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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 



INTRODUCTION 3 

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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By the second century AD. there was for all practical purposes an 
end put to the production of tragedies and comedies. Pseudo-Lucian 
reports that •new poetry in honor of Dionysus, comedies and tragedies, 
has ceased to be composed; so they serve contemporary man by 
producing those of the past.•25 

Yet there were new uses to which certain types of poetry could be 
and were in fact put. There is the case of a certain Methodius, Bishop 
of Olympus (d. 311 AD.) who wrote dramatic dialogues in opposition 
to the Gnostics.u Such were the signs of the times for the arts. This 
is not to say that the traditional arts were totally eclipsed by the priestly 
arts; rather, what we see is the gradually increasing pressure to have the 
artistic functions serve new religious ends and religious institutions. 

It is ironic that the curriculum of the Athenian School of 
Neoplatonism would have instruction begin with Aristotle as the 
appropriate introduction to Plato, and then crown the learning process 
with the writings of the •theologians: namely Orpheus and Chaldaean 
Oracles.27 It was in classical Athens that the rational tradition of
philosophy found its highest expression and competed with poetry for 
the leading role in education, only to end centuries later an inferior 
second to theurgy. With the emergence and establishment of theurgy, 
the quarrel between philosophy and poetry lost whatever was left of its 
educational significance. 

With the rise and acceptance of the various forms of theurgy came 
a decline of interest in philosophical ethics as well as non-religious 
conceptions of theurgy, such as the one lamblichus and Proclus favored. 
Justinian put an end to the pagan mysteries. As for the Gnostic version 
of theurgic mysteries, they went out with the condef!lnation of the 
heresies. At least one important effect on culture which the theurgic 
movement bad proved to be of lasting value. Whether Christian or 
pagan, the consequences of Gnostic theurgic practices were deeply felt 
in the world of the arts, including poetry. The movement and the mood 
that generated theurgy made possible the emergence of a new style 
suitable to. the needs of the developing religious culture of Christendom. 
Thus: 

1. It established the pattern of subordination of the artist to other
more dignifying types of disclosure of messages from the beyond. With 
the gods gone, there was no way the artist could any longer claim the 
experience of the entheos. Divine mania became discredited. 

2. It prepared the grounds for the surrender of the individuality
of the classical artist and his personal signature in exchange for the 
anonymity of the post-classical artist, the servant of God, ikonographer 
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as well as hymnographer. One is reminded at this point of the paucity 
of the names of artists who lived during the peak of the religious culture 
in Byzantium. 

3. It introduced new criteria for approval and acceptance of the
individual arts and works of art in response to the needs of the new 
culture. The problem now was what arts and what works serve best the 
purpose of theurgy and salvation. For instance, sculpture was given a 
prominent place in the West, while the East opted for painting. Both 
East and West developed significantly new styles in architecture to 
celebrate the glory of God. Comparably, each developed different styles 
of music to suit the liturgical needs. 

4. It provided new and canonically controlled thematography. The
new themes were so delineated as to cover not only the sotcriological 
view of life but also to respond to a freshly populated universe with new 
and radically different entities, archons, angels, demons, and elevated or 
downgraded souls of human beings. The power of human imagination 
was challenged to meet new tasks mainly to learn how to render visible 
the mysterious world of theurgy. 

5. It called for a style in art that would suit the suprasensible
world with the molding of imagery different from the one the classical 
mind had developed. Imagery, vocabulary, similes and metaphors, as 
well as color schemes, designs and decor, took on a character that was 
appropriate to apprehending a world which the symbols of Christianity 
meant to convey. Poetry, in particular, continued mainly as 
hymnography and developed its imagery and vocabulary around two 
basic ideas: the expression of humility of man before God and the 
glorification of the Creator with the aid of superlatives and hyperboles. 

6. The most conspicuous change it brought about was to replace
tragedy with the unique enactment of the divine drama in liturgy. In a 
way, Christianity perfected not art and tragedy, but an old art given a 
new dress: divine liturgy. Unlike what happened in classical times when 
Plato could oppose poetry to philosophy to reassess the cultural values 
and declare the superiority of philosophy over poetry, the art of theurgy, 
once under the control of religious speculation and ecclesiastical 
structures, acquired a permanent place in the culture of the Christians. 
And it came to pass that in the architectonic of institutions and the arts, 
religion should reign supreme and the priestly arts become both arbiter 
and consecrating agent. The quarrel between philosophy and poetry had 
become completely irrelevant. The transformation of the art of theurgy 
and its integration into the supreme ritual of divine liturgy concluded 
the telestic work required of men of faith in a universe created by a God 
absolutely good and powerful and omnipresent, the only creator and 
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savior of man: God as Holy 1tinity, God the Father and the Son and 
the Holy Spirit. With the new macrocosmos, the microcosmos of man 
was reconstructed from top to bottom. One of the most effective tools 
for carrying out this assignment was forged in the mysterious laboratory 
of theurgy. Faith and its mysteries carried the day for all centuries ever 
since, sometimes more successfully than others, depending on the 
respect and confidence the priestly arts could inspire. 

NOTES 
1. Prat. 317b. B. Jowett's translation.
2. ot µEV 'MJV <j,1.Aoao4'i,av '1Tpo1'1,µ.li)m.v, ws Ilop<l>vpi.os Kal. fiA.<i>'riVOS K«l. aU01,

'IIOUo'i. ,t,l.>.ooo<f,OI, oL SE. 'MJV i.q>aTU<iJv, l.>s 'l<iµ$ALXOS Kal. L'\.,pl,(XVOS Ka'i.
IlpoK>.os Ka\ ot i.q>aTU<o'i. 'll'avrc.s. 123.3, Norvin; tr. E.R. Dodds in Proclus:
Elements of Theology, p. xxii. According to Dodds, who bases this remark
on the Suda and other sources, "the earliest person to be described as
&o\JIYYo; was one JuJianus, who lived under Marcus Aurelius,• and either
he or his son, Julianus the Younger, wrote the Oracula Chaldaica. "By his
own account, J ulianus received these oracles from the gods; they were
8Eo'll'apa6o-Ta.• Ibid., p. 284, esp. p. 300, note 14.

3. R.T. Wallis aptly remarks that •for the Neoplatonists ... the universe was
a spontaneous production of the intelligible order, with no question of an
anthropomorphic creator at all." Neoplatonism, p. 102.

4. See Ann Sheppard, "Proclus's Attitude to Theurgy,• Classical Quanerly
32 ( 1982): 212-24. Sheppard argues against Dodds's thesis that by accepting
theurgy Ncoplatonism abandoned its rational basis of Plotinian mysticism.
The point of her article is to show that Proclus developed a theoretical
defense of theurgy and that he distinguished between lower and higher
levels. It was to such higher levels that "philosophical• theurgists like
Syrianus and Proclus could appeal in order to refer to a higher theurgy in
the sense of theia philosophia ( complemented with a theory of symbols and
related signs and rites ( esp. pp. 220ft). Sheppard's views throw new light on
the members of the Athenian School of Neoplatonism as theorists of
theurgy. However, we need to be reminded of the fact that there were
many influential non-theoretical theurgists who by depending heavily if not
exclusively on the practice of the priestly art of theurgy were part of the
movement that aided the rising dominance of irrationalism.

