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PREFACE 

R. Baine Harris

Although some twenty five scholars have been involved in its 
production, this book is primarily the result of the efforts of one person, 
the late Richard T. Wallis, of the Classics Department of the University 
of Oklahoma in Norman, Oklahoma. It was some time in the early 
spring of 1980 that I first suggested to him the idea of a major 
conference that would bring together authorities on Gnosticism and 
Neoplatonism from throughout the world for a serious discussion of the 
similarities, differences, and historical interrelation of the two. He 
readily accepted the challenge and spent most of his professional energy 
for the next four years of his life in making this possibility a reality. 

Early along the way, he was able to enlist the support of Professor 
John Catlin, chairman of the Classics Department and Professor 
Kenneth Merrill, then chairman of the Department of Philosophy of the 
University of Oklahoma. Working together they were able to arrange 
adequate financial support from a number of sources, including a large 
grant from the University of Oklahoma and a major grant from the 
National Endowment for the Humanities. Due to their efforts, the Sixth 
International Conference of the International Society for Neoplatonic 
Studies was held in the University of Oklahoma, March 18-21, 1984, and 
the conference was a great success. 

What sort of man was Richard T. Wallis, and what would cause 
him to give so much of his time and energy to what some would regard 
as an esoteric theme? A transplanted Englishman, he first came to the 
University of Oklahoma in August, 1970 to teach in the Department of 
Classics. The site was chosen partly for health reasons, since he had 
suffered for most of his adult life from a severe case of asthma, an 
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X PREFACE 

illness that eventually caused his death in 1985 at the early age of 43. 
His undergraduate education was in 1tinity College, Cambridge, where 
he obtained his B.A degree with First Class Honors in both parts of the 
Classical ltipos and as a result of his performance in Part II of the 
Tripos was awarded the Craven Research Studentship and Chancellor's 
Classical Medal. 

His graduate training was in Churchill College, Cambridge, where 
he received both his M.A and Ph.D. degrees, his dissertation for the 
latter being entitled •DIANOIA and PRONOIA from Plato to 
Plotinus.• In addition to his regular teaching schedule during his 
fourteen year tenure at Oklahoma, he published eight articles and 
nineteen book reviews, mainly in Classical Review and Classical World, 

and in 1972 produced a major book entitled Neoplatonism. The latter 
w:.is well received and an Italian translation of it was released in 1974. 
He was also invited to give special lectures in the University of 
California at Berkeley and the University of Manchester and was a 
i:harter member and served on the Advisory Committee of the 
International Society for NeoplatonicStudies, participating in its various 
international congresses. 

About his willingness to focus upon the relationship between 
Neoplatonism and Gnosticism we can only speculate; but we can 
conjecture that he was quite aware of the fact that the differences 
between Neoplatonism and Gnosticism are of more than antiquarian 
interest. The Gnostic notion of salvation through individual special 
revelation apart from faith is still with us both inside and outside of the 
main established religious traditions of Christianity, Buddhism, 
Hinduism, and Islam. Some of the issues debated by the Third and 
Fourth Century Neoplatonists and Gnostics, namely, whether higher 
knowledge emerges from a foundation of reason or can occur apart from 
reason, whether nature and man can be regarded as a lower form of a 
higher reality and thus essentially good or must be taken to be 
essentially evil, and whether evil can or cannot be reconciled with divine 
providence are issues that still must be dealt with in any contemporary 
religious philosophy. As WJl!is himself once wrote, •the debate 
between Plotinus and the Gnostics ... involves movements that left a 
permanent mark on Christian theology, and thus on Western thought 
as a whole, while, more generally, it raises the perennial problems of 
reconciling evil with divine providence and of the perspective roles of 
reason and revelation in religion." (See p. 7 below.) 

After his untimely death in April, 1985, the task of editing the 
conference papers, including arranging for translation of some of them, 
was assumed by one of the participants of the congress, Professor Jay 
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Bregman of the Department of History of the University of Maine at 
Orono, a task that required most of his time for most of a summer as 
well as additional time throughout the next year. He also continued and 
elaborated Wallis' unfinished introduction included in this volume. 

In addition to those already mentioned, five other persons, John 
Anton, AH. Armstrong, John Dillon, Peter Manchester, and Leo 
Sweeney were especially helpful in giving advice concerning the 
formation of the congress. Special thanks go to Leo Sweeney, SJ. of 
Loyola University in Chicago for his considerable contribution. Finally, 
Elaine Dawson of the Old Dominion University Arts and Letters Office 
of Research Services, is to be commended for her excellent work and 
dedication in preparing the camera-ready manuscript, including the text 
of the Greek passages. 

Old Dominion University 
September, 1990 





INTRODUCTION 

Part I - by Richard T. Wallis 

Of the two movements whose relations form the subject of the title 
of this book, "Neoplatonism• denotes the religiously toned synthesis 
of Plato's thought inaugurated in the third century AD. by Plotinus and 
continuing in its pagan form down to the sixth century AD. The school 
thus formed the dominant philosophical movement of the later Roman 
Empire, and was extremely influential on Medieval Christian and 
Moslem thought and mysticism, on many later European thinkers down 
to the present day, and on such movements as Renaissance art and 
Romantic poetry. For our purposes the term will be largely confined to 
the ancient pagan Neoplatonists, but attention will also be given to their 
immediate forerunners, the so-called "Middle Platonists," of whom 
Plutarch and Apuleius are the best known. "Gnosticism," as known 
until recently, comprised for the most part a number of otherworldly 
theological systems maintained by early Christian heretics, claiming 
salvation through •gnosis" (knowledge) rather than faith, and chiefly 
known through the criticisms of the orthodox. Outside the church, but 
with many affinities to Gnosticism, was Manichaeism, the dualistic 
religion founded by Mani in Iran in the third century AD., while from 
a slightly earlier date such documents as the Hemzetica (revelations 
composed in Greek and attributed to the Egyptian Hermes 
lrismegistus) and the Chaldean Oracles, which some later Neoplatonists 
regarded as equal to Plato in importance, formed a bridge between 
Middle Platonism and Gnosticism. Plotinus, however, bitterly attacked 
the Gnostics, especially in his polemical treatise Enneads II. 9, on two 
fundamental grounds. First, Gnostics despise both the sensible world 
and its creator, whereas Platonists recognize its relative importance as 
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2 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

a divinely-produced imitation of an ideal model. Second, while Gnostics 
agree with Platonists on many points, owing, Plotinus charges, lo 
borrowings from Plato, they abuse him and the other ancient 
philosophers and seek knowledge through divine revelation, instead of 
giving a reasoned account of their beliefs. 

