theme elsewhere. At
Allogenes 60.31—-37, immediately prior to the eponymous visionary’s ultimate
apprehension of the Unknowable One, he withdraws to the Existence (Au-
parxis) which he finds “standing and at rest like an image (eikon) and likeness

239 Allogenes NHC X1 64.30—36 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): 24P BAAE NCa NBOX MITIBAX
€T 20PK MMOY NTE MOYMNP €BOX" [TH €TEYPENEPT1 €POY Tl €BOX oM MIWNMNT GOM NTE
F@oprt NENNOIA NTE TIAZOPATON MITNA.

240 At 1.6[1].9, Plotinus describes the indwelling transcendental self in terms “the eye that
sees the great Beauty.” At Allogenes 6518 (text Funk and Scopello, BcNH), we find the
tantalizing word “beauty” (MnTcaei€) following a lacuna in the next few lines after
the mention of the “eye of revelation.” Cf. also Plotinus’s description at 1v.3[27]18.19-23
of the soul in the intelligible realm as like an eye.

241 This interpretation finds further support in an earlier passage, NHC XI 59.37—60.2
(text Funk and Scopello, BCNH), where in the moments prior to the final ascent to the
Unknowable One, the Luminaries tell Allogenes, “And according to the impression (tupos)
that is within you, know that it is the same with all these things, according to the same
pattern (cMoT).” There is a further hint that some remnant of the transcendental prin-
ciple inheres in the human subject at 60.7—8, when the Luminaries warn Allogenes not
to fall away from “the inactivity in you (maTenepria eTepal NgHTK) of the Unknowable
One,” which suggests that some aspect of the supreme deity’s transcendental stability
abides within the human being even prior to the ultimate vision. This may also be con-
nected with the “great power” (oyno6 ncom) for the discernment of trancendentalia that
Youel says is placed by the Father upon Allogenes at 50.24-33; we are reminded of the
dunamis connatural with that which comes from the One that serves the same purpose at
Enn.v1.9[9].4.28-29.

242 Cf. Zost. NHC VIII 13.4-6: “... the perfect [Child] who is beyond divine and his eye,
Pigeradama” and 30.4—6: “Adam, the perfect man, is an ‘eye’ of Autogenes.” At Three Forms
NHC XIII 38”5, the Son is describes as “the Eye” of the Father’s light that surrounds him;
thus also Wis. Jes. Chr. and Eugnostos (NHC 111).
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(ewe) of what is invested upon me by a manifestation (0YWN2 €BOX) of the
Indivisible and the one who is at rest.”?43 Although the precise meaning is
ambiguous, this would appear to imply that some aspect of the transcendent
principle—perhaps its own perfect rest or stasis—has been invested or im-
printed upon the human aspirant by the initial manifestation (oymNg €BoX),
and that this imprint is in some sense superior to even the highest power of the
Triple Powered One, Existence, which is merely an image and likeness of that
which has been invested upon Allogenes himself. The language here appears
to echo the creation of Adam at Genesis 1:26, and thus to suggest the Platonic
conception of the ontological superiority of archetype to image; yet again, as
with the “eye,” there is a subtextual allusion to the prototypical human being.
Moreover, although the evidence from Allogenes is clearest, a similar notion
may be detected elsewhere in Platonizing Sethian literature. For example, we
have already seen that according to Zostrianos 76.21-25—“His (the Invisible
Spirit's) knowledge (gnosis) exists outside of him, with the one who examines
himself as he exists within himself, a reflection and an image (eikon)...”—the
gnosis that is implicitly the Invisible Spirit’s own ontogenetic self-cognition is
said to inhere as an eikon within the human aspirant. Somewhat more impres-
sionistically, several passages in the Three Steles of Seth hymn the transcenden-
talia by praising the latters’ ontogenetic manifestation and / or self-division
and then go on to mention in the same breath that these powers or attributes
are distributed among humans or that they inhere “in the heart.”244 Finally, at
Marsanes 7.20—28, the eponymous revealer describes the ontogenetic manifes-
tation of the Triple Powered One from the utterly unknowable Silent One and
immediately describes these powers as “perfected within me."24

While the consubstantiality of the innermost essence of the human being
with the transcendent deity was certainly a widespread topos of Gnostic

243 Note the possible parallel at Zost. NHC VIII 2.28—30: “three unborn images with an origin
better than existence.”

244 Steles Seth NHC VII 120.15—22, 30—35; 122.8-18; 123.1-6.

245 There is another interesting but quite speculative connection which might merit future
research. W. Beierwaltes 1965, 372 notes that in his Parmenides commentary, Proclus calls
the “One in us” (in William of Moerbeke’s Latin translation, In Parmenidem 54.23 ff.) the
provole and expressio of the One itself, which Beierwaltes then retranslates as probolé
and ekphansis: i.e., precisely the kind of Greek terms which I suspect might have been
rendered as oyawng €BoX. Could this reflect a pre-Plotinian tradition of Parmenides in-
terpretation that similarly involved a doctrine of an inherent impression of the incipient
self-manifestation of the first principle? One might note the terminological resonance
with Plotinus’s statement at v.1[10].6.14-15 that the One is like a god within a temple and
in order to venerate it we must contemplate the statues outside the temple or rather “the
(one) first-appearing cult-icon” (agalma to proton ekphanen).
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thought,246 one may still wonder about the origin of the Platonizing Sethian
notion—shared by Plotinus—that the true self is a residue of the deity’s pri-
mordial self-reflection. Here too, as is the case with many ideas common to
both Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians, there are suggestions that this first
found expression not in academic philosophy but rather in classic Sethian sote-
riological myth. In the Apocryphon of John, Adam—the prototypical human—
is imprisoned in a material body by the malevolent archons, but a luminous
entity called Epinoia (“mental reflection”) is hidden within him and eventually
emerges from his rib somewhat like Eve in Genesis. Yet unlike the Biblical Eve,
the role of Epinoia is clearly salvific; it is she whom Adam beholds when he
reverts to himself and apprehends his true ousia; it is also she who imparts the
saving gnosis to him and teaches him the “way of ascent.” Significantly, Epinoia
was closely related to the primordial self-reflection of the Invisible Spirit: she is
frequently referred to as the “Epinoia of the Light,” and in one case she is called
the ennoia of the light, reminiscent both of the Invisible Spirit’s aqueous light
in which he is reflected back to himself, and also of his “first thought”; more-
over, she is explicitly said to be an emissary or aspect of Pronoia, who, as we
have seen, is explicitly equated with the first deity’s self-apprehension. Most
importantly, however, as we have seen earlier, the Naasenes, who were closely
related with the Sethians,?47 used the term epinoia to describe the primordial
self-manifestation itself: thus the infinitesimal deity becomes—*“through an
epinoia of itself’'—a great magnitude; a similar use of epinoia may be found
in the doctrine imputed to the putative “first” of the Gnostics, Simon Magus.
We may tentatively conclude that some prototypical Sethian anthropology of
the sort found in early Gnostic literature such as the Apocryphon of John pro-
vided the conceptual background for the more elaborate and sophisticated
Platonizing Sethian identification of the indwelling faculty of transcendental
apprehension with the primordial self-apprehension of the deity.

421 Structural Comparison

At this point let us reflect on the general structure of the Platonizing Sethian
visionary ascent. We may make the following synoptic observations: [1] The
ascent involves a progressive self-reversion that culminates in an autophany:
a discrete vision or apprehension of a luminous image or impression of the
transcendent principle within oneself. [2] The ultimate apprehension of, or
coalescence with, the transcendent deity that follows the autophany is ac-
complished by means of an extraordinary epistemic faculty within the human

246 And, as demonstrated by Narbonne 2008, one that probably influenced Plotinus.
247 Thus Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 5.6.4. Rasimus 2005 has argued for a
close connections between the Sethians and the Naasseni.
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subject, a faculty whose structural attributes and nomenclature suggest it is
to be identified with the self-apprehension of the supreme principle during
the first moments of ontogenesis. [3] The faculty of transcendental apprehen-
sion may therefore be identified with the inherent aspect of the transcendent
deity that is first apprehended in the autophany. [4] This inherent aspect of
the deity within the human subject is itself identical to (or a consubstantial
residue or imprint of) the transcendent principle’s own reflexive apprehen-
sion during the first moment of ontogenesis. [5] Not only is there a functional
identity between the inherent faculty of transcendental apprehension and the
reflexive activity of the transcendent deity, but there is also a curious struc-
tural parallel between the mystical and ontogenetic activities of self-reversion
and self-apprehension, suggesting that the ultimate attainment of the deity is
accomplished by means of a ritual replication or contemplative reiteration—
or visualization—of the primordial self-manifestation in the first eternal
moments of ontogenesis. In a radical reinterpretation of the Platonic goal of
homoiosis theoi, the Platonizing Sethians appear to have believed it to be in
some way possible to identify with, and thus co-experience, the utterly tran-
scendent and unknowable principle’s own non-cognitive self-apprehension.
Finally, as will by now have become abundantly clear, [6] the entire structure
of the Platonizing Sethian schema is virtually identical to the Plotinian schema
discussed in Chapter 3.

4.22 A Brief Textual Comparison

The comparison between Platonizing Sethian thought and that of Plotinus
could potentially continue far beyond the scope of this book. For instance, one
could undertake a more detailed discussion of the similarities between the
Sethian interhypostatic realm and the Plotinian prenoetic efflux, or instead
into innumerable minutiae, such as, for instance, the precise terminological
correspondences that can be conjectured on the basis of the likely Greek phil-
osophical antecedents of Coptic words in the Sethian tractates.24® But these
investigations can wait; I believe that by this point the case for a close cor-
respondence of their respective doctrines of visionary ascent has been more
than adequately made. Before concluding this chapter, however, I would like to
call attention to one additional detailed textual comparison whose full signifi-
cance will be evident only now that we have understood the broader Sethian
schema in some detail. To demonstrate the remarkable parallel as clearly as
possible I would like to compare the crucial passage of Allogenes describing
the attainment of the Unknowable One by means of a primary revelation
to three essential Plotinian mystical passages [See complete Plotinus texts

248 Including many neglected by Zandee 1961.
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and translations in Appendix A, nos. 6, 10, and 12, and Allogenes in C7]. First,
Allogenes 60.19—61.8: “And I withdrew upon the Vitality as I turned towards it
[or: to myself], and I became a companion with it to enter within together with
it, and I stood, not firmly but still. And I saw an eternal, intellectual motion
that pertains to all the formless powers, which is unlimited by limitation. And
when I wanted to stand firmly, I withdrew upon the Existence, which I found
standing and at rest like an image and likeness of what is conferred upon me
by a manifestation of the Indivisible and the one who is at rest; I was filled
with a manifestation by means of a Primary Manifestation of the Unknowable,
as though ‘unknowing’ him, I knew him and received power from him, and
having received an eternal strength, I knew that which exists within me and
the Triple-Powered and the manifestation of his unlimitedness.”?4° Now, com-
pare Plotinus v.5[32].8.9-13, which describes a self-reversion (phase B) and
autophany (phase C) at the penultimate moment of ascent (the subject here
is the human aspirant who has already been assimilated to the Intellect): “For
Intellect will make itself stand towards the contemplation, looking at noth-
ing else but the Beautiful, completely turning and surrendering himself there;
but having stood, and, as if having been filled with strength, it sees, first of all,
itself having become more beautiful and glistening, as he is close to him."250
Also 111.8[30].9.29—34, which describes self-annihilation (phase D), mystical
union proper (phase E), and what I have called ‘desubjectification’ (phase E2):
“[T]he intellect, being “double-mouthed,” must (so to speak) withdraw back-
ward, and, as it were, surrender itself to what lies behind it; and there, if it
wishes to see that one (n.), it must not be altogether intellect. For it (m.) is itself
the first life, being an activity in the going-through-and-out of all things....”25!
Finally, v1.9[9].7.17—21, which again describes both self-reversion (phase B)

249 Allogenes NHC X1 60.19-61.8 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH): ay® a€paNaxmpt €XN
TINT NP €IKWTE NCMC' 2YD A€1P WBHP NBMDK €20YN EPOC NMMAC' AYM AEIALEPAT
NEPal &N OYTAXPO AN aAAA &N OYZPOK' ay® alNaY €YKIM N2 €NEP NNOEPON
NATNMPX' €MANIGOM THPOY M€ NNAT €1A0C NNAT 1T TO®W €poy ¢N oYt Tow:
AYD ETAEIOYDA) €2LEPAT ON OYTAXPO" AEIPANAXDPI €XN TRYMAPZEIC TH ETACISNTC
€CALEPATC aYM EC2OPK MMOC KaTa OYSIKMN MU OYEINE NTE [MH €T TOE SIDWT * €BOX
SITN OYWNP €BOX NTE MIAT TIDA) MN MMH €TPOPK MMOY® A€IMOYQ €BOX gN OYWNP €BON’
€BOX SITN OYMNT @optt Noywwnp [61] eBox MrmaT coywNq: 2[wc] el NNaT €mMe
€poy’ alel[Me] €poy aY® a€1X1 oM 2pal R[e]UT(" €ac1x1 NOYXPO NPHT [N]wa enep:
A€ICOYWN TMH €[ T @]oon NPHT  MN mAMT 60[M] 1N Moy e[Bo]A NTe nfi]aT @wn
€poy g[Tn]Taq.

250  V.5[32].8.9-13: Eoth&eTan pev yap 6 vols mpdg T Béav el 008ev Mo 1) TtpdS T xoAdY BAETTwY,
gxel Eautdy T8 TpEmwy xal S18ovg, atdg 8¢ xal ofov TANpwlEls pévoug lde uév & mpdTa xadhiw
yevépevov Eautov xal EmatiABovta, wg €yyds Svtog avTod.

251 111.8[30].9.29-34: "H 8¢l tév vodv olov &lg Todmiow dvaywpety xal olov £avtdv dpévta Tols &lg
8mioBev adtod dugplaTopov vra, xducetva, el E8€AoL Exelvo dpdv, i) mdvta vodv elvar. "Eatt péy
Yop adtdg Loy @y, Evépyeta odoa &v SteEbp TAY mhvTwv.
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and self-annihilation (D): “[W]ithdrawing from all external things, she must
turn completely to the within, and not be inclined to any of the external things,
but ‘un-knowing’ all things (both as he had at first, in the sensible realm, then
also, in that of the forms) and even ‘un-knowing’ himself, come to be in the
contemplation of that....”252 By this point, it should also be evident that the
parallels between the original Allogenes passage and the three Plotinian ex-
amples are unlikely to be coincidental. In both Allogenes and in one or more of
the Plotinian passages we find shared references to (a) stasis; (b) self-reversion
or self-withdrawal; (c) a “filling” with “strength” or an empowerment from the
luminous efflux of the first principle; (d) self-apprehension; (e) mystical “un-
knowing”; (f) a reference to the unboundedness or uncontainableness of the
transcendent principle; (g) an assimilation to burgeoning vitality or life; and
finally, (h) an apprehension of that principle itself through some special, non-
noetic faculty of intellect. The only feature of the Allogenes passage that does
not have an explicit echo in these Plotinian passages is the technical term for
transcendental vision: “primordial manifestation.” And yet—as we have seen
in great detail in Chapter 3—in Plotinus’s texts, the homology or identity be-
tween mystical and primordial self-manifestation obtains even when his em-
barrassment about the source of this remarkable conception leads him to be
less than completely explicit about it.

5 Conclusion
5.1 Summary of Similarities between Platonizing Sethian and Plotinian
Mystical Schemata

In Chapters 3 and 4 we have seen that both Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethian
treatises share a common mystical schema with the following features. First
(i) the “ascent” towards the supreme principle entails an initial contemplative
reversion towards an extraordinary, hypernoetic faculty within the mystical
aspirant’s own self. Second, in both cases, (ii) this transcendental faculty of
the self—that which permits apprehension of, or union with, the transcen-
dent principle—has somehow derived from the very first eternal moment of
ontogenesis, in which the indefinite or unbounded efflux of the transcendent
first principle (the One or the Invisible Spirit) reverts upon its own source—its

252 VIL9[9].7.17—21: mdvtwv TOY EEw dpepéwny el Emiotpagival mpos T elow mdvTy, wiy TTPdS T
TV EEw xexhioBat, M dyvooavta t& TavTa xal Ttpd To0 pév T aicdioet [H-Sh: Swabéoel],
TéTe 3¢ wal Tolg ldeaty, dyvoroavta O& xal adtov &v Tf) Oéa exeivov yevéadat. The twofold “un-
knowings,” first (i) “all things,” then (ii) “even yourself” is an echo of a similar twofold
“unknowings,” parallel to the twofold primary revelation / primordial manifestation. In
both instructions and post-factum account, the “unknowing” is repeated.
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former self—to engender the first duality of subject and object, which then
acquires definition and subsistence to emerge as the second, fully indepen-
dent, noetic principle. The transcendental faculty within the human subject is
sometimes described as itself the first manifestation, thought, or eikon of the
transcendent principle, while at other times it is described in terms of a resi-
due or imprint of the first unbounded efflux prior to its delimitation. Finally, in
both Plotinus and the Sethian treatises, (iii) the aspirant’s mystical act of self-
reversion deliberately reiterates—or is virtually identical with—the supreme
principle’s own primordial, ontogenetic, act of self-reflection: an analogy
which establishes a very close connection between metaphysics and soterio-
logical or mystical praxis.

5.2 Historical Questions

The conceptual parallels between Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethian trea-
tises with respect to this extremely subtle doctrine are too robust to be coinci-
dental. The evidence adduced here points instead towards a much closer and
more substantial relationship between Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians
than has hitherto been supposed. Yet what, precisely, was this relationship?
We know that Plotinus had Gnostic philoi; that his circle was reading Greek
apokalupseis attributed to Zostrianos and Allogenes, and that he himself
makes numerous overt as well as tacit references to concepts that we may find
in the extant Coptic translations of those tractates. We may be certain, then,
that Platonizing Sethian tractates were available to him during his tenure in
Rome, and that familiarity with them may have influenced him consciously or
unconsciously. But this demands some qualification. It must not be assumed
that he became acquainted with Gnostic thought only during the appearance
of the presumably Platonizing Sethian sectaries on the periphery of his Roman
circle during his middle (Porphyrian) period.253 A passing acquaintance with
the Sethian tractates during this time—a period in which the Gnostics, more-
over, had become (to use Plotinus Athanassiadi’s apt expression) a béte noire for
him and his immediate entourage—can not explain the degree of correspon-
dence between the Platonizing Sethian schema and his own mystical thought,
which, as we have seen, is already evident in his earliest treatises and runs ex-
tremely deep throughout. Rather, we may suspect instead that many aspects of
Plotinus’s mysticism were dependent not upon the Platonizing Sethians who
attended his lectures in Rome but rather upon some prior background that
he must have shared with them. This suggests that Plotinus’s encounter with

253 This assumption is made by Puech 1960, 181, although it is possible that certain issues at-
tain greater prominence in and after the Grofschrift specifically in response to challenges
from his Gnostic auditors.
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Gnostic doctrines of ascent occurred very early in his educational trajectory,
perhaps during his studies under Ammonius Saccas in Alexandria from roughly
233 to 244 CE (prior to his arrival in Rome in 245) or possibly earlier, during the
two ‘dark’ decades of Plotinus’s life—from his eighth to his 28th year—about
which Porphyry, and Plotinus himself, are conspicuously silent. Yet the degree
of similarity between Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians suggests that far
from being straightforwardly opposed to these sectaries, Plotinus must have
developed his mysticism in extremely close dialogue with them. This means
that the most personal, even intimate, aspect of his spiritual life and thought
is somehow profoundly intertwined with precisely those of his interlocutors
against whom his invective is the most caustic. How is this possible?

We cannot know for sure, but I would offer the following hypothetical con-
jecture. It is plausible that even well before he arrived in Rome, Plotinus was
well-versed not only in the theory but also—crucially—in the practice of some
Gnostic tradition akin to that of the Platonizing Sethians. His early contact
with or even immersion in the Gnostic worldview may have taken place in
an Alexandrian religio-philosophical milieu in which academic Platonism and
Gnosticism were not yet fully distinct. We may suppose that even much later,
in Rome, once he had self-consciously broken with his past and consequently
rejected his former allegiances in favor of a purely Platonic identity, his own
thought continued to be tacitly fertilized—as well as challenged—by an ongo-
ing dialogue with Platonizing Sethians on the periphery of his circle. Indeed,
a youthful immersion in a religious praxis or contemplative discipline would
have left profound marks on his consciousness, habits of mind, and behavior
which would have persisted even once sectarian rivalries and competing strat-
egies of legitimation obliged him to part ways, intellectually speaking, with his
Gnostic associates (some of whom, to his obvious embarrassment, neverthe-
less remained among his personal philoi). Therefore, while his expressed meta-
physical doctrines would have diverged from the Gnostics in important ways,
these deeper, more intractable patterns of thought and vision certainly per-
sisted, and they may be discerned lurking within—and indeed vivifying—his
mystical schema. Whatever the case may have been, this surprising proximity
between Plotinus and the Gnostics challenges a common assumption about
the boundary between the philosophical and ritual spheres of late antiquity. In
the concluding chapter (Ch. 5) that follows, we will reexamine the biographi-
cal, social, and religio-historical aspects of this boundary in greater detail.
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Conclusion: Dissolving Boundaries

1 Introduction

Among the many unnamed interlocutors and philosophical opponents that
tacitly populate the Enneads, Plotinus seems to have singled out the Gnostics
for particular criticism, devoting at least one entire treatise—I1.9[33], and
possibly the entire GrofSschrift'—to a severe and even sometimes indignant
dissection of their doctrines.? The importance of this particular debate for
Plotinus is underscored by the fact that it is the sole example of a sustained
polemic against a philosophical rival anywhere in his writings. The impetus
for this was apparently provided by the presence of Gnostic sectaries some-
where on the periphery of Plotinus’s circle, who proffered copies of various
apocalypses, including those of “Zoroaster and Zostrianos and Nikotheus and
Allogenes and Messos and others of the kind,” as Porphyry writes in chapter
16 of his Life of Plotinus. [See Appendix D1]. Moreover, (as Porphyry recounts),
Plotinus assigned to his senior pupils the task of refuting particular Gnostic
tractates, a task which Amelius seems to have taken particularly seriously, writ-
ing 40 books against Zostrianos alone.? Yet that Plotinus’s circle made such a
concerted effort to refute the Gnostics suggests that they felt threatened not by
their absolute otherness but rather by their uncomfortable proximity. Indeed,
despite Plotinus’s self-proclaimed opposition to these sectaries, we have al-
ready seen that his account of contemplative ascent towards and union with
the One—the central goal of his spiritual life and thought—corresponds far
too closely to that found in Platonizing Sethian tractates to have developed
independently, and that the essential features of his mystical doctrine are

1 Or even an entire “GrofSzyklus,” which, according to Narbonne 2008, would extend well be-
yond the treatises of the Grof$schrift and cover all periods of Plotinus’s literary production.

2 Many suggestions of the identity of the precise Gnostic sect he has in mind; discussions
include Puech 1960; Elsas 1975; Robinson 1977; Pearson 1978; Igal 1981; Abramowski 1983a;
Alt 1990; Tardieu 1992; Corrigan 2000b.

3 If this number (40) is not an idiom for “many,” it is significant. The long-winded Amelius
seems to have written one hundred books compiled from the minutes of Plotinus’s classes
(Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 3.46—47). Does this mean he devoted two-fifths of his literary output
to Zostrianos, and only one-fifth more than that to Plotinus? For his part, Porphyry—who
seems to have been obsessed with text-criticism and especially with problems of forgery (e.g.,
Eusebius, Preparatio evangelica 10.3)—set his sights on proving the (lost) Gnostic apocalypse
of Zoroaster was a late fabrication.

© ALEXANDER J. MAZUR, 2021 DOI:10.1163/9789004441712_006
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foreshadowed in a wide variety of Gnostic thought. We are therefore inelucta-
bly drawn towards the conclusion that Plotinus developed his mystical schema
in extremely close dialogue with Gnostics of some sort, perhaps the immediate
antecedents of the apocalypse-bearing Platonizing Sethians on the periphery
of his circle.

The depth of the correspondence between Plotinus and the Gnostics has
not generally been recognized. Although it has long been noted that they hold
certain doctrines in common, the opposition evident in 11.9[33] has often
been taken to be a paradigmatic or defining feature of this relationship. It is
generally believed that Plotinus emerged—under the tutelage of Ammonius
Saccas—as a staunch Platonist, in sharp contrast with the Christians and
Gnostics in his milieu. According to this narrative, having settled in Rome in
about 245, Plotinus taught relatively unopposed until about the mid-260s,
at which point the appearance of Gnostics among his peripheral auditors
brought the previously latent conflict to the surface and obliged Plotinus to
write the Grof$schrift, presumably to protect his inner circle of students from
the risk of ‘infection’ from these noxious, but possibly nevertheless tempting,
doctrines: doctrines which impugned both the Demiurge and the cosmos he
created but also—what is worse—Plato himself, for not having “attained to the
depth of intelligible substance.” This conventional narrative assumes that the
interaction between Plotinus and the Gnostics was one of brief and often an-
tagonistic encounters between discrete entities whose categorical distinction,
supposedly so self-evident in historical retrospect, would have similarly been
self-evident in their own time. Yet by now, we have seen this to be untenable;
the reality of this relationship must have been far more complex. Whatever the
exact historical circumstances—and these we may never determine with any
certainty—I would suggest that our understanding of the nature of Plotinus’s
mysticism has been impeded by the common assumption of two discrete cat-
egorical boundaries: specifically, (a) that between Platonists and Gnostics in
Plotinus’s milieu, and, more generally, (b) that between philosophical contem-
plation and ritual praxis.

2 Platonists and Gnostics in Alexandria and Rome: Biographical and
Socio-historical Reflections

In this section, I would like to present the hypothesis that Plotinus’s world-
view, at least in his youth, was very close to—or indeed, indistinguishable

4 For this translation of pelésantes and ousia, Tardieu 1992, 522 n. 44 who takes this as a quote
from Tri. Trac. NHC 1 60.16ff.
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from—the unbounded category of religio-philosophical systems called
“Gnosticism.” Moreover, I would suggest that the evidence for Plotinus’s own
engagement with Gnostic ideas points not towards an accidental encounter
between discrete entities, but rather towards an initial unity followed by emer-
gence, self-definition, and separation: a pattern that precisely resembles—
amusingly—the mechanism by which both Plotinus and the Platonizing
Sethians believed the unbounded efflux of the transcendent principle to dis-
tinguish itself from its source. What we can discern of Plotinus’s own develop-
ment suggests that at one point in time he underwent a discrete break with
a shadowy past, a past he had probably shared with the Alexandrian prede-
cessors of his Gnostic adversaries in Rome. In other words—to continue the
unfortunate nosological metaphor—I would suggest that Plotinus’s subliminal
Gnostic affinities were ‘congenital’ rather than ‘acquired’

2.1 Plotinus’s Alexandrian Education

The most plausible explanation for Plotinus’s apparent familiarity with
Gnostic visionary ascent is that he had some exposure to Gnostic thought dur-
ing his youth and education in Alexandria. Yet at this point, we confront the
paucity of information—or rather, a deliberate shroud of obscurity—about
Plotinus’ past. The principal source is chapter 3 of Porphyry’s Life of Plotinus.
[See Appendix D2]. This biography is, by all accounts, a fascinating but deeply
problematic document, closer to the genre of late antique hagiography than
what we normally think of as biography, every sentence of which rewards care-
ful scrutiny and yields many layers of meaning, often as much about its author
as its putative subject.> Now according to Porphyry, Plotinus revealed nothing
about his parentage, his native country, or—with one crucial exception—his
early years. Porphyry’s account of his teacher’s education only begins when
Plotinus decided to study philosophy in his 28th year (in about 233 CE) and
obtained a formal introduction to the teachers with the best reputation in
Alexandria. According to Porphyry, Plotinus was disappointed by his experi-
ence among the Alexandrian intelligentsia (no reason is provided) and he con-
sequently fell into a deep depression.” In any case, at this point, a friend of
Plotinus “recognized the wish of his soul” and recommended him to the largely
enigmatic figure of Ammonius Saccas. Immediately upon hearing Ammonius

5 On Porphyry’s hagiographic style, Blumenthal 1971. On all aspects of this text, Brisson et al.
1992.

6 According to Eunapius (Lives of the Philosophers 455 Boissonade), he was born in Lyco[polis],
presumably in Upper Egypt. The date was probably 205 CE.