5. It has been generally recognized that Gnosis utilized aspects of Greek
philosophy, Babylonian myths, Persian and Egyptian religious elements as
well as Jewish teachings. Professor R.T. Wallis notes: •In its strict sense,
however, the term [Gnosticism] denotes a group of systems, the majority of
those known to us maintained by Christian heretics, and all of them opposed
to Neoplatonism in that the 'knowledge' they sought was the product, not
of philosophical reasoning, but of revelation by a divine savior• (op. cit., p.
12).
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6.  W. Jaeger notes that "the gnosis that early Christian theology pretended to 
offer was for its followers the only true mystery in the world that would 
triumph over the many pseudo-mysteries of the pagan religion.• Early 
Christianity and Greek Paideia, p. 56. 

7. Julian, Or. 1, 219a.
8. See L. Thorndike, History of Magic and Experimental Science, Vol. I, p. 308.
9. See also IY. 4. 40, where magic is explained. In IY. 4. 43, Plotinus answers

his own question why the wise man is beyond magic, lines 1-7. Comp. AH.
Armstrong, •Was Plotinus a Magician• Phronesis I (1955-56): 73-79.

10. Porphyry notes that such a practitioner was Olympius of Alexandria, who
acting out of rivalry tried to bring upon Plotinus a star-stroke. Vita Plot.
Cb.10.

11. Letter toAnebo, 46, p. xliv Parthey: Ep<a>'T<i> 6E µ.it'lfO'fE li>..>."I 'TI.S >.av0aV1) oixra
'Tl 'lfj)OS E"8aiµ.olli.av boos a4K-<r-raµ.E""I 'Tii>II 9E&v. CX'lfop<i) 6E EL 'lfj>O'S oo{;.as
av8p<.>mvas Ell 'Iii 9Eiq µ.all'TU<.'fl Kai. 9Eo-uirt•<! '3AE'lfEW &t, l(al. EL µ.'lj 'Tl l!JvxiJ
EK 'TO'u 'Tll)(Oll'TOS (XIIQ'lfAO:Tm. µ.e-ya>.a.

12. See his 111e Greek and the Irrational, p. 287.
13. R.T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, p. 14; also• ... the philosophical' concepts by

which theurgy was justified appear to be mainly Greek; Ptolemy and others
had similarly justified Chaldaean astrology in terms of scientific theory," p.
15.

14. Translated by E.R. Dodds, in Proclus: The Elements of111eo/Qgy, Intro., p.
xx; see also his article "Theurgy• in The Greeks and the Irrational,
Appendix, pp. 283ff. The text reads: ... ouSE -yap 'Tl ii'vvoui avva1r-re, -rot.,
9Eots -rous 9Eo-uirtous. E'lfEi. -ri. EK�>.ve -rous 9Ec.>p'fl'TU<ci)s lf,I.Xooo<l,o\'IV'Ta'S irxew
-ri)v 9Eovp"(U{i)V £11<,)0W 'lfj)OS 'TOUS 9Eo½, v'uv 6E O\JK lxa 'TO 1'E a>.110£s OVTl.1>5,
au· 1J 'Tci>V fp-y!,111 'T&V CIPP'1\'T!,IV Kai. 'Tii>v vdp 'll'O:O'aV VO'I\O'\V 9EO'll'pE'lfci)s
E11Ep-yovµ.E11(>)v -re>.cmovp-yw ii 'TE -r&v voovµ.i-v -rots 9Eots µ.o110-s l'.l"\'ILl3o>.!,)v
a<l>8f.-yK'T!,!V &vvaµ..s lvri.&Yim. 'T1JII 9Eovp"fU(.1JV E V!,!O"l,II.

15. See R.T. Wallis, Neoplatonism, p. 119.
16. E.R. Dodds's remark about the Neoplatonists who resorted to theurgy

applies mostly to Iamblichus: • ... theurgy became the refuge of a
despairing intelligentsia which already felt la fascination de l'abfme.
"Theurgy• in The Greeks and the Irrational, p. 288. The quotation is
given in p. 291, to which Dodds adds his own paraphrase: "It may be
described more simply as magic applied to a religious purpose and resting
on a supposed revelation of religious character.• Ibid.

17. Platonic Theology I. xxvi. 53.
18. Marinus, Proclus c. 28f.: EK -r'f)s 1rapa -ra 'TOLa\n'a axo>.'f)s apniJv ii''TI. µ.ei,i;ova

-rEAE(>)'TEpQV (sc. 'T'fls 8E<&>V11'TI.K'JS) l1ropi,ua-ro -riJ118Eovp-y,.KiJ11, O'VK E'TI. II-EXP' -r'fls
9E(a)f)1l'TU<'JS ta-ra-ro. Also, c. 29: Kai. 1ro>.>.a: liv 'T\S txo- >.i.-y£�v µ."1Kv11us
iBU(>)v, Ka'I. -ra -ro'l:l Ei&tµ.ovos iKEi.vov 9Eovp-yu<a El'Ep'y'T)µa-ra acl,,l-YOVµ.£vos.

19. See also Proclus's 'll'Epl. 'f'ils Ka0' "E>.>.'l)vas lepa'TU<'fJS 'TEX""IS (fragment) in
Bidez, Catalogue des MSS Alchimiques Grecs, Vol. VI.
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20. C. 1typanis writes: •In language and meter they are reminiscent of the
school of Nonnus, but their mystic dualistic spirit comes close to that of
Christianity. The syncretic theosophy of the period is perhaps best
expr�d in the hymns of Proclus, with which the long and glorious
tradition of pagan hymnography ends.• Greek Poetry from Homer to 
Se/eris, p. 403.

21. Op. cit., p. 213: •I shall not attempt to deny that Iamblichus, Syrianus and
Proclus all gave theurgy an important role to play in the ascent to union
with the gods or with the One, but I do deny that a simple substitution of
theurgy for mystical experience was all that was involved.•

22. I find myself agreeing with AE. 'Thylor's extensive analysis of the complex
issues surrounding the Neoplatonic views of the demiurge. He is correct in
stating that •there is no hint of any part of this theosophy in Plato.• A
Commentary on Plalo's Tunaeus, esp. "The Concept of Ttme in the
Tunaeus,• pp. 678-81.

23. Ep. 12 (Bidez = 71 Hertlein = 2 Wright); also Gregory of Nazianzus, Oral.
4. 55 (P.G. 35, 577C). On Eusebius see Eunapius, Vil. Soph. 474f
(Boissonade); comp. E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and The Irrational, p. 288.

24. W. Jaeger has aptly described the shift in the religious outlook that Julian
sought to consolidate: "The sharp polemic of aement against the pagan
mystery religions in his Protrepticus is more easily explained when we
consider that from the fourth century B.C. on, the forms of Greek religion
that appealed to most of the people of higher education was not the religion
of the Olympic gods but that of the mysteries, which gave the individual a
more personal relationship with the godhead.• Early Christianity and Greek
Paideia, p. 55. The modern Greek Alexandrian poet, Constantine P.
Cavafy, (1863-1933) has captured Julian's obsession as well as fascination
with the hieratic arts of pagan mysteries in a series of remarkably powerful
poems, especially in the one titled •Julian at the Mysteries! For a recent
study of these poems, see G.W. Bowersock, "The Julian Poems of C.P.
Cavafy," Byzantine and Modern Greek Studies, 7 (1982): 89-104.