The debate between Plotinus and the Gnostics is thus of far more 
than academic interest; historically, it involves movements that left a 
permanent mark on Christian theology, and thus on Western thought 
as a whole, while, more generally, it raises the perennial problems of 
reconciling evil with divine providence and of the respective roles of 
reason and revelation in religion. Its study has, however, been hindered 
until recently by lack of original Gnostic writings, the main exceptions 
being a few short texts quoted by the Church Fathers and some (mostly 
late) works translated from Greek into Coptic, the native Egyptian 
language.1 Our picture has, however, been revolutionized by the 
discovery in late 1945 of a Coptic Gnostic library at Nag Hammadi in 
Upper Egypt. Scholarly and political jealousies unfortunately kept most 
of the library unavailable to all but a few specialists until the late 1970's, 
when a complete English translation was published.2 Editions, with 
translations and explanatory notes, of all the texts in the library are also 
in process of publication.3 

Though collected by Christians, apparently in the late fourth 
century AD., the library includes translations of some texts composed 
at least two centuries earlier and, while containing many Christian 
works, shows Gnosticism as a phenomenon extending far beyond 
Christianity. What particularly concerns us is that several texts, both 
Christian and non-Christian, show strong Platonic influence; most 
important, the non-Christian works include two, Zostrianos (VIIl.1) and 
Allogenes (Xl.3), which on literary and doctrinal grounds are almost 
certainly identical with those named by Plotinus's pupil Porphyry in 
Chapter 16 of his biography of his master as having been used by the 
latter's opponents.4 Tho further non-Christian texts, the Three Ste/es 
of Seth (Vll.5) and Marsanes (X.l), bear strong doctrinal resemblances 
to these. Despite the regrettable fact that Zostrianos and Marsanes, 
originally among the longest works in the library, are now among the 
most mutilated, their importance for the study of Ncoplatonism remains 
considerable. That the subject has so far received little attention has 
been due, first, to the rarity of scholars at home in both disciplines and, 
second, to the concentration by most Nag Hammadi scholars on the 
light thrown by the new discoveries on the origin of Gnosticism and its 
relation to Christianity. The most important conference on the texts to 
date, held at Yale early in 1978, was largely concerned with these 
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questions and with identifying the Gnostic sects who produced the 
writings.5 A further conference on Gnosticism and Christianity will be 
held at Southwest Missouri State University in March 1983; the same 
topic has been the focus of two recent English-language studies, Elaine 
Pagels' The Gnostic Gospels' and Pheme Perkins' The Gnostic 
Dialogue.1 The papers presented at Yale on the relation of Gnosticism 
to Platonism, by contrast, dealt mainly with general topics, largely 
because Neoplatonic scholars as yet lacked access to most of the new 
materials. 

It was, in fact, scholars on the Gnostic side who first began to 
clarify the picture. Jan Zandee saw strong resemblances between 
Plotinus and the so-called •Tripartite Tractate• from Nag Hammadi, 
with its relatively favorable view of the cosmos' creator.8 Of even 
greater importance was the demonstration by M. Thrdieu, J.M. 
Robinson and others9 that the Neoplatonic triad Being-Life-Intellect, 
which P. Hadot had long ago argued to be pre-Plotinian,10 was fully 
formulated in theZostrianos-Allogenes group of texts. Birger A Pearson 
has similarly shown strong Platonic influence on Marsanes, leading to 
a more optimistic world-view.11 

That Plotinus was right in seeing strong Platonic tendencies in 
Gnosticism, despite the latter's basically mythological structure, has long 
been recognized. The new texts, however, re-open the much more 
controversial question whether Neoplatonism received substantial 
Gnostic influence, 12 or whether resemblances like those just noted are 
merely parallels deriving from a common Platonic tradition. Even if the 
latter answer is correct, did Plotinus and his successors modify their 
system to eliminate Gnostic tendencies? And was the opposition 
between the two systems (both of which admitted considerable internal 
divergences) really as sharp as Plotinus claimed? Another long-debated 
point posed anew by the Nag Hammadi texts is whether, as Porphyry 
seems to state,13 Plotinus's opponents were Christians and, if so, 
whether they should be identified with followers of the second-century 
heretic Valentinus.14 The Zostrianos-Allogenes group of texts is without 
obvious Christian influence; furthermore, it belongs to an older Gnostic 
sect (or perhaps two closely related sects), the Sethians (self-proclaimed 
followers of Adam's son Seth) or Barbelo-Gnostics (devotees ofBarbelo, 
goddess of Wisdom). On the other hand, the Sethian Nag Hammadi 
texts include both Christian and non-Christian works,15 while the 
library itself shows that Christians sympathetic to Gnosticism could use 
and revere pagan works, and confirms, what we kne":' already, that 
Gnostic sects borrowed freely from one another. Hence these questions 
also must remain open. 
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Part II - by J. Bregman 

In recent decades there has been considerable interest in the study 
of Gnosticism, in literary as well as scholarly circles. A widespread 
revival of interest in mysticism, Oriental philosophy and the forms of 
religious experience occurred in the 1960s. The revival included 
spiritual options that could be described as •gnostic.• For example, 
the psychologist C.G. Jung and novelist Hermann Hesse have been 
considered •modern gnostics.• Universities offered more courses in 
Comparative Religion as scholarly work on the Gnostic problem (aided 
by the Nag-Hammadi discoveries) became a priority among historians 
of religion. 

The reasons for this are perhaps not far to seek. Like Late 
Antiquity and the later Middle Ages, our own age is one of basic 
transformation and re-orientation. In such ages groups often emerge 
that can be generally characterized as •gnostic• in outlook. This has 
been well known and much discussed for some time. Today 
•gnosticism• seems to be a viable religious possibility both within and
without contemporary Christianity; therefore some contemporary
theological discussions will probably follow a pattern analogous (perhaps
somewhat distantly analogous) to the ancient debates between Plotinus
and the Gnostics and to other Platonic-Gnostic questions raised herein.

Serious scholarly and philosophical interest in Gnosticism has 
arisen in large part because of philosophers and historians such as Hans 
Jonas, who did much to determine the agenda and to act as guides for 
recent generations of students of religion and philosophy. That Jonas' 
work, the Gnostic Religion, has stood the test of time in light of recent 
discoveries is evidence of the profundity of his thought and insight. 

The papers in this volume discuss in detail the similarities, 
differences and possible mutual influences between two movements of 
great significance for the development of Christian theology and later 
Western thought. Of central - but by no means exclusive - importance 
is the anti-Gnostic polemic composed by Plotinus, and the recently 
published Gnostic texts discovered, in Coptic translation, at Nag­
Hammadi in Egypt. Many of these show strong Platonic influence, and 
some are almost certainly among the works used by Plotinus's Gnostic 
opponents. While volumes on the Nag Hammadi discoveries have been 
published or are being planned, their emphasis has been on the texts' 
relevance to the origin of Gnosticism and its relation to early 
Christianity. The present volume, the first to concentrate on 
Gnosticism's philosophical implications, by contrast brings together 
Neoplatonic scholars and experts working on the new Gnostic materials 
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and considers both specialized problems of historical scholarship and the 
relevance of the Neoplatonic-Gnostic debate to important contemporary 
religious issues. No book or conference so far produced or planned has 
taken the philosophical implications of the new Gnostic texts or their 
relation to the dominant philosophy of the time as its ther.ne. Detailed 
discussion to date has in fact been confined to individual topics, 
presented in short articles or monographs. This conference volume thus 
attempts to meet the perceived need to bring together a body of 
scholars, some more versed in Gnosticism, others in Neoplatonism, to 
consolidate and advance the valuable discussions so far provided on 
these and other relevant questions. We hope that the articles herein 
have to some extent accomplished this important task. 