7 This anecdote is possibly a topos of late antique spiritual seeking; we are reminded, curious-
ly, of both Porphyry’s and Zostrianos’s near-suicidal crises of melancholy. On the common
theme of dissatisfaction with Alexandrian teachers, see Whittaker 1997, 162—3.
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lecture, Plotinus declared: “This is the one I was seeking!”, and thereafter re-
mained with Ammonius continuously for eleven years. Despite Plotinus’s evi-
dently momentous conversion-experience, Porphyry says nothing at all about
Plotinus’s activities during this period, nor about Ammonius himself, nor,
strangely enough, about the content of the latter’s teaching. One may presume
this is because Plotinus himself told his pupils nothing about this. Porphyry
mentions only that at the conclusion of his studies under Ammonius, Plotinus
“had acquired such ingrained training (Aexis) in philosophy as also to be eager
to try to acquire that which was practiced by the Persians and that which was
proper among the Indians.” For this reason, in his 3gth year, Plotinus joined a
military expedition against Persia under the Emperor Gordian, intending to
travel eastward to research Persian and Indian thought. The mission failed;
Gordian was killed, and Plotinus barely escaped via Antioch. In his 4oth year,
in about 245 CE, Plotinus arrived in Rome and began to teach.

2.2 A Plausible Hypothesis

This exiguous account of Plotinus’s early life leaves two windows of possibility
for a substantial encounter with Gnostic ideas and practices. Such an encoun-
ter could have occurred either (i) prior to his decision to study philosophy and/
or his first meeting with Ammonius; or instead (ii) once he was already under
the tutelage of Ammonius. The possibility that Plotinus was only exposed to
Gnostic ideas during his initial period in Rome prior to writing anything must
be rejected because one would not expect a substantial Gnostic influence on
such an important aspect of Plotinus’s thought at the height of his intellectual
maturity and once he was already teaching; moreover the Platonizing Sethian
tractates read in his circle during the 260s could not have had an influence on
his earlier writings. The period of the abortive expedition to the Orient (and
thence via Antioch to Rome) lasted less than a year and would not have al-
lowed sufficient time for any serious scholarly or spiritual pursuits. Likewise,
the final possibility—that Plotinus had been exposed to Gnostic ideas during
his disappointing circuit of the Alexandrian intelligentsia—is also exceed-
ingly unlikely because this period of seeking lasted under one year and the
time spent under any one teacher would have been insufficient to have left
such a mark on the development of his thought. Since we know nothing about
Plotinus’s first 28 years—save one crucial anecdote, to which we will return—
it remains a plausible (yet unverifiable) possibility that his acculturation into
Gnostic ideas occurred during this period, during his earlier education, or
through his parents. But could Ammonius himself, or his entourage, have been
Plotinus’s Gnostic source?
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At first glance, this would seem unlikely. The common interpretation is
that Ammonius—who is explicitly called a Platonist®—was responsible for
Plotinus’s philosophical ‘conversion’ to Platonism; moreover, that Plotinus’s
discovery of and studies with Ammonius—his true spiritual guide—were the
most important influence on his life; and, finally, that it was upon the sub-
stantial foundation provided by this mysterious yet undoubtedly eminent
thinker that Plotinus’s creative brilliance initially flourished and continued to
be informed.® This narrative of continuity accords well with the Neoplatonic
myth of an unbroken golden chain of transmission leading back to Plato and
Pythagoras. However, just beneath the surface of Porphyry’s apparently glow-
ing portrayal of Ammonius—an attitude which has been uncritically adopted
by modern interpreters—, there lurks a somewhat darker counter-narrative
that runs diametrically quite opposite to that which Porphyry intends to con-
vey. Specifically, Porphyry’s text yields several hints (possibly unrecognized
by Porphyry himself) to the effect that the long period Plotinus spent with
Ammonius was fraught with anxiety; that in leaving both Ammonius and
Alexandria, Plotinus was making a deliberate break with a past about which
he had some degree of remorse, shame, or embarrassment; and that once he
had arrived in Rome, he attempted to conceal or deny a past whose influence
nevertheless tacitly persisted. This unexplained rupture with Ammonius and
his Alexandrian past is consistent with the possibility that Ammonius was the
source for the tacit Gnostic conceptual structures that we have seen to be so
deeply interwoven with Plotinus’s own thought.

To explore this hypothesis, let us imagine the following scenario: first,
that [1] Ammonius’s own thought stood in a far closer relation to that of the
Gnostics than has previously been supposed, and that Plotinus shared an
education in some sort of Gnostic thought; that [2] for some indeterminate
reason, Plotinus eventually came to be ashamed of these doctrines and thus
renounced some or all of them, and, along with some fellow pupils, decided to
make a clean break with his past; and finally, that [3] once he had established
himself in Rome, Plotinus adopted a purely Platonic identity over and against
the Gnostics, and came to lecture against them with a fervor only an apos-
tate could summon, while [4] nevertheless retaining—either deliberately or
unconsciously—other aspects of their teachings, and in particular their model
of visionary ascent and union with the transcendent principle. This scenario is

8 Longinus, apud Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 20.36-37.
9 Thus, according to Porphyry (Vit. Plot. 14.15-16), Plotinus “brought the intellect of Ammonius
to the inquiries at hand.”
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far more consistent with the available evidence than the somewhat rosier pic-
ture that is portrayed on the surface of Porphyry’s account. One should keep
in mind, however, that it is not my intention to prove this biographical conjec-
ture, but simply to offer it as one plausible hypothesis—largely ex silentio—of
how Plotinus might have come to hold ideas about mystical ascent that, as we
have seen, are so profoundly suffused with Gnostic thought, while paradoxi-
cally repudiating the Gnostics themselves.

2.3 The Enigma of Ammonius Saccas

Let us begin with Ammonius. Virtually everything about Ammonius Saccas
remains mysterious. Despite many attempts to reconstruct his doctrines, noth-
ing may be concluded with any certainty.® That he had Gnostic proclivities
therefore cannot be ruled out. Longinus identifies him as a Platonist, but this
does not exclude Gnostic tendencies; Valentinus himself, for example, was also
considered a Platonist.! It is also significant that neither Plotinus nor Porphyry
mentions anything about the content of his doctrines nor about his own philo-
sophical or spiritual lineage.!? Porphyry’s silence on this matter is probably due
to the fact that Plotinus himself did not specify what precisely he learned from
Ammonius. It is tempting to compare Ammonius to the ancient agraphic sage,
on the model of Socrates or Pythagoras, who supposedly committed nothing
to writing, but about whom a great deal was written. However, this comparison
should probably be resisted, for unlike the other examples, Ammonius not only
did not write, he is also veiled in an awkward historical silence.! Why is this?

2.4 The Pact of Secrecy
One possible reason for the silence concerning at least Ammonius’s philo-
sophical thought is that it was deliberately kept secret. We learn from Porphyry

10  These attempts have been analyzed in Schroeder 1987. Tidbits supposedly preserved
in doxographers include Middle Platonic commonplaces (even these are rejected by
Schroeder): [a] from Hierocles, Peri Pronoias (a suggestively-titted—see Ch. 4, Pronoein
and Pronoia, pp. 213—217. supra—but lost work, apud Photius, Bibl. 172a3; 461a31; 173a20),
that he taught the concord of Plato and Aristotle (not unlikely given Porphyry’s observa-
tion that the Metaphysics are condensed into the Enneads); [b] from Nemesius of Emesa
(De natura hominis 2.129.9-1 Matthaei) the immortality of the soul. In the absence of
positive evidence, Dillon 1977, 383 is led to conclude that Ammonius is “little more than a
charismatic purveyor of Numenian Neopythagoreanism.”

11 E.g., Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 6.29.1.6.

12 By contrast, Porphyry tells us that Plotinus’s teacher was Ammonius, Amelius came from
the school of Lysimachus, and Olympius studied with Ammonius.

13 Precisely these sentiments are reflected at 11.9[33].10.3—5 in his mention of his Gnostic
philo:.
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that Plotinus made a pact of secrecy with two fellow students—Erennius and
Origen—not to reveal Ammonius’s doctrines. However, Porphyry’s account of
the pact of secrecy is far from straightforward, and leaves it unclear what pre-
cisely would constitute a violation of the agreement: specifically, whether the
pact referred only to writing or even to oral transmission, and whether it con-
cerned all of Ammonius’s teachings or only specific doctrines. Porphyry claims
that all three pupils eventually violated the pact, but that Plotinus was the
last to do so, and that he lectured for ten years without revealing Ammonian
doctrines.* One might reasonably wonder just how important Ammonian
doctrines could have been for Plotinus’s education if Plotinus could teach for a
decade without revealing any of his teacher’s thoughts. This suggests that the
pact involved only specific doctrines and not the entirety of Ammonius’s teach-
ing, and Porphyry’s phraseology would also seem to tip the balance slightly in
favor of the opinion that the pact involved the interdiction of oral as well as
written transmission. Now the pact of secrecy has generally been taken as an
indication of the esoteric nature of Ammonius’s teachings, and possibly also to
reflect some Pythagorean tendency towards esotericism, with venerable prec-
edent in the accounts of secrecy among the early Pythagoreans and of course
Plato’s notorious “unwritten doctrines.”’® The three co-disciples—Plotinus,
Erennius, and Origen—would, therefore, have constituted Ammonius’s inner-
most circle, privy to esoteric teachings not revealed in public lectures or to a
larger and less exclusive circle of auditors. This is also consistent with a Gnostic
hypothesis; among contemporaneous Valentinians, for instance, esoteric doc-
trines reserved for the Elect were concealed from novices and revealed only
progressively.!6 But there are other possibilities: for example, the secrecy might
have concerned not doctrines as such but practices, such as, perhaps, the con-
templative ascent to the One, or conceivably the kind of ritual praxis of the sort
that is hinted at by Plotinus’s utterance that perplexes Porphyry and his fellow
students when the teacher declined Amelius’s invitation to sacrifice at the New
Moon: “[The gods] must come to me, not I to them.”? Yet it seems there may

14  O’Brien 1993 suggests that Porphyry deliberately obfuscates in his attempt to exonerate
Plotinus.

15  The notion of esoteric teachings reserved for a small inner circle of students and
more general lectures given to a wider audience has Pythagorean precedent; thus
Watts 2006, 157.

16 Origen, Contra Celsum 1.9.2; Tertullian, Adversus Valentinianos 1.16-18; cf. also
Dunderberg 2008, 191-5, who compares Valentinian secrecy to that of Ammonius.

17 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 10.35-36.
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have been other motives for secrecy as well.!8 For it was not Ammonius himself
who had demanded his doctrines be kept secret; instead, Porphyry says that
it was a voluntary decision on the part of the three pupils. It is therefore also
possible, but by no means exclusive of the first possibility, that the three co-
disciples may have come to feel embarrassment at some of their master’s doc-
trines and therefore sought to keep them secret. One might even imagine that
some simultaneous combination of all these factors played a role in the pact.

2.5 Ammonius’s Secret Doctrines

What might such doctrines have been? Attempts have been made to deduce
Ammonius’s doctrines by triangulation from the thought of Plotinus and that
of Ammonius’s other known students.!® These others include Erennius, (about
whom nothing is known), Origen, and Longinus, under whom Porphyry seems
to have studied prior to his arrival in Plotinus’s school.2°

2.6 Longinus

Longinus claims to have attended the schools of both Ammonius and of Origen
for along time, but one may reasonably doubt he was a member of Ammonius’s
inner circle,?! both because he is not party to the pact of secrecy, but more im-
portantly, because he comes across, at least at first glance, as a conventional-
minded Middle Platonist who initially objected to Plotinus’s ideas.?? He
seems to have been the one responsible for teaching the young Porphyry the
‘heretical’ doctrine of extranoetic intelligibles (i.e., precisely those positions
of which Plotinus and Amelius felt obliged to disabuse Porphyry upon his ar-
rival in Rome, possibly because of their Gnostic connotations, but of which
they themselves might have been guilty of holding in one form or another).23
Even after Porphyry changed his mind and attempted to persuade his former
teacher just as he himself had been persuaded, Longinus persisted in holding

18  Moreover, one wonders what would be the point of an extensive philosophical training
that could not be transmitted to others at all; even Plato’s putative unwritten doctrines
were still communicated orally to an inner circle of disciples.

19  Prior scholarship is surveyed in Schroeder 1987.

20  Eunapius, Lives of the Philosophers 455—56 Boissonade.

21 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 20.37—38. As Watts 2006, 154 n. 74 points out, the verb he uses,
prosephoitésamen, implies only a casual apprenticeship and indicates he was not in
Ammonius’s innermost circle of disciples.

22 E.g, Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 19—20. On Longinus’s adherence to the typical Middle Platonic
separation of the Forms and the divine Intellect, Dillon 1977, 255-56. The current weight
of opinion would tip the balance slightly in favor of distinguishing him from Dionysius
Longinus, author of On the Sublime, who seems to have been somewhat earlier.

23 Cf. Corrigan 1987, 981-84.
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this doctrine of extranoetic intelligibles.2* There is no certain connection with
Gnostic thought, but it is nevertheless intriguing that the Platonizing Sethians
posited a derivational scheme whereby inferior strata emerge from the self-
thinking of superior ones, leading to a multiplication of intellects, and it seems
to be this doctrine that Plotinus attacks in the first chapter of his anti-Gnostic
treatise (11.9[33].1).

2.7 Origen

The current consensus appears to be that the Origen who studied alongside
Plotinus in Ammonius’s inner circle should not be identified with the homony-
mous Christian Father whose extensive works are well known,?> even though
the Christian Origen may also have attended a few of Ammonius’s lectures.2%
We are left with only two pieces of evidence concerning the Pagan Origen.
The first is a passage of Proclus, who expresses surprise that Origen, who had
the same education as Plotinus, did rot similarly arrive at the idea of a One
beyond Being and Intellect.2? Proclus’s implication, then, is that Plotinus kad
in fact derived the doctrine of the transcendent One from Ammonius.?8 This
is consistent with the hypothesis of Ammonius’s Gnostic affinity, since many
Gnostic systems posited a hypertranscendent first principle, and we have seen
that Plotinus’s conception of the ascent to and apprehension of that principle
parallels that of the Gnostics.

The second piece of evidence concerning the Pagan Origen consists of the
titles of two of his (lost) books, On the Daimones and That The King is the Only
Creator, whose publication violated the pact of secrecy. If these books consti-
tuted a violation of the pact, the obvious implication is that they contained
Ammonian doctrines. What can we determine from the titles alone? On the
one hand, a treatise on demonology is not by itself an indication of any affin-
ity with Gnosticism, since Plotinus himself as well as many other non-Gnostic
Platonists wrote on demons.?? On the other hand, the title That the King is
the Only Creator itself suggests at first impression, not a Gnostic tractate but
quite the opposite, a refutation of the typical Gnostic distinction between
the transcendent first deity and the inferior creator-deity (or the Demiurge

24  The account of the exchange between Porphyry and his former teacher, in the form of a
letter from Longinus to Porphyry, occurs at Vit. Plot. 20.86—21.23.

25  For a detailed survey of the scholarship on the question, see Schroeder 1987, 494-509.

26 Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.19.1-12, 6.19.6.

27  Proclus, Theologica Platonica 2.4.

28  This is the one positive assertion about Ammonius admitted by Schroeder 1987.

29 It is interesting (but entirely inconclusive) that in his anti-Gnostic treatise (11.9[33])
Plotinus criticizes the Gnostics precisely for their view of demons.
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of the Timaeus).3° In this case, one may presume the essence of the argu-
ment is that a single demiurgic creative principle is the ultimate source of
both intelligible and sensible realms.3! If, on the one hand, we suppose that
this treatise was in fact a repudiation of Gnostic doctrine, we may wonder in
what manner it revealed Ammonius’s secret teachings. It is, of course, pos-
sible that Ammonius was himself opposed to the Gnostic demotion of Plato’s
Demiurge, and that Origen violates the pact simply by reporting Ammonius’s
anti-Gnostic position. Yet it seems unlikely that a notion so mundane could
be treated as esoteric doctrine. So if, on the other hand, we suppose that
Ammonius himself distinguished the Demiurge from the first deity in the
Gnostic manner, Origen’s treatise might have violated the pact by reveal-
ing Ammonius’s doctrines not by propounding them but instead by refuting
them.32 And if we accept this, then it is also possible to understand Plotinus’s
many attacks on Gnostic ideas throughout his works—including but not lim-
ited to the Grofsschrift—to constitute his own parallel violation of the pact:i.e.,
through the refutation of Ammonius’s doctrine; although here we may still be
uncertain whether Porphyry was aware of what precise doctrines comprised
the violation. In other words, according to this interpretation, the three apos-
tate students would have agreed not to reveal certain aspects of their former
master’s thought that they had conjointly rejected.

Conversely—and more speculatively—it is also possible that That the King
is the Only Creator does not attack Gnostic positions, but rather puts forwards
more positive arguments for a certain type of Gnostic protology. Gnostic theo-
logians committed to transcendental monism would have been keenly aware
of the problem posed by the apparently pre-existent material substrate men-
tioned in traditional Biblical and Platonic accounts of ontogenesis.33 Complex
derivational schemata—including the primordial self-reversion (PSR) schema
we have seen—were devised in order to exculpate the first principle from
complicity in the deliberate production of these inferior ontological strata,3+

30  The “King” (basileus) is taken from Plato’s Epistulae ii, 312d—e.

31 On this basis Dillon 1977, 382—-83 concludes that Ammonius did not posit a transcen-
dent One.

32 The close association between exposing and refuting doctrine has some precedent in the
works of the Patristic heresiologists, whose detailed elaborations of heretical doctrine
may have served at least as much to expose as to refute them; the mere fact that esoteric
teachings were widely known would make them less attractive to potential converts.

33 E.g, the enigmatic “waters” of Gen. 1:1-10 and / or the wet-nurse and “receptacle”
(hupodoche) of becoming in Plato, Timaeus 49a6.

34  This schema was itself probably a response to Middle Platonic and Neopythagorean deri-
vational schemata like that of Eudorus of Alexandria which attributed the generation of
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and to obviate the need for a second principle co-eternal with the first.3> Both
Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians solved this problem by positing an indef-
inite prenoetic power that gushes forth ‘naturally’ from the “only creator"—i.e.,
from the first principle conceived as the ultimate source of everything—
before reverting upon its source; this unbounded principle, which is both
identical and different from the first, is then responsible for the generation
of lower strata, including matter itself. An argument That the King is the Only
Creator might, therefore, defend precisely this kind of system,3¢ while reject-
ing those dualistic systems which posit separate principles respectively re-
sponsible for the generation of intelligible and sensible reality.3” And if this is
correct, although this would be at variance with Proclus’s evidence for the non-
transcendental nature of Origen’s first principle, it would provide some indi-
cation that Ammonius was the source of a doctrine of a hypertranscendent
One: a doctrine, interestingly enough, that requires a rich conception of the
interhypostatic domain and processes mediating between the first and second
principles. The hypothesis that some doctrine concerning the prenoetic or in-
terhypostatic domain was one element of Ammonius’s secret doctrines—kept
secret also perhaps because of its Platonizing Sethian connotation3®—would
go some way towards explaining both Plotinus’s development of, and reti-
cence about, the interhypostatic PNE (as we have seen repeatedly throughout
Chapter 3), and also, perhaps, his evident embarrassment at having revealed
too much about intelligible matter at 11.4[12].5.37-39.

matter directly to the supreme One; thus Simplicius, In Aristotelis physicorum libros octo
commentaria. 181.10ff. Diels, on which see Dillon 1977, 126—29.

35  Asin Manichaeism and in certain varieties of classic proto-Sethianism, e.g., Orig. World
NHC 11 97.24-99.22; Paraph. Shem (NHC v11,1); Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium haeresiorum
5.19—22.

36 It could even could even be in acccord with systems which, like those of Plotinus and
the Platonizing Sethians, distinguished the first transcendent principle (the One, the
Invisible Spirit) from the inferior principles directly responsible for the cosmos (the Soul
or Demiurge). Earlier Sethian, Valentinian, and Platonizing Sethian systems all typically
distinguish between the creator-deity and the pleromatic transcendentalia, but explain
the derivation of the former from the latter.

37  Anexample of a system against which Origen’s treatise might be reacting would be that of
the Middle Platonists Plutarch and Atticus, who posited (according to Proclus, In Platonis
Timaeum commentaria 1.381.26) a Maleficent Soul (katergetis psuché) that subsisted inde-
pendently from the Demiurge and was responsible for the generation of matter. Note also
that in Numenius'’s system the second and third gods might also be thought to derive from
the first (the Father), but this is not emphasized in the extant fragments.

38  Corrigan 2000b suggests that Plotinus’s theory of matter was developed in dialogue with
the Platonizing Sethians.
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2.8 Excursus on Intelligible Matter in Ammonius’s School

Could, then, intelligible matter too have been a secret doctrine of Ammonius?39
Three additional pieces of (admittedly tenuous) evidence also connect a
doctrine of intelligible matter both with the Gnostics in Plotinus’s immedi-
ate vicinity and with Ammonius. We have seen that [a] Porphyry names an
Aculinus as one of the teachers of the apocalypse-bearing Gnostic sectaries in
Plotinus’s milieu. [b] A passage of Joannes Lydus’s De mensibus attributes to an
Aculinus an elaborate allegory in which Hermes’s mother Maia corresponds
to the procession of intelligible matter.4® [c] In Eunapius’s garbled account
of Plotinus’s school, an Aculinus is placed alongside Origen and Porphyry as
one of Plotinus’s—not Ammonius’s—students. While it is possible that the
Pagan Origen visited one of Plotinus’s classes, in no reasonable sense could he
be called Plotinus’s student. M. J. Edwards (1993) therefore has suggested that
Eunapius has confused Plotinus’s classmates under Ammonius with his own
pupils, and conjectures that the Gnostic Aculinus instead may have been a fel-
low disciple of Ammonius, along with Origen and Plotinus himself.# If correct,
this would provide some additional grounds for suspicion, but certainly not
proof, that intelligible matter was a secret doctrine of Ammonius, and it would
also suggest an Ammonian source for the complex theories of interhypostatic
processes that we have seen to be common to Plotinus and the Platonizing
Sethians.

2.9 Ammonius and Christianity

Porphyry implies that Plotinus is recommended to Ammonius only afier mak-
ing the rounds of the well-respected (eddoxipodat) teachers of Alexandria.
Ammonius was therefore not among them. Was he, as John Dillon has sug-
gested, perhaps on the outer fringes of the Alexandrian philosophical
establishment?42 If so, one might speculate that it was because he had some

39  This opinion is, I believe, intimated cryptically by D. O’Brien 1992 and discussed in
O’Brien 1994. The doctrine of intelligible matter also might be one of the implicit targets
of the accusations levelled against Plotinus by the official Platonic ‘Vatican’ in Athens,
namely that “the foundations of his system are the basest of all things.”

40  Itisinteresting that in Aculinus’ allegory, Maia corresponds to the prenoetic efflux, while
we have seen that in lamblichus’s account of a peculiar Hermetic doctrine at De mysteriis
8.3 [262.10—263.5], the interhypostatic, prenoetic principle that we have seen (in Ch. 4) to
be related to the Gnostic concept of pronoein (té Tp@tév ot voodv xai 6 TpayTov voyTdv), is
also known as the first maieuma, or “product of a midwife,” which may possibly be related
etymologically to the Maia (Hermes’s mother) in Aculinus’ allegory.

41 Note that there are also reasons to suspect that Eunapius’s account is entirely dependent
on an utter misreading of Porphyry. Further, the identification of the three Aculini has not
been universally accepted, and is rejected by e.g., Tardieu 1992, 519.

42 Dillon1977, 381, followed by Watts 2006, 156.
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unfashionably close relationship with Christianity.#® According to Eusebius,
Porphyry claims that Ammonius was born a Christian but converted to
Paganism; Eusebius counters that in fact he was born and remained a Christian
until his death.*4 Both the Christian Origen and Heraclas, an Alexandrian bish-
op, may have attended his classes.*> Ammonius’s ambiguous but omnipres-
ent association with Christianity is consistent with a Gnostic classification;
we have seen that Porphyry describes the contemporaneous Gnostics as an
elective subset (hairektikoi) of Christians who simultaneously “derived from”
or possibly “deviated from” (anegmenoi) the ancient philosophical schools.*6
The ambiguity surrounding Ammonius’s Christianity, or apostasy therefrom,
is thus analogous to the ambiguity of the complex logical relationship be-
tween the interlocking categories of Christianity, heresy, and philosophy in
Porphyry’s passage.#” We may imagine overlapping categories of intellectual
and spiritual identity—something like a complex Venn diagram—in which an
individual could simultaneously belong to several superimposed sets at one
point but could just as easily shift between sets over the course of a lifetime
as older and less crystallized identites were replaced with newer, firmer ones.

210  Plotinus’s Enigmatic Past

Let us now turn to Plotinus himself. Plotinus says nothing about his parents or
his native country and next to nothing about his youth. Porphyry does relate
one anecdote about the eight-year-old Plotinus (I will return to this below),
but for the two decades between Plotinus’s eighth and his 28th year, when he
encounters Ammonius, we are left completely in the dark. Porphyry suspects
Plotinus’s refusal to talk about his past is because of his teacher’s shame at being
in a body.*® More recently it has been taken to imply that Plotinus experienced
nothing comparable to the overwhelming significance of his meeting with

43  This has long been suspected. Langerbeck 1957, for instance, who conflated the two
Origens, concludes that Ammonius was a “secularized Christian philosopher.” Eusebius
(Historia ecclesiastica 6.19.10) says that he wrote a treatise on The Harmony of Moses and
Jesus, disputed by Schroeder 1987.

44  Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.19.6-10, again disputed by Schroeder 1987.

45  Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.19.12—14.

46 According to Tardieu’s analysis (1992, 509-17), the passage in Porphyry depends upon
Christian heresiological categories.

47  Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 16.1—2: Teyévaat...tév Xplotiav@v oMol pev xal AL, alpetixol € éx Tig
maAatds griogogiag dvnypévol. The men..de construction refers to two subsets among the
Christians, as Igal 1981 noted.