25. Demosth., enc. 27; quoted in C.P. lrypanis, op. cit., p. 374.
26. Ibid., p. 387.
27. VIL Pr., 13 and 26.
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Dualism: Platonic, Gnostic, 
and Christian 

AH. Armstrong 

There are a number of terms whose use or abuse in a large, vague, 
fluctuating way can confuse our understanding of the history of thought 
and sometimes our own theological and philosophical thinking: this has 
often been true of "dualism: as also of "pantheism," "Platonism: 
"Gnosticism," and "Christianity.• It seems to me an important part 
of the task of historians of thought to give such terms the precise and 
varied contents which they should have in varied contexts and 
environments. I see our work rather as Cci.anne saw his painting when 
he said that he wanted to "do Poussin over again from nature.• In this 
paper I shall try to give precision and variety to some senses in which 
"dualism• can legitimately be used when we are discussing the thought 
of the early centuries of our era, with particular reference to the 
Pythagorean-Platonic tradition, Gnosticism, and Christianity. I shall 
consider mainly one of the ways of thinking which can properly be 
described as dualist: cosmic dualism, which sees the whole nature of 
things as constituted by the meeting and interaction of two opposite 
principles: though I shall also briefly discuss two-world dualism, in 
which there are two cosmoi or levels of reality, that of our normal 
experience and a higher one (which may itself be conceived as complex 
and many-levelled). 

Cosmic dualism, the dualism of two opposite principles, can take, 
and in the period which we are considering did take, a number of 
different forms. We may begin with a suspiciously tidy-looking scheme, 
which as we shall see, will require some qualification and modification. 

33 
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1. The two principles may be thought of as both unoriginated,
independent and everlastingly operative in the nature of things. They 
may be perceived as (a) intrinsically opposed and in perpetual conflict 
(or conflict as long as this world lasts). This gives a conflict-dualism of 
what may be called the Iranian pattern. In this case one principle must 
be qualified as •good" and the other as •evil," and one is expected to 
take the goad's side. Or (b) they may be conceived as equally 
independent, but working together in harmony. This seems to be 
prevalent in Chinese thought, and is certainly very well expressed by the 
Yang-Y in symbol. Its most radical and fiercely original expression in 
the Greek world is in the thought of Heraclitus: here it takes a very 
dynamic form, and the conflict and tension, which any doctrine of 
cosmic harmony which is sufficiently attentive to experience must 
recognize, is powerfully emphasized. 

2. Or the second principle may be thought of as derived from and
dependent on the first. (I shall refer to this second principle as the 
"dark other," to avoid prejudging various questions about it which will 
arise.) This derived and dependent •dark other" may be thought of as 
either (a) in revolt against, or at least opposed to, the first principle or 
(b) working in accord and co-operation, at least passive, with it.

This very neat generalized classification of four possible forms of
cosmic dualism is a useful starting-point for thinking about the subject. 
But when we begin to apply it to the dualisms with which we are here 
concerned, we shall find that it has to be used with a good deal of 
caution and qualification. This is particularly true when we are 
considering the various forms which cosmic dualism takes in the 
Pythagorean-Platonic tradition. The thinkers of this tradition range 
over all the four varieties of cosmic dualism listed above, but profess 
them, for the most part, in distinctive ways and with important 
modifications. When they think of the two principles as independent 
they do not maintain an absolute and unqualified conflict-dualism: and 
even when the •dark other" is thought of as dependent for its existence 
on its opposite, it is not, through most of the history of Platonism, 
accepted and qualified as •good": though at the very end, in the final 
and most fully and carefully thought out form of Platonic dualism which 
we find in Syrianus and Proclus, we do arrive at a dualism of cosmic 
harmony which can be very well symbolized by the Chinese Yang-Y in 
circle. As we shall see, a great deal depends on what one means in 
various contexts of thought by classifying the •dark other" as •evil." 

In the earliest form (or forms) of Pythagorean dualism known to 
us the two principles (or groups of principles) seem to be independent 



DUALISM 35 

and everlastingly coexistent. This is clearly brought out in the 
Pythagorean Tobie of Opposites.1 And we learn from this that the 
light, male, limiting, ordering principle is qualified as •good" and the 
dark, female, indefinite principle as "evil." But we need to consider 
carefully the sense in which the "dark other• seems to be thought of 
as principle of evil in early Pythagoreanism. As the principle of 
indefinite multiplicity it is (or can be) the principle of formlessness, 
disorder and irrationality, and so opposed to the good principle of light 
and musical order. But both principles are absolutely necessary if there 
is to be a cosmos at all. They are the parents of the numbers which arc 
the very stuff of reality: without both, number and the great musical 
order of the whole cannot exist. And the necessity and goodness of the 
cosmos is something which early Pythagoreanism may be held to affirm 
with less qualification than later Platonism and Pythagoreanism, in that 
for pre-Platonic Pythagoreans there was only one cosmos, not two, a 
higher and a lower. This very qualified and, from the viewpoint of 
darker and more passionate dualisms, attenuated understanding of the 
sense in which the "dark other• is evil persists, with varying feeling
tones and shades of emphasis, throughout the later Platonic-Pythagorean 
tradition. 

In Plato we find two forms of cosmic or two-opposite-principles 
dualism which were influential later. (I do not believe that in Laws X 
896E-897D Plato is talking about a cosmic evil soul, though later 
Platonists interpreted the passage in this way.) These two forms arc, 
first, that contained in our reports of his discussions in the Academy 
about the generation of the Ideal Numbers from the One and the 
Indefinite Dyad. I do not propose to say much about this because I do 
not think we know very much.2 But I do not think that there is any 
sufficient evidence to suggest that the Dyad is derived from the One: 
the two principles seem to be independent. And it seems clear that, if 
the Dyad is one of the principles from which the Ideas or Forms are 
generated, Plato can only have thought of it as a principle of evil in 
some very peculiar sense, even more attenuated than the Pythagorean. 
Aristotle does say that the principles are respectively 1r11v ,-oi, e-u Kal 
Tov KiiKws al,-iav3 of things being in a good state or going well or of 
being in a bad state or going badly, but this should not be pressed too 
far. 

The dualism of the One and the Dyad influenced later Pythagorean 
thought and is very important for the Neoplatonists, as we shall see. 
But much the most influential form of Platonic dualism is that 
symbolically presented in the great myth of the Timaeus. Here the 
material universe (there is nothing in the Timaeus about the genesis of 
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the eternal world of Forms which is its paradigm) comes to be through 
the encounter of two independent principles or powers: that of the 
Craftsman looking to his Paradigm, divine Reason active in the 
formation of the visible cosmos, and that strange, not properly 
knowable, turbulence of place, which is the receptacle, mother and nurse 
of becoming and accounts for the element of irrational necessity or 
brute fact which we find in the world. Of the innumerable questions 
which have arisen through the centuries about this powerful symbolic 
presentation of the world-forming activity of the divine, two concern us 
here. One is, what exactly is there about the other principle which is 
really •dark,■ which we (or later Platonists) might want to call •evil" 
even if Plato does not do so? It is certainly responsible for the fact that, 
though this is the best of all possible material worlds, everything is not 
absolutely for the best in it, but only as good as possible: it is 
responsible for all those faults and failings which make it lower and 
worse than its paradigm, the World of Forms, and which it would be 
blasphemous to attribute to the Divine Craftsman: in this sense we can, 
if we like, call it, in a rather abstract and uninformative sense, a 
•principle of evil." But of course the Timaeus insists most strongly
both that there ought to be a material universe, that its existence is an
inevitable consequence of the generous goodness of the divine (29E-
30A): and that it is itself as divinely good as it is possible to be on its
own level, a -Visible god" (92 B 7). The element of turbulent,
disorderly irrationality in our world, the fact that it is not perfect and
absolute cosmos, seems to be a necessary condition for the existence of
any material cosmos at all. And it is surely rather inadequate, and may
be misleading, to describe this as a "principle of evil."