The International Conference on Neoplatonism and Gnosticism, 
was held at the University of Oklahoma, March 18-21, 1984. At the 
opening ceremonies, R.T. Wallis welcomed the international group of 
participants and appropriately quoted John Dillon's literary 
characterization of Middle Platonism: "It seems fated to remain in the 
position of those tedious tracts of the Mid-Western United States 
through which one passes with all possible haste, in order to reach the 
excitements of one coast or the other. In Platonism likewise, one tends 
to move all too hastily from Plato to Plotinus ... • He then briefly 
spoke about the special significance of the study of Neoplatonism and 
Gnosticism for our understanding of ancient Christian as well as 
contemporary religious and philosophical thought. Continuing the 
welcoming remarks in a similar spirit, Professor R. Baine Harris 
presented Professor Hans Jonas with a special award from the 
International Society for Neoplatonic Studies, for his pioneering work 
on Gnosticism, its relation to the "spatantiker Geist," and its modern 
spiritual significance. A cordial reception followed in honor of 
Professor Jonas. 

The conference began the next morning and remained consistently 
excellent for over three days. In addition to those who read papers at 
plenary sessions several papers not on the theme of the conference were 
read at sessions on "Ncoplatonism and Nature• and "Studies in 
Neoplatonism.• The plenary sessions were well attended and the 
subsequent discussions were stimulating and interesting. Often 
Professor Jonas, himself, would be available to discuss questions 
concerning the relationship of his work to recent studies in Gnosticism 
and Neoplatonism. Also present were students and scholars residing in 
Argentina, Canada, England, France, India, Ireland and the United 
States. Some important thinkers participated vigorously in discussions 
formal and informal although they did not all present papers, among 
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them John Rist, L.G. Westerink, Kurt Rudolph and many others. 
Perhaps it is not too strong an assertion to say that this conference's 
participants actually resolved some controversial scholarly issues. One 
example immediately comes to mind: late in the morning of the second 
day, after John D. Turner presented his paper there was a lively 
discussion about the historicity of the Gnostic authors and •schools" 
listed by Porphyry in his "Life of Plotinus,• ch. 16 (including 
Zoroaster, Zostrianus, Nicotheus, Allogenes, Messus and others). R.T. 
Wallis interrupted and asked whether anyone present objected to 
considering it now an historically established fact that the Gnostic and 
Valentinian authors mentioned by Porphyry were the same as those 
whose •signed" works were found at Nag Hammadi. The group 
agreed: an informal plenary decision was now a "fact." 

The late John N. Findlay's beautiful keynote address "My 
Philosophical Development: Neoplatonic and Otherwise," 
complemented the proceedings. In the course of his presentation 
Findlay described his youthful interest in "Theosophical-gnosticism" 
whose cosmology has many things in common with Neoplatonism, and, 
with some modifications, to Christian Neoplatonism and to Gnosticism. 
His involvement with the Enneads of Plotinus, at first in Creuzer's 
Greek text and his conviction that "the descriptions of the intelligible 
world that are elaborated by Plotinus in his tract on Intelligible Beauty 
certainly ought to be true: they tell us how things ought to be and 
appear, if the sort of value-determined cosmos, in which we can't help 
having some rational faith really exists at all." Several of his remarks 
on the theme of the conference were both humorous and seriously 
philosophical: 

Since, however, this is a conference devoted to Neoplatonism and 
Gnosticism, I shall end this discourse by saying something about their 
influence on my thought. Gnosticism I studied rather superficially in my 
early twenties in South Africa and in Oxford, chiefly from a book by a man 
called G.R.S. Mead, and entitled Fragments of a Faith Forgo/ten. It was 
actually quite a useful book. You will perhaps be amused to hear that I 
wrote a poem at Oxford in which I was supposedly tackled by lhc University 
Police, because I was walking the streets late at night with a lady whom they 
thought to be a disreputable street-walker. I did 001 in fact indulge in such 
street-walking, except in poems. I was asked to give my name and college, 
answered that in so far as I was anyone definite I was Simon Magus, and 
that the lady at my side was none other than Sophia, the Divine Wisdom, 
who had descended from her high estate among the Aeons, having desired 
to see a reflection of her face in the mirror of Matter and Humanity. 
Gnosticism and N eopla1onism meant something to me in those days, and 
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when I had finished with Greats I embarked on a study of Ncoplatonism . 
. . . I may, however, end by saying that I accept the view of Plotinus and 
Proclus of an absolute Unity at the center of Being, which has, however, to 
go forth from itself as part of fully reverting to itself in a living and 
significant manner ... 

Findlay's remarks received a long and warm round of applause at 
the end of the second day of the conference. 

At the close of the convention, there was a general discussion of 
the scholarly import of questions raised and issues resolved as well as 
those still open to investigation. Richard T. Wallis made some 
concluding remarks and thanked all of the participants for their 
attendance and contribution. He received a sustained standing ovation 
from all present. His tragic loss is perhaps even more poignant to those 
of us who had some idea of how much he knew and had not yet even 
begun to publish. 

I would like to thank the following people for their assistance in 
the difficult task of completing the editing of the volume under less than 
ideal circumstances. Professor R. Baine Harris for his availability and 
helpful suggestions. Professor Kenneth Merrill for sending me all the 
necessary materials and making several helpful suggestions; Professor 
Peter Manchester whose editorial experience and willingness to help 
with crucial decisions have been invaluable; Professor Raoul Mortley for 
facilitating and checking the translations from French during his stay at 
the CNRS in Paris; Professor John Dillon for some timely editorial help 
and advice. To all of the contributors whose papers were carefully 
written and manageable and to Nancy Ogle and Carol Rickards for 
typing help; finally to Professor C. Stewart Doty, Associate Dean 
Raymie McKerrow and Dean Michael Gemigniani of the University of 
Maine for a timely financial subsidy to complete the volume. To James 
Breece, Jason Thompson, Stuart Marrs and George Markowsky for 
invaluable help with computers. 

Orono, Maine, May Torm, 1989 

NOTES 
1. The best account of Gnosticism as known before the publication of most of

the next texts was Hans Jonas' The Gnostic Religion (Boston 1958); the
second edition, published in 1963, contains a preliminary survey of the new
discoveries.

2. The Nag Hammadi Library in English, ed. James M. Robinson, New York,
1977.

3. 11ie Coptic Gnostic Library, 11 vols. projected, Leiden 1975-.
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4. For Zostrianos see J. Sieber, •An Introduction to the Tractate Zostrianos
from Nag Hammadi," Novum Testamentum 15(1973): 223-240.

5. Proceedings published as The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, 2 vols., Leiden
1981.

6. New York 1979.
7. New York 1980.
8. The Tenninology of Plotinus and Some Gnostic Writings, mainly the Fourth

Treatise of the Jung Codex (Istanbul 1%1). (The treatise in question has
now been renumbered 1.5).

9. M. Tardieu, "Les Trois Steles de Seth; un ecrit Gnostique retrouvt a Nag
Hammadi," RSPhTh 57 (1973): 545-575; James M. Robinson, •The Three
Steles of Seth and the Gnostics of Plotinus,• Proc. of the International
Conference on Gnosticism, 1973 (Stockholm 1977): 132-142; John D.
Turner, "The Gnostic Threefold Path to Enlightenment," Novum
Testamentwn 22 (1980): 324-351.