48  Importantly, this is not Plotinus’s own opinion, but only Porphyry’s interpretation; he says
(Vit. Plot. 1.1) that Plotinus seemed (eoke:) to Porphyry to be ashamed of being in the body,
not that Plotinus thus described himself.
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Ammonius, which would simply have eclipsed his youth.*® Could this silence
not be more easily explained as Plotinus’s attempt to conceal some shame-
ful aspect of his familial background or his activities during his most forma-
tive years? After all, whether or not he referred to his past, his body would
undoubtedly persist for all to see.

2.11 Conflict with the School of Ammonius

Although Porphyry says nothing directly about Ammonius’s school, his discus-
sion of Plotinus’s contemporaries actually implies that a great deal of tension
surrounded Plotinus’s relations with his fellow students. [a] Olympius, who
studied under Ammonius for a short time, became jealous and attempted to
harm Plotinus with malicious astral magic. [b] When Origen appeared at one
of Plotinus’s classes in Rome, Plotinus became embarrassed and refused to
continue, declaring that it is impossible to lecture if one’s audience already
knows what one will say. [c] Plotinus disparaged Longinus, who also studied
under Ammonius, as a philologos but not a philosophos. Thus, Plotinus is clear-
ly not at ease in the company of his former Ammonian co-disciples. Porphyry
also reveals a substantial amount of tension between Plotinus’s own Roman
circle and other philosophical schools,>° and also, more strikingly, within
Plotinus’s circle itself.5! The evident anxiety surrounding Plotinus’s scholastic

49  Thus Fowden and Fowden 2008, 94.

50  For some reason Plotinus seems to have run afoul of the official Platonic successors
(diadochoi) in Athens, Theodotus and Eubulus, who repeatedly accuse Plotinus of plagia-
rism from Numenius, of being full of nonsense, or of positing the basest of fundamental
principles. It is unclear why they were harrassing Plotinus, but it is evident that he was
marginalized by the official Platonist establishment. In this light, the pact of secrecy also
seems somewhat more ominous.

51  Porphyry relates several other anecdotes, too many to deal with in depth here, that sug-
gest an inordinate amount of negativity, anxiety, and open conflict within and around
Plotinus’s circle. Briefly, some examples I have not previously mentioned include, inter
alia, Plotinus’s apalling disease and abandonment by his friends at the end of his life
(2.1-20); the “nonsense” (phluaria) that plagued his classes (3.37); the anxiety surround-
ing publication (4.14-16); the torture of a slave who stole a necklace (11.1-8); the scut-
tling of Plotinus’s plans to found Platonopolis by jealous courtiers (12.9-12); Thaumasias’s
annoyance with Porphyry’s own obsessive questioning (13.12-17); the negative reaction
of the school to Porphyry’s scandalous mystical-erotic poem (151-6); Plotinus’s self-
righteous outrage at Diophanes’ interpretation of the Symposium (15.6-12); and the oth-
erwise harmless Longinus’s loathing of Plotinus (20.4-5) and his scathing indictment
of Amelius’s pompous and un-Plotinian style (20.76-80); Porphyry’s negative interpre-
tation of the otherwise flattering hexametric oracle about Plotinus (22.35-39, 23.18—21);
Porphyry’s own near-suicidal depression and the master’s gentle suggestion that he go
‘on vacation’ to Sicily, i.e., away from the school. And so on, and so on. No doubt there are
many other examples. That the biography is far from anodyne hagiography and is rather
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relationships is consistent with the hypothesis of an antagonistic rupture with
his former life.

212 Plotinus’s Gnostic Friends

Despite his vehement opposition to the Gnostics, Plotinus himself avows that
he has certain Gnostic philoi for whom he has an abiding respect (or shame:
aidos). At one point in the course of his anti-Gnostic polemic, at 11.9[33].10.1-5,
he restrains himself for the sake of these friends: “For I have some kind of rev-
erence (aidos) towards some of my friends, who encountered this [Gnostic]
discourse prior to becoming my friends, though I don’'t know how they keep
to it."52 It is surely of profound significance that this passage is the unique in-
stance of a reference to a specific personal relationship anywhere in Plotinus’s
writings;®3 at no point does he make even a passing reference to his own stu-
dents, to his teacher, or indeed to any other contemporary interlocutors.5* The
present tense of the verbs implies that these sectaries still remain his friends.
We may wonder: why, if these unnamed philoi were already Gnostics when he
met them, would he ever have befriended them in the first place?5 The impli-
cation is that he was originally in agreement with these Gnostic sectaries when

a narrative “plein de conflit et de misere” was first called to my atttention by Jean-Marc
Narbonne (in person) in 2009.

52 11.9[33].10.3—-5: Alddg Ydip TIg NaS Exel TpoS Tvag TAVY (idwy, ol TodTw T@ Adyw évtuydvTeg
npétepov 1) Rl pidot yevéahat ol old Emwg ém’ adtod pévouat.

53  Thus it is not Porphyry but Plotinus himself, interestingly, who supplies our single most
important (and most secure) biographical datum. It is also intriguing that Plotinus him-
self never calls them gnastikoi; this is Porphyry’s word.

54 By this I mean not only that there is no other mention of the proper name of one of his
contemporaries, but that there is not even a pronominal reference to any specific con-
temporary individual. He does, of course, occasionally mention both generic philosophi-
cal rivals and eminent philosophical figures from the past by name. Note, however, that
Plotinus occasionally uses the second person (probably addressing his inner circle of stu-
dents) and in at least one important mystical passage (1v.8[6].1) refers to his own experi-
ence of ascent in the first person.

55  Attempts to argue that by using the term philos—a term with Pythagorean resonance—
Plotinus actually means “disciple,” are entirely unsatisfactory; nowhere else does he
use the term to mean anything other than friend; on this, see Sleeman-Pollet Lexicon
Plotinianum 1083 and esp. 111.6[26].19.16. The same seems to be the case with Porphyry,
who divides Plotinus’s students into the inner circle (zélotai) and the casual hearers
(akroatai)—on which see esp. Watts 2006, 160 n. g9g—but does not refer to his students
as philoi. Porphyry refers to Carterius, the painter friend (but clearly not a disciple) of
Amelius as the latter’s philos; Amelius’s letter refers to Plotinus as a hetairos; Zethus the
Arab, one of Plotinus’s oldest friends, is his Aetairos; the Egyptian priest who performs
the ritual evocation of Plotinus’s guardian daimon is introduced to Plotinus by one of his
philoi; etc.
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he befriended them and that it was #e who had apostatized from, and turned
against, their shared doctrines. This is also circumstantially suggested by the
context of the comment amidst what is nearly a late antique literary genre: the
polemic of an apostate against a former system of belief.5

Yet there is more to be said on the identity of Plotinus’s Gnostic philoi. They
have usually been taken to be auditors on the periphery of Plotinus’ circle in
Rome, and are sometimes identified with the Adelphius and Aculinus men-
tioned by Porphyry.5” In fact Porphyry’s description in Vita Plotini16 [Appendix
D1] is too vague to merit the conventional certainty that any of these sectaries
were themselves actually present at Plotinus’s school.>® Porphyry’s passage
implies that Aculinus and Adelphius are teachers, rather than students, and
that it is their apocalypse-bearing disciples who are contemporaneous (kat’
auton) with Plotinus.5® Therefore, granting that it is the followers of Aculinus
and Adelphius who are Plotinus’s contemporaries and not necessarily these
heresiarchs themselves, it is still unclear whether they were physically pres-
ent at the school, since the kat’ auton refers not only to the hairetikoi, but to
all of the Christians, the polloi men kai alloi, who were certainly not all pres-
ent at Plotinus’s lectures.8? So it is possible that Gnostic followers of Aculinus
and Adelphius also attended Plotinus’s classes (or even that these named indi-
viduals did),®! and we might accept the notion that Gnostic treatises became
available to Plotinus’s school sometime in the 260s, more or less coincident

56  Examples include, inter alia, Justin Martyr, Dialogus cum Tryphone 2—6; Bardaisan of
Edessa’s lost anti-Valentinian writings (apud Theodoret of Cyrus, Haereticarum fabula-
rum compendium 1.22; Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 4.30.3); the Emperor Julian, Against
the Galilaeans; Epiphanius, Panarion 26.17.4—9; Augustine, Contra epistolam Manichaei 3.

57  E.g,byA. Smith1987.

58  Assumed without comment for instance in A. Smith 1987, 762.

59  Porphyry uses the familiar construction hoi peri so-and-so that can refer both to the con-
temporaneous entourage and also to the more geographically and temporally distant fol-
lowers of a given teacher or founder of a school or sect (ot Tept Ad€Aptov xat AxvAivov).

60  One question is whether we should trust a passage of Eunapius (Lives of the Philosophers,
457 Boissonade), who (mis)quotes Porphyry to the effect that Aculinus is a student of
Plotinus along with Porphyry himself, “Amerius” [sic], and Origen. Given that this passage
is, by Eunapius’s own admission, a paraphrase of Porphyry himself, and also that it has
the more obvious inaccuracy of making Origen Plotinus’s student, this probably should
be rejected as a garbled misreading of Porphyry’s own account without any independent
source. “Amerius” (from amereia, “indivisibility”) is Plotinus’s nickname for Amelius;
Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 7.3—5. That this is based on Porphyry is further supported by the fact
that Eunapius proudly points out the one fact about Plotinus that he knows but that
Porphyry does not mention: namely, Plotinus’s place of birth (Lives of the Philosophers,
455 Boissonade).

61  If they did so, we may wonder why. According to the hypotheses of Turner 2001 and now
Rasimus 2010, the Sethians gradually moved into the orbit of Academic Platonism after
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with the arrival of Porphyry, and obligated Plotinus to refute them in the
GrofSschrift; but quite plainly Porphyry does not say, as is often claimed, that
Gnostic sectaries ever attended Plotinus’s classes. Indeed, the prevalence of
the erroneous interpretation has encouraged the implausible (if not utterly
preposterous) notion that the Vorlagen of the extant Coptic translations of
Platonizing Sethian tractates were not those read in Plotinus’s circle but were
newer versions that had been revised by Plotinus’s putative Gnostic auditors to
take Plotinus’s (and Porphyry’s) critiques into account. In any event, whether or
not these Gnostics were ever physically present, one thing of which we can be
certain is that their treatises circulated readily among Plotinus’s entourage.52
But there is also another, stronger possibility: could these unnamed philo;,
for whom Plotinus still has some reverence, in fact refer to certain Gnostic as-
sociates from Plotinus’s Alexandrian past, or even to Ammonius himself and /
or members of his entourage? That Plotinus’s anti-Gnostic writings are not di-
rected at the Gnostics themselves is indicated by his occasional addresses to
his readers in 11.9[33] with the second person, while the Gnostics are always
referred to in the third person, and with a kind of rhetorical vitriol that one
would not expect him to use if the target—his friends—were in his immediate
presence. In fact he is explicit that this discourse is not for the Gnostics but for
his immediate pupils; thus immediately after mentioning his Gnostic philoi,
he insists: “We have spoken to [our] intimate pupils (grnorimous), not to them
[i.e., the Gnostics].”3 This possibility that he is referring to Ammonius’s circle
becomes more intriguing if we note that one of the few other places where
Plotinus evokes this kind of hesitation and self-restraint is at the conclusion
of his furtive discussion of intelligible matter—also, as we have seen, conceiv-
ably an Ammonian doctrine—at 11.4[12].5.37—39: “And by this, more than is
appropriate has been revealed about intelligible matter.”6* Both passages—the

a gradual estrangement from Christian circles. The real question, however, if indeed they
did attend Plotinus’s seminar, why would they choose him in particular?

62 It is possible these treatises were deliberately circulated by these sectaries to prosely-
tize their own views or to lure away Plotinus’s students. That such writings were easily
accessible to the students is evident not only from Porphyry Vit. Plot. 16 but also from
Plotinus’s casual suggestion, at the conclusion of an exasperated diatribe about Gnostic
demonology in 11.9[33].14, that his students investigate the remainder of their doctrines
for themselves.

63  11.9[33].10.8: &AN Muels TTpdg TOVG YVwpipoug, ob TTpdg AlToVG AEYOVTES.

64  One other possible instance occurs in the short treatise On Dialectic (apparently one of
his rare concessions to this Platonic commonplace), where he refers to two stages of the
ascent, one consisting of the ascent to the intelligible, the other, to the ultimate phase of
ascent (which, as at vi.g[9].11.45, he calls “the end of the journey”); discussion of this final
stage, he says, “should be made to wait.”
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only of the kind in the Enneads—may be subtle allusions to the pact of secrecy
surrounding Ammonius’s (Gnostic) doctrines.

213  Problems Surrounding Porphyry’s Relation to Gnosticism

A word here must be said about Porphyry. It has been suggested that the arriv-
al of Porphyry—supposedly an anti-Christian par excellence—was the factor
that precipitated the Gnostic ‘crisis’ of the mid-260s: i.e., that it was Porphyry’s
insistence that had motivated Plotinus to write the Grofschrift and to encour-
age his senior pupils to do likewise.®> Yet not only is this hypothesis a priori
unlikely—we know, of course, that it was the young Porphyry who had to be
set straight by Plotinus and Amelius, not the other way around—but it is also
unnecessary, since if I am correct, long before Porphyry’s arrival, Plotinus had
already attempted, however incompletely, to purge his thought and writing of
any explicitly Gnostic terminology and to veil it with an opaque veneer of lan-
guage drawn from Plato and other purely Hellenic authorities. That is to say, an
engagement with, and argument against, Gnostic thought is already present
in his early period, and this cannot be explained by Porphyrian influence. But
still, why the sudden crisis in the 260s? One might rather suppose—if my sus-
picions about Porphyry are correct—that it was the arrival in Plotinus’s circle
of a young man saturated with Christian and especially Gnostic thought—that
is, Porphyry himself—which had precipitated the crisis. That is to say, one
might easily imagine Plotinus’s exasperation at the appearance in his inner cir-
cle of a pupil infatuated with the very same kind of ideas of which he himself
had earlier struggled so intensely to rid himself in his youth. And one might
further imagine that the mature Porphyry, having been entirely re-educated
into the newly-purified Plotinian Platonism, would have been ashamed of his
youthful Gnostic tendencies and therefore neglected to mention them in the
Vita Plotini, emphasizing instead the relatively minor issue of extranoetic intel-
ligibles, while nevertheless failing to conceal entirely the Gnostic associations
of this very same idea.

2.14 Plotinus’s Decisive Break with His Past

Porphyry strains to portray Plotinus’s decision to leave Ammonius—and thus
to undertake the (eventually abortive) expedition to Persia and India—in a
positive light, insisting that his desire for the acquisition of Oriental wisdom
was a result of his having acquired such an ingrained training (exis) in phi-
losophy under Ammonius.®6 No mention is made of Ammonius’s death, which

65  Thus Rasimus 2010.
66  Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 314-15: Tocadtyy €5v &v @ihocogia xthoaadat.
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suggests the possibility that Plotinus’s departure preceded it.5” Porphyry may
have felt obligated to provide an explanation to counteract the suspicion that
Plotinus’s departure may have been for some other, less positive reason, such
as a change of heart or dissatisfaction with his master’s teachings (as Porphyry
himself would possibly have experienced in the case of his own former teach-
er, Longinus, prior to his arrival in Rome to study with Plotinus). Moreover,
if we conjecture that Plotinus did have a change of spirit and at some point
came to reject Ammonius’s Gnosticizing views, it is reasonable to suppose
that some sense of shame, as well as residual respect, would have obliged him
not to discuss his teacher’s failings to his pupils.®® But there is no reason that
Plotinus might not also have had genuine interest in an Asian expedition in its
own right. Travel to the Orient in search of wisdom was a venerable topos of
Platonic-Pythagorean lore;®® and, more importantly, it would offer the most
radical break available to someone intent on starting anew.

Yet if this hypothesis is correct, we might still wonder what might have
initially precipitated Plotinus’s sudden ‘conversion, as it were, away from the
Gnostic Platonism of Ammonius towards the new, ‘purified’ Platonism he
came to profess in Rome. Although there is insufficient evidence to determine
this with any real probability, let alone certainty, it is interesting to note that
Plotinus’s departure from Alexandria nearly coincided with (or preceded by
only a few years) the initial anti-Christian pogroms in that city, in a paroxysm
of intercommunal violence which foreshadowed the more massive (and state-
sanctioned) Decian persecution of 250 CE.”® One might imagine that the grow-
ing anti-Christian sentiment among Plotinus’s elite Alexandrian milieu would
have encouraged him to try to purify his own thought of any influence from a
current of thought that was inextricably associated with Christianity (as we

67  Thus O'Brien 1994.

68  This is suggested by Whittaker 1997, 174 with respect to Plotinus’s disappointing pre-
Ammonian Alexandrian teachers: “It is also possible that the identity of his teachers was
a subject upon which Plotinus did not himself care to expand or to respond to questions
from his acquaintances, if they dared ask. For there were matters upon which Plotinus’s
students did not venture to question him.” Whittaker provides the example of Porphyry’s
statement that he did not dare ask his teacher what was meant by the utterance “[the
gods] should come to me, not I to them.”

69  E.g, for Plato’s similarly thwarted attempt to travel to Persia, Diogenes Laertius 3.7.3; for
Pythagoras’s encounter with Zoroaster, Aristoxenus apud Hippolytus, Refutatio omnium
haeresiorum 1.2.12; for Apollonius of Tyana in India, Philostratus, Vita Apollonii 2.6ff. Of
the account of Plotinus’s expedition, Whittaker 1997, 167 writes: “We are here clearly in
the realm where real life and literary tradition intermingle, each feeding upon the other
in a pattern of mutual imitation.”

70 Eusebius, Historia ecclesiastica 6.39.
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have seen Gnosticism to have been at least in the eyes of Plotinus and his pu-
pils), and, more importantly, it might have led him to dissociate himself from
its teachers, to seek out a new environment less hostile to his former ideas (as
Rome certainly was), and to re-invent himself intellectually and spiritually—
as an ostensibly ‘pure’ Platonist—in the relative anonymity of a new geograph-
ical locale in which he could more easily conceal his former sectarian identity
and his true intellectual and spiritual genealogy.

215  Alexandria and Rome
Indeed, Plotinus’s flight from Alexandria did not terminate in the Orient as
intended. Rather, precisely like that of Valentinus in the previous century, his
circuitous trajectory ended in Rome, where, also like Valentinus, he began to
teach within an elite milieu.”? By the middle of the third century, he would
have shared this milieu with some Valentinian Christians. Other Gnostics,
possibly including Platonizing Sethians, would have been nearby, while an ex-
ponentially increasing number of ordinary Christians would have been scat-
tered throughout all strata of society. The vast portion of what we know about
Plotinus’s life is from this period, and we might suppose that it was at this time
that Plotinus assumed the strictly Platonic identity—and the consequent atti-
tude vis-a-vis his Gnostic contemporaries—by which Porphyry knew him and
for which he is still remembered. Yet the radical break with his Alexandrian
past would have been tempered somewhat by (as we have seen) the persis-
tence of Gnostic conceptions in central aspects of his thought, such as the rela-
tion between the intelligible and transcendent realms, and, more importantly,
the contemplative or visionary techniques required to apprehend the One.
Consistent with Plotinus’s apparently conflicting crypto- and anti-Gnostic
tendencies, we may also notice the peculiar fact that even in Rome, he can-
not seem to shake off his ties with Ammonius’s Alexandrian entourage that
he had at some point deliberately tried to abandon. We have seen the an-
ecdotes about Origen, whose arrival in one of Plotinus’s classes causes him
great embarrassment, and about the magical attack by the jealous magician
Olympius of Alexandria.”? The suggestion is that some often uncomfortable
intercommunication still remained between Ammonius’s Alexandrian circle
and that of Plotinus. Yet there are also more positive examples. For example,

71 On the social status of the Valentinians in second-century Rome, see Lampe 2003, 298.
Unlike Valentinus, however, Plotinus found himself close to the center of Imperial power
(Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 12).

72 Though it is unclear if the latter was physically present in Rome; one assumes that super-
natural assault could happen at a distance.
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several of Plotinus’s closest friends in Rome—Porphyry’s claim to such sta-
tus notwithstanding—are themselves Alexandrian or have close ties with
Ammonius. Plotinus was perhaps closest to Zethus the Arab, at whose country
estate he would take his retreats. According to Porphyry, Zethus married the
daughter of Theodosius, one of Ammonius’s companions. Another Alexandrian
doctor, Eustochius, is the only one of Plotinus’s entourage present during his
sickness and death; it is to Eustochius that Plotinus utters his cryptic last words
that possibly reflect the primary revelation in Allogenes. One might also specu-
late that the priest who performed the evocation of Plotinus’s guardian daimon
in the Iseum in Rome had some association with Ammonius’s sphere, since
he was a friend of a friend of Plotinus who had recently arrived from Egypt.”3

216  Ammonius and Plotinus’s Wet-Nurse

Finally, let us return to the single piece of evidence that Plotinus reveals about
his childhood, which, as we will see, actually reveals rather more about his
adulthood, and would appear to support the hypothesis of a radical break with
Ammonius. Porphyry says that Plotinus was extremely reluctant to discuss his
upbringing, save one single anecdote. Thus Vita Plotini 3.1-6: “Nevertheless,
many times during the meetings he voluntarily conveyed the following. Until
he was eight years old, he kept going back to his wet-nurse, and—even though
he was already going to a grammar teacher—he wanted to suckle and bared her
breasts. Once he heard that he was a mischievous little brat, he was ashamed
and desisted.””* For all of its prurient allure—and its potential symbolic import
for those interested in psychoanalytic theories of mysticism—this anecdote
has received surprisingly little attention. It is often dismissed as a mere curiosi-
ty, and when it has been addressed, it is usually—wrongly—taken to be yet an-
other example of Plotinus’s putative shame about being in a body.”> That this

73 Porphyry reports that the priest makes Plotinus’s acquaintance through some unnamed
friend (dia tinos philou). If correct, this would in turn suggest some common ritual back-
ground linked Plotinus’s activity in Rome with his past under Ammonius.

74 Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 3.1-6 (text Armstrong, LCL): "A uévtot Nty adtog d¢’ éovtod €v Tals
Suthiong oAdxig Suyyetto, v Totadta. Tlpoopottdv pév Yap Th Tpoe® xainep lg ypappotodt-
Saowdou drmidvra dypis &y EToug Ao yevéoews dvta xai Todg padods yuuvodvta BnAddev
mpoBupelabal- dxovoavta 3¢ mote 8Tt dtnpdy Eatt Toudiov, dmooyéabal aideabéva

75  Note that neither the anecdote itself, nor the very fact of its being told, suggests shame
about embodiment itself, but rather the opposite: it indicates the ease with which
Plotinus reveals potentially embarrassing details about his own experience of embodi-
ment in order to communicate a further point. Brisson 1992, 3, 26—27 takes it as an al-
lusion to the Stoic notion of innate or common notions of morality and of seven years
as the age of reason. This is obviously incorrect; the text is clear that it is not an innate
recognition that causes the young Plotinus to desist, but that he only does so when he
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anecdote had some particular salience for Plotinus is indicated not only by the
fact that it is the only thing he ever revealed about the first 28 years of his life,
but also—significantly—by the fact that he volunteered this same anecdote to
his students on many occasions (pollakis). This suggests that it had some par-
ticular allegorical significance that he wanted to convey. This is not to say that
it could not also have had some core of truth, but rather that the truth’s value
is irrelevant; the important question is why Plotinus told this and only this
anecdote to his students on several occasions, and what he intended it to com-
municate. Now the allegorical significance of the anecdote undoubtedly rests
upon its anomalous elements. Neither the fact of breast-feeding itself nor the
scolding of a mischievous eight-year-old are particularly noteworthy. The most
anomalous element is the fact that Plotinus wanted to suckle long after it was
appropriate to do so. Thus we might imagine that by repeating this anecdote
Plotinus is trying to make a symbolic connection between his very late wean-
ing (in his eighth year) and his relatively late discovery of philosophy under the
tutelage of Ammonius (in his 28th year). According to this interpretation, the
point would be that just as he was an indulgent (or even lascivious) child until
he was made to feel shame, so also, in his young adulthood, he was indolent
until he discovered philosophy. This would be a reasonable assumption were
it not the case that in the literature of Plotinus’s time breastfeeding already
had a commonly accepted and quite specific metaphorical significance, just
as it does today: that of teaching and learning itself.¢ In this light, it remains
puzzling why he would use the conventional symbol of pedagogy to represent
the period before he began to study with Ammonius. We may instead suspect
that although twenty years separate the anecdote about nursing from that of
his discovery of Ammonius, the two events are inseparably linked, as they are
the only two facts that Plotinus revealed about the first three decades of his
life, and Porphyry’s passage implies that he often told them together in a single
breath. A different interpretation now presents itself: that Plotinus intended
the nursing anecdote to parallel the period he spent studying with Ammonius.
We have already seen that Plotinus spent eleven whole years with Ammonius
but abruptly abandoned his teacher in his 3g9th year, and we have also seen
hints that there was something about it of which he was ashamed. At this point
we may begin to perceive the sense of the allegory as the pieces of the puzzle

hears (akousanta) an admonition from someone else; moreover, this occurs in his eighth,
not seventh, year.

76 Already in the century prior to Plotinus, Philo (at De migratione Abraham, 140.7-8) used
the metaphor of suckling for pedagogy. The pedagogical subtext of this anecdote is in fact
made explicit by the seemingly gratuitous insertion that he was at the time going to study
with a teacher of grammar (grammatodidaskalos).



CONCLUSION: DISSOLVING BOUNDARIES 253

fall into place: just as Plotinus persisted in his childish habits far longer than
appropriate, suckling from his wet-nurse until he was shamed out of it, so also
he ‘suckled at the teat of Ammonius, so to speak, for far longer than he should
have, and only later came to his senses once he had experienced a similar sense
of shame. Why he experienced shame, we are not told; but it was at this point
that he left his teacher, departed for Asia, and eventually settled in Rome. I
would suggest that it was through the use of this elegantly veiled but endear-
ing parable that Plotinus attempted to intimate to his pupils—at least to those
able to ‘hear'—the troubled story of his own belated coming-of-age, and to do
so without explicitly slandering the teacher from whom he had deliberately
‘weaned’ himself but for whom he still had an unwavering shameful reverence
(aidos: 11.9[33].10.3).