The other question which we need to ask for our purposes is, how 
does the good divine power deal with this element the opposition of 
which it has to overcome? Plato's answer is famous, and deserves 
continual meditation. Divine intelligence works in the world by 
persuasion: it persuades necessity to co-operate with it (48A]. To bring 
out the full force of this and show how central it is to Plato's thought 
I should like to quote the conclusion of Cornford's Epilogue to his 
running commentary on the Timaeus, Plato's Cosmology. Cornford is 
here comparing the trilogy of dialogues which he supposes Plato 
intended to write, Timaeus, Critias, and Herrnocrates with the Oresteia 
of Aeschylus. His suppositions about how Plato planned his trilogy are 
speculative and may be wrong, but this does not affect the force and 
rightness of the understanding of Plato which he derives from the 
comparison. 
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The philowphic poet and the poet philowpher are both consciously 
concerned with the enthronement of wisdom and justice in human society. 
For each there lies, beyond and beneath this problem, the antithesis of 
cosmos and chaos, alike in the constitution of the world and within the 
confines of the individual soul. On all these planes they see a conflict of 
powers, whose unreconciled opposition entails disaster. Apollo and the 
Furies between them can only tear the soul of Orestes in pieces. The city 
of uncompromised ideals, the prehistoric Athens of Critias's legend, in the 
death-grapple with the lawless violence of Atlantis, goes down in a general 
destruction of mankind. The unwritten Hennocrates, we conjectured, would 
have described the rebirth of civilized society and the institution of a State 
in which the ideal would condescend to compromise with the given facts of 
man's nature. So humanity might find peace at the last. And the way to 
peace, for Plato as for Aeschylus, lies through reconcilement of the rational 
and the irrational, of Zeus and Fate, of Reason and Necessity, not by force 

but by persuasion.4

It makes a great difference, both in theory and practice, which of 
the privileged images of divine action in the world available to them 
cosmic dualists adopt. They may, as we shall see, image the divine as a 
redeemer liberating the children of light from this dark world, or as a 
general leading the armies of light against the forces of darkness.5 But 
Plato in his great cosmic story chose, and by choosing bequeathed to 
later generations, the image of the craftsman working on his rather 
awkward and recalcitrant material, humoring it and persuading it to take 
as well as it can the form of the unchanging goodness and beauty which 
is his model. It is an image the contemplation of which produces a very 
different attitude to the world from a passionate longing to escape from 
its miseries or the partisan pugnacity of the conflict-dualist. 

In post-Platonic Pythagorcanism we find that, probably for the first 
time in the history of the tradition, the •dark other" is generally held 
to be derived from the One. The most interesting form of the doctrine 
for our purposes is to be found in a well-known account of the teaching 
of Moderatus of Gades given by Simplicius on the authority of 
Porphyry.6 In spite of recurring doubts as to whether Moderatus has 
not been somewhat Neoplatonized in transmission, I think his account 
of the generation and nature of the other principle must be accepted as 
genuine pre-Neoplatonic Pythagoreanism. It is criticized by Numenius,7 

and there is nothing quite like it in the Neoplatonists. Moderatus says 
that the Unitary Logos, intending to produce from himself the genesis 
of beings, by self-privation made room for quantity. This quantity is 
identified with the disorderly, irrational, formless principle of the 
Timaeus, and probably with the Dyad. It is the principle of evil in the 
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material world in so far as it is the principle of avoidance of and 
deviation from form. But it is produced by the Unitary Logos as the 
f irst stage in its creative activity and it is clear that without it there can 
be no ordered multiplicity, at least of material beings, no cosmos at all. 
And at the end of the passage it seems that the •dark other: in spite 
of its persistent tendency away from form and towards non-being, is 
pretty thoroughly overcome by the formative power of the divine 
numbers (231, 20-27). Moderatus remains in this way in the tradilion 
of early Pythagoreanism and the Tunaeus. His dualism is a qualified 
and mitigated dualism, compatible with a good deal of cosmic optimism. 

The Platonists of the first two centuries AD. whom we need to 
consider carefully in the present context are those represented for us by 
Plutarch and Atticus, who are grouped together by later commentators 
because of their very emphatic dualism as well as on account of their 
insistence on taking the Timaeus literally as an account of creation in 
time. Both belong to my first group of dualists, those who hold that the 
two cosmic principles are both unoriginated, independent, and 
everlastingly opposed. At first sight they may appear as rather 
uncompromising confiict-dualists of the Iranian type. Plutarch in his 
treatise On Isis and Osiris does speak with approval of Iranian dualism;' 
and is led to use a good deal of conflict-dualist language elsewhere in 
the treatise by his identification of the evil soul which he finds in Plato 
with the enemy of Osiris, lyphon or Set. But when we come to look at 
him and Atticus more closely we shall find that their positions are 
rather interestingly different form straightforward conflict-dualism. Like 
some Gnostics, they think in terms of three principles, not two. There 
is the principle of light, form and order, the dark, disorderly evil sou� 
and between them matter, which is sharply distinguished from the evil 
soul. In Isis and Osiris Plutarch makes clear that matter, which is 
identified with the goddess Isis, is not just neutral but divinely good, 
with an innate passionate love for the Good himself, who is Osiris. This 
is very finely stated in Chapter 53. And the evil soul which is lyphon 
can disturb and damage, but cannot intrinsically effect, the beauty and 
goodness of the cosmos which results from the union of these great 
divine male and female principles. And when we turn to the very 
interesting accounts of the doctrine of Atticus about the disorderly 
motion and time which existed before the making of the world which are 
given by Proclus,9 we find that Proclus does not distinguish his doctrine 
on the point which concerns us from that of Plutarch. The evil soul for 
Atticus is, as throughout the tradition, evil as principle of irrational 
disorder. But it is clearly distinguished from matter and seems in the 
process of world-making to be as totally dominated and transformed by 
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the power of the good, intelligent formative principle as matter itself10 

(this seems likely to come from Atticus rather than Plutarch). As 
Dillon remarks •Tois [the Maleficent Soul], in terms of Plutarch's Isis 
and Osiris is an Isis-figure rather than a 'Iyphon-figure."11 