10. Entretiens Hardt V, "Les Sources de Plotin," Vandoeuvres-Geneva 1960,
pp. 107 ff., with the ensuing discussion.

11. "The Tractate Marsanes and the Platonic Tradition• in B. Aland (ed.)
Gnosis: Festschrift fur Hans Jonas, Gottingen 1978; a further article,
"Gnosticism and Platonism with special reference to Marsanes• will appear
shortly.

12. A view most strongly urged in Hans Jonas' Gnosis and Spatantiker Geist (2
vols. published out of 3, Gottingen 1939 and 1954).

13. Cf. H.-Ch. Puech, Entretiens Hardt V, "Les Sources de Plotin"
(Vandoeuvres-Geneva 1960), pp. 159ff. with the ensuing discussion.

14. These views have recently been restated by J. Igal, "The Gnostics and the
'Ancient Philosophy' in Porphyry and Plotinus• in Neoplatonism and Early
Christianity; Essays in Honor of A.H. Annstrong (London 1981) and F.G.
Bazan, Plotino y la Gnosis (Buenos Aires 1981) and •Tres Decadas de
Estudios Plotinianos,• Sapientia 13 (1980): 292ff.

15. The best-known Christian Sethian text, the Apocryphon of John, is also the
best-preserved of all Gnostic works, being preserved in two copies of a
longer version at Nag Hammadi (NHL. II. l and IV.1) and two of a shorter
version (ibid. III.1 and in the Berlin papyrus BG 8502.2). The longer
version refers to a "book of Zoroaster• (NHL.II.1.18), which may be the
work of that name mentioned by Porphyry as used by Plotinus's opponents.



Theourgia - Demiourgia: 
A Controversial Issue in Hellenistic 

Thought and Religion 

John P. Anton 

Introduction 

The celebrated quarrel between philosophy and poetry Plato 
dramatized in Republic, X. has been the frequent topic of discussion and 
generated an enormous body of literature, philosophical and otherwise. 
What has not engaged much attention is the historical side of the 
quarrel, if this opposition of cultural determinants is taken seriously, to 
find out which of the two was declared the winner. We may recall at 
this point that prior to the emergence of classical philosophy in the fifth 
and fourth centuries in Athens as a serious contender for the position 
of command, another important art, that of rhetoric, appeared on the 
scene to make its claim as the proper arbiter of educational values. 
Thus, the issue of institutional primacy involved three, not two 

. contenders. When Plato juxtaposed philosophy and poetry, he was 
probably convinced that rhetoric had fallen behind as a negligible 
opponent second to both poetry and philosophy. His sustained 
criticisms had done much to discredit the contention formulated in the 
Protagoras, where Protagoras declares: • ... I acknowledge myself to be 
a Sophist and instructor of mankind. •1 

Though Plato defended the rights of philosophy to serve as the 
educator of man, he did not decide the actual outcome of the 
confrontation or its development. In retrospect neither opponent 
carried the day or determined the direction of the political and cultural 

9 
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institutions for the centuries that followed. The arts did their part, but 
so did rhetoric and philosophy. Each of the arts played its special role 
in the drama of the cultural destiny of the Hellenic tradition, and so did 
religion, especially after the demise of the city state and the 
consolidation of the Pax Romana. But in the minds of the cultural elite, 
it hecame obvious that without philosophy and a certain sensitivity 
toward the arts, and poetry in particular, paideia could not claim 
respectable credentials. It is therefore, not an idle question to ask what 
became of Plato's celebrated theory of the quarrel between poetry and 
philosophy, each seeking to hold the exclusive rights to state the ideals 
of the education of man and thus set the parameters for individual and 
collective well being. Probably the safest answer would be to say that 
Plato bequeathed a view of art that called for the justification of art in 
a philosophy of life and a theoretical vision of reality. Part of that 
vision was the view that the artist is an imitator of the divine demiurge. 
However, Plato's conception of the divine craftsman as creator had little 
if any relevance to religious practices outside the spiritual confines of 
Greece. Centuries after Plato's time, when the idea of the demiurge 
came up for serious reconsideration and reconstruction, the Timaeus 
took on a significance and seriousness that would have surprised Plato 
to see how much religious intent was generously supplied to the 
Platonic account of the making of the world. Evidently the idea of the 
demiurge was not accepted in its original Platonic setting, and so it was 
with the conception of the arts which the attendant philosophy of 
creativity, its scope, functions and ends, meant to support. 

The recasting of the idea of Plato's demiurge signaled the 
emergence of a new opponent to philosophy: religion. The main issues 
that were destined to shape the new quarrel began to exhibit their 
delineation when the social and political conditions of the Hellenistic 
world brought about a shifting of loyalties and the introduction of 
different styles in personal conduct, especially the increasing dependence 
for individual security on the appeal for divine aid from a transcendent 
source. The trend became a widespread movement and it gained 
unprecedented momentum during the middle and later Hellenistic 
periods, which by way of contrast with what was obviously a Greco­
Roman way of life, signaled the reorientalization of values and attitudes. 
One of the most important concepts in philosophy that became subject 
to reorientalization was Plato's conception of the demiurge. The 
correlative conception of the role of art was not only suitably modified 
but more importantly, superannuated. In the eyes of the faithful 
followers of the spreading religions the mission of the arts to adorn the 
world of man in this sensible reality no longer constituted a function of 
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the highest order. Another art was slowly winning the hearts of the 
followers of the emerging religious cults, whose function was 
fundamentally one of providing assistance to attain God's ends by means 
of performing divine works. The demiurgic artist of the classical era was 
gradually replaced by the theurgic artist of religion: the priests as 
masters of the hieratic arts (hieratikai technai). 

To be sure, the demiurgic artists did not disappear; they simply 
took a back seat to the emerging rivals and eventually learned to receive 
their assigned role from a reorganization of the arts on the basis of 
spiritual service. The reassignment of the place of the classical 
tradition, including the defense of its relevance when the issues called 
for the appraisal of a particular art, as in the case of tragedy, was a 
direct consequence of the triumph of the hyperkosmia over the 
enkosmia. As it turned out, there was more to the implications of 
Plato's expression epekeina ti!s ousias than Plato ever suspected. 

The Setting of the Problem 

According to the Timaeus, the demiurge's vision of the Forms 
compelled him to mold a universe, a kosmos, out of the available 
materials. It is reasonable to assume at this point that Plato meant this 
conception of the activity of the Divine Craftsman to serve as the model 
for human creativity and artistic work. The human artist, including the 
poet, performs best when he becomes a conscious imitator of the 
creativity of this God. But even so, the artist cannot compete with the 
philosopher in the pursuit and disclosure of truth; the poet relics on 
inspiration, not dialectic. 