To summarize: the dense texture of correspondences between Plotinus’s
mysticism and Gnostic visionary ascent, as well as Plotinus’s simultaneous and
apparently paradoxical rejection of any explicit identification with Gnostic
thought, can be accounted for if we suppose that Plotinus was educated in
Platonizing Gnosticism in the school of Ammonius; that his move to Rome
more or less corresponded with his rejection of all other affiliations in favor of
a strictly Platonic identity; and finally, that having dissociated himself from his
past training he nevertheless still retained certain deeply-ingrained structures
of thought that he had acquired in his youth. Though this scenario cannot be
proved, it is consistent with the available evidence, and it has many parallels
in better-attested cases of other historical figures. It may never be possible to
determine the precise cause of the rupture with his past, or why his attacks on
the positions of the Gnostics reached a climax only in the 260s. It is possibly a
response to some discrete stimulus, such as the arrival of Platonizing Sethian
sectaries—possibly the spiritual heirs of those from whom he had earlier tried
to distance himself—on the periphery of his circle, or the circulation of their
treatises among his students, but we cannot know for certain. However, we may
suspect that the appearance of these Gnostics particularly irked Plotinus—
whose response is especially evident in his mid- to late treatises””—because
their texts would have reminded him of those doctrines that he had long be-
fore tried to reject, and, more importantly, they would have appeared to him to
be making a mockery of a conception of visionary ascent to the transcendent
principle: a conception which he continued to hold well into his later years,”®

77 See Corrigan 2000b, 42.
78  E.g,Vv.3[49]17.15-38.
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and which remained the center-point of his spiritual and philosophical life
even up until the very moment of his death.”®

217  Overlapping Spheres of Religio-Philosophical Identity in Late
Antique Alexandria

The hypothesis that Plotinus shared a common origin with the Gnostics brings
us to the following theoretical problem. It has generally been assumed that
despite certain more or less accidental interactions, academic Platonism and
Gnosticism represent clearly bounded categories, subject to various mutual
‘influences, but themselves inherently distinct. This assumption has tended
to conceal from view the depth of the correspondence between the thought
of Plotinus and that of the Gnostics. I do not wish to dispute that there may
be significant differences of doctrine, temperament, and rhetoric between
Plotinus and his Gnostic interlocutors as they are generally understood. What
I would like to call into question, however, is the notion of an ahistorical, cat-
egorical boundary between late antique Gnosticism and Platonism. In particu-
lar, T question whether we really can make a clear analytic distinction between
those phenomena called “Platonism” and those called “Gnosticism” in the time
before Plotinus and his circle defined the Gnostics over against their own po-
sition. It is now widely recognized that the category of “Gnosticism” is itself
a fuzzy or unbounded one. One recent and pervasive scholarly tendency has
been to reject the term “Gnosticism” itself as an overly essentialist designa-
tion adopted by scholars from ancient Christian heresiologists who sought to
define themselves over and against the ‘other’8° There may be no need to push
this critique to the point of abandoning the term altogether, but if we accept
its premises—which, I believe, are valid—it becomes difficult to maintain any
abstract analytic distinction between the categories of “Gnosticism” and the
equally artificial construct “Platonism,” whatever terms we choose to use.8!
This type of distinction, I believe, has been too often uncritically adopted from
the ancient heresiological and doxographical discourse and reified in the mod-
ern history of philosophy. To borrow the anthropological cliché, we should not
unthinkingly map the ‘emic’ designations of sectarian or scholastic identity
isomorphically onto our own ‘etic’ categories of intellectual-historical analysis.
If we reject the view of Platonism and Gnosticism as bounded categories, we

79  Le., his Allogenesque last words, Porphyry Vita Plot. 2.26—27.

80  Following Williams 1996 and King 2003; but earlier see also Bauer 1971. Perhaps the cat-
egory of “Gnosticism” should not be dispensed with altogether, if only for its broad utility
in pointing out a general sphere of ancient thought and practice. For a judicious defense
of some aspects of this category, see Pearson 2004, 201-23.

81  Though I have tried to describe certain discrete philosophical differences in Mazur 2005.
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may reconceptualize them as broad tendencies, each composed of relatively
free-floating independent elements or conceptual substructures—whether
these elements involve doctrine, mythologoumena, ritual acts, or rhetorical
mode—that can be freely borrowed, mutually exchanged, and transformed.
Superimposed upon that, one may imagine sectarian or scholastic identity as
a more visible marker or flag—itself based upon a named school of thought,
individual teacher, spiritual leader, or traditional ethnically or geographically-
defined cult—that was often dialectically associated with one or another set
of conceptual structures but in actuality not restricted to an absolutely fixed
set of elements.

This model is largely borne out by what is known about late antique philo-
sophical education. First, with respect to institutions: despite the conventional
division of classical pagan philosophical schools—which in 176 CE was formal-
ized by Marcus Aurelius’ endowment of official Platonist, Aristotelian, Stoic,
and Epicurean chairs at Athens—the degree of doctrinal interpenetration be-
tween these schools by the third century suggests that the traditional bound-
aries were somewhat imprecise and certainly far more permeable than is
generally admitted by ancient authors.82 With respect to individuals, one can
detect a similar pattern. The extant accounts of personal educational histories
suggest that both pagans and Christians tended to seek philosophical training
from a wide variety of schools of thought and a multiplicity of teachers be-
fore settling on a systematic position.82 Although the profusion of competing
philosophical schools and faireses offered a multiplicity of elective intellec-
tual paths, these paths were not necessarily always entirely coextensive with
an individual’s philosophical or confessional identity, and could be combined
in any number of complex ways. As contemporary psychologists are aware, the
totality of an individual’s worldview emerges out of a broad and not necessar-
ily coherent juxtaposition of disparate elements and multiple superimposed
self-conscious identities and affiliations. Philosophically speaking, this is not

82  This issue has led to an entire volume—Dillon and Long 1988—devoted to the rejection
of the category of “ecclecticism” in late antique philosophy. The appropriation of Aristotle
into Middle Platonism has long been noticed. On this see Dillon 1977. This is exempli-
fied by Plotinus himself; Porphyry admits that Stoic and Aristotelian ideas are concealed
within Plotinus’s works; Vit. Plot.14.4—7; on Stoic influence in Plotinus, see also, inter alia,
Theiler 1960.

83  On this see Whittaker 1997. Examples include Clement’s insistence (Stromateis 1.13) that
all varieties of pagan philosophy contain some truth; Galen’s well-rounded education,
described by ibid.; Justin Martyr’s peregrinations prior to his conversion to Christianity
in Dialogus cum Tryphone 2—8. With the intention of “seeing God,” he goes first to a Stoic,
then to a Peripatetic, then to a Pythagorean (who rejects him), and then finally to a
Platonist, with whom he stays (until eventually, of course, converting to Christianity).
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necessarily a negative; indeed, as is borne out in the case of both Plotinus and
the Gnostics, it is from the tension inherent in such an assemblage that real
intellectual creativity emerges. Finally, the historical evidence points towards
a considerable overlap between philosophical schools and Gnostic haireses
of the second century. Valentinus himself was known as a “Platonist.” The
Carpocratians apparently venerated icons of Pythagoras, Plato, and Aristotle
alongside that of Jesus. As W. Lohr (2010) has recently suggested, Christian and
Gnostic teachers in the second century self-consciously situated themselves
within the tradition of philosophical schools. It is therefore possible to imagine
that Plotinus was first educated in a milieu in which a traditional philosophical
education—whether Platonic, Stoic, or Aristotelian—coexisted harmoniously
with instruction in Gnostic soteriology and ritual praxis.

With these theoretical issues in mind, we may turn to the historical ques-
tion of the debate between Plotinus’s school and the Gnostics. Despite some
genuine philosophical disagreements,3* I would suggest Plotinus’s opposi-
tion was not, as is commonly believed, primarily an issue of doctrinal differ-
ences per se, but rather one of conflicting identities and competing strategies
for the legitimation of spiritual and intellectual authority. To begin with, we
may note that this conceptual opposition was itself hardly a given, but had a
distinct history of its own. Despite the fact that nearly a century earlier, the
Platonist Celsus had mocked Christianity by conflating it with Gnostic prac-
tices, it appears that the distinct, self-conscious opposition between academic
Platonism and Gnosticism per se appears first in Plotinus’s milieu. One need
only consider the fact that the writings of pre-Plotinian Platonists such as
Philo, Plutarch, and Numenius, for example, and pseudepigraphical literature
such as the Chaldaean Oracles and the Hermetica, display many doctrinal
proximities to Gnosticism without being ‘Gnostic’ themselves. Even the con-
flict between Platonists and Christianity more generally had not always been
as crystalline as it was to become. Indeed, I would suggest that “Platonists”
and “Gnostics” would not have considered their views to be mutually exclu-
sive communities prior to the moment at which Plotinus and his immedi-
ate disciples self-consciously constructed a firm distinction between them.
Therefore, rather than retrojecting anachronistic Porphyrian categories onto
pre-Plotinian philosophico-religious institutions, we should probably envision

84  InMazur 2005 I have discussed other aspects of Plotinus’s thought that coincide with that
of the Gnostics, and, despite real philosophical differences, I suggest that his opposition
had more the character of a sectarian or scholastic squabble, an attempt at self-definition,
rather than a deeply substantive ideological disagreement. The many correspondences
between Plotinus and Gnostic thought have long been noted; thus, inter alia, Jonas 1954;
Puech 1960, 184.
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a socially and intellectually mobile domain in which individual teachers of
complex backgrounds would attract potentially overlapping and rather porous
circles of disciples. Firm boundaries between competing schools of thought
would only have been constructed in moments of particular conflict. It is, in-
terestingly, Porphyry, not Plotinus, who calls the apocalypse-bearing heretics
Gnostikoi, and even then the word occurs only in the title he and Amelius gave
to11.9[33], but not in Vita Plotini 16, where he simply refers to them as hairetikoi
among the christianoi. Plotinus himself never uses either gnéstikoi or chris-
tianoi. Rather, for Plotinus, these unnamed opponents are simply “they”—or
his “friends.” Porphyry, by naming them—i.e., by calling them collectively
Gnaostikoi—would have reified the differences between Plotinus’s circle and
these sectaries, thereby hardening a discourse of orthodoxy and heresy in aca-
demic Platonism parallel to that which had been gradually emerging within
contemporaneous Christianity,8> and which persists even today in the history
of philosophy. Yet despite this discourse of opposition, it has long been rec-
ognized that many aspects of Plotinus’s system resemble that of the sectaries
he critiques in 11.9[33], and that the very doctrines he attacks often closely
resemble his own.86 One might wonder, then, why Plotinus and his disciples
were so insistent on differentiating themselves from this particular group of
heretics. What was this debate really about?

At first glance, the identity-issue at stake appears to be a competition for
the legitimate succession of Plato. Plotinus complains that the Gnostics de-
rive, or rather plagiarize, their doctrines from Plato, but that they insult him in
several ways. [a] They invent nontraditional jargon and use excessively pomp-
ous, unphilosophical language (11.9[33].6.1-10); [b] they contaminate Platonic
thought with the addition of certain extraneous, non-Hellenic elements (6.10—
12); [c] they demote, and thus insult, the Demiurge of the Timaeus (6.14—24);
[d] they claim to have understood the nature of the intelligible realm better
than Plato and other ancient (Hellenic) philosophers (6.24—28);%7 and finally
[e] they ridicule their Hellenic opponents in a manner unbecoming a philos-
opher (6.43—52). Yet even Plotinus’s defense of Plato against insult from the
supposedly un-Hellenic Gnostics, and the reaffirmation of his own school’s
sacred lineage, while possibly a rallying-point for his immediate circle, fails

85  The Christian heresiological background of Porphyry Vit. Plot. 16 has been pointed out by
Tardieu 1992. Athanassiadi 2002; 2006 has described the formation of Neoplatonic ortho-
doxy in and after Plotinus, which she attributes to the interpretation of certain passages
of Numenius that describe an unbroken “golden” chain of transmission.

86  Yet Plotinus himself is on occasion equally pessimistic; on this see Mazur 2005.

87  We may perceive an echo of the Gnostics” accusation that Plato himself did not attain to
the “depth of intelligible substance” (Porphyry, Vit. Plot. 16.8—9).
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to explain the essence of his opposition. For why would Plotinus—who, in
his youth, was so fascinated by Oriental wisdom—have turned against these
particular sectaries on the putative grounds of insufficient Hellenicity? And
why would he attack their claims to Platonic heritage more vehemently than
other rival Platonists (or for that matter, than any other philosophical school)?
Furthermore, why would Porphyry, whom we know to have been utterly ob-
sessed with Chaldaean, Egyptian, and even Persian lore, attempt so vigorously
to debunk these particular Gnostics for their claim to reproduce the wisdom
of the ancient Zoroaster, while elsewhere citing with approval a similar claim
made by initiates of the Mithraic mysteries?88 Clearly, the issue of identity is
not restricted merely to Hellenic versus non-Hellenic or Platonic versus sup-
posedly Oriental wisdom.

Here, I believe, we may finally converge on the explanation for Plotinus’s
initial rejection of Gnostic teachings and also for the concerted polemic cam-
paign on which he eventually led his students. I would suggest that it was
not merely the content of their doctrines per se, but the fact that these secta-
ries were considered to be a subset of Christians (thus Porphyry: “among the
Christians, there were on the one hand the multitudes, and on the other, the
heretics ...”) and further that they obscured the newly-emerging (or rather
newly-constructed) boundary between Platonism and Christianity. This is,
of course, independent of whether or not Plotinus’s Gnostic opponents actu-
ally were in any sense Christians, or whether the existent Platonizing Sethian
corpus can be said to display any properly Christian elements.89 What is im-
portant is that Plotinus and his students believed the Gnostics to be a sub-
set of Christians, which was all the more galling because of their ostensible
(mis-)appropriation of Plato. Quite independently of Porphyry, then, it may
have been the association of the Gnostics with the newly-threatening mass
movement of Christianity—with, inter alia, [a] its forceful rejection of vener-
able pagan traditions, [b] its derivation of authority not from Greek but from
Jewish scripture, [c] its insistence upon the importance of historical and ge-
nealogical particularity rather than eternal truths, and [d] its most un-Hellenic

88  Porphyry himself approvingly refers to Zoroaster as founder of mysteries in De antro
nympharum 6.

89  Weknow that the Sethian corpus as a whole represents a broad movement with Biblical —
both Jewish and Christian—elements; the ambiguous relationship to Christianity is, like
Ammonius’s own Christian affiliations, reflected in Porphyry’s statement. Conversely, the
Platonizing Sethian corpus displays no overt Christianity (although the distant Jewish
ancestry is, of course, implicit).
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requirement of absolute exclusivity—that had initially obliged Plotinus to re-
ject his former path.90

Yet what would have made the dichotomy between Platonism and
Christianity so particularly salient at this particular point in Plotinus’s career?
Here some more general historical contextis helpful. Christianity and Platonism
may have co-existed more or less happily in Plotinus’s Alexandrian milieu of
the early third century, while Christianity was still a marginal sect (they may
even have co-existed within the same individual: witness Clement and Origen),
and the specter of Christianity even lurks in the background of Plotinus’s own
environment, at least in its early days; we have already seen that Ammonius
had Christian roots and some Christian pupils.®! Yet whatever Plotinus’s early
relationship to Gnosticism or to Christianity more generally, the moment at
which, I suggest, any tolerance or accommodation came to an abrupt end co-
incided with a significant demographic shift. The date of Plotinus’s arrival in
Rome in about 245 CE falls in the middle of a decade in which there occurred
a sudden explosive growth of the Christian population,2 to which Porphyry’s
passage (“in his time there were many Christians ...”) probably alludes. No lon-
ger marginal, during this period Christian culture began to present a serious
challenge to the pagan intellectual and spiritual life of the Empire and to the
venerable Hellenic tradition with which Plotinus came so strongly to identify.
Indeed, an awareness of a new and more pressing antagonism between vener-
able pagan tradition and the burgeoning new sect may have produced the cri-
sis of spiritual identity that resulted in Plotinus’s deliberate choice to identify
quite consciously as a “Platonist” (in the manner of Numenius), to reject any
explicit allegiance to authorities tainted with Christianity (i.e., the Gnostics),
to purify (however incompletely) his writing of Gnostic technical terms in
favor of a vocabulary drawn conspicuously from Plato. And Plotinus’s choice
to identify as a strict Platonist rather than a Gnostic was subsequently adopted

90  The attitudes towards Christianity of earlier Platonists such as Celsus are discussed in
Frede 1997; on Porphyry, see also Barnes 1994.

91  Some of this may be discerned in the curious silences; thus it is interesting, for example,
that Plotinus restricts his critique in 11.9[33] to Gnostic doctrines that have no incon-
trovertibly Christian elements (this may, of course, simply reflect a similar absence of
clear Christian elements in Platonizing Sethian sources such as Zostrianos and Allogenes).
But we know that Plotinus’s senior pupil Amelius seems to have been very familiar with
Christian scripture and apparently even wrote approvingly of the conception of the logos
in the prologue of the Gospel of John (Eusebius, Praeparatio evangelica 11.19.1); while even
Porphyry, who was to become the archenemy of Christianity par excellence, seems to have
been closely acquainted with the Hebrew bible.

92  Frend 1984, 310.
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and reified by his pupils and more distant heritors into a rigid antagonism that
even now continues to distort the historical gaze.?3

218 A New Platonism Purified of Gnosticism

According to this hypothesis, Plotinus emerged from a milieu imbued with
Gnostic thought and praxis but underwent a conversion of sorts in his 39th
year, coming to disavow Gnosticism outwardly while retaining many of its es-
sential conceptual structures. But while Plotinus’s anti-Gnostic vehemence
may rightly be thought to resemble a sectarian squabble more than an absolute
antithesis, Plotinus has not simply replaced a few Gnostic technical terms here
and there with Platonic language; he has also reworked the Gnostic system
considerably. While a complete analysis of Plotinus’s relationship to Gnostic
thought must await a future project, the following points may be noted.

3 Philosophical Contemplation and Ritual Praxis

In Chapters 2 and 3, we have examined the complex structure of Plotinus’s
ascent towards mystical union with the One (MUO0). In Chapter 4, we have
seen the parallels between the Plotinian model and the structure of ascent
to the unknowable deity and the various mechanisms of transcendental ap-
prehension in Platonizing Sethian and other Gnostic sources. At this point,
I would like to address the question of Plotinus’s praxis. As I mentioned in
the Introduction (Ch. 1), philosophy and ritual praxis are usually thought to
be clearly distinct categories of activity, and it has therefore commonly been

93  This may also explain the sudden surge of interest in the Chaldaean Oracles among
Plotinus’s immediate successors, beginning already with Porphyry. Plotinus probably
knew the Oracles, but he was completely unconcerned with them. If one disregards its
historical inclusion in the canon of Neoplatonic scripture, the content of this text, per-
meated with Numenian Middle Platonism and Stoicism—situates it in close proxim-
ity to ‘Gnosticism’'—at least as close and it displays many thematic elements that fall
into the Neoplatonic critique of Gnosticism. So why the fascination among the post-
Plotinian Neoplatonists? It may be that the supposedly “Chaldaean” logoi were thought
to provide the genuinely ‘Hellenic'—i.e., non-Christian—counterpart to Gnostic revela-
tion: untainted with Judaism or Christianity, they had been recorded by the Platonizing
father-son team (the Juliani, whose roots were no more “Chaldaean” than those of the
Hellenized-par excellence Porphyry of Tyre himself); they were attributed to a Classical
goddess (Hekate), and they were presented in pseudo-Homeric hexameter. The Oracles
became salient only in the generation of Plotinus’s students once the dichotomy between
‘Hellene’ and Judeo-Christian / Gnostic had been firmly established. On Porphyry’s anti-
Christianity behind his emphasis on the Oracles and on Hellenic identity, see Busine 2009.
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assumed that a strict categorical difference separates the ritualized ascent
practices of the Platonizing Sethians from the ostensibly ‘rational’ mysticism
of Plotinus. Yet we have seen this distinction challenged by the unmistakable
structural isomorphism between Plotinus’s contemplative ascent to the One
and the more ritualized Platonizing Sethian ascent to the unknowable god.
In this brief concluding section, I would like to suggest that both Plotinian
contemplation and the Sethian visionary ascent represent a common mode of
contemplative praxis that blurs the distinction between philosophy and ritual,
and that the differences between Plotinian and Platonizing Sethian ascent
may be largely rhetorical.

3.1 Plotinian Praxis

We have seen two distinct bodies of evidence that Plotinus’s ascent to the one
consisted of a specific praxis. First—from an objective perspective—Porphryry
affirms that “by means of ‘thoughts’ and according to the path laid out by Plato
in the Symposium” Plotinus attained union with the One “in unutterable actu-
ality and not in potency only” on four discrete occasions while the two men
were together. Second, Plotinus’s writings imply, but do not explicitly state, a
mystical praxis, not merely a metaphysical system. Indeed, his own mystical
passages leave no doubt that he did undergo at least some kind of extraordi-
nary experience, and the nearly complete absence of an explicit statement in
the Enneads describing the ascent as a specific praxis is not evidence against
such a praxis, but is to be expected, since his writing is primarily theoretical
rather than biographical and practical, and reticence on the precise praxis of
ascent has a venerable Platonic precedent.®* As we have seen in Chapter 2, the
structure underlying his mystical passages suggests a template for praxis, and
the exceptional instances where he does provide detailed practical instructions
to his readers (e.g., the visualization exercise in v.8[32].9.1-28) are consistent
with the use of such practices to ascend to the One. Moreover, throughout the
Enneads we may find general theoretical discussions of topics that we know
from anecdotes in Porphyry’s biography to correspond tacitly to specific prac-
tices and events.% In other words, it is not surprising we do not find clearer
and more specific practical instructions for the technique of MUO in Plotinus’s
written work, while we do find more theoretical descriptions there as well as

94  See Plato, Epistula vii.

95  Thus, for example, compare Enneads 111.4[15] (on the personal daimon) with Porphyry’s
description (Vit. Plot. 10) of the ritual evocation of Plotinus’s guardian daimon in the
Iseum of Rome; also Plotinus’s exculpation of the astral bodies from complicity in star-
magic in 1v.4[28].38 (and elsewhere) with Porphyry’s anecdote (loc. cit.) about the jealous
rival philosopher Olympius casting a malicious astral spell on Plotinus.
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anecdotal evidence in Porphyry’s biography. Plotinus may have reserved prac-
tical instruction for his oral (unwritten) teaching, and revealed it only to the
members of his inner circle, such as Porphyry himself, who claims to have been
able to attain MUO on one occasion, or to others with whom Plotinus seems to
have been more intimate than he was with Porphyry and with whom he appar-
ently took his retreats outside of the regular seminar.96

Yet we may now ask ourselves again: what was Plotinus actually doing, in
practice, during these moments? In the previous section, I presented a hypoth-
esis that Plotinus and the Platonizing Sethians shared a common educational
and religious background in an Alexandrian Gnostic milieu. Here I will sug-
gest that the Platonizing Sethian context may itself provide a clue as to the
nature of Plotinus’s own mystical praxis. Let us begin by broadly identifying
the nature of the praxis implied by extant Gnostic literature, and especially the
Platonizing Sethian ascent pattern tractates such as Zostrianos, Allogenes, the
Three Steles of Seth, and Marsanes. Three essential points are as follows.

First, it is important to recognize that [a] the Platonizing Sethian tractates
are ritual texts. These texts are meant to function as the prototypical templates,
if not explicit manuals, for an ascent that could be enacted by the sectaries
themselves. While they are framed as ‘historical’ accounts of ascents under-
taken by archaic mythical visionaries, these tractates describe what is in fact
a prescribed ritual with discrete stages and a program of successive actions
and / or utterances. In the case of Zostrianos, these ritual acts include baptism,
annointing, and invocation or prayer; in Marsanes the framework of the as-
cent consists of 13 enigmatic “seals,” leading up to the domain of the Unknown
Silent One. The ritual aspect is perhaps less immediately evident in the case of
Allogenes, but that the ascent was understood in terms of a prescribed series
of ritual acts is confirmed by the fact that at 59.9—60.12 the eponymous vision-
ary is instructed on the precise phases of the ascent through the three powers
of the Triple Powered One and the acts he must perform at each stage; in a

96  This is indicated by two passages of Porphyry’s Vit. Plot. 5.2—5: “I, Porphyry, had been in
Rome a little before the tenth year [of Gallienus], while Plotinus met his intimates dur-
ing the summer vacation, associating with them in another way during the[se] meetings”
(OAbyov yap &tt mpéTepov TS Sexaetiog éyeydvew 6 Ioppbptog &v Tff Pouy, Tod IMAwtivov Tdg
Bepvag pev dyovtog dpyols, cuvévros de dMws év tals duiAlars). 7.22—23: “[Plotinus] was on
such intimate terms with [Zethus the Arab] that he would even withdraw to his [Zethus’s]
country place that lay six miles from Minturnae” ('Expfito 3¢ a0t oixeiwg, wg xal eig Todg
&ypols mpds adTdv dvaywpely Ttpd £ onpeiwy Mytovpvay tmdpxovras). The use of the term
anachorein is interesting given its importance as a terminus technicus in Platonizing
Sethian ascent.
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subsequent passage, at 60.14—61.22, Allogenes himself recounts his ascent as
having happened precisely as it was previously instructed.9”

Second, [b] inasmuch as the Platonizing Sethian ascent specifically involves
a ritual, it is primarily an ‘interiorized’ ritual. That is to say, the spatial orien-
tation of the extra-cosmic ascent has been transmuted into an ‘inner’ voy-
age in which the aspirant identifies with the successive ontological strata by
means of increasingly demanding (inward) acts of contemplation.® This is
self-evident in Allogenes, but even in Zostrianos the traditional ritual proce-
dures such as baptism and lustration have been reconfigured in terms of spe-
cific acts of cognition. Thus, for example, Zostrianos 22.7-10: “When one knows
(em€) [Autogenes] and all these, one becomes the first-manifesting water,” or
23.15-17: “when one knows ([€1]ue) these things, one has been baptized in the
baptism of Kalyptos,” and so on. In the case of Marsanes, each phase of ascent
appears to involve an act of intellection, culminating,®® as in Allogenes, with
the aspirant’s reception of an incognizant thought (noéma) reminiscent of a
ritualized investiture: “Be silent so that you do not know ... but intelligize that
this one was silent, and receive a thought.”1°0 That this might be performed
“inwardly,” however, does not mean that it is not a kind of ritual, if the latter
is understood as a prescribed series of acts performed over a discrete period
of time.

Finally, [c] the principal activity of this interiorized ritual praxis consists
of visualization. Throughout Zostrianos and Allogenes we find innumerable

97  Marsanes is structured around a ritual ‘ascent’ through 13 “seals”; Steles Seth appears to
reflect a communal hymnic invocation that is immediately followed by ascent (127.14-21).

98  See discussion in Turner 2000c¢, 128-37. The theological interpretation of the Aristotelian
epistemological model in which knowing occurs through the assimilation of subject and
object of knowledge is probably due to Alexander of Aphrodisias, whose ideas seem to be
reflected in other Gnostic texts outside of the Sethian corpus, including the Valentinian
Gospel of Philip discussed in Ch. 4, §3.8 supra.