Though the dualism of Numenius sometimes seems to have a 
darker and more pessimistic color, especially when he is thinking about 
the nature and embodiment of man, his way of thinking is really not so 
far removed from that of Plutarch and Atticus. As already mentioned 
(p. 10), he rejects the Pythagorean view represented by Moderatus of the 
derivation of the second principle from the One and returns to the two 
independent and opposed principles which he finds in the earlier 
Pythagoreans and Plato. He seems to associate the evil soul more 
closely with matter than Plutarch, and regards its malign intluence as 
extending even to the heavens.12 But by the end of the passage on
Pythagorean teaching which derives from him in Calcidius, the victory 
of the good principle over the evil of animate matter is strikingly 
complete; it is not so complete that the evils of this our world are done 
away with (no Platonist could ever accept this), but it is complete 
enough for matter reformed by divine providential activity to be spoken 
of not as the adversary but as the consort of god, the mother of the 
universe and even mother of •the corporeal and generated gods. "13 

And the universe of which matter with its bad soul is the disorderly and 
irresponsible mother is, as Numcnius says clscwhere,14 •this beautiful 
cosmos, beautified by participation in the beautiful.• For all these 
philosophers of the Platonic-Pythagorean tradition who were so troubled 
by the problem of evil and anxious to find a solution to it, the Timaeus 
was naturally of central importance. And in the end it was the spirit of 
the Timaeus which triumphed in them over whatever tendencies they 
may have had to darker and more passionate forms of cosmic dualism. 

In the great final rethinking and development of Hellenic 
Platonism which begins with Plotinus, which we call Neoplatonism, the 
view that the •dark other" derives from the Good itself is finally 
accepted as against the dualism of two independent principles. But this 
leaves room for some variation, within the Platonic limits which should 
by now have become clear, in the way in which the second principle is 
thought of and valued. For Plotinus the matter of this lower world 
derives from the higher principles, and so ultimately from the Good, and 
there is a •dyadic" or "hylic" element in the intelligible realm. But 
in his treatise On the Two Klnds of Matter (II 4 [12]) he attempts to 
separate the two matters more sharply than is done anywhere else in the 
tradition where there is any question of matter at the higher level; and 
the relationship or the two matters never seems to be made perfectly 
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clear. In II 4 and I 8 [51), and incidentally elsewhere, he speaks of the 
matter of this world as principle of evil in very strong terms: and in III 
6 [26) gives a most remarkable account of its phantasmal and sterile 
quality, which makes this our world a kind of ghost-world, incapable of 
further productivity. Yet there is no Platonist who more passionately 
insists on and defends the divine goodness and holiness of the material 
cosmos. And it is intrinsic to his whole way of thinking about the Good 
that its creative self-diffusion will go on till the ultimate limit is reached 
and everything that can have any, even the smallest, measure of being 
and goodness has been called into existence. And this means going on 
down to the material cosmos, where its matter operates, in a very 
strange way, as the principle of evil. The creative process, in proceeding 
to the ultimate limit in the generation of positive goodness, evokes the 
utter negativity which is that limit. For it is as total negativity that 
matter in Plotinus's universe is the principle of evil. It is perfectly true, 
in a sense, to say that for Plotinus the dark hyll which is absolute and 
principal evil does not exist. But it is the inevitable cosmogonic 
approach, which is necessarily a movement away from being and form, 
to its absolute non-existence which makes hyll the principle of cosmic 
evil, and the approach, closer than is needed, by weaker individual lower 
souls not perfectly under the command of their higher souls, which 
enables it to become the principle of moral evil. Its effects in the 
universe of Plotinus are very limited. They do not extend to the Upper 
Cosmos, the region of the heavenly bodies, where matter is perfectly 
obedient and subdued to form.15 The great embodied gods, including 
the earth-goddess, 16 are in no way affected for the worse by the "dark 
other.• Even in individuals their higher souls are in no way affected by 
evil and even their lower souls are not intrinsically affected: there can 
be no substantial change for the worse in them, only a change of 
direction due to a failure to attend to the higher. In Plotinus's great 
theodicy, the work On Providence, matter is certainly included as a cause 
of the evils in this world of ours.17 But the part which it plays in the 
justification of divine providence is modest, and a great deal of the work 
gives an account of cosmic harmony in conflict and tension which is not 
only in the spirit of Plato but not far removed form the cosmic 
optimism of the Stoics. 

Plotinus has clearly moved a considerable distance from that much 
more substantial and lively evil principle, the evil soul of the Middle 
Platonists: and he is moving in a direction which leads towards the final 
rehabilitation of the "dark other• by the Athenian Neoplatonists. But 
I now think that it may be a mistake to dismiss his account of matter as 
principle of evil by its very negativity as a rather unsatisfactory transition 
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stage in the evolution of Platonic dualism. Plotinus, like the Middle 
Platonists we considered earlier, does take the evils we experience here 
below very seriously, and this may be to his credit. The "classical" 
solution worked out by his successors is most coherent an� impressive 
and has much to recommend it. But can it not sometimes become a 
little too smoothly complacent in its cosmic optimism? There is 
perhaps • a way of looking at the doctrine of Plotinus (I am not 
suggesting that Plotinus always looks at it in this way) which is not in 
the end incompatible with the later Neoplatonist position but which 
gives a more vivid sense of the reality and seriousness of evil. We arc 
often inclined, I think, to solidify and rcify rather too much what the 
ancients are talking about: the language which they use, of course, 
encourages this distortion: in the present case the words hyll, silva or 
materia do rather strongly suggest lumps of stuff, and as long as there 
is even the faintest trace of unconscious tendency to look at hyll in this 
way it is very difficult to understand how what is being talked about can 
be a principle of evil precisely as absolute non-existence. But if we 
suppose that Plotinus is trying to speak of a kind of necessary condition 
of what must be there if the Good is to diffuse itself freely, a world of 
bodies in space and time, is to exist at all, it may become easier to make 
sense of his position. We can see that if the productivity, the generative 
power, of divine goodness, is to go on to its furthest limit, as, since it is 
absolute goodness, it is inevitable that is should; if it is to produce not 
only the complete and self-contained beauty of the archetype but the 
imperfect but real beauty of the image which is all that is left to 
produce, since the archetypal world contains all that can exist on its 
level of real being and perfect beauty and goodness; then a world must 
come into being which has a built-in element of negativity, sterility and 
unreality simply by not being the World of Forms, just as its harmony 
must be a harmony of separate beings in clash and conflict because it is 
a world of space and time (this last characteristic is not for Plotinus, any 
more than for Heraclitus and the Stoics, necessarily evil).18 In the end 
Plotinus remains close to the spirit of the Timaeus, on which he 
meditated so continually. 