Aristotle's system found no place for a demiurge. Neither the 
Unmoved Mover nor Thought-Thinking-Itself qualifies for this cosmic 
role. As for the controversy between poetry and philosophy, the issue 
loses its intensity once the inalienable connection between art and 
reason is allowed to surface in full. Art, as good art, according to 
Aristotle, completes the possibilities of the processes of nature, and in 
its own way exhibits unmistakably the universal in the particular. When 
poetry - good poetry or art with reason - does this well, it manifests 
its ability to be more philosophical than history. Admittedly, poetry 
does not function the same way as philosophy does, since they differ in 
method and purpose, yet its distinctness does not negate its 
philosophical aspect. Therefore, the quarrel Plato discussed in Republic, 
Bk. X (595a-608b) need not have been assigned so prominent a place in 
the quest for educational standards. 
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Working within the Platonic tradition and extending it to solve new 
cultural problems, Plotinus struck a strange non-Platonic note when he 
disallowed the principle of symmetry from serving as a criterion of the 
beautiful in the sensible world. The irrelevance of the criterion of 
symmetry to beauty in the suprasensible world presents no special 
problems, but its denial in the sensible realm is not without difficulties. 
The ideal of the epistrophe, the end of the philosopher's nostos, 
demanded of art the same obedience to the pursuit of the unitary vision 
as it did of all ethical conduct. As if to make things more cumbersome 
for the artist, Plotinus regarded the man of the Muses least qualified to 
master the supreme art of dialectic, especially when compared to the 
kindred souls of the lover and the philosopher. The artist is condemned 
never to see his medium receive fully the superior visions of his 
intellectual imagination, for it is a principle of reality that the effect be 
inferior to the cause. Thus the artist is caught in the snares of two 
difficulties: the downward process confronts him with the resistance of 
the inferior medium, while the upward quest poses such rational 
demands for the mastery of dialectic that the dominant quality of his 
soul qua artist prevents him from dwelling in the level of dianoia. 

There is hardly any evidence to support the view that the artist in 
the late Hellenistic period, including the poet, occupied the elevated 
position he did in classical times. Neither the Stoics nor the Epicureans 
had any interest in arguing in favor of the arts as culturai paragons. It 
is to Plotinus's credit that he formulated an aesthetic theory by drawing 
out the consequences of Plato's idealism. However, missing from 
Plotinus's re-assessment of Plato's approach was the political context of 
the criticism of the arts. With that gone, and with the demise of the 
classical polis, there seemed little reason to raise the issue of the 
relevance of the quarrel between philosophy and poetry. The place of 
the artist as demiurge, as performer and revealer of cosmic beauty, was 
gradually taken over by the theurgist, as performer of divine works. In 
a way, Plotinus correctly saw that the new quarrel was going to be 
between philosophy and a different opponent, theurgy, mainly 
understood as the theurgy of the Gnostics. What made the new 
challenger respectable was the radical changes the idea of the 
demiourgos had undergone in the hands of the middle Platonists long 
after the days Plato had told the story about the Divine Craftsman. 
With the process of the replacement completed, and to which 
philosophical speculation contributed rather generously, the rise of 
theourgi.a followed with inexorable logic. Eventually the new art found 
in Proclus its most eloquent theoretical defender. 

In the development of the complex movement of Neoplatonism we 
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see two traditions, each working out its own relatively independent 
method to attain union with the One: the theoretic way and the 
theurgic way. They reflect distinct modes of conceiving the nature of 
the demiurge, what the demiurgic principle does, how it works and 
whether it is numerically one or many. What is of importance in this 
connection is the fact that during the middle and late Hellenistic periods 
the shift in the conception of the concerns and nature of the demiurgic 
act contributed largely to a significant rearrangement of the arts in the 
spectrum of human conduct. As the movement progressed, Plato's views 
on the rivalry between poetry and philosophy became increasingly 
obsolescent. The fate of the classical city-state had already been decided 
by factors that did not include philosophy or poetry. Whatever 
philosophical appeal Plato's Demiurge retained, its attractiveness as the 
prototype for creativity in the arts and civic craftsmanship was 
practically gone. Eventually, it took on the significance of a principle 
in the ontology of a soteriological conception of reality and was assign cu 
a different value in the pursuit of the spiritual life. This transformation 
of the role of the demiurge made possible certain evaluations that 
contributed largely to the eventual elevation of the theurgic man over 
the theoretical and dialectical thinker. It was a cultural change that 
brought into prominence the ancient priestly arts to serve the post­
classical quest of the life of salvation. 

The question should be raised whether in the dev¢1opment of 
Neoplatonism the dialectical analysis of the nature and place of the 
demiurge in a theory of hypostases, joined as it was to a salvational end, 
made inevitable the relegation of the theoretic function to a seconuary 
place and hence whether it inadvertently adumbrated the rise of theurgic 
performances to a superior position. 

The expression •theourgia-di!miourgia• in the title of this paper is 
not meant to imply that performing theurgic works reduces the 
significance of the concept of the demiurge. Rather, it is intended 10 
draw attention to the consequences that attended the separation of the 
concept of the demiurge from its initial classical setting where it was 
intimately tied to artistic work. It was also meant to suggest why the 
role of the demiurgic act, once recast to suit the encroaching demands 
of a new art, it helped to promote an attitude that rendered the 
speculative function of reason inept for the pursuit of salvation. 
Therefore, it is not an accident that eventually theurgy was to be 
preferred over both art and philosophy and also defended as being both 
a superior art and powerful method. This reversal of roles, in no small 
measure aided and abetted by concessions which were made by 
philosophers in certain cases, was quickened to a greater extent by the 
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rise and expansion of the Gnostic movement. It was the Gnostics who 
had openly given primacy to magic, evocation, purifications, accepted 
the study of the Chaldaean Oracles, and believed in the saving power of 
a secret type of hyper-cosmic knowledge and the efficacy of the hieratic 
arts. The most surprising development in Neoplatonism occurred when 
certain followers not only came to share the Gnostic concern for theurgy 
but also advocated its use. Olympiodorus, in his Commentary on the 
Phaedo, stated the issue with admirable succinctness: 

... Some put philosophy first, as Porphyry, Plotinus, etc., others the priestly 
art (hieratiki!n), as Iamblichus, Syrianus, Proclus and all the priestly school.2 

Olympiodorus appears to have recognized two stages in the 
development of the Neoplatonic attitude towards theurgy. During the 
first stage, there was a strong tendency to conceptualize the demiurgic 
principle in ways that would make it suitable to the dialectical 
explorations of a hypostatic ontology.3 This is particularly true of 
Plotinus. It was during the second stage, starting with Iamblichus, when 
the idea of the demiurge was remythologized and brought closer to the 
theological mode of philosophizing that sought to utilize elements from 
the theurgic tradition of Gnosticism. Proclus, who came at the end of 
this stage, proved to be the great theoretician of theurgy.4 

A Note on Gnostic Theurgy 

Discussion on the aims and components of the complex movement 
known as Gnosticism falls outside the scope of this paper. For the 
purpose of identifying its contribution to the rise of the hieratic art of 
theurgy, it will be sufficient to refer to the main features of Gnosticism 
and glance quickly at the diverse views it held as regards the nature of 
the demiurge. Unlike Stoicism or Neoplatonism, that relied on the 
power of the intellect, the Gnostic movement exploited the powerful 
appeal the diverse mystery religions exert especially through the use of 
ritual and drama. However, this alone does not explain its popularity; 
much of its attractiveness, particularly at a time when theology had not 
yet reached its philosophical prime, was due to the promise of salvation 
and immortality.5 These were values that could be readily grasped with 
the aid of initiation rituals and the dramatic use of symbolism. The 
prospective followers had but one expectation: union with the divine by 
means of a higher and esoteric knowledge made available only to special 
persons. Tho basic items in Gnosticism gave its doctrines their 
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idiosyncratic slant: the unworthiness of the sensible world and God's 
dissociation from nature. 