99  Thus 518-24.

100 Marsanes NHC X 8.21—25 (text Funk and Poirier, BCNH): KaAPOK' MIN& XE€ NEKMME ...
AXNA EPINOEI MMEEl X€ NEYKa[pPaeIT' MKl MrNOoHMa. N.b, however, that elsewhere
(NHC X 25—27) there is a lengthy exposition of mystical phonemes corresponding to an-
gels; this may indicate a ritual vocalization in the course of a theurgical ascent, perhaps
representing the kind of voces magicae criticized by Plotinus in 11.9[33].14. Even in Steles
Seth—which consists of a hymnic liturgy to the Triple Powered deity that is used both by
the (Sethian) community and also individually—there is a brief reference to the ascent
ritual itself that follows the performance of the liturgy; this is said to be conducted in si-
lence (127.11—21). Similar, silent ritual ascent is attested elsewhere in earlier Gnostic prax-
is; thus Hippolytus (Refutatio omnium haeresiorum 4.51; 5.7) intimates that the Peratae
“shut the eyes” to perform a silent contemplative ascent ritual structured on the subtle
physiology of the human body.
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references to vision and light as well as the apparition of luminous interior
principles or intrapsychic tupoi following the stilling of the passions. This is
not, however, mere metaphor, but seems to suggest some kind of actual photic
experience.!®! We may recall Zostrianos’s declamation at 11.9-14: “I knew the
power existing within me, that it was placed over the darkness because it con-
tained the entire light,"or, at 11.9—14: “[S]ouls are enlightened by the light within
them(selves) and (by) the tupos which often comes into being within them
(when they are) in a (state of) impassibility.” Language of perception and cog-
nition occurs even at the ultimate moment of transcendental apprehension,
despite the author’s attempt to avoid terms that connote cognitive processes.
Although in Zostrianos the ultimate apprehension is described progressively
in terms of vision, audition, and “the thought which now exists in silence and
within the First Thought,"°2 in Allogenes, the ultimate apprehension of the
Unknowable occurs by means of a “first manifestation,” a “luminous thought,”
or by means of the “eye of manifestation.”93 As we have already seen, these ex-
traordinary forms of mystical apperception are simultaneously identified with
the ontogenetic self-apprehension of the transcendent deity; but that they are
so often phrased in visionary and photic terms suggests that in practice they
were ritually re-enacted, in however exceptional a manner, in what we might
call the aspirant’s faculty of visual imagination.104

101 As already evident in Plato—e.g,, the vision of the Good in the Respublica (508b-516e),
and of the Forms in the Phaedrus (250b—c)—visual experience is a nearly unavoidable
metaphor for transcendental apperception.

102 Zost. NHC VIII 24.10—12.

103 We have also seen parallels in the descent-pattern Sethian corpus, e.g., Gos. Eg. NHC 111 67.

104 In one passage of Plotinus’s anti-Gnostic treatise, Plotinus himself confirms that he is
aware of some extraordinary Gnostic praxis of visionary contemplation (thedria) that
permits them to ascend out of the cosmos. The sense of the passage is, in essence, a com-
plaint: while “we” (i.e., Platonists) must undergo lengthy periods of exercises in medita-
tion so as barely to attain the supernal tranquility of the stars, the Gnostics, by contrast,
boast of being in unique possession of a special kind of theoria that is superior to that
of the stars; thus 11.9[33].18.30—38: “Having come close to an undisturbed condition, we
might imitate the condition of the soul of the entirety and that of the stars; having come
into proximity by similarity, we could hasten towards the same thing [as the stars] and
[attain] the same things through vision, and we would be beautifully prepared even for
those [elevated things] by nature and by exercises; but [contemplation] belongs to them
[the stars] ‘from the beginning.’ Even if [the Gnostics] declare themselves the only ones able
to contemplate, there would not be more for them to contemplate, nor would there be
if they declare themselves to be able to exit [the cosmos] when they die, while others
[the celestial bodies] are not, as they eternally decorate the sky” (Eyyds 3¢ yevépevot tod
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This interpretation is supported by evidence for the use of visionary practic-
es in a wide variety of Gnostic milieux.1°% Furthermore, we may also be able to
identify this kind of visionary praxis more precisely by comparison with other
texts whose ritual background is better known. In the ancient Mediterranean
world, there was, of course, a long tradition of both mantic vision and dream
divination.1°¢ Yet one might distinguish between divinatory vision for the sake
of obtaining information, on the one hand, and, on the other, the deliber-
ate use of contemplative visualization in the context of ritual praxis. Indeed,
in late antiquity, one finds a proliferation of techniques of visionary ascent
whose purpose was not divinatory per se, but rather was intended to manifest
and reaffirm one’s connection with the source of divine power.197 These texts
often take the form, “perform action X, and you will see Y. In these cases, the
content of the vision is quite specifically predetermined. One can find exam-
ples of this in the Chaldaean Oracles,'°® Hekhalot literature,1%° the so-called

GmAYxToL pipoiped’ dv ™y Tod abpmavtog Yuxy xal ™ TOV daTtpwy, elg EyydTTa 3¢ ouotd-
Tvtog EADOVTEG ameddotuey & pdg TO adTé xal Ta adTd &v &v Béa xal Nl el dte xaAdS xal
abTols TapeoxevaTpEvols QUoETt xai émipeleiong- Tols O €€ dpyfis Umdpyet. O 31, el pévo
Aéyotev Bewpelv Sbvacdat, mAgov Bv Bewpety adtols yivorro, 008 8t adtols paow elvar EEeAbely
amobavodat, Tolg 3¢ wi, del ToV 0pavov xoauoday).

105 On the origins of Platonizing Sethian visionary praxis in earlier Jewish ritual, see
Turner 1998. The theme of vision is of course widespread in Gnostic literature outside
of Sethianism; see, inter alia, Casadio 1989, 1992; Quispel 1995; Filoramo 1989, 1999; on
theurgic visionary ascent, Johnston 1997, 2004.

106 There is also a literary genre of apocalyptic that involves involuntary raptures and vision-
ary ascent; this, of course, is the literary template for the Sethian revelations. The philo-
sophical tradition is itself one source for this theme; one need only think of the the myth
of Er in Plato’s Respublica 10 614b—621b, or its various echoes in Cicero (Respublica 10.9—
26) and Plutarch (De sera numinis vindicta 563d-568a).

107 Which is not to say that there is no interesting overlap between visualization practices
and divinatory vision; many spells in the PGM advise what seems to be a visionary or visu-
alization technique as preparation for an oracular inquiry of the manifestation. Another
such example may be found in Zosimus of Panopolis’s series of deliberately-sought sym-
bolic dreams or trance-visions; the visions informed his alchemical procedures, but were
also structured upon these processes themselves.

108 E.g, Oracula Chaldaica fr. 146 (text and trans. Majercik 1989): ... after this invocation, (it
says) you will either see a fire, similar to a child, extended by bounds over the billow of air, or
youwill see a formless fire, from which a voice is sent forth, or you will see a sumptuous light,
rushing like a spiral around the field ...” (... 107" émipuvioag §) moudt xatédy / ndp ixekov
axtp™ddv ém’ Mépog oldua Titatvov- [ #) xal mhp drimwtov, 0ev puwiv Tpobéovaa- | 1 @i
TAoOTLov Gl YN potlaiov EAxOev).

109 Described, for example, in Gruenwald 1980.
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Mithras Liturgy,''° and occasionally, elsewhere in the Greek magical papyri.!!
Tamblichus hints at what appear to be similar techniques of theurgical visu-
alization in the De Mysteriis.!'? It is, of course, impossible to know precisely
how these were supposed to work, but these apparently efficacious proce-
dures might in practice actually have involved the deliberate techniques of
ritualized visualization of a sort we find more clearly expressed, for example,
in Kabbalah'® and in medieval Sufism,'* where certain descriptions of what
is clearly visualization praxis have unmistakable echoes of Plotinus.!'> [See
Appendix E].

It is against this background of visionary ritual praxis, I suggest, that we may
begin to understand Plotinus’s mysticism.!!6 This is perhaps most difficult to

110 The language is remarkably similar to that of Plotinus; see PGM 1v.539—40 (text
Preisendanz 1973-1974): “Draw up pneuma from the rays, sucking up three times what
you are able, and you will see yourself raised up and going up above into the height, so
that you appear to be in the middle of the air” (€\xe dd tév detivey mvedpa Y’ dvaondv, &
Stva[o]at, xai 8Py ceavtdv dvaxovpldpevov [x]ai dmepPaivovta eig Tiog, dote oe Soxel[v k]
éoov Tod dépog elva).

111 E.g, at pGM L.74ff. There is a curiously down-to-earth example at PGM 1.42-195 (text
Preisendanz 1973-1974), where the practitioner is instructed to summon a daimonic as-
sistant (paredros) who will provide all kinds of goods, including sumptuous meals, but
the text reveals an awareness (lines 106-110) that the material benefits the daimon pro-
vides are really produced through deliberate acts of visualization described, interestingly,
as contemplation: “Visualizing any appropriate room, order [the assistant] to prepare
it quickly and without delay. Immediately he will place gilt-ceilinged halls all around,
you will see their walls enmarbled—and you will consider some of these things real, and
others only illusionary” (mdv yopyua edmpenes fewpyoag [xé|Aeve TolTw oTpdaal Tayéws xal
aUVTOUWS- €DBUG [Tept]OMaet ypuadpoga dwpata, Tolyoug TovTolg pappapwdé [v]Tag SPy—uat
tado Vyel Ta pév dAnoi, ta 3¢ BAémeaton wévo[v]).

112 Besides Iamblichus’s discussion of various visionary and divinatory states, ranging from
the completely cataleptic to the more or less fully conscious (De mysteriis 3.27 [102.11—
15.11], 3.14 [132.3-134.15]), at 6.4 [255.13—256.2], he also refers to eikones of the gods in
the soul—i.e., intrapsychic images—through which one can attain union (text des
Places 1966): “And still we preserve in our soul, undivided, the mystical and unutterable
images of the gods, and we raise the soul up through them towards the gods, and having
been raised according to our ability, we attach it to the gods” (Kai étt d8pbav v puatienv
ol dméppnTov hedva @V Bedv €v Tff Yuxdj StaguAdTTopEY, xal THV YPuxyy St adTAVY dvdryopey
émil Tobg Oeove, wal dvayBeloay xartd T Suvartov Tolg Beols auvdmrouey).

113 On which, for example, Idel 1988a, esp. 103-11, “Visualization of colors and Kabbalistic
prayer”; also idem 1988b, 405-38, “Hitbodedut as concentration in ecstatic Kabbalah.”

114 Theorized extensively by Corbin 1958, 167.

115 And not just of the text of the Arabic Plotinus (the so-called Theology of Aristotle), which
is primarily from 1v.8[6]).

116  Of course, Plotinus’s notion of ascent towards mystical union differs from that of the
Sethians in terms of both specific details and rhetorical mode; but the fundamental struc-
ture of these accounts of mystical ascent have much in common. This kind of deliberate
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imagine in part because this is so distant from what is normally considered
philosophical practice today, but also because most of us have no access to
any type of visionary experience ourselves, while the history of philosophy
has typically misunderstood Plotinus’s own activities. We have seen that when
Plotinus’s mystical passages are read without consideration of their original
context, it might appear—as it has too many interpreters—as if he were a
‘congenital’ mystic, naturally endowed with some unique psycho-spiritual pro-
pensity. And yet, however exceptional an individual Plotinus may have been,
his mysticism is far from congenital. Indeed, if we are incapable of replicating
Plotinus’s experiences ourselves, it is not, I think, because we lack some puta-
tively innate capacity, but rather because we have not understood the nature
of this particular tradition of praxis—a sophisticated technique of contem-
plative visualization—which could only be transmitted directly by a teacher
to a pupil, preserved as an esoteric oral instruction for replicating experien-
tially the trajectory of a mythical visionary described in the source-texts.!!?
Yet the hermeneutic key of this Plotinian visionary praxis, along with its liv-
ing tradition—one that he inherited from the Gnostics, who had themselves
adopted it from earlier Jewish mystical traditions—has been almost entirely
lost in the vicissitudes of intellectual history. To some extent, of course, such
a hermeneutic key may have survived in the theurgical practices of Plotinus’s
successors lamblichus and Proclus, but a final rupture may well have resulted
from the demise of the pagan philosophical tradition and more specifically
from the closing of the pagan philosophical schools, including the last phase
of the Athenian Neoplatonic academy, by decree of the emperor Justinian
in 529 CE.I!8 It was at this point, we could say, that academic philosophy fi-
nally divested itself of the living tradition of visionary praxis, although trac-
es of similar practices may possibly have survived among the less academic,
and now supposedly ‘monotheistic, heritors of late Neoplatonism, such as
Pseudo-Dionysius and the Cappadocian Fathers (whence these traditions

visualization is certainly not foreign to Plotinus; one may recall the numerous moments in
his mystical passages where he vacillates between descriptive and prescriptive language.
In several places—at, for example, v.1[10].2.1-23, v.8[31].9.1-18, and Vv1.7[38].15.24—32—
Plotinus does advise a complex guided visualization of the noetic sphere of the cosmos,
and then instructs one to somehow assimilate oneself to the visualized sphere. Although
these particular passages do not occur in the immediate context of the ultimate union,
I would suggest that we understand the final stages of ascent towards union with the One
as this type of ritualized visualization. In this I am in agreement with Dillon 1986 who has
discussed these exercises in relation to Plotinus’s notion of various kinds of phantasia.

117 By analogy with Allogenes NHC XI 59.5-61.22.

118 There were, however, some interesting rediscoveries and / or recrudescences of this prax-
is among the Renaissance Hermetists.
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reached Byzantine Hesychasm), medieval Jewish kabbalists, and possibly also
early Sufis. Yet the extant academic tradition has preserved only the discur-
sive aspect of ancient philosophical praxis, which, though certainly important,
gives but a partial idea of what Plotinus and his contemporaries were actually
doing.

Now at this point, I should anticipate a certain amount of resistance from
those who fear that a suggestion of a ritual substrate might contaminate
Plotinus’s ostensible philosophical purity or the authenticity of his religious
sentiment. Such resistance is, I believe, founded on an excessively narrow
definition of philosophy as well as certain implicit assumptions about the oft-
discussed but relatively underexamined category of ritual, which is typically
contrasted with more ‘genuine’ forms of religious or philosophical mysticism.!9
I am not alone in suggesting that the category needs to be expanded. One of
the late Pierre Hadot's innumerable contributions to the field has been to
broaden the conception of late antique philosophical practice by positing a
category of “spiritual exercises,” whose goal was not merely the investigation of
objective reality but practical techniques of self-transformation.!?? Yet I would
go further. According to Hadot’s definition, spiritual exercises included prac-
tices that would occur over an extended period of time if not over the course of
a lifetime. We should probably find a more specific model to understand both
Plotinian and Platonizing Sethian contemplative ascent, as we would seem to
be dealing with a ritual praxis that consists of a series of discrete experiential
events and takes place over the course of a specifically demarcated period of
time. But the gulf between what I am suggesting and more conventional philo-
sophical praxis is in fact not as profound as it might first appear. Elsewhere
I have tried to propose a category of interiorized ritual, one that cannot be
entirely subsumed into discursive philosophy and that has much in common
with better-attested, and better-understood, techniques of visualization in,
for example, certain varieties of Buddhism and Tantric yoga.'?! While typical
definitions of ritual require a performance of observable actions, there exist
certain rituals which internalize one or another pattern of formerly external
action, so that they are iterated in the subjective awareness alone; examples in-
clude the repetitive, unvocalized prayer in Hesychasm, Kabbalah, and Sufism,
or, in the case of Tantric and yogic meditation, the construction of complex

119 Arecent example of such resistance may be found in Beierwaltes’s recent (2006) critique
of my Unio Magica 1 and 11 (Mazur 2003 and 2004), on which see Mazur 2008.

120 See Hadot 1987a.

121  Mazur 2004, 42—44.
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mental images based on external ritual acts.??2 Something of this sort, I be-
lieve, lies behind both the Sethian ascent treatises and Plotinus’s accounts of
the final stages of the union. This kind of interiorized ritual found a natural
home in the broader socio-religious context of late antiquity, in which the pro-
gressive deracination of individual identity from its prior socio-geographical
context contributed not only to a widening competition among philosophical
schools and sects, but also, simultaneously, to the privatization and miniatur-
ization of formerly public ritual praxis,'?® and to the proliferation of freelance
techniques for the mediation of divine power.124

Lest one object that Plotinus was either too “rational” or too “spiritual” to
have derived the deepest and ostensibly most personal aspect of his philosoph-
ical praxis from rituals of this sort, | would like to conclude with one additional
piece of positive, though anecdotal, evidence. In a much-discussed episode of
Porphyry’s biography of his teacher, Plotinus “readily” (hetoimos) attends an
evocation (klésis) of his companion daimon in the Iseum of Rome conducted
by a priest recently arrived from Egypt.125 To the astonishment of the partici-
pants, Plotinus’s daimon appears as a god (theos) and is not merely among the
genus of daimones.’?6 Now it is intriguing that in his 15th treatise, 111.4[15],127
Plotinus describes the daimon in terms of one’s higher self, which presides in-
actively on the ontological plane immediately superjacent to that on which
one is generally active. Thus, he says, if one is ordinarily active at the level of
sense-perception, one’s daimon abides, inactively, at the level of reason;28

122  On internalized ritual in Tantrism, see Sanderson 1995,

123 The privatization and miniaturization of ritual during this period is explored by
J. Z. Smith 1978, 2001. In a brilliant essay—“Myth and Mysticism; a Study of Objectification
and Interiorization in Religious Thought”—Jonas 1969 noted the tendency in late antique
religiosity towards the transmutation of objective mythology into subjective mysticism:
in this way the heavenly ascents of the mystery-cults were gradually internalized and ex-
perienced as a journey through succesive levels of the microcosmic self.

124 This has been pointed out by Brown 1978, 12—14.; see also, inter alia, Athanassiadi 1992,
1993-

125 Vit Plot.10.15-30.

126 There are several spells in the pPGM that seem to describe an evocation of a compan-
ion daimon. A ritual for evoking a “conjunction with one’s own daimon” (sustasis idiou
daimonos) occurs at PGM VII1.505-528; the similarities between this ritual and that of Vit.
Plot. 10 are discussed by Betz 1981.

127 The treatise (On Our Alotted Daimon) intends to explicate the daimon in Plato,
Respublica 10.617e-620e.

128  111.4[15].3.4-8: o010 Yap Epéatynev dpyodv, evepyel 3¢ 6 pet’ adtov. Kai ei uév 1o evepyodv
1 aloBnTicol, xod 6 Saipev 0 oyucdy- el 8¢ xartd T Aoydv {onuey, 6 Safpwy o drép TodTo
EpeaTig apyds auyXwpdY T@ Epyalopéve.
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but for one who already lives at the level of Nous—remarkably—*“that above
Intellect is his daimon.?® A mystical ascent, therefore, can also be thought
of as an assimilation to one’s daimon,13° an entity which, it seems, Plotinus
thought to be potentially coextensive with the brilliantly luminous, transcen-
dental self that is apprehended “within” oneself during the mystical autophany
immediately prior to union with One.!3! It would not have surprised Plotinus
that his own daimon, as it manifested itself in the Iseum, was exceptionally
exalted: for he understood it to be identical with his transcendental self above
Being and Intellect. Although this incident does not occur in the context of
mystical union with the One per se,'32 there is a noncoincidental correspon-
dence between the external, public manifestation of Plotinus’s transcendental
self in the context of this ritual, and his own subjective experience of its self-
manifestation at the penultimate moment of mystical ascent. This theurgical
klesis is, in effect, a mystical autophany writ large; or conversely, perhaps, we
might think of a mystical autophany as in some sense a “privatized” interior-
ization of such a ritual evocation. Significantly, that experience gleaned from
such ritual praxis could be at the foundation of Plotinus’s theoretical philoso-
phy is suggested by Porphyry’s claim that this episode led to his writing treatise
111.4[15] itself.133 One may plausibly suppose, therefore, that a similar famil-
iarity with the practice of visionary ascent in the manner of the Platonizing

129 111.4[15].6.3-5: NoOg yap évepyel &v todtw. "H odv Saipwy adtds # xord Safpova xal Saipwy
TodTe Beds. "Ap’ odv xal Omép vodv; Ei 76 dmép vodv Safuwy adre, dié i odv olx €€ dpxiis;

130 1I1.4[15].318—20: “If one is able to follow the daiman above him, he comes to be living that
one above, and places the better part of himself, towards which he is led, in the lead; and
after that one, another, up to the above” (Ei 3¢ éreabau Sovarto 1@ Saipovt T dvw adtod, dvew
yiveran éxelvov {ov xal ¢’ 8 dyetat xpeltTov pépog abtod &v mpoataaia Bépevos xal uet’ éxelvov
8oV Ewg dvw).

131 This interpretation is incidentally supported by a variant interpretation of the enigmatic
opening words of Porphyry’s description of Plotinus’s mystical union at Vit. Plot. 23.8,
ToUTw TQ datpoviw gutl, generally thought to refer to Plotinus himself (thus Armstrong:
“So to this god-like man above all ...”; Brisson et al. 1992: “Ainsi, c’est tout particuliérement
a cet homme démonique, a cet homme qui ...) but which one could equally render (with,
inter alia, Ficino) as “to / with this daimonic light” [to one who entered into himself, that
god appeared, etc.]: i.e., by means of the self-luminosity of the autophanous, transcen-
dental subject (equivalent to the daimaon), the One appears.

132 Although this anecdote has no obvious connection to Sethian Gnosticism, what is inter-
esting in this regard is that the officiant is an Egyptian priest who has recently come to
Rome and made Plotinus’s acquaintance through some friend (dia tinos philou: 10.16).
This suggests a relatively active connection between Plotinus’s Roman entourage and
Egypt, long after Plotinus’s migration from Alexandria to Rome.

133  Porphyry, Vit. Plot.10.30—33:"Eatt yodv adt$ dmo tig Totadyg aitiag xat BifAlov ypagéy « Iept
oD iAnydTog Npds Saipovos », mov TelpdTar aitiag pépetv Tept THS dlapopds TV TuVOVTLY. [
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Sethians lurks behind Plotinus’s accounts of the final union with the One.
That ritual praxis lurks behind Plotinus’s text, rather than, as in the case of the
Sethians, on its surface, may be explained by the fact that both his rhetorical
style—that of a fully-identified academic Platonist—and his practical inten-
tion in committing his thought to writing—philosophical investigation—were
quite different from those of the Sethians. This should not lead us to neglect
the numerous indications of the origin and structure of his ideas.

We may, therefore, perceive a curious convergence among Plotinus’s mysti-
cism, his metaphysical system, and ritual praxis, a convergence which can be
summarized with the following four observations: [a] Plotinus’s technique of
union with the One was patterned in part upon certain types of internalized
ritual ascent praxis that also informed the Platonizing Sethian Gnostics; [b] this
kind of ritual praxis and what might be called ‘mystical experience’ are not mu-
tually exclusive; on the contrary, these rituals involved deliberate techniques
of visualization which undoubtedly had an intensely experiential or ‘mystical’
content;!3*# [c] the structure and content of this visualization praxis was itself
modeled upon the objective metaphysics of a complex ontogenetic scheme;
and finally, [d] this metaphysical scheme itself did not arise in a vacuum, and
was at least in part the result of certain profound subjective experiences. Here
I would appeal to Hans Jonas’s conception of late antique mysticism as the
result of a “feedback loop” between metaphysics and subjective experience:
on the one hand, an objective metaphysical system provides the conceptual
framework for the subjective experience, while, in turn, the subjective expe-
rience itself confirms and invigorates that objective metaphysical system.135
Indeed, we may conclude that it is only because of the richness and intensity
of their common metaphysical thought-world—perhaps forged in the furnace,
so to speak, of some shared Alexandrian ritual praxis—that Plotinus and his
Sethian contemporaries were actually able to “bring forth the contemplation
into an act of seeing”®¢ and “make [themselves] the contemplation,”37 in a
way that would be very difficult for us to repeat today.

“Indeed, it is from this motive that he wrote the book On our Allotted Companion Daimon,
where he tries to get at the reason for the distinction between indwelling companions.”
134 Itis of course interesting that the notion of visionary ascent itself has Platonic roots.
135 Jonas in an interview with Couliano 1985, 143; also Jonas 1954.
136 v.8[31].11.2: €ig 10 i3elv TPoPEpY) TO Béarpar.
137  VIL.7[38].15.31—-32: 3el 3¢ Eoutdv €xelvo yevbuevov Ty Béav [Eautov] omaaabal.
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4 Conclusion

Although I cannot claim to have done more than a preliminary exploration of
the topic in the present study, I believe we can conclude with more or less cer-
tainty that Plotinus’s mysticism must now be understood to be inextricably em-
bedded in the context of contemporaneous Gnostic thought and ritual praxis.
This comprised the intellectual, spiritual, and practical ground from which
Plotinus’s mysticism originally germinated, and with which he remained in
continuous dialogue throughout his life. The exact historical relation between
Plotinus and his Gnostic contemporaries may prove impossible to determine.
Nevertheless, the recognition of the true intellectual- and religio-historical
context of Plotinian mysticism—and in particular, its close interrelation with
both Gnostic derivational schemata and visionary praxis—allows us to under-
stand elements that had previously remained bewilderingly obscure, and that
had often been relegated to the inscrutable domain of ‘mystical experience.
Ironically, however, it is its close relation with Gnostic thought that allows us
to recuperate Plotinian mysticism for the domain of the history of philosophy.

More importantly, this broad conclusion has three principal ramifications
for future research. First, [a] with respect to Plotinus’s mysticism, we may see
that Plotinian mysticism can no longer be understood as a sui generis phenom-
enon or as a matter of a unique constitution. Rather, it must be recontextu-
alized within the broader context of the philosophico-religious praxis of the
early third century, and especially that of Platonizing Sethian Gnosticism. This
is not to say that Plotinus himself was not a brilliant and creative thinker. On
the contrary, it is precisely a sensitivity to this background that will reveal the
otherwise impenetrable depths of Plotinian mysticism and allow us to recog-
nize the subtlety of his contribution. But just as Plotinus’s thought on matter,
for instance, must be studied in the context of contemporaneous currents of
Platonic, Aristotelian, and Stoic thought, so also must his notion of mystical
ascent to the One be investigated with reference to the broader philosophico-
religious context—and especially the context of praxis—in which it is so
firmly embedded. Indeed, any future research into Plotinian mysticism must
take into account its relationship with Platonizing Sethian Gnosticism, as dis-
tasteful as this may seem to those working strictly within the conventionally-
bounded field of ancient philosophy.

Second, [b] with respect to the study of Gnosticism itself, the present study
suggests a reconsideration of the position of the Gnostics in the course of in-
tellectual history. As I have mentioned in the introduction, the most common
assumption is that the Gnostics were generally derivative. What we have seen
here, however, suggests quite the reverse, that the Platonizing Sethians and
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other Gnostics were extremely innovative interpreters of ancient philosophi-
cal tradition, and that they had a far greater degree of intellectual agency with
respect to contemporaneous academic philosophy than is usually supposed.
We have seen that Plotinus’s mysticism itself relied upon several Gnostic inno-
vations that had emerged from speculation on the nature of the hypertranscen-
dental deity. According to the broad scenario I have suggested, the Gnostics are
a necessary phase in the development of Plotinian mysticism. Three tenden-
cies specific to the Gnostics are at play: first, the emphasis on subjective vision-
ary experience; second, the tendency to reify and hypostatize psychological
states and metaphysical abstractions into discrete objective entities; and third,
a tradition of sophisticated speculation on the mechanism of transcendental
apprehension in the practical service of salvation. Without these Gnostic de-
velopments, I submit, we would not have Plotinus’s mysticism.