In the Athenian Neoplatonists the "dark other• at last attains full 
equality of esteem with its opposite principle of light, form and order. 
The mother of all reality is honored equally with the father. This first 
becomes clear in Syrianus, for whom the primal Monad and Dyad which 
proceed immediately from the One are prior even to the world of real 
being. They are the co-equal and equally necessary principles of all 
multiple, that is to say of all derived, reality, of all that comes from and 
diffuses the Good from the highest gods to the lowest bodies. 19 And 
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they are not only equally necessary but equally valued. Syrian us strongly 
denies that the Dyad is the principle of evil.20 He seems to be the 
originator of the •classical• account of evil in which it is a 
1Tapvrroow.ms, a by-product, with no existence or principle of its own. 
As Anne Sheppard puts it "The dyad is only indirectly responsible for 
evil in so far as it is responsible for otherness and plurality, and it is 

because of these that evil ('l'l'ap'\XJ>Co-Ta'Tm) in the world. Another way 
of putting this would be to say that evil is unavoidable because the 
world is as it is, that it is inevitably involved in the partial and divided 
condition of the lower realms of the universe.-21 When the Athenian 
doctrine is stated like this, it is easy to see that it is not too far removed 
from that of Plotinus, or, for that matter, of the Pythagoreans and Plato 
whose teachings Syrianus thought he was expounding. Proclus develops 
the teaching of his master very powerfully. He shows22 how the two 
principles operate at every level of his vast and complex universe, and 
both in a positive way, and how the "dark other: the Infinite, is the 
principle of life, fecundity and creative expansion without which the 
great diffusion of the Good through all the levels of multiplicity cannot 
occur. Jean 'Jrouillard sums up this final development of Platonic 
dualism very well when he says 

Chaque l!tre est fail de mesure et d'infinite, d'un et de multiple, de clarte 
et de tenebres. I.:ordre a toujours besoin de s'opposer le desordre et de le 
maitriser, parce qu'il est une mise en ordre active et parce qu'il est soutenu 
par une puissance de depasrement. Et du moment que l'origine est 
ineffable, ellc s'exprime aussi bicn par la dyadc multiplicatrice que par la 
monade unifiante .... Puisque ii [le dualisme] traverse tous les niveaux et 
exprime une origine unique, ii est pour ainsi dire exorcise. Cabfme 
symbolise le sanctuaire. Ni le Chaos ni la Nuit ne sont le rnal. lls figurent 
!'Ineffable au meme titre que l'ordre et la clarte.23 

One can see very well, if one reads the passages in Proclus on which 
Trouillard's account is so solidly based, how this doctrine, though it 
corrects and clarifies earlier language and thought, remains faithful to 
the essentials of that thought, and even perhaps leaves room for 
understanding how the •dark other: though of the very highest status 
in the universe after the Good, and herself wholly good, can be the 
necessary condition for the existence of evils here below and in this way 
a "principle of evil• in the restricted and peculiar Platonic sense: so 
that this intense cosmic optimism need not be too fancifully and 
inhumanely roseate. 

We must now turn to the Gnostics more or less contemporary with 
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the later Platonists whom we have been discussing. I shall confine 
myself here to those represented in the Nag Hammadi Library, and I 
must apologize for the superficiality of my treatment. I do not know 
this literature really well: I must read it in translation because of my 
ignorance of Coptic: and I am not at all sure whether my mental 
limitations as a Hellenist do not preclude me from any deep 
understanding of it. However, I will offer such tentative observations as 
I can. The first, and the most important from my point of view, is that 
it seems to me a mistake to read the Gnostics as if they were bad 
philosophers. Whatever elements in their stories may seem to derive in 
some way from their acquaintance with Greek philosophy, they are not 
doing the same thing as philosophers. They are not giving explanations 
of why things are as they are and accounts of the nature of the divine 
powers in terms of concept and system. They are telling exciting stories 
about the often vividly imagined doings and sufferings of spiritual 
beings, and it is the stories as told which give their explanation of the 
universe. Tu reduce them to abstract terms of principles and concepts 
will do them a greater injustice than will be done if we do the same 
thing to those greatest of Greek philosophers, Plato and Plotinus, who 
frequently use the language of poetry and religion. Tu try to turn their 
stories into abstract schemes, as it is so convenient for the comparative 
historian to do, is likely to be as unsatisfactory as the attempts which 
have been made to give an account of Beethoven's symphonies, 
especially the Fifth, in similar terms. I shall not therefore make any 
systematic effort to place the Gnostic stories precisely in my original 
scheme of cosmic dualisms. 

Another reason for not attempting to do this is that I find it 
difficult to discover in the Nag Hammadi literature anyone or anything 
which corresponds closely to the •dark other• as a major force in the 
development of things to their present state. In other forms of 
Gnosticism, of course, we do meet with a darkness and powers of 
darkness which seem to be in ultimate opposition to the powers of light 
in the Iranian manner, though they are generally rather inert and passive 
by Iranian standards. But in the Nag Hammadi treatises which I have 
read, the part played by any ultimate darkness seems decidedly modest. 
We meet with the important Gnostic idea of darkness as a mirror, the 
reflection in which of a higher power is a stage in the genesis of the 
lower world.24 In Zostrianos the darkness is considerably more 
important, but it seems to denote not a cosmic principle but the whole 
lower cosmos from which the Gnostic is being shown the way and 
passionately exhorted to escape.is It is notable in our present context 
that the darkness here is feminine: the message of the whole treatise is 
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summed up in the exhortation •Flee from the madness and the bondage 
of femininity and choose for yourself the salvation of masculinity. •26 

(In other treatises, of course, the feminine is viewed with a good deal 
more favor: a great deal seems to depend on how the Genesis story of 
the fall of man is interpreted and on how the ambiguous and 
androgynous figure of Barbelo is understood.) In the 1npartite Tractate 
the "Outer Darkness: •Chaos: •Hades" or the •Abyss• seems to 
be just the place which rightly belongs to the turbulent •beings of the 
likeness," and to which they fall down.27 In the Apocryphon of John
the basic darkness which causes all other evil and darkness seems to be 
identified with the ignorant Archon and Demiurge Yaltabaoth, who of 
course like all Gnostic Demiurges appears late in the story: he is 
•ignorant darkness."28 The position seems to be much the same in
the Trimorphic Protennoia, but here the demonic, aggressive evil of
Yaltabaoth is more strongly stressed.

My next observation is, I hope, fairly uncontroversial, but 
important in our present context. It is that the form in which the 
Gnostics apprehend the action of the divine power of good and light in 
this world is predominantly that of a Redeemer, Enlightener and 
Liberator. The down-grading of the favored image of the Platonists, the 
Demiurge, by the Gnostics is of course well-known (I shall say 
something soon about how it continues to operate even in Gnostics who 
insist that the creation of the lower world is part of a great divine 
salvific plan.) But it is worth remarking that even though in the end 
this bad and unhappy world will be done away and the power of light 
will then finally defeat and triumph over the forces of darkness, the 
image of champion and war-leader for the great divine power who will 
bring this about is not generally favored. It is the liberation of the 
Gnostic children of light from the darkness through the saving 
enlightenment brought by the Redeemer which is in the center of the 
picture, not the cosmic defeat of the armies of the darkness. This marks 
a difference, as we shall see, between Gnostics and non-Gnostic 
Christians, which is important in practice as well as in thought. During 
the centuries of the Christian domination of Europe those who can in 
some extended sense be called Gnostics have been decidedly more 
crusaded against than crusading. 

The stories told by Gnostics of this kind have a common feature 
which seems to me useful in determining their position in relation both 
to the Platonist tradition and to non-Gnostic Christianity. This is the 
importance given to a fall or failure in the spiritual world, a break in 
the middle of the great process of outgoing which determines the 
character of the subsequent process and leads in the end to the creation 
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of this lower world. It is of course a very good kind of plot for a story 
which sets out to explain why things are so unsatisfactory here below in 
terms of the adventures of higher beings. This picture of some kind of 
fall or failure occurs even in stories which stress that the whole 
outgoing, including the creation of the lower world, is part of the great 
divine plan and which give a comparatively favorable account of the 
creator. This is particularly noticeable in the Tripartite Tractate. Herc 
the Logos, the creative power, acts throughout in accordance with the 
will of the Father. It is stressed that his aspiration to ascend to the 
Father and desire to create on his own is intended by the Father. 