As a doctrine of secret knowledge employing religious, 
mythological and speculative elements, while maintaining in the 
foreground a crude symbolism with the promise of salvation, Gnosticism 
was able to effect a blend of itself with two other strong cultural 
currents, one religious, and one philosophical. 

As Christian Gnosis, it remained a doctrine of sacred knowledge, 
utilizing certain compatible distinctions it found in Greek philosophy, 
especially Plato and the Stoics, and arranging them in terms of esoteric 
and exoteric knowledge. The former was considered a continuation of 
a sacred tradition and claimed Jesus to be a part of it, but it was a 
gnosis made available only to the privileged as a revelation of a totally 
new religion in which the logos is a living person and not a 
philosophical abstraction. Christianity, it was claimed, offers only the 
exoteric teaching and discloses the doctrine of the world drama. Within 
this scheme, given the relationship which the Gnostic believes he has 
with God and his own spiritual identity as regards the nature of his soul, 
theurgic acts are performed to complement faith in a Savior of Souls. 
Such acts also contribute to make possible the deliverance from a 
sensible world, one that is not the true God's work but that of a creator, 
who is powerful but prone to blunder. This demiurge, begotten by 
Sophia, a lower Aeon, made a world totally unfit for the spiritual nature 
of the soul. It served only as the stage for the drama of salvation but 
was otherwise dispensable and condemnable. 

Gnosticism in its pagan setting and version provided an alternative 
to the Christian claim to having access to the only true religious 
mystery. Evidently we are dealing here with a multifaceted movement. 
Generally, it emerged as a doctrine of secret knowledge through 
religious mythological speculation. Christian Gnosticism also retained 
the distinction of esoteric and exoteric knowledge, found explicitly in 
Plato and upheld by the Christian Neoplatonists Clement and Origcn.6 

Similarly, working with the Greek intellectual tradition, pagan 
philosophers like Plotinus stood for a gnosis totally opposed to the 
crude gnosis of oriental salvation. 

The device of a secret and sacred gnosis proved to be highly useful 
to the proselytizing efforts of the new religion. But by viewing itself 
above rational criteria, Christian gnosis regarded the philosophies of the 
Hellenistic world as being more than rivals; it considered them obstacles 
to the spreading of its salvational doctrine. Its inherent inability to 
proceed with the search of needed intellectual tools to articulate its 
conceptual framework led to insularity and heresy. Generally speaking, 
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philosophy as the acknowledged way to theoretical truth, had found the 
new opponent to be far more defiant of reason than poetry was in 
Plato's times. As a proselytizing movement, Christianity regarded 
philosophy to be as much a rival as it did all the persistent lingering 
strongholds of polytheism. The need therefore to uphold a doctrine of 
sacred gnosis to counterbalance the venerable Greek tradition of the 
philosophical truth gained in significance as the combatants closed their 
ranks. Evidently, for a Gnost/c sect to speak of its superior knowledge 
as being due to divine revelation, it had to assume that it was a response 
to a quest and the fulfillment of an expectation that could only be done 
in a special kind of universe. Closer inspection shows that the Gnostics 
did not hold the same conception of reality the Greek theorists held. 
It should be of no surprise then to see why the demiurge of the Gnostic 
movement is so unlike the demiurge of Plato's Timaeus, and 
comparably, why the art of theurgy is not to be found among the 
Platonic technai. 

Them-gy and Neoplatonism 

It appears that the term "theourgia" was coined by the younger 
Julianus,7 in contrast to "theologia" (talking about the gods); the 
expression refers to •doing divine works" in the sense of helping 
persons to transform their status into godlike existence with the aid of 
mystical union. The term was also used by Porphyry to stand for "pious 
necromancy or magical cult of the gods:8 to which he raised objections 
on the ground that the theurgists' procedures were wanting in logic. 
Plotinus, his teacher, insisted that only the life of reason is free from 
magic. From a different perspective, the Christian theologians, in 
defense of their practices, argued that only the Christian life of faith is 
free from magic. The opposition of both parties to magic is clear, but 
the agreement ends there. Plotinus, however, admits that while the 
irrational side of human existence can be affected by the influence of 
magic and drugs, such is not the case with the rational part (IV. 4.44).9 

Thus the true philosopher who pursues wisdom can in no way become 
the victim of sorcery or any of the arts of magic, should their 
practitioners seek to harm him.10 As for attributing diseases to 
daemonic forces, Plotinus denies that there is any connection, although 
his expression "each man's own daemon• suggests other possibilities. 
But what he.means by "daemon• is not magic but the leading power 
in each soul. While Plotinus stood firm on his rationalist approach to 
such problems as diseases and magic, it was Porphyry who discussed the 
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connection between the art of theurgy and the way daemons relate to 
magic.11 In so doing, as E.R. Dodds remarks characteristically, 
Porphyry "made a dangerous concession to the opposing school."12 

The turning point in the Neoplatonic change of attitude toward 
theurgy came with Iamblichus. The ingredients that converged in 
Iamblichus's outlook can be traced to oriental influences as well as 
Greek modes of rational justification. As R.T. Wallis has pointed out, 
lamblichus, while trying to prevent "the swamping of philosophy by 
religion• by distinguishing between philosophizing and the performance 
of theurgy, still went to considerable lengths in order "to offer a 
rational justification even of theurgic ritual."13 He speaks of hieratikl 
theourgia and justifies it in his De mysteriis, 9.6. Whether the work was 
written by lamblichus himself or by one of his faithful disciples, is of 
minor significance, since the shift of emphasis from theoria to theourgia 
as the key to salvation is an essentially Iamblichean faith. 

In order to understand how he views theurgy, we may pause to see 
how he approaches the issue of its defense. First he distinguishes 
theurgy from magic as well as from science and philosophy. Magic aims 
at dealing with the physical powers of the universe, but is unable to 
effect spiritual communion with the gods, and hence it distorts law and 
harmony in order to accomplish the perverse use of natural forces. 
Unlike Plotinus's insistence on the intuitive powers of reason to attain 
union with the One, Iamblichus secs the theoretical work as being 
limited and hence unable to succeed in effecting communion with the 
divine (V. 20). In II, 11, he states: 

It is not thought that links the theurgist to the gods: else what should hinder 
the theoretical philosopher from enjoying theurgic union with them? The 
case is not so. Theurgic union is attained only by the perfective operation 
of the unspeakable acts correctly performed, acts which are beyond all 
understanding; and by the power of the unutterable symbols which are 
intelligible only to the gods.14

The objectives and the operations of theurgy cont�in little, if 
anything, to connect the De mysteriis to the experience of communion 
with the Beautiful itself in Plato's Symposium. The ladder of love which 
the lover must climb unaided, as it were, to reach the beloved ideal, is 
removed in favor of theurgic acts, and the Socratic initiate into the 
mysteries of love, along with his self-ascendancy through acts of love, is 
replaced by a person of pistis whose salvation requires assistance from 
the theurgist. Theurgy, according to Iamblichus, is "the art of divine 
works," operations that relate man to the divinities by using 
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•signatures• or characters and inexplicable symbols •consecrated from
eternity for reasons our reason does not comprehend fully• and higher
than our way or understanding and more excellent (I. 11). lamblichus's
belief is that the practitioners of theurgy act properly when they use
stones, herbs, perfumes and sacred animals, for physical objects are
related to the gods in either of three way: ethereally, aerially,
aquatically (V. 23). By using such means, the theurgist attains command
over spiritual powers. He can also employ invocations and incantations
since certain works, especially names, comprehend •the whole divine
essence, power and order: when viewed as belonging to another
language which is also higher.