The final point I would like to make concerns the categorical delimitations
of ancient philosophy itself. I believe that this study has demonstrated that
Plotinus’s mysticism lies in the liminal domain between discursive philoso-
phy and ritual praxis. Indeed, we cannot assume the conceptual boundaries
of the contemporary categories of either “philosophy” or “ritual” are valid for
other historical periods. Precisely what these categories involve and their se-
mantic contours vary over time and between cultures. Therefore, I would sug-
gest that—Dby contrast with the conventional history of philosophy and the
study of religion—we dissolve these boundaries, and not limit our definition
of philosophical praxis to discursive reason alone, but expand it to encompass
non-discursive ritual praxis as well, while also, simultaneously, broadening
the category of ritual so as to include purely contemplative acts. This richer
conception—which is, after all, merely a robust interpretation of Hadot’s ex-
ercises spirituels—will allow us to reconceptualize both Plotinus’s mysticism
and Platonizing Sethian ritual as part of a common enterprise. In so doing, we
will come to a better appreciation of the seemingly esoteric thought-world of
those late antique sectaries who sought salvation through ritual techniques,
while simultaneously enriching our conception of ancient philosophy itself.
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Appendix A.! Passages Pertaining to Plotinus’s Ascent and / or
Mystical Union with the One (MUO)

[A1] Porphyry, Vita Plotini 23.7—18 (text Armstrong, LCL)
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Thus especially to this daimonic luminary—
the one who frequently entered himself into
the first and transcendent god (a) by means of
thoughts and (b) according to the path laid out
by Plato in the Symposium—there appeared
the god having neither shape nor form, settled
above Intellect and all the intelligible. To [this
god] 1, Porphyry, also affirm myself to have
once approached and to have been united,
having attained my sixty—eighth year. Indeed
to Plotinus the goal appeared close at hand.
For the end and goal was to be united and to
approach the god who is above all things. He
attained this goal four times while I was with
him, in an unutterable actuality and not in
[mere] potentiality.

1 On the texts and translations presented here, see “Note on References and Abbreviations” at

the beginning of this book.
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And so one must reascend to the Good, for
which every soul longs. If someone has seen
it, he knows what I am saying, [and] the
manner in which it is beautiful. It is desired

as good, and the desire is towards this, yet

the attainment of it is for those ascending
towards the above and is for those who have
been converted and who shed what we put

on while descending—just as with those
going up to the [inner] sanctuaries of the
temples, the purifications and taking off of
the clothing beforehand, and the going up
naked—until, in the ascent leaving everything
behind inasmuch as it is foreign to god, one
should see, by oneself alone, it alone, absolute,
simple, pure, from which everything depends
and looks to it {and is, and lives, and thinks;
for it is cause of life and mind and being}.

If someone should see it, what a love he
would have, what a longing, wishing to be
commingled with it; how it would strike one
with pleasure! For the one not yet seeing it, it
is to be desired as good, but for the one seeing
it, he is to be really delighted in its beauty

and to be filled with amazement along with
pleasure, and to be stricken harmlessly and to
love with true love and a piercing longing, and
to mock other loves and to despise what he
previously considered beautiful.
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Go back into yourself and look; and if you
still do not see yourself beautiful, just as

the maker of a statue which needs to be
beautiful cuts some parts away and polishes
others and makes some parts smooth

and others pure until he has revealed the
beautiful face in the statue, so also you cut
away whatever is excessive, and straighten
whatever is crooked, and remove whatever

is dark and make it shiny, and not stop
“crafting your statue” until you should see
“temperance mounted upon a holy pedestal””
If you have become this, and see it, and, you,
pure, “‘come together” with yourself, having
no impediment to thus coming towards one,
nor having with it anything else mixed inside,
but wholly yourself, only true light, not
measured by magnitude nor circumscribed
into diminution by shape nor, conversely,
expanded into magnitude by unboundedness,
but everywhere unmeasurable because
greater than all measure and better than all
quantity; if you see yourself having become
this, at this point, having become vision, you
have confidence with respect to yourself,

and in this very moment, having ascended,
you have no need of a demonstrator; look
intently; for this alone is the eye that sees the
great beauty.
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Frequently—awakening into myself out

of my body, and coming to be outside of
other things but within myself, seeing an
extraordinarily marvelous beauty, and
coming to believe then I was of the better
part, having actualized the noblest life, and
having come to identify with the divine and
having been settled within it, coming into
that actuality, settling myself above every
other intelligible object—after this stasis in
the divine, having descended into rationality
from Intellect, I am puzzled, however, even
now, how I descend, and how for me the soul
ever came to be inside of the body, being
what it appears to be on its own even while it
is in the body.

[A5] v1.9[9].4.1-30 (text H-S!, modified)
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If someone has not come to the contemplation,
and the soul has not had an awareness of,

or experienced, the glories there, nor had in
itself (as it were) the erotic experience—from
the vision—of a (male) lover resting in the
(male) beloved, having received the true light
and having illuminated around the entire soul
through having become closer; but [instead]
has ascended while still being burdened from
behind, which was an impediment to the
contemplation, and not having ascended alone,
but having something that separates one from
it, or not yet being brought together into one—
for that one is certainly not absent from any,
and yet is absent from everything, so that being
present, it is not present except to those able
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to receive it and those who are prepared so as

to adapt to it and as it were lay hold of it and to
touch it by means of likeness; and by means of a
dynamis in oneself that is connatural with that
which comes from it, when one keeps oneself as
one kept oneself when one came from him, one
is immediately able to see, as it is natural for
that one to be contemplated.

[A6] v1.9[9].7.1—26 (text H-S!, modified)
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But if because it is none of these, you are
indeterminate in thought, stand yourself in
these these things and contemplate out from
them; but contemplate without throwing your
thought outward. For it does not lie ‘somewhere’
having left the other things bereft of it, but it

is present ‘there’ to the one able to touch, but

is not present to the one unable to. But just as
with other things, it is not possible to think
something while thinking something else and
being oriented towards another, but one must
attach nothing to the object of thought, in order
that it be indeed the object of thought itself;

so also, here too, one should know that it is not
possible to think that [One] while having the
impression of another in one’s soul, while the
impression is active, nor, moreover, when the
soul is taken over and possessed by other things
can she be imprinted with the impression of
the opposite, but just as is said of matter that it
needs to be without the qualities of all things

if it is going to receive the impressions of all
things, so also (and how much more so!) must
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the soul become formless, if there is not going
to be embedded within her an impediment to
an impregnation and illumination from the
first nature. If this is so, withdrawing from

all external things, she [the soul] must turn
completely to the within, and not be inclined to
any of the external things, but ‘un—knowing’
all things (both as he had at first, in the sensible
realm, then also, in that of the forms) and

even ‘un—knowing’ himself, come to be in

the contemplation of that, and having ‘come
together’ and having had sufficient intercourse,
so to speak, with that, come announce the
communion there, if possible, also to another.
Perhaps it is because of doing such a thing that
Minos too was said to be the “familiar friend”
of Zeus; remembering this [communion] he
instituted laws as an image of it, having been
filled with legislative status by the divine touch.

[A7]v1.9[9].9.46—10.21 (text H-S!)
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“Whoever has seen, knows what I mean”: that
then the soul has another life, both while
approaching and having already “come forward”
and participated in him, so that she is disposed
to recognize that the provider of true life is
present and she needs nothing further. But on
the contrary, it is necessary to put the other
things away and stand in this alone, and become
that alone, having cut away the remaining
things with which were are encompassed, so as
to hasten to go out from here, and to be irritated
at being bound to the other things, in order that
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we may embrace with the whole of ourselves,
and have no part with which we do not touch
god. Here, at this point, one can see both him
and oneself as it is right to see: the self glorified,
full of intelligible light—Dbut rather itself pure
light, weightless, floating, having become—but
rather, being—a god; inflamed, then, but if
one should be weighed down again, it is as if
withering.

[9 lines omitted)]

[...] And so seeing himself, then, when he sees,
he will see himself as such, or, rather, he will
“be together with” himself in such a manner
and will perceive [himself] as such, having
become simple. But perhaps one should not
say, “will see,” but “was seen,” if indeed it is
even necessary to speak of two, the seer and
the seen, but not both as one (the statement
is audacious!). And so, then, the seer neither
sees nor distinguishes nor imagines two, but
as if having become another and not himself
nor belonging to himself there, having come
to belong to that [one], he is one, as if having
attached center to center. For down here, too,
having “come together” they [sc. “lovers”] are
one, but two when separate. Thus, now, we also
say “another.” Therefore the contemplation

is indeed difficult to express: for how could
someone report as another, not seeing as
another there when he contemplated, but as
one in relation to himself?
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Since, then, there were not two, but the seer
himself was one in relation to the seen (for it was
not really seen, but unified), if he remembers
who he became when he was mingled with

that [one], he will have an image of that [one]
with himself. But he himself, too, was one, with
no distinction in himself either in relation to
himself or in relation to others; for nothing
moved with him, and he had no wish, no desire
for another when he had ascended—but there
was not even any reason or thought, nor even

a self at all, if one must say even this; but he

was as if snatched away or divinely possessed,

in quiet solitude and stillness, having become
motionless, not turning aside anywhere in his
substance, nor turning about himself, having
come to a complete standstill and indeed having
become a kind of stasis. He was not among the
beauties, having already ascended beyond even
the chorus of virtues, just like someone enters
into the interior of the adyton having left behind
in the naos the cult—statues which, upon his
emergence back out of the adyton, become the
first things [encountered] after the object of
contemplation inside, and the intercourse there
not with cult—statues or icons, but with the
thing itself; for these [statues] become secondary
objects of contemplation. But the former was
perhaps not an object of contemplation, but
rather another way to see: an ‘ecstatic standing
outside’ and a ‘simplifying expansion’ and a
‘surrendering growth of oneself’ and a longing
towards contact’ and a stasis and a ‘thinking
around towards accomodation, if someone is
going to contemplate what is in the adyton.
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For indeed the nature of the soul will not
come to complete non—existence, but going
(on the one hand) “down,” it will come into
evil, and thus into non—being (i.e., not to
utter non—existence). Conversely, running
the opposite way, it will come not into another
but into itself, and thus not being in another,
it is in no one but itself; yet while in itself, and
not in Being, it is in that, for one becomes also
oneself and not in substance, but “beyond
substance” by means of this intercourse. And
so if one should see oneself having become
this, one has oneself as a likeness of that, and
if one goes on from oneself as an image to an
archetype one reaches the “end of the journey”
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For, again, since knowledge of other thing occurs
through intellect, and we are able to know
intellect by intellect, by what sudden grasping
could we seize that which supersedes the nature
of intellect?—in response to which one should
note how it is possible: we will say, it is by means
of the likeness within us. For there is something
of it with us too; there is not somewhere it is not,
for those able to participate in it. For standing
anywhere, you have from there that which is able
to have that which is present everywhere; just as
if there was a voice diffused over a desert, or also
in the midst of the desert, people too, and by
standing to listen at any place in the desert, you
will receive all the voice, and yet not all. What is
it, then, which we shall receive when we set our
intellect to it? Rather the intellect,
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being “double—mouthed,” must (so to speak)
withdraw backwards, and, as it were, surrender
itself to what lies behind it; and there, if it wishes
to see that one (n.), it must not be altogether
intellect. For it (m.) is itself the first life, being

an activity in the going—through—and—out of
all things; but going—through—and—out not
in its being [now] going—through—and—out,
but in that it has [previously] gone—through—
and—out. So if, then, it is life, and going—
through—and—out, and has all things distinctly
and not imprecisely—for thus it would have
them imperfectly and inarticulately—it is from
something else which is not still in the going—
through—and—out but is the origin of the
going—through—and—out and the origin of
life and the origin of intellect and of all things.
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If one of us is unable to see himself, then, when
he is possessed by that god, if he should bring
forth the contemplation into an act of seeing,
he presents himself to himself and looks at a
beautified image of himself, but dismisses the
image though it is beautiful, coming into one
with himself, and, being no longer separate, is
simultaneously one and all things with that god
noiselessly present, and is with him as much
as he is able and wishes to be; but if he should
revert into duality, while remaining pure, he

is immediately subjacent to him, so as to be
present to him thusly again, if he should again
turn towards him. In this reversion he has this
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advantage: from the beginning, he perceives
himself, so long as he is different; but running
into the within, he has everything, and leaving
perception behind in fear of being different,
he is one there. And if he should desire to

see while being different, he makes himself
external. But one must, on the one hand, learn
about him, and, other the other hand, maintain
some impression of him while seeking to
discern into what sort of thing one is entering,
thus, learning with certainty that it is into the
most blessed thing, immediately one must
surrender oneself to the within and become,
instead of a seer, the object of contemplation
of another contemplator, shining out with the
kind of thoughts that come from there.
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Thus also Intellect, veiling itself from other
things and contracting into its interior, not
looking at anything, will see a light, not
another one in something else, but itself, alone
by itself, pure, appearing suddenly by itself,
so as to be puzzled whence it appeared, from
without or within, and, once it has departed,
to say, “it was within, and yet was not within.”
But one need not seek whence, for there is
no “whence.” For it does not come nor go
anywhere, but appears or does not appear.
Therefore, it is not necessary to pursue it, but
to remain quiet until it should appear,
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preparing oneself to be a contemplator, just
like the eye awaits the rising of the sun; and its
appearance above the horizon (“from Ocean,’
the poets say) offers itself to the eyes to be
contemplated. But he whom the sun imitates,
whence will he arise? And surmounting what
will he appear? Indeed, he will surmount the
contemplating Intellect itself. For Intellect will
make itself stand towards the contemplation,
looking at nothing else but the Beautiful,
completely turning and surrendering himself
there, but having stood, and, as if having been
filled with strength, it sees first of all itself
having become more beautiful and glistening,
as he is close to him. But he did not come as
someone expected, but came as not having
come; for he was seen not as having come,

but as being present before all things, before
even Intellect came. There is the Intellect that
comes, and there is also the Intellect that goes
away, because it does not know where to stay
and where that one stays, as it is in nothing.
And if it were possible also for Intellect itself
to remain nowhere—not because it is in place,
for neither is he in place, but rather, absolutely
nowhere—it would have been gazing at that
one eternally; or rather, not gazing, but being
one with that and not two. But now, because it
is Intellect, it looks, when it looks, with that of
itself which is not Intellect.
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And so [Intellect] was raised up there, and

he remained content to be around him; but

the soul which was able, having reverted,

when she knew and saw, also delighted in the
contemplation, and, inasmuch as she was able
to see, was smitten. She saw, stricken, as it were,
and she was conscious of having something of
it in herself, and thus disposed, she came into a
state of longing, just like those who are moved
by the image of a lovely person to want to see
the beloved one itself....

[79 lines omitted]

... Then she is carried off there, being marvelous
at discovering whatever she loves, and not
desisting until she seizes it (unless someone,
somewhere, were to steal even this love of hers
away). In that very moment, she sees all things
are beautiful and true, and she takes on more
strength, filled with the life of Being; and having
really also become Being herself, and having
true consciousness, she perceives she is close to
what she has long been seeking.
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And we will no longer be amazed if that which
provokes the tremendous longing is entirely
free from even intelligible shape; since the
soul, too, when it acquires an intense love of
it, sets aside all shape which she has, and even
whatever shape of the intelligible might be in
her. For there is neither seeing nor adaptation
while holding anything else and being active
around it. But it is necessary to have no evil
nor even another good at hand, so that she
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alone may receive it alone. When the soul
should attain it and it comes to her (but rather,
[already] being present, it appears)—when
that soul slips away from the things present
and has prepared herself so that she is most
beautiful and has come into likeness (the
preparation and the adornment are evident,
perhaps, to those who are preparing), seeing
it appearing suddenly in herself (for there

is nothing between nor are there still two,

but both are one; nor could you still make a
distinction while it is present; an imitation

of this is also lovers and beloveds down

here, wishing to be blended) nor does she

still perceive the body, that she is in it, and
she does not call herself anything else: not a
human being, nor a living thing, nor a being,
nor all (for somehow the contemplation of
these would be irregular), and she has neither
leisure nor wishes with regard to these things,
but having sought it, she encounters that, it
being present, and looks at that instead of
herself, not even at leisure to see who it is that
looks—then, at that very moment, she would
not exchange this for anything, not even if
someone bequeathed to her all the heavens,
there being nothing still greater nor a greater
good; nor could she run up higher, all other
things being on the descent, even if they might
be “above.”
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Then [the soul] is thus disposed, so as even to
disdain intellection, which at another time she
welcomed, because intellection is a motion, but
she does not want to move. For she says that
indeed neither does he whom she sees [move],
yet having become intellect, she contemplates,
having become intellect, as it were, having
come into the intelligible place. Yet having
come to be in it, possessing the intelligible, she
thinks, but when she sees that one—that is,
God—she immediately lets go of everything,
just as if someone, coming into an ornate (and
thus beautiful) house, were to contemplate
each of the decorations within, and were to

be amazed [even] before seeing the master of
the house, but seeing and admiring that one
(as he is not of the nature of cult—statues, but
worthy of real contemplation), dismissing those
[other] things, were thereafter to (a) look at
that one alone; then, looking and not averting
his eyes in the continuity of contemplation, he
were to no longer to look at a sight, but would
(b) commingle his vision with the object of
contemplation, so that what was previously
seen were to become vision in him; he would
forget all other objects of contemplation. And
perhaps the image would preserve the analogy
if it were not a man who encountered the one
contemplating the things of the house, but
rather some god, and one who did not appear
to sight but rather who filled the soul of the
contemplator. Intellect, too, therefore, has

one power for intellection, by which it looks

at the things in itself, and another for what
transcends it, by means of some touching and
reception by which also, earlier, it saw only, and
later, by seeing, also acquired intellect and is
one. And that [former] contemplation is of
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the sober intellect, but the [latter is] itself the
loving intellect, when it has become insane,
“drunk from the nectar”; then in love, having
been expanded into enjoyment in satiety; and
it is better for it to be drunk with this kind

of inebriation than more respectably sober.
But does that intellect see in part, sometimes
some things and sometimes others? No; the
instructional discourse makes them “come

to be,” but it always has intellection while it
also has not intellection, but looking at that

in another way. For seeing that (m.), he had

[sc. “conceived”] offspring and was conscious
both of their being born and their being within
him; and when he sees them he is said to think,
but [he sees] that (n.) by means of the power
by which he was going to think. But the soul,

as if confusing and annihilating the intellect
remaining within her—or rather, her intellect
sees first, and the contemplation comes also
into her and the two become one. But the
Good is extended over them and adapted to the
constitution of both of them, running over them
and uniting the two, it is upon them, giving
them blessed perception and contemplation,
having raised them so much as to not be in
place, nor in another thing in which something
is by nature in another. For he is not anywhere
either, but the intelligible place is in him, but
he is not in another. Therefore the soul does
not move, then, since that does not either. Nor,
therefore, is it soul, because that does not live,
but is above life. Nor is it intellect, because

it does not think either; for it is necessary to
become similar. Nor does it think that, because
it does not think.




290

APPENDIX A

[A16] v1.7[38].36.10—26 (text H-S!)

"OaTig Yévntat 6uod Beatig Te xal
Béapa adtog abTod xal T@v dMwY
xal yevouevog odata xal vodg xat
{Qov movtehEs unweétt EEwdey

adTo BAémol—rodTo 3¢ yevduevog
&Yy 06 ot xal To £pe&hic éxelvo,
xal TAatov adtd Hoy emt mawvtl

T von @ €miatiiBov. "EvBa 3)
gdaag Tig mav pabnua, xal uéypt
Tov TaudarywyvOelg xat v oA
18pubels, &v § pév éaty, péypt TovTou
voel, éEeveyBeic 8¢ 1@ avtod Tod vob
olov xdpatt xal dipod b1’ adtod ofov
oidoavtos dpbeis eloeidev EEaipwng
ox 13wv 8mwg, AN ¥) Oéa TAoaTx
QTG TA BpparTar o0 O adTod
memolnxey GANo 6pdv, dAN adTd

T8 Q&G T6 8parpar v. OV ydp Av év
ExElve TO eV GPWUEVOV, TO 3E P&S
adtod, 003 vodg xai voodpevov, GAN
adyy) yewdaoa tadta eig Votepov
ol &oeloa elvar Tap’ adTd- adTdg
3¢ abyy) pévov yewdaa vodv, oltt
oBéoaca adTiig &v @ yewioal,
GG pelvaga pev ad Ty, Yevopévou
& éxetvov ¢ tobto elva.

Whoever has become simultaneously the
contemplator and himself the object of his
contemplation of himself and all other things,
and having become substance and intellect and
the “all-perfect living being,” should no longer
behold it from without, but having become
this, is nearby, and that one is next in order,
and it is already close by, gleaming upon all

the intelligible. At that moment one dismisses
all learning, and thus far one has been led by
instruction and settled in the beauty in which
one is —up until this point one thinks—but
then, being hoisted up out of it by (as it were) the
wave of intellect itself, raised to the heights above
it as if being engorged, he suddenly beholds,
not seeing how, but the vision fills his eyes with
light, not having made him see something else
by means of it, but the light itself was the thing
seen. For in that there was not the object of
vision and its light, nor intellect and the object
of intellect, but a ray having generated these
things later and left them to be beside it; but he
is the ray which has only generated Intellect,

in no way having extinguished itself in the
generating, but itself remains, that one having

come to be by this one’s Being.
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If ever we too, ourselves, should see within
ourselves some nature of a kind that has
nothing of the other things which are attached
to us, [i.e., those things] by which we have

to experience whatever should occur by
chance—for all the other things which are ours
are enslaved and exposed to chances, and, as
it were, come forth according to chance, but
by this alone [we have] the self—mastery and
autonomy of a light in the form of good, and
of good in actuality and [of a good] greater
than that according to Intellect, having that
above Intellect [within], not imported [from
without]; indeed, ascending into this and
becoming this alone, but dismissing the other
things, what could we call it except more than
free and more than autonomous?

[A18] v1.8[39].19.1-6 (text H-S!)
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And so, having been impelled upwards towards
that from what has been said, one should take
hold of that itself, and one will also see himself,
not being able to say as much as he would

like. But seeing that in himself, taking away all
rationality, he will set that by itself, being such
that if it had substance, the substance would be

his slave and, as it were, issuing from him.
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And so is it sufficient to leave off having said
these things? No, the soul still has even greater
birth—pangs. Perhaps at this point, she must
give birth, having eagerly glanced towards it and
having been filled with birth—pangs. But still
we must chant another spell, if somewhere we
can find some spell against birth pangs; perhaps
it might emerge from what has already been
said if someone were to incant it repeatedly.
And so what other spell is as if new? For she
has run over all truths, and, simultaneously,
flees from the truths in which we participate,

if someone wishes to speak and reason [about
them], since reason must, if it wishes to express
something, take one thing after another

(for such is also an exposition); but what
“exposition” is there in the entirely simple?

But it suffices if one makes contact intelligibly;
but having made contact (when one does

make contact), one is completely unable (nor
has leisure) to speak, but one reasons about it
[only] afterward. Then, one must believe one
has seen, when the soul suddenly takes light;
for this—this light—is from him, and he is it.
And then one must consider him to be present,
when, just like another god called by someone
into a house, he comes and illuminates;

indeed, if he did not come he would not have
illuminated. So then too the unenlightened soul
is without that god, but once enlightened, it has
what it sought, and this is the true goal for the
soul, to touch that light and to see it by itself,
not through the light of another, but [to see

the light] itself, through which it sees. For that
by which it has been enlightened is that which
must be seen; for neither does one see the sun
through another light. And so how should this
occur? Take away everything.
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And so if the generator was Intellect, it would
be more deficient than Intellect but would

need to be more attentive to Intellect and be
similar to it; but since the generator is beyond
Intellect, it is necessarily Intellect. But why is

it not Intellect, whose activity is intellection?
Intellection, seeing the intelligible and

turning towards that one and, as it were, being
completed and perfected by that one, is itself, on
the one hand, indefinite like sight, but is defined
by the intelligible. For this reason, also it is said
that from the Indefinite Dyad and the One come
the Forms and numbers: for this is Intellect.
Therefore it is not simple, but multiple, and
manifests composition, indeed an intelligible
one, and one immediately seeing many things.
And so it is also itself an intelligible, but is also
intelligizing; therefore it is already two. It is also
another intelligible by being after it. But how
does this Intellect derive from the Intelligible?
The Intelligible remains by itself and is not
deficient like that which sees and intelligizes—
I deem that which intelligizes deficient with
respect to that one—it is not without sensation,
but all things belong to it and are in it and with
it; it is entirely able to discern itself; life is in it
and all things are in it and it is its own self—
consideration, and exists as if by consciousness
in everlasting rest, and intelligizes in a manner
different from the intellection according to
Intellect.... Since, therefore that one remains
intelligible, that which comes into being

1 On the texts and translations presented here, see “Note on References and Abbreviations” at

the beginning of this book.
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becomes intellection, as it is intellection and is
intelligizing that from which it came to be—for
it has nothing else—it becomes Intellect, [that
is,] another (as it were) “Intelligible,” and like
that one and an imitation and image of it.

[B2] v.1[10].6.15—-19 (text H-S?)
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For everything that is moved, there must be
something towards which it is moved. Since
there is no such thing for that one, let us not
posit that it is moved, but if anything comes to
be after it, it must come to be while that one is
eternally reverted towards it(self).
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Elxéva 8¢ éxelvou Aéyopev elvat tév
vobv- el yap cagéatepov AéyeLy:
Tp@TOV v, 81t del T elvaut éxelvo
TO Yevopevov xal dmoaplety oM
adtod xol elvat dpotéTa Tpdg
adTé, Wamep xal T &g Tod NAiov.
AW 00 vodg éxetvo. TTd 0dv vodv
yewd; "H 611 Tf) émiaTtpoi) mpog

o o

adTo £wpa- ¥) 3¢ Spaatg atty vol.

We say that the Intellect is an image of that
one, for it is necessary to speak more clearly.
First, it is necessary for what has come to be,

to somehow be that one, and to preserve much
of it, and to be most closely similar to it just as
is light of the sun. But that is not Intellect. And
so how does it generate Intellect? Because with
its reversion to it(self), it was seeing, and this
seeing is itself Intellect.
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And this is, as it were, the first birth: for being
perfect (as it seeks nothing, has nothing, and
needs nothing), it (as it were) overflows, and
its overflow has made another. This, having
come into being, reverts towards it and is
filled; and by looking towards it, this becomes
Intellect as well. And its standing towards that
one makes Being, while its looking towards it is
Intellect. So since it stands towards it so that it
should see, it becomes simultaneously Intellect
and Being.
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For indeed the otherness there always exists,
i.e., that [otherness] which makes matter; for
this is the principle of matter, and the first
motion. Thus also it [i.e., motion] is called
otherness, because motion and otherness
sprouted forth simultaneously. The motion
and otherness which are from the First are
indefinite, and need that one so as to be
defined. It is defined when it reverts towards
it, but beforehand both matter and the other
are indefinite and not yet good, but are
unilluminated by that one. For if light is from
that one, the one receiving the light, prior to the
receiving, always does not have light, but has it
as another, since the light is from another.
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For thinking is first neither with respect

to being nor to honor, but is second and
what has come into being while the Good
subsisted and moved what has come into
being to itself: it was moved and saw. And
this is thinking: a movement towards good,
desiring that one, for desire generates
intellection and consubstantiates it with
itself; for desire of sight is seeing.
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Since also when it contemplates the One [or:
when the One contemplates] it is not as one;
if not, it would not become Intellect. But
beginning as one, it did not remain as it began,
but unaware of itself, became multiple, as it
were, weighted down, and unravelled itself
wanting to have everything—as it was better
for it not to have wanted this, [for] it became
the second—Tlike a circle unravelling itself it
became shape and surface and circumference
and center—point and lines, both those above
and those below.
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Since Intellect is a sight and a seeing sight, it
will be a power having come into actuality.
Therefore there will be on the one hand its
matter, and on the other, its form (but the
matter is [also] in the intelligible). Since also
seeing in actuality has duality, it was indeed
one before seeing. And so the one has become
two and the two one. For the seeing, the filling
[or impregnation] and, as it were, perfecting,
comes from the perceptible object, but for

the sight of Intellect the Good is what fills [or
impregnates] it.
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This that is said to be primary Being,
proceeding, as it were, a little ways from there,
did not wish to come forth anymore, but
having turned towards its interior, stood, and
became the substance and hearth of all things.
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Did it, when it was looking towards the Good,
think that one as many, and he himself “One—
Being,” think him as many, dividing him in
himself by not being able to think the whole at
once? But it was not yet Intellect while it was
looking at that, but looked unintellectually.