Therefore it is not right to criticize the movement which is the Logos, but 
it is fitting that we should say about the movement of the Logos that it is 

cause of a system which has been destined to come about.29;

There is certainly something here which is comparable (with due 
caution) with Plotinus's idea of tolma.:JO But as we read on we find 
that the Logos "was not able to bear the sight of the light, but he 
looked into the depth and he doubted. Therefore it was an extremely 
painful division, a turning away because of his self-doubt and division, 
forgetfulness and ignorance of himself and of that which is.•31 This 
goes beyond the most Gnostic-like idea in any Platonist, Numenius's 
concept of the "splitting• of the Demiurge.32 And in what follows in 
the Tripartite Tractate we discover that all the unreality, disturbance, and 
trouble of this lower world, the defects and dissensions of the cosmic 
powers, the Archons, and the conflict between the powers of light and 
darkness which dominates the present state of things, are due to the 
weakness and sickness of the Logos which comes from his attempt to 
attain to the Father. Here we have a real "break in the middle,■ a real 
fault and failing in the spiritual world accounting for the origin of an on 
the whole bad and transitory material cosmos, which is not compatible 
with the thought of Plotinus or with any kind of genuine Platonism. 

It is not easy to fit the Gnostic stories which we have just been 
considering into any tidy scheme of cosmic or two-principle dualism. 
But of course the Gnostics, like the Platonists and the non-Gnostic 
Christians, are dualists in another perfectly legitimate sense of 
"dualism,■ that of belief in a duality of worlds, a higher and a lower 
cosmos. Something must be said here about some possible variations 
of this. We need to look rather carefully at the variants of two-world 
dualism which we encounter in the first centuries of our era in order to 
determine the degree of "other-worldliness," that is of hostility to, 
alienation from, and desire to escape from this lower cosmos which 
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appears in them. This seems to depend to a great extent on the way in 
which the relationship between the two worlds is conceived or imagined. 
It is perfectly correct to say that the Nag Hammadi literature has shown 
that not all Gnostics were totally alienated from this world and 
committed to a darkly pessimistic view of the cosmos and its maker. 
But it must be admitted that a rather dark pessimism does predominate: 
and even in those treatises where a comparatively favorable view is 
taken of the creator and his creation, the estimate of the material 
cosmos does not seem to be high. There is not very much to be said for 
it as it appears in the latter part of the Tripartite Tractate. The sentence 
in Marsanes •<I have come to know> when <I> was deliberating that 
in every respect the sense-perceptible world is [worthy] of being saved 
entirely• certainly deserves to be quoted to show that not all Gnostics 
were utterly alienated and anti-cosmic. But if we also quote what 
remains of what comes immediately before, •Finally the entire 
defilement was saved, together with the immortality of that one 
[feminine] ... ,■ it does not look as if the material world, presumably 
identical with or part of the •entire defilement,■ is very much esteemed 
after all.33 The most deeply and strongly world-affirming of the 
treatises which I have read is the Writing Without Title,34 with its loving 
descriptions of the paradises of the cosmic Erc'Js and the symbolic 
animals of the land of Egypt.35 To.rdieu describes the spirit and mood 
of the treatise (and of the closely related Hypostasis of the Archons) 
beautifully and accurately. 

Thus les trois (the myths of Adam and Eve, Eros, and the animals of Egypt] 
expriment la mfme nostalgic d'une intimite chaleureuse, d'une fusion 
originaire et vital entre l'homme et la femme ( cycle d' Adam) l'homme et les 
plantes (jardins d'Eros) entre l'homme et !'animal (cycle des animaux 
d'Egypte) nostalgic analogue a celle qui preside a la genese des mythes de 

la bisexualite, de l'age d'or et de la regeneration.36

It is important to remark that here the female (and the androgynous -
Eros is androgynous) are very highly regarded: in the telling of the 
story of Genesis the values are reversed and Eve and the serpent are 
good saving powers. This is certainly not a spirit of mere cosmic 
pessimism and alienation from this world. But it is a spirit of nostalgia, 
and nostalgia is generally understood as a passionate longing for 
something far away and long ago, and generally implies that one is fairly 
miserable about the state in which one finds oneself. Here we can see 
an important reason why it is very easy for Gnostics to be very hostile 
to and alienated from this present world. In the Gnostic stories the 
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higher cosmos is remote and we cannot return to it, except in vision and 
revelation, till after bodily death: and the material cosmos is not only 
remote from the world of light but itself a transitory phenomenon: 
there is no reason to care about it very much. 

For Platonists the relationship of the two worlds is very different. 
From the Timaeus onwards the essential truth about the material 
cosmos is that it is an image, divinely made, of the eternal world of 
Forms. (The idea that things in this world are in some sense images of 
things in a higher world does of course occur in some Gnostic 
writings,37 as Plotinus notes with hostility.38 But the archetypes of the 
images do not usually seem to be on a very high level or to come into 
existence very early in the story and the stress seems to be very much, 
as a rule, on the shadowy, phantasmal, and generally unsatisfactory 
character of the material image. In some Gnostics the valuation of body 
and the material world may not be very far from the Phaedo or from the 
nostalgia for the higher world of Phaedrus 250C, but it never seems to 
come very near to the Timaeus. The idea of the world as image docs 
not seem to be really central for the Gnostics and, at their most 
cosmically optimistic, they are very far from regarding it as the 
everlasting icon of the eternal glory.) I have for some time found it 
useful, in considering the attitudes of Platonists to body and the 
material universe, to observe that the concept of •image• allows, and 
indeed demands, a sliding scale of valuation. At the lower end of the 
scale one says •How poor, trivial and inadequate a thing the image is 
compared with the original"; at the higher end •How beautiful and 
venerable is this icon of the eternal glory not made by human hands.• 
And many intermediate stages are possible, according to mood, 
temperament and context. We have seen how even in the more dualistic 
and pessimistically inclined Middle Platonists, the influence of the 
Timaeus prevented the higher valuation of the cosmos as image from 
ever being forgotten. And it is particularly clearly and strongly evident 
in Plotinus, in spite of a considerable number of pessimistically other
worldly utterances. We can see very well in him how the beauty of the 
everlasting image depends on the continual presence in it of the 
invisible and eternal archetype; indeed, not only its beauty but its very 
existence, for it is a •natural" image, like a shadow or reflection, which 
cannot exist without the archetype's presence.39 The two worlds are 
very close to each other in Plotinus; so close that many good modern 
interpreters of the Enneads find it better and less misleading to 
understand his thought in terms of one world, one set of entities, 
apprehended in different ways at different levels, rather than two.40 In 
terms of comparison with Gnostics, and non-Gnostic Christians, this 
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means that for Plotinus heaven, or the Pleroma, or the World of Light, 
is not remote and our sojourn there is not something which belongs to 
the past or the future. The eternal is here and now present in its 
everlasting image. The only Parousia there will ever be is here and now. 
And those who are capable and prepared to make the great moral and 
intellectual efforts to do so can live in heaven and rise beyond it to God 
here and now. Porphyry was, it seems, more inclined than his master to 
follow Numenius in regarding this world as a place to escape from. But 
the Athenian Neoplatonists incline even more strongly than Plotinus to 
the highest evaluation of the image: and for them too the One and the 
Henads and the Forms are intimately and immediately present at every 
level of their vast hierarchy of being, the highest more intimately and 
immediately present in this lower cosmos of ours than those of lower 
rank. And through the sacred rites their presence may be experienced 
by at least some of those who cannot rise to the austere contemplation 
of the sage. 