What the individual soul cannot attain on account of its limited 
powers, it can through theurgy. For instance, the soul can know the 
logoi of the World Soul but not the Forms of The Intellectual 
PrincipleY On this point Iamblichus differs sharply from Plotinus, and 
since he insists on the exclusion of the Forms from the reach of man's 
cognitive powers, Iamblichus bridges the gap by introducing theurgy, 
which in consequence he declares superior to philosophy. The 
philosopher cannot by himself as thinker unite with the divine. 
Whether the attainment of union with God, as conceived by the 
Neoplatonists of the lamblichean School, is also a genuine Platonic 
tenet, is another question. Actually this type of ultimate objective is an 
importation and hence non-Platonic. What needs to be stressed as a 
point of difference is that Iamblichus's view of union with the divine 
addresses a conception of a universe that no longer represents the one 
Plato conveys in his dialogues. More importantly, the demiurge Plato 
spoke about in the Timaeus bears no close resemblance to the divinities 
mentioned in the De mysteriis. Iamblichus's God is the Ineffable One, 
a God even beyond Plotinus's One-a view Proclus found unacceptable. 
Because of this incomprehensible remoteness, acts that pave the union 
with this God lie outside the province of theoretical vision;16 they point 
to appropriate rites and theurgic actions. The threat that poetry as the 
rival of philosophy posed in Plato's times hardly compares to the 
magnitude of the challenge the art of theurgy presented to the 
theoretical man of wisdom seven centuries later. 

Proclus saw theurgy as •a power higher than all human wisdom, 
embracing the blessings of divination, the purifying powers of initiation, 
and in a word, all the operations of divine possession. "17 And in 
agreement with Iamblichus, he states: "It is not by an act or discovery, 
nor by the activity proper to their being, that individual things are 
united with the One• (II. vi. 96), but as Dodds comments, to complete 
Proclus's thesis, •by the mysterious operation of the occult 'symbols' 
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which reside in certain stones, herbs and animals• (ibid., intro., xxii­
xxiii). 

Marinus in his Life of Proc/us refers to theourgi.M aretl and 
theourgika energi!mata.18 He also mentions that Proclus gave a 
sympathetic account of the sacred science of the priests and their old 
tradition. Proclus's approval invokes two important priestly practices: 
(a) securing the presence of daemons by means of certain rites and
substances, and (b) employing the instructions the daemons afford,
together with the interpreting of symbols, to inspect the good and attain
•communion with the Gods.•19 His approval of theurgic practices arc
also reflected in his religious poetry, the seven hexameter hymns on the
divinities, prayers to Helios, Aphrodite, the Muses, all the gods, Hecate,
Janus and Athene. These hymns ask for enlightenment and assistance
to avoid mistakes and reach higher levels of life that are free from
errors.20 

The extant evidence also shows that the religious theurgists 
depended on theurgy mainly as ritual performance. They were basically 
responsible for the strong currents of irrationalism which Dodds 
criticizes. Granted that a case may be made in defense of Proclus, as 
Sheppard had done,21 there is still the issue of his radical departure 
from Plato's views given in the Timaeus. The issue points to a serious 
compromise. Proclus's way of approaching Plato's conception of the 
Divine Craftsman indicates that certain radical transformations have 
already taken place as the Hellenistic theoreticians of di!miourgia 
developed their own speculative views on the subject. A radical 
innovation in Neoplatonism that finds no parallel in Plato is the 
distinction between the demiurge as creator of cosmic order and as 
Supreme God, a distinction made even more pronounced since the latter 
is identified with the form of the Good, as the One beyond ousia, thus 
leaving for the demiurge his identification with Nous. 

Students of Plato have noticed the problems one encounters when 
trying to offer a consistent interpretation of what Plato says about God 
in the Timaeus and the Laws in relationship to nous, psychl and physis. 
The Neoplatonists were well aware of the alleged discrepancies in 
Plato's accounts and responded to the challenge by proposing a 
hierarchy of being, placing nous above psychi! and the One above both 
as being at once proai6nion and hyperousion (pre-eternal and supcr­
essential). Proclus's answer to the nature of the demiurge is based on 
two basic Platonic premises: (a) nous is the demiurge, and (b) nous 
exists in a psychl, itself the best soul, and acts as the cause of all orderly 
motions. Proclus's conclusion is that there are really two Creators, a 
higher, proceeding from the Good, which is also the One, and lower, 
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which is psychl aristi!. Whether the justification for this interpretation 
may be found in the Platonic texts is clearly a question to which we 
must give a negative answer.22 The activity of the Platonic God as the 
divine di!miurgos, together with the kind of universe he created, 
underwent significant changes in the Hellenistic age as new religions and 
different cultural elements pressed their demands for revisions and 
accommodations on the part of those philosophers who claimed 
Platonism as their heritage. 

Demiourgia and Theourgia 

With the advent of Neoplatonism, the concepts of di!miourgia and 
di!miourgos were dealt with by means of two types of emerging concerns, 
both bent on adjusting ontology to theistic cosmogonies. Both had to 
face the problem of how to determine the meaning of demiurgic activity 
in (i) cosmological theories and (ii) religious speculation. 

The tension between these two concerns and the ensuing types of 
the uses of the concept of the demiurge is no more evident than in the 
role these speculations came to play in promoting either theoretical or 
soteriological ends. 

In cosmological speculation the method for defining the nature and 
function of the demi urge was fundamentally that of dialectic. Given the 
employment of argument for the crystallization of meaning the eventual 
demythologizing of the concept at issue, at least to a serious degree, 
seems to have been inevitable. This much and perhaps more can be 
gleaned from the summaries of the critiques and debates Proclus, for 
instance, discusses in his Commentary on the Timaeus. On the other 
hand, the imaginative use of religious speculation, in contrast to the 
theoretical and dialectical assignations of meanings, extended the 
concept of the demiurge and multiplied its uses in response to the need 
for ritual by giving it a soteriological direction that called for the drastic 
employment of mythic imagination. Religious speculation no doubt 
succeeded in recasting the concept and more importantly it presented 
it as an alternative to its theoretical counterpart. More as a competitor 
than a cooperator, the soteriological use of the concept demanded that 
the concept be recognized as a truth-bearing myth endowed with ritual 
significance capable of securing the attainment of salvation. 