Or we should say that it was not ever looking,
but lived towards it and depended upon it and
turned towards it; indeed its very motion was
filled by its being moved there, and it filled

it around that, and it was not still motion
alone, but motion satiated and full; and
thereafter it became all things and knew this
in its consciousness of itself and was already
Intellect, having been filled so that it should
have what it sees, but looking at these things
with light from the provider and receiving this.
Because of this it is not only said to be the cause
of substance but of its being seen. And just

as the sun, which is cause for sense—objects
both of their being seen and their coming into
being, is also in some way cause of sight—and
therefore is neither sight nor the things which
have come to be—in this way also the nature of
the Good, which is the cause of substance and
intellect and light, according to our analogy, to
the things seen there and the seer, is neither
the real beings nor intellect but cause of these,
giving by its own light thinking and being
thought to the real beings and to intellect. So
then it came to be by being filled, and when

it was filled it was, and simultaneously it was
perfected and was seeing. Its principle was that
which it was before being filled, but another
principle, in a way external to it, was the one
that filled it, from which it, as it were, was
‘imprinted’ as it was being filled.
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It, therefore, had life and had no need of a
multifarious giver, and its life was some trace

of that and not its life. And so looking towards
that one, it was unlimited, but having looked
there, it was limited, that one having no limit.
For immediately by looking towards some
“one,” the life is bounded by it, and has in itself
boundary and limit and form; and the form

was in that which was shaped, but the shaper
was amorphous. But the boundary is not

from outside, as if surrounded by magnitude,
but it was the boundary of all that life which

is manifold and unlimited, as one would be
shining out from such a nature. And it was not
the life of a particular thing; for it would already
be limited to that of an individual; nevertheless,
it was defined; it was therefore defined as the
life of some “One—Many”—and each of the
many was at that point defined—and it was
defined, on the one hand, as “Many” through the
multiplicity of the life, yet again, on the other
hand, as “One,” through the boundary. So what
is “defined as one”? Intellect. For life defined is
Intellect.
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E0VTOV dryamnaag, abyyy xabapdv,
adTog v TodTo, STEp ydTy|oE- TodTo
& gatlv bmoo)oog adTo, elmep
EvépYEL MEVOUTD XAl TO QYT TOTOLTOV
olov vofig. Nodg 8¢ vépynua- tate
gvépymua adTég. ANG dMov pev
003evdg- Eavtod dipa Evépynua adTG.
Odx dipa wg aupPERNéY EaTiv, W

He is, as it were, borne into his own interior,
as it were, loving himself, the “pure ray,”
being himself that which he loves; that is, he
substantiates himself, since he is an abiding
activity and the most loveable thing like
Intellect. Intellect is an actualization; thus he
is an actualization. But not of anything else;
he is, perhaps, an actualization of himself.
Not, as it seems, as he is accidentally, but as
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[B12] v1.8[39].16.12—30 (text H-S')

wg évepyet adTég. "ETt Tolvuy, el ot
pdiota, 81t mpdg adtdv ofov anpilel
xail olov mpég adTdv PAéTet xal T6

olov lvaut TodT0 AT T PSS AV TOV
BAémewy, olov motol &v adtdv, ody &g
gruyev dpa €atiy, AN g adTog BéAEL,
xat 008 1) BEAN 1S lxf) 008 olTw
auvéRy- Tod yap dpiaTov 1) OéAnaig
odaa ovx Eatw ebef). “OtL & 1) Tolod Ty
vebaig adtod mpds adtov olov vépyeta
odoa adtod ol powy) &v ad T T6

evat & ot Totel, poptupel dmoTebey
Tovvavtiov- 811, el Tpdg T E&w vedoeley
adtod, dmolel To elvau 8mep Eoti- T
dipo elvou 8meep Eativ 1) Evépyeta ) Tpdg
a0Tév- TodTo 3¢ £V xal adTéE. ADTOC
dipa bméatyoey adTdv cuvekeveyBeiomg
Tig evepyelag uet’ adtod.

he acts. Still, furthermore, if he is most of all,
because he (as it were) establishes himself
and, as it were, looks to himself, and this (as it
were) “Being” for him is his looking to himself,
he would as it were make himself not as he
happened to be but as he himself wishes, and
the willing is not random nor accidental, for
being the willing of the best, it is not random.
That such an inclination of his towards
himself—Dbeing, as it were, his activity and
remaining in itself—makes him be what he

is, is evinced by hypothetically postulating
the opposite: that if he inclined towards his
exterior, it would destroy his being what he

is; therefore, to be what he is, is an activity
towards himself; this is one and himself. He
then substantiated himself, his activity having
been brought out together after him.

[B13] v1.8[39].18.18—30 (text H-S!)

oltw ot xal Tov volv xai T6 dv xpY)
AapPdvey, yevéuevov e exeivou
wail olov &by xal eEehiy Oy xal
¢Enpmpévov &x Tig altod voepas
pVoEWS, popTupely TV ofov &v évl
vobv ob vodv vta- &v ydp. "Qomep
008’ exel ypapudg o€ xhxAov To
XEVTPOY, XUXAOU 3 xal YPOUURDY
matépa, tyvy) adtod Sovta xal Suvduet
uevoday) Ypapuuas xal x0xAov ob
TAVTY) ATTNpTHUEVE AdToD POWY T
yeyewnota: obtw Tol xdxevo, Thg

Thus one must grasp both Intellect and Being:
coming to be from that one, as it were, poured
out and unraveled and hanging out, it attests
from its intellectual nature the (as it were)
‘Intellect’ in the One that is not Intellect; for

it is one. Just as there [in the geometrical
analogy], neither the radii nor the circle are
the center, but the [the center] is the father of
the circle, giving traces of itself and by means
of abiding power having generated the radii
and the circle by means of some strength, not
at all divided off from him; thus also that too,
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[B13] v1.8[39].18.18—30 (text H-S')

voepdg meptfeotang SuvapEwS, TO
olov tvddparog adtod dpyétumoy,

v évi vodv, ToMols xal el ToAG
olov vevumpévou xal vod Sid tadta
Yevopévou, exeivov mtpd vod pelvavtog
<éx> i duvdpuewg adtod vody
YEWNTAVTOG

while an intellectual power is running around
it, is, as it were, an archetype of his image,
the Intellect in One, as it were defeated by
and into many, and by means of these things
becoming Intellect, as he remains before
Intellect, generating Intellect <from> its

power.

[B14] v.3[49].11.1-16 (text H-S!, modified)

Awd xail 6 vodg odtog & orlc, Stav TO
éméxeva £6€A voel, & puév odv adtd
Exetvo, AN EmBAMe BEAwY wg ATTAQ
gEetoy EMo del Aapfdvwy &v adTd
TAYBUVOUEVOY: DTTE WPUNTE UEV €T AVTO
oy wg volg, GAN &g &g olmw idodaa,
¢ERABe 3¢ Exouoa Smep adTi EmAYOuvey-
(aTe dMov pev Emediunaey dopiotwg
Exovoa en’ adTH) pdvTacud Tt ¢EAADe

3¢ dMo AaPodoa v adT]j adTO TOAD

nomoaoa. Kol yap ad &et tomov t0d

dpdipartos: 1) ob mapedéato év oty [H-Sk:

adth ] yevéabar. Otog 8¢ ToAds € Evdg
yéveto, xal oltwg yvobg eldev adtd, xal
téte eyévero dodoa SPig. Todto O¢ #dy)
volg, 8te Eyel, al tg vodg Eyet- Ttpd 3¢
ToUTOL Eeats mdvov xal dThTwTog SIg.
Oftog odv 6 vob méPoite pév éxelve,
AaBov ¢ €yéveto volg, det O¢ évdeduevog
[HS™: évdiduevog] xat yevouevog xal vodg
xat odata xal vonatg, dte événae- Tpo Yap
TOUTOV 00 VOIS Y TO VoY TdY olx Exeav
003¢ vodg olmw vonoas.

Thus this multiple Intellect, when it wishes
to think the Transcendent (that one itself

[being] one), but wishing to blossom as
if simple, it comes out eternally grasping
another, multiplied in itself; so that it
moved to it not as Intellect, but as vision
not yet seeing, and came out having that
which the vision multiplied. For again

it has the impression of the thing seen,
or else it would not have allowed it to
come to be in itself. This became many
out of one, and thus coming to know it
saw it, and then became seeing sight. It
is already Intellect when it has this, and
has it as Intellect; but before this, it is
only desire and unimprinted sight. And
so this Intellect apprehended that one,
but grasping it became Intellect, eternally
in need and having become Intellect,
substance, and thought, when it thought;
for before this it was not thinking, not
having the intelligible nor Intellect, not
having yet thought.
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[B14] TABLE 4 Comparison of terms for desire predicated of the One, PNE, and mystical subject

eros / eran agape / ephesis orexis/  epithumeésai pothos/
agapan oregein pothein
One v1.8[39].15.1 v1.8[39].16.15 V1.8[39].15.6-8
PNE ? v.1[10].6.51  V.6[24].5.9-11 v.3[49].11.7
v.3[49].11.13
Mystical 1.6[1].7.13 v1.7[38].31.5 VI.g[9].11.23  VI.5[23]. 1.6[1].
subject  vI.7[38].22.6-8 V1.7[38].22.6-8 1.16 7.13
v1.7[38].35.24 v1.7[38]. v1.7[38].
33.28 31.9
v1.7[38].
34.1

[B15] TABLE 5 Examples of MUO described in terms of simultaneous active and passive
modalities (text H-S')

Phase i: active

Phase ii: passive

1v.8[6].1.5-7

V1.9[9].11.23-25

111.8[30].9.29—-31
111.8[30].10.32—35

v1.7[38].35.21-22
v1.7[38].36.17-19

Porphryry,
Vita Plotini 23.12.14

...£lg évépyetav EXBav éxeivny

UTEp AV TO dAAO VOuTOV
guautov i8pdoag
EXOTAOLS Kol ATTAWTLS Xall
¢nidoaic adtod

7} 3¢l Tév vobv olov elg
ToVT{ow Avorywpely

Bokwv mpog adTd xat TV
€vtog avtod

EmBoA})

eloeidey eEaipwyg odx i8av
émwg,

dmak Myw moidoat

gv adT®) idpulels...

xat Epeaig TPOg Ay xal
OTAAIG KOl TEEPVOY|TIG TTPOG
Epappoyhyv

xal olov EquTdy dpévta
101¢ ei¢ &miobev
BVATIOVTAPEVOG

mapadoxh

G 1) B TAYoaTot puTOg
Ta Sppata

ol Evedijvat
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Appendix C. Passages Pertaining to Visionary Ascent in

Gnostic Sources

[C1] Zostrianos, NHC VIII 24.1-17 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

@agn[ay M]EN gN OYYYXH A€ NTENO[C
€N]aNIAYTOTENHC' N OYNOYC A[€ €]Na
MMOMNTZOOY T $N OYTINS A€ €JOY22B
N2 NITPOTOPANHC Y2AYCDTM A€
€TBE MMKAC €BOX 21TN NIGOM NTE
TN €TAYEI EBOX MMOY 2N OYDNQ
€BOX €4COTTI N2OYO NTE Ma2OPaTON
MIINa" 2pal A€ ¢N TENNOIA Tl €T@WOOT
+NOY ¢N OYCIrH' Ngpal A€ ¢N T@opTt
NENNOIA® €TBE MAM)MTGOM NAZOPATON
MITNa €YCIDTM G€ TI€ MN OYGOM NTE
OYCITH ECTOYBHOYT gN OY[TT]Na
€4TaNgo TTexoc aym Ny[o]p[n]
NTEXIOC aYM MMANTE[NIO]C

On the one hand, he sees in a perfect soul
those of Autogenes; on the other hand,
in intellect, those of the Triple Male, in a
pure spirit, those of the Protophanes. He
hears about Kalyptos through the powers
of the Spirit which emerged in a vastly
superior manifestation of the Invisible
Spirit. By means of the thought that now
exists in Silence and in the First Thought
(one learns) about the Triple Powered
Invisible Spirit; it is an audition and a
power of silence which is purified in a
vivifying spirit, perfect, first-perfect, and
all-perfect.

[c2] TABLE 6
NHC VIII 24.1-13

Analysis of the various faculties of mystical apprehension in Zostrianos,

Line no. Object Faculty by which object is apprehended

1-3 those of the Autogenes perfect soul

34 those of the Triple Male intellect

4-5 those of the Protophanes pure spirit

6-10 Kalyptos the powers of the Spirit which emerged
in a vastly superior manifestation of the
Invisible Spirit

10-13 Triple-Powered Invisible the thought that now exists in Silence

Spirit

and through the First Thought
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[C3] Zostrianos, NHC VIII 44.1—22 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

MPWME A€ ETEMAYNAZMEY TIE TTH
€T KITE NCMY MN MEYNOYC dYD
NUGINE MIO[Y]a MOYa MMOOY" &Y

X€ OYNT[a]q M[MaY N]OYHP NGOM'
mpwm[e A€ e]TaqnoyeH ng n [€]Te
MMEYEIME ENaT M[aYaaY M|IPHTE
€TOYWOOTT' M[MO]C aAXa NTOY 2WMY
Nepal gM [m]waxe M[npluTe €Tqwoott
M[MOC (...)] 2a9X1 MITOYEL[NE (...)] &M

M2 NiM eaq]a[w]ne fifa]moyn

aY® Hoya TOTe ra[p] a[un]oyeH

NG [r]al eYNWGS[OM] MMOY EPXMPIN
€BOX 21TN [Nal] THPOY' M)aqwmIie
eNT[04 NE] Nai THPOY eI
€qWa[NOY]mM@ MaXIN ON €[ ]aqnmp[X.
N]C[2]BOX NNai THPOY' &Y N[TOY]
NJPaNAXMDPI[N €]poy Maya[ay]

Ml rap wajyyjone [N]noy[TE]
eaqpaNax®[pi]u enoyTe[ ]

The person that can be saved is the one
that seeks himself and its intellect and
finds each of them. And how much
power this one has! The person that

has been saved is the one who has not
known about these things themselves
(a) in the manner in which they (truly)
are, but he himself (has known about
them) in (reasoned) discourse (*Adyog?),
(b) i.e., in the manner it exists in him.
He received their image which changes
in every place, he having become simple
and one. For then he is saved, this one
who is able to pass through them all. He
becomes all of them. When he wishes,
again he separates from them all and he
withdraws (dvaywpeiv) into oneself; for
one becomes divine, having withdrawn
into god.

[C4] Zostrianos, NHC VIII 45.9—46.6 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

[a]yw ToTe agx00C

Na[1egea]xe g OYWN €BON NG1
TIANQY NTE MaX0Y HPHCHK X € e)IIe
eqmanpa[Nax]WP[1] €poy Mayaay
NOYMHH@)E NCOTT aYM® NMQ)DIIE
MOKDO[T]€ NTTNMDCIC NTE 2ENKOOYE
[Ma]agee Ns1 mMNOYC MN T YY]

XH NNAT'MOY' TOTE OYN[T]aq MMay
NOYQWW®T W[2]4KmTE rap (4]
MNT24 2YD [ ]aqrpX. Ne[a]BOX
MMOY NQ[a]2€epaTq NCa[BOX] NQmOIE
H[2]pai 2N OY[20P]MH NOMMO®

[e]mua nq@wTe NoYa Wayem|€]

And then in a revelation, the child of

the child, Ephesech, told me: “When

one withdraws to oneself (qvoywpelv
[*mpdg xvtév?]) alone many times, and
comes to be in the cycle of knowledge

of the other things—since the intellect
and the immortal soul do not know'—
then one has a deficiency, for one turns
(*émotpépen?), has nothing, and separates
from it and stands away (*dmootiivau?) and
comes into being under an alien impulse
(6puf) instead of becoming one. So one,
therefore, resembles many shapes (popgn).
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[C4] Zostrianos, NHC VIII 45.9—46.6 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

G€ NOYMHHME MMOP[d]H [] ay®
€JWANPIKE Y[ ]MIME EYMINE NCa
NH €T€E[N]CEMOOT aN’ aYW €YWMANRE
€2Pal ENal $N OYNOHMA aYM €N 6[0]M
NQEIME EPOOY NKE[PJHTE €[IM]HTL [46]
N(X1 MITOYOEIN ()aqa)Iie NOYPYCIC
AYM MIEIPHTE WaYel €2pai €YXT0
E€TBHHT( YD MAYP aT )Y2XE €TBE
1[1] FKoop" M HIN[T JaTh[a]pu[Xc]
NTE TeYAR"

When one inclines (*vebew?), one comes
into being seeking those things that do
not exist. When one descends to them in
thought, one cannot understand them in
any other way unless one is enlightened,
and it becomes a physical entity. Thus
this type of person accordingly descends
into generation, and becomes irrational
(*d&Aoyds) because of the passions and
indefiniteness of matter.

[Cs] Zostrianos, NHC VIII 46.6—31 (text Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

eY[NT]aq [M]oyoom N eneR H[May
N]aT'MOY MaycoNgq Ng[pai 21
mele[1B] NTE ncmmMa Ma[yyi]Tq €BOA
AY® MWAYCONZ[Q NOYOE] @) NIM Ngpal
SN 2ENCNAY? EYNAWDT EYCWXE V2©
MMOY €BOX 2i[ TN] NIYE NIM €T200Y"
@MANTYA[i] TG ON aYMD NYPapx1 ON
emWNe gpai NPHTY' €TBE M[al] CETHW)
€2pail XN moyxal N[T€] Nai* ayw
NaIGOM Nal ceqyo[on] gM mMa" YD
NPpail 2N NIAY[ TO|TENHC KaTa Moya
TIOYa NTE N[1€]WN Cea2ePA[TO]Y NGl
2ENEOOY 21N X€ €YENO[Y]eM NCa
CTIp Na[1] NG1 H €TMI[IMA" N]IE00Y
A€ 2[eN]NOHMA NE NTEX[1]0C €YONR
€M[N] GOM NCETAKO X€ 2ENTYTIOC
[n€] NTE OYOYXal €Te emap[e]n[oya]
TIOY2 XITOY €4ENOYZM €2P[al €]pOOY”
AY €4X1 TYTOC' €4[€]X1 GOM €BOX
21TN Mal Mai” aY[W] €YNTaY MIMEOOY
NOYBOHOO[C] Mmp[H]TE Wayc[1]ne
MIIKOCMOC Y[ NEJWN Vac [N ]m*

Although it possesses an eternal and
immortal power, (this type) is bound
within the [movement] of the body. It

is [made] alive and is bound [always]
within cruel, cutting bonds by every

evil spirit, until it [acts] again and
begins again to come to its senses. This
is why (powers) are appointed for their
salvation, and each of the powers resides
in this world. Within the self—begotten
ones corresponding to each of the
[aeons] stand glories so that one who

is in the [world] might be saved beside
them. The glories are perfect thoughts
(*telelo vonpata?) appearing in powers.
They are imperishable because [they
are] impressions of salvation which
each saved one receives. One receives an
impression; one takes strength from each
of them, and with the glory, as a helper
one will thus pass out from the world and
all of the aeons.
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[C6] Allogenes, NHC X1 59.9—60.12 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH)

TIAANO[T]€NHC €NAY €TMNT MaKaPIOC
€TNTaK NO€ €T OOTT ¢N OYCITH' TH
€TEKEIME EPOK NPHTC KaTAPOK' aYMD
APIANAXMPL XN TUNT MNP EKKWDTE
NCIK' TH €TEKNANAY €POC ECKIM® 2y M
€MN GaM NI a2EPATK’ MIIPP 2OTE AaaY"
AAAA EQDTIE EKWANOYDA) €ALEPATK'
APIANAXMP! EXN T2YTIAPZICT AYD
E€KEPE EPOC ECALEPATC YD €CEOPK
MMOC KaTa MINE MITH €T 20PK MMOY
ONTMC’ aYMD €4aMa2TE NNal THPOY

SN OYKAPMY VN OYMNT aTENEPTIA’
AY® €KMANXI NOYDNP €BOX NTE TIAT*
€BOX $1TOOTY NOYWOPTI NOYWNQ €BOX
NT€E MaT COYMN]' MTH €TEEWDIIE
E€KWANEIME EPOY’ APAT €IME €POY’

AYM EKWANP 0TE MMM €TMMAY
2PIANAXMPI €M1220Y €TBE NIENEPTIA’
AYM EKMANP TENIOC MITITOTNOC
€TMMAY 2POK MMOK' &Y KaTa
MTYNOC €T AOOT NZHTK' €IM€ ON NTee
[60] [x.]e eqwoor NTee g1 N[ai THPO]Y
KaTa MEICMOT ™" aY [ MNP XWwpe
€BOX NROYO [fiNa X ]€ EKECHMGOM
Na2EPAT[K" 0]YTE MITPOYMDW) EPEN[EPTI
S1]ua X € NEKRE €BOX TIANT[WC &1]
TMATENEPTIA €T 2Pal NP[HTK] NTE
m[aT'cloywny mrpeiM]e epoy| ] mal
TaP OYNMNT aT'GOM T€" 32 €BOX SITN
OYENNOIA €CE NOYOEIN €KIM[€] EPOY’
2Pl AT €IME €POY’

O Allogenes, behold your Blessedness,
how silently it abides, by which you
know your self according to yourself. And
withdraw upon the Vitality by turning
to yourself, (i.e., to) the one that you
will see moving. And if you are unable
to stand, fear nothing. But if you wish

to stand, withdraw upon the Existence,
and you will find it standing and at rest,
according to the likeness of the one who
is truly at rest and who possesses all of
them in silence and inactivity. And if
you receive a manifestation of this one
by means of a First Manifestation of the
Unknowable One—the one whom you
will come to know—you must ‘unknow’
him. And if you become afraid in that
place, withdraw to the rear, on account
of the activities. And if you are made
perfect in that place, remain at rest.
And according to the impression (fupos)
that is within you, know that it is the
same with all these things, according to
the same pattern. And do not dissipate
further, so that you will be able to stand,
and do not desire to be active, lest you
fall in any way from the inactivity within
you of the Unknowable. Do not know
him, for it is impossible; but if by means
of a luminous thought you know him,

‘unknow’ him.
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[C7] Allogenes, NHC X1 60.12—61.22 (text Funk and Scopello, BCNH)

Nal A€ NEICITM EPOOY €YX.M MMOOY
NG1 NH €TMMAY' NEYJ@OOTT NG1 0Y2POK
2Pal NZHT NTE OYCITH® A€ICIDTHM
€TMINT "MAKAPIOC TH €T2EIME EPOT €BOX
SITOOTC KaATAPOC YD AEIPANAXMDPL
€XN TMNT MNP €IKMTE NCWC' aYMD
2€1P YBHP NBWMDK €20YN EPOC NMMAC'
AYM 2E1ALEPAT NPl oM OYTaXPO
AN’ 2AAA 2N OY2POK' aYD alNaY
€YKIM N ENER NNOEPON NATTIMPX.
€TMANIGOM THPOY M€ NNAT €1A0C
NNaT T TOW €poY gN OYt TOW:' aYM
€TACI0Y(DA) €2LEPAT &N OYTAX PO’
AEIPANAXMPI €XN T2YTIAPZIC TH
E€TAECIGNTC ECA2EPATC’ YD ECCOPK
MMOC KT OYSIKMN MN OYEINE NTE TH
€T TOE SIMWT * €BOX SITN OYMNP EBOX
NT€ MaT NMd) MN MH €T2OPK MMOY’
2€EIMOY2 EBOX 2N OYNQ €BOX" €BOX
SITN OYMNT ()OPT1 NOYDNP [61] €BOX
MMAT coYWNY' 2[wc] eie NNaT €ME
€POY" ail€l[Me] €POY AYD 2€1X1 GOM
2pai N[2]HTQ" €a€1X1 NOYXPO NPHT'
[N]wa enep’ aelcoymn mH €[T @y]oon
NPHT MN MOMT 60[M] MN moYmg
e[Bo]x fiTe nifaT an epoq €[]
Taq" a[Y®] €BOX SITN OYMNT @)opTI
N[oY]NP €BOX NTE mMWOPTT NaT [c]
OYWN( NaY THPOY' MNOYTE €T X0CE
€TEANIOC AINAY €POY MN TIIMT GOM
€T @OOM NPHTOY THPOY" NEIKWTE
NCa TINOYTE NNAT )aX€ MMOq

MN AT COYWN]' Ml €TEEWDIIE
E€PWANOYA €IME EPOY TIANTMC

@Wayp AT €IME EPOY’ MMECITHC NTE
TMQVNT GOM MH €T KH ¢N 0Y2POK MN
OYKAPMY' aYM €Y€ NNAT COYWNY

While I was listening to that which those
there said, there was within me a stillness
of silence, and I heard the Blessedness
by which I knew my self according to
myself. And I withdrew upon the Vitality
as I turned towards it [or: to myself],
and I became a companion with it to
enter within (together) with it, and I
stood, not firmly but still. And I saw an
eternal, intellectual motion that pertains
to all the formless powers, which is
unlimited by limitation. And when I
wanted to stand firmly, I withdrew upon
the Existence, which I found standing
and at rest according to an image and
likeness of what is conferred upon me
by a manifestation of the Indivisible and
the one who is at rest; I was filled with

a manifestation by means of a Primary
Manifestation of the Unknowable, as
though ‘unknowing’ him, I knew him and
received power from him, and having
received an eternal strength, I knew that
which exists within me and the Triple-
Powered and the manifestation of that
of his which is uncontainable. And by
means of a Primary Manifestation of the
First who is unknowable to them all—
the god who is beyond perfection—I
saw him and the Triple-Powered who
exists within them all. I was seeking the
ineffable and unknowable god—whom
if one should know him, one would
absolutely ‘unknow’” him—the mediator
of the Triple-Powered, the one who
abides in stillness and silence and is
unknowable.
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[C8] Apocryphon of John, NHC 111 7.2—7.23 [text and trans. Waldstein and Wisse

1995, 10.2—11.18, slightly modified, with parallels = BG 26.15-27.19 and NHC 11

4.19-5.5]

NTOY €T|NO€! NMOY K[ MIN MMOY &M
MOYOE1|N €ETKATE €[ POY €TENTOY

1€ TITH|I'H MMOY N[ (DN@ TTOYOEIN
€TMH2| NRINEIKPINEC [MN T](IHTH
N[TE MENN]a €CZP MOOY [€ON]|2 €BOX
[NEHTC] NegemXOPH[TEl N]NalW[N

TH]POY MN NEYKOC[MOC] &Y &N [cMOo] T

NIM TEYPIKMN [ MMI|N FHMOY €qNAY
€POC &M MMOOY NO]YOEIN NKAGAPON
E€TKWTE €[ POY] YD TEYENNOIA ACP
0Y2MB" [ACOY]|MNQ EBOX' ACARE EPATC
Mneq[MTo] €BON" gM MEYNAMITHAONOC
N[oYO€1]N €TE NTOC M€ T AYNAMIC
e[Tmolon gaeH NNKa NIM" TEMPONOIA
[MOT]HPY €TP OYOEIN 2M MOYOEIN
N[OIKMD]|N M2 20PATOC’ T TENA
NAY[N2]MIC TBAPBHAON MAIMN €TXHK
[eBo]A “rieooY” €qt €00Y NaY" X€ €BOX

21[ TOOT](q 2COYWNY €BOX AYW act €00Y
[Naq] Teel Te TegoyelTe NENNOIA [Teq]

2IKMN

It is he who intelligizes himself in the
light that surrounds him, which is the
spring of living water, which is full

of purity, and the spring of the spirit
which poured forth living water from
within it. He was providing all the aeons
and their worlds, and in every likeness
he sees his own image (eikon) in the pure
light-water that surrounds him; and

his thought became an actuality; she
appeared; she stood before him in the
brilliance of his light. She is the power
(dunamis) that is before everything,

the Pronoia of the All, who shines in
the light of the invisible image (eikén),
the perfect power (dunamis), Barbelon,
the aeon that is perfected, the glory
giving glory to him, since she appeared
by means of him. And she gave glory to
him, she who is the Primordial Thought,

his image (eikon).

[C9] Eugnostos the Blessed, NHC 111 72.6—13 [see also parallels: Eugnostos NHC

v 2.22—27 and Wis. Jes. Chr. NHC 111 94.24—95.6; BG 84.17-85.9] (text and trans.

Parrott, CGL, slightly modified)

OYNTa( NNOYPLAEA MMIN MMOY NO€ aN
NTPLAEA NTANXITC H NTANNAY €POC
AAAA OY2LAES NAMMD T€ ECOYATB
NPOYO €NKa NIM' €CCATT €NITTTHPY"
€CNAY &1 C &/ NIM' €CEIDPE HMMOC 0YAAC
2ITOOTC MMIN MMOC

He has a form (idea) of his own, not like
the form we have received or seen, but
a strange form that greatly surpasses

all other things and transcends the
Universals. It looks to every side and sees
its own self by means of itself.
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[C10] Eugnostos the Blessed, NHC 111 74.20—75.9 [see also parallels: Eugnostos
NHC V 4.8—23 and Wis. Jes. Chr. NHC 111 98.22—99.10; BG 90.15—91.14; P.Oxy. 1081,
36—49] (text and trans. Parrott, CGL, slightly modified)

TIX0€IC MITTHPY KATa TAAHOEIA The Lord of the All according to
the truth is not called ‘Father’ but

‘Forefather. For the Father is the origin

M[eY]X.00C EPOY X€ €T A A
Tp[O] TP MEIWT rap TaPXH
M[75]METOYAN? [€BON] TIE” METMMAY of that which is manifest. For that one
rap m[a|nu[ap]X0C MIIPOTIATMP €YNAY is the in-originate Forefather. He sees
€POY MMIN FMOY Ngpal NeHT(" NOee himself within himself, as in a mirror,
NOYEIAA ' €AJOYMNE €BOA SM IMEYEINE having appeared in his likeness as Self—
Father, which is the Self—Generator,

and as Confronter, since he confronted

NAYTOMATP E€TEMNAI TIE MAYTOTENTDP
2YM NANTOIOC €M ANTOMITM

MIOPOONTOC NATENNHTOC Unbegotten Pre-Existent one.

[c11] TABLE 7 Forms of oywwg €BoX (and cognates) in the NHC and BG that refer to the
“appearance” or “manifestation” of a deity (rather than the revelation of
information)

v. intr.: “to manifest oneself”; “to

n.m., “appearance”;

appear”; “to emerge” “manifestation”
Ap. Jas. NHC 1,2 2.17;16.11
Gos. Truth NHC 1,3 18.5; 28.5, 8; 37.14; 38.4; 20.6, 23 30.24

Treat. Res. NHC 1,4
Tri. Trac. NHC 1,5

Apoc. John NHC 111,1

Apoc. John BG,2

48.8

69.22, 23; 89.15; 97.12; 114.34;
116.36;118.33;119.1; 131.12;
133.16

2.18;7.13,21; 8.9, 16, 23; 9.16,
21;10.8,12,18;13.3; 14.13;
37.20

21.3; 26.5; 27.9, 16; 28.8, 17;
29.3;30.5,12;31.7, 13; 33.2;
35.4; 36.20;

69.33;77-5; 89.1;
90.2; 91.27; 95.30;
114.11;116.4 (n.f);
117.16;126.3; 131.10

9.2;30.15

29.7; 60.8
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[c11] TABLE 7 Forms of oyawng €BoX (and cognates) in the NHC (cont.)

v. intr.: “to manifest oneself”; “to n.m., “appearance”;
appear”; “to emerge” “manifestation”

Apoc. John NHC 11,1 4.17, 28, 31; 5.3; 6.16, 21; 7.21; 5.1
8.32;9.28; 10.3; 14.29; 20.28;
22.36; 23.26; 24.10

Apoc. John NHC 1v,1 6.18;7.37,7;9.20,27; 11.17; 15.3;
23.8;32.1; 35.18; 36.19; 37.20

Gos. Thom. NHC 11,2 33.13, 21; 38.22; 42.1; 43.6; 47.28

Gos. Phil. NHC 11,3 53.7; 57-29, 30, 32, 33; 34; 35;
58.5;67.38; 82.15

Nature of the Rulers 87.13, 16, 32; 88.8; 93.25

NHC 11,4

Orig. World. NHC 11,5 98.17, 28; 99.1, 31; 100.5;
101.1; 108.1, 12, 30; 109.2, 10,
18;110.8;111.4, 6, 29; 113.28;
116.14; 117.29; 124.19, 22, 26,
27, 28; 125.24; 127.6

Bk. Thom. NHC 11,7 139.19; 142.14

Gos. Eg. NHC 111,2 50.25; 51.10; 56.26; 64.9

Gos. Eg. NHC 1V, *53.4; ¥54.22; 55.25; *56.12, *21; (*=woptmt oOYWN
58.8; 60.13, 18; 62.25; ¥63.5, *27; €BOX)
71.31

Eugnostos NHC V,1 4.18, 22, 29; 5.24; 6.15, 21; 7.3;

8.1,7,8,9,11, 13, 16, 32; 10.6,
15;11.8, 23, 30; 12.2, 16, 22, 27;
13.6, 20, 21, 25; 14.13, 18; 15.4,

6,8, 10,12, 14
Eugnostos | Wis. Jes. 75.1, 5,12; 76.23; 77.11, 15; 113.20
Chr. NHC 111,3 81.23; 82.9; 83.13, 16; 84.7, 12,

21; 85.2, 8, 20, 22; 86.1, 5, 18;
87.1, 13, 18, 20, 22;96.17; 98.25;
99.3, 6, 13; 100.19; 101.20;
103.11, 13, 14; 104.11; 106.17;
111.3;114.20,118.8
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[c11] TABLE 7 Forms of oyawng €BoX (and cognates) in the NHC (cont.)

v. intr.: “to manifest oneself”; “to

n.m., “appearance”;

appear”; “to emerge” “manifestation”
Wis. Jes. Chr. BG,3 87.11;88.13;91.1, 6, 8, 18; 92.8; 116.12
93.14; 94.8; 95.6; 97.12, 16; 98.1;
99.3;102.18; 105.5; 107.11;
108.7;109.2, 5,15; 110.14, 15;
111.8;112.6,11, 14, 16;113.1, 5,
7;119.18
Dial. Sav. NHC 111,5 136.12; 143.10
1 Apoc. Jas. NHC V,3 20.15;39.19; 41.14
Thunder NHC V1,2 15.34; 16.33, 35; 20.1
Authoritative 22.8, 10, 11; 25.31; 26.4, 13
Discourse NHC V1,3
Great Pow. NHC V1,4 36.10; 42.18, 20; 44.3, 27; 47.9
Asclepius NHC V1,8 71.27
Paraph. Shem NHC 1.25; 2.36; 3.28, 35; 4.1, 4, 12; 4.7;12.7; 30.7
VII,1 5.14; 6.7; 8.7, 22, 23; 9.22; 10.3, 9,
10; 12.12, 25, 37; 14.4, 8; 15.20;
16.6, 13, 36; 17.9, 16; 19.34;
22.21; 24.3, 14; 28.22, 34, 35;
29.7, 32;30.2, 5,9, 12, 13, 22, 28;
31.17; 33.7; 34-2; 35.21; 39.15,
24;41.2; 43.15; 47.33
Disc. Seth NHC VII,2 66.13; 69.7
Revelation of Peter 70.23; 71.9; 79.6, 8; 82.16; 84.2;
NHC VII,3
Teach. Silv. NHC V11,4 111.15,21;112.8, 15, 24;
Steles Seth NHC V11,5 119.10, 19, 20, 23, 24, 26; 123.10
Zost. NHC VIII,1 3.12;14.4, 9, 11; 23.8; 30.26; 10.6; 24.8
78.13; 81.24; 82.3, 5; 120.9;
127.13
Ep. Pet. Phil. NHC 134.10, 12; 135.12; 138.6; 140.16 137.19

VIII,2

Testim. Truth NHC
IX,3

Marsanes NHC X,1
Interpretation of
Knowledge NHC X1,1

72.26

4.4;6.21;7.27
12.18
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v. intr.: “to manifest oneself”; “to

appear”; “to emerge”

n.m., “appearance”;
“manifestation”

Val. Exp. NHC X1,2
Allogenes NHC X1,3

Gos. Truth NHC XII,2
Three Forms NHC
XI111,1%

24.19, 27, 34, 37

45.17; 53.16, 26, 32; 65.21; 66.32
* = OPTI NOY(MNZ €BOX

bold= ¥INTW@WOPTI NOYWNP €BOX
53-23

35.29; 36.22; 37.14; 38.17, 19;
39.8, 18, 21; 10.18; 42.4, 24; 43.5;
44.2; 45.21; 47.14, 16, 23; 49.16,
21; 50.6

23.33

59.27, ¥28; 60.35,
38,39;61.7,9, 30;
*63.14; 64.32

[c12] TABLE 8 Synopsis of Platonizing Sethian terms for faculty of transcendental
apprehension (Allogenes text Funk and Scopello, BCNH; Zostrianos text
Barry, Funk, and Poirier, BCNH)

Allogenes,
NHC XI

48.9-13

Allogenes,
NHC XI

48.32—38

Allogenes,
NHC XI

59.26—32

€MAH [OYMN]T aT 6aM Te
NTE NiIK[aTa 0]ya €Ta€
nTHPQ €T K[H 2]u [n]ma
€T X0CE ETENIOC" EMAYXI
A€ €BOX SITOOTC NOYWOPTT
NEeNN[O]1a°

2N ]a [e]logmne eyganxt
EWAYXI €BOX ¢N TWOPTT
MMNT '(ON@' MNOYENEPTIA
NAT TIPX’ OY2YTIOCTACIC NTE
T@OPTI NTE MOYa €T WOOT
ONTWC’

AYM EKMANX1 NOYDNP

€BOX NTE€ Tal’ €BOX SITO0Tq
NOY@OPIT NOYWN@ €BOA NT€
AT COYMNY' TTH €TEEW)MIIE
E€KWANEIME EPOY’ AP AT €IME
€poy’

Since it is impossible for the
individuals to comprehend

the Universal one that abides
in the place that is beyond
perfection, they apprehend
through a first thought.

[But] whenever they [sc. the
individuals (from line 10)]
apprehend, they participate

in the First Vitality and an
indivisible activity, a hypostasis
of the First (one) of the One
that truly exists.

And when you receive a
revelation of him by means

of a primary revelation of the
Unknowable—the one whom if
you should know him, ‘unknow’
him!
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[c12] TABLE 8 Synopsis of Platonizing Sethian terms (cont.)

Allogenes,
NHC XI
60.10-12
Allogenes,
NHC XI
60.37-61.1

Allogenes,
NHC XI
61.9-14

Allogenes,
NHC XI
61.28-32

Allogenes,
NHC XI
63.14-16
Allogenes,
NHC XI
64.8-14

Allogenes,
NHC XI
64.30—36

Zostrianos,
NHC VIII

20.11-14

aAAa €BOX SITN OYENNOIA

€ce NOYOEIN EKIM[€] €POY” api
AT'6IME EPOY°

2EIMOYP EBOX 2N OYDNP
€BOX" €BOX SITN OYMNT ‘WOPTI
NOYWNg [61] €BOA

MIAaT COYMNQ'

€BOX SITN OYMNT ‘@OpIT
N[OoY]mNg €BOX NTE MM@OPTI
NaT [cloywnq nay THPOY"
TINOYTE €T X0CE ETENIOC
AINAY €POY MIN TIAMT GOM
€T OOoTT NPHTOY THPOY"
aAAa& CIDTM €TBHHTY KaTa
©0€ €TEOYN GOM €BOX SITN
OYMNT '@OPIT NOYWN@ €BOA MN
OYMN@ €BOX’

€Y@OPIT NOYWN@ €BOA TE MN
OYTNCIC NTayg ENTOY OYaaYy
€T €IM€ €pOY’

AYM €BOX $ITOOTOY THPOY
€4epal N2HTQY THPOY
NTrN@CIC OYaac aN
NNATCOYWN]C] TH €T @oor
KaTaPOY’ aY[M] €42OTTI €BOX
SITOOTC NFM[NT 'JaT cOYWwNC
E€TNAY EPOY’

24P BAAE NCa NBOX MITIBAA
€T 20pPK KIMOY NTE€ MOYWMNZ
€BOA’ TIH €TEYPENEPT1 €POY

Tl €BOX ¢M MIYMNT GOM

NT€ TQOPIT NENNOIA NTE
TA2OPATON MITNa

€YNOYTE NEWWT M€ €YP APIT
NEIME €POY’ dYMD NEYEIME €POY
2N’ OYGOM T'ap €BOX MMOY

TIE MN OYE[1]WT €BOX M[MO]Y
Mayaaq’

But knowing him through a
luminous thought, ‘unknow’ him!

I was filled with a revelation by
means of a primary revelation of
the Unknowable.

By means of a primary
revelation of the First, the one
Unknowable to them all, the
god who is beyond perfection, I
saw him and the Triple-Powered
that exists within them all.
Hear about him according to
the way it is possible by means
of a primary revelation and a
revelation.

He is primary revelation and
knowledge of himself as it is he
alone who knows himself.

And through them all it is
within them all; the unknowable
knowledge that is proper to [the
Unknowable] is not unique;

it [the Unknowable] is also
conjoined by means of the
unknowingness that sees it.

He was blind apart from the eye
[or ‘spring’] of revelation that is
at rest, that which is activated
from the triple power of the First
Thought of the Invisible Spirit.

He is a divine father as ke is pre-
known, and he is not known; for

he is a power and a father from
himself.
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[c12] TABLE 8 Synopsis of Platonizing Sethian terms (cont.)

Zostrianos
NHC VIII

24.10-13

Zostrianos
NHC VIII
58.16—20

Zostrianos
NHC VIII
60.10-23
[fragmentary]

Zostrianos
NHC VIII
76.21-25

Zostrianos
NHC VIII
82.23-83.1

2Pal A€ &N FENNOIA Tal
€T@OOIT TNOY EN OYCIFH Ngpal
A€ &N TAOPIT NENNOIA" €TBE
MMM TGOM Na2OPATON MITNa

AYD MA[2OPa] TON MIINA
OYGOM [MYY]XIKON Y
NNOEP[ON M€] OYPEYEIME aYD
N[peq]p woprt” Nee:
[.cloTh [eploq 2+ 5 | +
3Jaayw [.].y[+ 6] Ngpaign
OYENNO[1a MN] oy@oprt’
NENNOI[a + 3] €TTLAH N OYGOM
aY[+ 3] NOYTENIOC TE" a[ANa]
@MWE EPOK €TaW)[€ 01D ]
€TBE 2WB NIM' YD [MN] NH
€TKNaCITM €[pooy] €BOA
SITN OYENN[O1a] NT€E NH
€T'X0CE €T[EA1]0C aYW MN
NeTKN[acOoY]DNOY &N OYYYXH
[NTe] miTenoc:

OYTNWCIC NTaY

€[q]woorm’ NCaBOX MMOY"

MN TH €T MOYQ)T MM[0]q
€qooM NRHTY" O[ Y]|ELAMAON
MN 0Y&1 [ KWN]
TKaTaNOHcCI[Cc T]e NTE
mioY[83][T]e eTpapTT
N[oor™

And by means of the thought
which now exists in silence

and within the First Thought
[one learns] about the Triple
Powered Invisible Spirit

And the Invisible Spirit is a
psychic and an intellectual
power, a knower and a
pre-knower.

...[hear] him [...] and [...] in

a [thought] and [in] a First
Thought [...] since [...] with
power [...] she is perfect [...] you
must be preached to concerning
everything, and [...] those to
whom you will listen, by means
of a thought of those beyond
perfect, and those which you
will know in the souls of the
perfect ones.

His knowledge exists outside

of him, with the one who
examines himself as he is within
himself, a reflection and an
[image]....

She is the comprehension
(katanoésis) of the god that
pre-exists
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Appendix D.! Passages from Porphyry, Vita Plotini concerning
Plotinus’s Education and His Interaction with the Gnostics

[D1] Porphyry, Vita Plotini 16.1-18 (text Armstrong, LCL)

Teydvaat € xat’ adTov Tév XplaTlaviv
Tl pev xal dANoL, alpeTiol O éx

T Tohads prhogogiag dvnypévol

ol tept AdéAqptov xait AxuAivoy ol Td
AeEdvdpou tod Aifuog xal Prhoxwpov
xal Anpoatpdrov xai Avdod cuyypdppata
TAELTTA XEXTHUEVOL ATTOXAADPELS TE
TPOPEPOVTES ZwpodaTpou xail ZwaTplovod
xait NucoBéov xat AMoyevods xat Mégaou
xatl 3wy ToloTwy TOANOUS EEnmdTmy xal
adTol fraTpévol, tg O Tod ITAdTwvog
elg 6 Bdbog Tig vonTiis odalag ob
meAdoavtog. “Ofev adtog uév oMo
ENéyyoug Totovpevog ev Tals auvouaialg,
Yedpag O wal BifAiov &mep « ITpdg Todg
I'voatieots » Emeypdapey, NV Ta
AotTd xpivew xaroahéAotey. Apétiog 8¢
dtxpt Tegoapdcovta BIBALwY TpoxeEYKE
TPOS TO Zwatplavod BiBAlov dvTiypdpwy.
Iopeiplog 3¢ €yw TPog T ZwpodaTeou
auyvoLg Temolnpat EAEYYOVS, GAws voBov
Te ol véov 0 BiAiov mopadenevig
TETAATYEVOV TE VIO TOV TV Alpeaty
cuoTnoapévey eig 88Eov tod elvat Tod
modatod Zwpodatpou ta Sdyparta, & avtol
elhovto mpeaPedely.

In his time, among the Christians, there
were on the one hand the multitudes, and
on the other hand, heretics (hairetikoi)
who departed from the ancient philosophy,
those around Adelphius and Aculinus,
who had acquired many treatises of
Alexander the Libyan and Philocomus
and Demostratus and Lydus, and who
proffered apocalypses of Zoroaster and
Zostrianos and Nikotheus and Allogenes
and Messos and others of the kind,
misleading many, and themselves misled,
that Plato had not attained to the depth

of intelligible substance. On this account
[Plotinus] made several refutations in the
meetings, and he wrote the book which
we inscribed Against the Gnostics; he left
it up to us to critique the rest. Amelius
went up to forty books writing against

the book of Zostrianos. 1, Porphyry, wrote
many refutations against that of Zoroaster,
proving the book to be entirely spurious
and recent, fabricated by constituents of
the sect to make it seem that the doctrines
which they had elected to venerate were
those of the ancient Zoroaster.

1 On the texts and translations presented here, see “Note on References and Abbreviations” at

the beginning of this book.
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[D2] Porphyry, Vita Plotini 3.1-35 (text Armstrong, LCL)

“A pévtol Ny adTdg dg’ Equtod €v Tarlg
SutAiag ToXAdnes Syetto, v TotadTa.
TTpoagoltdv uév ydp Tf TPoe® xalimep
elg ypoupatodidaoxdiov dmiéva
dixpts dySdov EToug 4o yevéoewg dvta
ot Tobg padods yuuvodvra Bnidewy
npobupeloaut- dxodaavta 8¢ mote

811 dnpdv ot maudiov, dmoayéaba
aidegbévta. Eixoatov 3¢ xal 8ySoov Etog
adToV dyovta dppijoat Eml prhogogioy
il Tolg TéTE ot ThY AeEdvdpeiay
ebdoxtpodat cuatabévTa xatiévat éx
TS dxpodaews adTAV xaTn@T) xal
AOTING AN Y], WG ol TWL TRV PiAwy
Smyeiobou & maayot- TOV 3¢ guVEVTa
adtod Thg Puxis 6 BodAnua dmevéyxat
mpds Appaviov, 00 pndénw meneiparo.
Tov 8¢ eloeAdbvra xal dxodoovta @dvat
TpdG TOV ETalpov- TodTov édYyTouv. Kal
ar’ éxetvng ThS Népag auvexds TG
Appwvie Tapapévovta Tosavtyy €5ty
&v @rhogopla xtoaabal, wg xat Tijg
mapd Toig TTépaatg émindevopévng
melpav Aafelv omedoat xal Thg T’
"Ivdoig xatopBoupuévyg. Fopdiavod

3¢ oD Bagiiéwg emil Todg [Tépaag
maptévat uéMovtog Sovg EquTov

T oTpaTomédw guVelaTiEL £Tog 1Y
TpLaxoaToV dywv xal Ewatov. "Evdexa
Yop BAwY ETAV TapapEvwY TG Appwvin
auveaybraae. Tod 3¢ Topdiavod mept
v Megomotapioy dvatpebévrog

UOALS QEVYWY eig THY AvTidyetoy
dreawdy). Kat PrAimmov v Bagtieloy
XPATTAVTOG TETTAUPANOVTA YEYOVAG

Nevertheless, many times during the
meetings he voluntarily conveyed the
following. Until he was eight years old,

he kept going back to his wet—nurse,
and—even though he was already going to
a grammar teacher—he wanted to suckle
and bared her breasts. Once he heard

that he was a mischievous little brat, he
was ashamed and desisted. In his twenty-
eighth year, he experienced an impulse
towards philosophy, and he obtained a
formal introduction to those who at that
time had the best reputation throughout
Alexandria. He came away from their
lectures so dejected and full of grief as
even to tell one of his friends what he had
experienced. The latter, comprehending
the wish of [Plotinus’s] soul, sent him to
Ammonius, whom he had not yet tried.
Having gone to him and heard him lecture,
Plotinus said to his friend, “This is what I
was seeking.” And staying continuously with
Ammonius from that day on, he acquired
such a training in philosophy as also to

be eager to try to acquire that which was
practiced by the Persians and that which was
proper among the Indians. As the Emperor
Gordian was intending to march against
the Persians, Plotinus volunteered himself
and accompanied the army while already in
his thirty-ninth year; for he had remained
studying with Ammonius for eleven whole
years. When Gordian was killed near
Mesopotamia, Plotinus barely escaped and
evacuated in safety to Antioch. And when
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[D2] Porphyry, Vita Plotini 3.1-35 (text Armstrong, LCL)

€ ig T)v Powpny dvetaw. "Epewview 8¢
xat 'Qpryévet xai MAwtive cuvbnxdv
YEYOVULAV undeV ExxaAOTTTEW TGV
Appwviov doyudtwy 8 31 év tals
dxpodioeaty adTolg dvexexdapto, Eueve
xai 6 ITAwTvog cUVGV UéV TIoL TGV
TPOTIEVTWY, THP®VY 3¢ dvéxmuaTa Ta
mapd T8 Appwviov déypuata. ‘Epevviov
3¢ mpdTov Tag guvBNxag TapaBdvTos,
"Qpryéwng pév Nxodovlel 1@ @ldaavtt
"Epewiw. "Eypale 3¢ 00dev Ay TO

« epl TGV Satpdvey » abyypappa

xai émt ToAvou « "OTtL uévog oty g

6 BaatAeds ». IMwtivog 3¢ diypt mév
ToMoD Ypdgwv 00dEY SieTéleaey, €x B¢
Ths Aupwviov cuvoualag TolobKeVos Tag
Srotptpag- xal obtwg SAwv ETév Séxa
Sietéheat, guvwy UV TLal, Ypdpwy 8¢
0038v.

Philip assumed power, having turned forty,
Plotinus came to Rome. Erennius, Origen,
and Plotinus had made an agreement not to
disclose any of the doctrines of Ammonius
which he had elucidated for them in the
lectures. Plotinus, too, stood firm; although
meeting with those who came to him, he
preserved the incommunicability of the
doctrines of Ammonius. Errenius was the
first to violate the agreement, while Origen
followed Errenius’s precedent; but he wrote
nothing except On the Daimones and, during
the reign of Gallienus, That the King is

the Only Creator. For a long time, Plotinus
persisted in writing nothing, but his class
lectures were created from his intercourse
with Ammonius, and thus he continued for
ten whole years, meeting with some people,
but writing nothing.
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Appendix E. Echoes of autophany of Enn. 1.6[1].9.15-25 in Najm
al-din al-Kubra

Najm al-din al-Kubra (1145-1220 CE), Fawa’il al-jamal wa-fawatih al-jalal

(The Blossoms of Beauty and the Perfumes of Majesty) §66, from H. Corbin, The Man
of Light in Iranian Sufism, N. Pearson trans. (New Lebanon, NY: Omega, 1994), 85
[cf. Appendix A3 supra]

[When the circle of the face has become pure] it effuses lights as a spring pours forth
its water so that the mystic has a sensory perception that these lights are gushing
forth to irradiate his face. This outpouring takes place between the two eyes and
between the eyebrows. Finally, it spreads to cover the whole face. At that moment,
before you, before your face, there is another Face also of light, irradiating lights;
while behind its diaphanous veil a sun becomes visible, seemingly animated by a
movement to and fro. In reality, this Face is your own face and this sun is the sun

of the Spirit that goes to and from in your body. Next, the whole of your person is
immersed in purity, and suddenly you are gazing at a person of light who is also
irradiating lights. The mystic has the sensory perception of this irradiation of lights
proceeding from the whole of his person. Often the veil falls and total reality of the
person is revealed, and with the whole of your body you perceive the whole. The
opening of the inner sight begins in the eyes, then in the face, then in the chest, then
in the entire body. This person of light before you is called in Sufi terminology the
suprasensory Guide. It is also called the suprasensory personal Master, or again the
suprasensory spiritual Scales.
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