Depending on which of the two types, the theoretical-dialectic or 
the religious-soteriological-mythic way of assigning meaning to the 
concept of di!miourgia one chose to work with, the meaning of the term 
•theourgia," i.e., •to do the work of god for men," was left open to
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different significations to accord with practice. It should therefore be 
of no surprise to find two kinds of theourgia, one philosophical and one 
religious, and with further refinements and variations in each, as we do, 
for instance, in Porphyrian, lamblichean or Proclean conceptions of 
theurgy, and in the case of the religious type, between Gnostic and 
Orthodox Christian. Once the philosophers started making concessions 
to the practice of theurgy there was no way to predict how far other 
parties would go in their effort to make use of the concept. Porphyry, 
as we know, opened the door to permissiveness, inadvertently no doubt. 
His pupil lamblichus laid the foundation for the new trend, and this 
despite his distinction between two kinds of theurgy. The fact is that as 
a philosopher he practiced as well as defended a non-dialectic kind of 
theurgy. On the whole, it was the Athenian school of Neoplatonism 
that tried to maintain a balanced position by keeping together the 
theoretical and the religious types, yet making them distinct from each 
other, convinced as those philosophers were that by so doing the 
philosophical mode was neither theoretically weakened nor practically 
compromised. Working with totally different interests, the Gnostics and 
in their own way the Christians, accepted the magic side of religious 
theurgy with the aid of soteriological speculation. However, each 
religious group worked out its own justification as well as understanding 
of the mysteries that they deemed necessary for the completion of the 
tasks beyond what theurgy was employed to perform. While each would 
develop its own related ritual and sense of mystery, both came to differ 
from the mysteries of the pagans for whose revival the Emperor Julian 
(332-363) risked the undying hostility of the diverse Christian sects from 
Constantinople to Antioch. 

The Case of the Emperor Julian 

Julian himself proved to be a soteriological theurgist, at least an 
ardent advocate though not a practitioner. He was not a licensed 
theurgist but had some preparation to appreciate the theoretical 
demands of the growing institution of theurgy. His education in the 
school of Athenian Neoplatoriism gave him a shock and a start. 

The Julian experiment aside, the fact remains that, while we can 
speak of a tension between demiurgy and theurgy, we can also speak 
meaningfully about conflicting theurgic practices as being oriented 
toward different soteriological ideals and in differently constructed 
speculative universes. These differences help us explain why and what 
eventually made Julian's predicament so acute and his failure inevitable. 
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His preference for a non-Christian and non-philosophical theurgy 
convinced him that it was right to outlaw the practice of the Christian 
view of theurgy and demand the suppression of the Christian set of 
mysteries. Julian had no philosophy of education and no political 
philosophy that heirs to Plato's thought could discern in his Imperial 
policies. The theurgists Maximus and Priscus used Julian as much as he 
used them. What they had in common was the preoccupation with the 
practice of mysteries and the power they expected to derive from it. 

Julian was an enthusiastic follower of lamblichus and praised him 
in his Hymn to the Sovereign Helios. High also was his regard for the 
•blessed theurgists• for the ability to grasp the hidden meanings of the
unspeakable mysteries. In the Helios hymn, the universe is eternal and
divine, with the planets, signs and decans being visible gods, while the
Sun itself is the link between the sensible and the intelligible worlds;
praise is due to this king of the intellectual gods. A firm believer in
divination and astrology, he accepted the oracles of Apollo as the
civilizing power of ancient Greece, whose aid he sought for his own plan
to revitalize the pagan rites. When Eusebius of Myndus, who studied
under Iamblichus's pupil Aedesius, founder of the Pergamene School,
took the position that magic was an affair of •crazed persons: Julian,
who was a young prince at that time in search of a sacred wisdom,
opposed him and went to the side of the co-disciples of Iamb1ichus,
Maximus and Priscus. While Julian was still at Pergamum, Eusebius is
reported to have warned the future Emperor about trusting that •stagy
miracle-worker," Maximus. Julian's reply was: •You can stick to your
books; I know where to go.• He went to Maxim us, and later asked
Priscus to send him a copy of Iamblichus's commentary on Julianus the
Theurgist: •I am greedy for Iamblichus in philosophy and my namesake
in theosophy, and think nothing of the rest in comparison."23 At the
age or 23, he went to Athens, where he studied under the Neoplatonists
there and was initiated to the Eleusinian Mysteries. After becoming
Emperor, he reinforced the priestly arts and supported a quasi-Hellenic
version of paganism. His policies toward the Christians make it clear
that he became embroiled in a controversy over two rival practices of
the hieratic arts rather than the promotion of classical philosophy,
poetry and the arts. What consumed him most was not the renaissance
of Greek paideia and its ideals of excellence, but the desire to establish
the superiority of the hieratic arts associated with the pagan mysteries
insofar as they promised to assist in personal salvation.24 
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The Christian Solution: A Reconciliation 

It is possible to give a positive answer to the original question: •Is 
there a controversy between theourgia and demiourgia?• but, it would 
be a reply best suited to a Platonist of the old School, the early 
Academy, and from one who has read his Timaeus without concern for 
the Gnostic movement or the Christian experience. 

The opposition between demiourgia and theourgia is one that the 
more orthodox Neoplatonists, like Plotinus, would prefer to'ignorc, and 
in fact tried to avoid by rejecting or ignoring theurgic practices. In any 
event, for Plotinus there could be no real opposition between the two 
because the demiurge made the world in a way that theurgic acts were 
not needed for the attainment of the flight of the alone to the alone. 
Nor could the controversy have excited Plato or any of his 
contemporaries. In classical times, as was said at the beginning of this 
paper, the controversy was seen as one between philosophy and poetry. 
The Divine Craftsman, as the Timaeus intimates, calls for man to 
emulate a model of creativity that traditional poetry did not and would 
not espouse. Plato's conception of the demiurge proclaimed for the 
artist a model that included the employment of dialectic for creative 
enlightenment; there was no such provision or interest in the case of the 
Gnostic demiurge or even Proclus's conception of the demi urge. Rather 
the emphasis fell not on dialectic but on theurgic acts. This shows that 
by the time we come to the rise of Ncoplatonism and the beginnings of 
the Gnostic movement, including the time of the first consolidation of 
the Christian faith, the controversy between poetry and philosophy had 
lost its political and cultural relevance to whatever was left of the 
classical polis. 

The new trend, the resorting to theurgic practices, Gnostic and 
otherwise, had eliminated the poet as a potential opponent in matters 
of spiritual controversy. If the poet had an assignment it was not one 
that could make serious claims to truth or to serving as the arbiter of 
educational policies and standards. The poetic domain had become that 
of the gentle pleasures and lyrical praise; it lacked the authority to 
address the soul and the spirit of man. In general, all signs indicated 
that the fate of art had already been sealed by the sweeping force of new 
cultural currents and that its former adversary, philosophy, needed to 
face a new and comparably formidable opponent: religious theourgia, 
supported by a no less venerable discipline, theologi,a. As it turned out, 
the future of spiritual affairs was decided not in the agora and the 
theatre, but in the consecrated places of the mystery practices and the 
pulpits that heralded the ideal of salvation. 
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