I have left myself little room to discuss the formidably complex 
subject of the forms of cosmic dualism which are to be found in the 
thought of non-Gnostic Christians. But it will already be apparent that 
a good deal which has been said in the earlier parts of this paper about 
both Platonists and Gnostics can be applied to mainstream Christians: 
and the best thing I can do here is to suggest at least a partial 
explanation for the remarkable variations in Christian theory and 
practice in terms of the different solutions adopted by Christians to the 
problems of the evils and imperfections apparent in the world and 
human beings. Non-Gnostic Christians have generally rejected with 
great passion and emphasis interpretations of the Jewish and Christian 
stories which made the creator of the world other than and inferior to 
the one God and Father of Jesus Christ. They have rejected the kind 
of •break in the middle• which figures so prominently in the Gnostic 
stories. As a result they affirm very strongly the goodness of the 
creation as well as of the creator: and eventually classical Christian 
theology came to accept the later Neoplatonist view of evil as having no 
real existence, as a parhypostasis. On this side of Christian thinking 
Platonic influence has been strong and deep. In the West as well as in 
the East Christians have often arrived at a theophanic view of the 
material creation in which it appears as the God-made icon of the 
eternal glory. I was myself brought up in an English Christian tradition 
which saw no fundamental difference between Platonism and 
Christianity, and instinctively and unselfconsciously accepted God's self
revelation in nature as equal in honor to his self-revelation in scripture 
and church: a way of faith admirably summed up in St. Maximus 
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Confessor's discussion of the proper interpretation of the white 
garments of the Ttansfiguration in which he concludes • ... the two 
laws, of nature and of scripture, are equal in honor and teach the same 
as each other, and neither is greater or less than the other ... •41 But 
there are of course important differences between the normal Christian 
creationist position and that of the later Platonists. The Christians lay 
much greater stress on God's will and have a more unbridled and 
absolute conception of divine creative power than Plato and his 
followers: as a result they not only reject the independent principle of 
evil of the Middle Platonists but have little room in their thought for 
the •dark other,■ still so important in the last Neoplatonists, and in 
general, at least till quite recently, reject any limitation on God's 
omnipotence which would mean that he works by persuasion rather than 
force. This can result in leading those Christians, like Augustine in his 
later years, who incline to a gloomy view of the present state of affairs, 
not only to a pessimism about the world as great as that of the 
Manichees but to a way of thinking about God darker and more 
terrifying than that of any thorough-going cosmic dualists.42 

The darker view of this world is strongly assisted by the older and 
more popular Christian way of explaining its evils. This is a story
explanation, in terms of persons rather than principles, about the fall of 
angels and men, and in this way resembles the Gnostic �tories. In 
patristic thought, and sometimes in later Christian thought; the fall of 
the angels plays an important part in the explanation of cosmic or 
physical evil: though no other Christian thinker goes as far as Origen 
in making the whole creation depend on the fall of the spirits who, 
according to the depth of their fall, became angels, men or devils: a 
doctrine which he is enabled to reconcile with his firm anti-Gnostic faith 
that the creation is essentially good, because it is the work of the 
perfectly good and wise Father working through the Logos in whom 
there is no fault or failing, by his vision of the whole creative process as 
one of redemption, education and purification which will bring all the 
spirits back to that original state form which they, freely and of their 
own motion, in no way impelled by God; chose to fall. The vital 
difference between the way of thinking of the Peri Archon and the at 
first sight not entirely dissimilar one of the Tripartite Tractate is that for 
Origen there is no element of fault and failing, no falling below the best, 
in the divine creative act itself. Origen's view was of course generally 
rejected by non-Gnostic Christians: but in less wholesale forms the 
explanation of cosmic evils by the fall of the angels has not, perhaps, 
been uncommon. My father, who was an Anglican clergyman, 
reconciled his passionate belief in the goodness of the creation with the 
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undoubted existence of evils in it by an interesting Christian adaptation 
of what is said in the Timaeus about the part taken by the "younger 
gods" in the formation of the world, which he regarded as perfectly 
orthodox and traditional. He held that the angels had had bestowed on 
them by God limited powers of creation which the devils were not 
deprived of, and continued to exercise after their fall by creating all the 
things in the world of which my father disapproved, notably slugs and 
snails, to which, being an enthusiastic gardener, he had the strongest 
objection. 

But it is when the doctrine of the fall of the angels is combined 
with that of the fall of mankind to provide an explanation of the evils 
which beset humanity here below that we may find the foundations in 
Christian thought for a world-view as dark as that of the Manichaeans 
or a conflict-dualism fiercer than that of the Mazdaeans. J.H.W.G. 
Liebeschutz, in his excellent book on Roman religion, has shown very 
well how the passionate early Christian belief in devils and the 
identification of the pagan gods with devils darkened the later antique 
world-view, by strengthening the tendency which had already appeared 
in it to believe in supernatural personifications of evil. He says, 

The transformation of the gods into demons had a significant psychological 
consequence. The gods had sometimes been cruel or arbitrary, but they 
could be placated by offerings in quite the same way as arbitrary or 
tyrannous humans. They were not essentially hostile or spiteful. 
Christianity offered man enormously powerful assistance, but it also 
proclaimed the existence of powerful and totally evil adversaries. Life 
became a battle in which men must fight for God against "the enemy.• 

and he adds in a footnote 

There had been a tendency to believe in supernatural personifications of 
absolute evil, especially in connection with magic, in later Greek or Roman 
paganism ... But it was left to Christianity to fill the world with evil 
spirits.43

Peter Brown has unforgettably described the consequences in 
Augustine's latest thought of combining this devil-dualism with the anti
dualist insistence on the omnipotence and sovereign will of God. 

God had plainly allowed the human race to be swept by his wrath: and this 
human race, as Augustine presents it in his works against Julian, is very like 
the invaded universe of Mani. Augustine had always believed in the vast 
power of the Devil: ... Now this Devil will cast his shadow over mankind: 
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the human race is "the Devil's fruit-tree, his own property, from which he 
may pick his fruit,• it is "the plaything of demons.• This is evil, thought 
of much as the Manichees had done, as a persecutory force. The demons 
may now have been enrolled as the unwitting agents of a superior justice: 

but it is they who are seen as active and man as merely passive.44

Here, as Brown shows, we are very close to the Gnostic view of the 
world at its darkest, and, though the figure of God is invested with a 
transcendent and absolute horror exceeding that of any Gnostic 
demiurge or even the Manichaean evil principle, his most eminent 
activity in the world in its present state is seen as the redemption and 
deliverance of the small number of the elect from its darkness. For the 
rest of humanity, of course, there is no hope at all, as God 
simultaneously with his work of redemption pursues his •awesome 
blood-feud against the family of Adam.•4s 

But those Christians who have not the tormented genius of 
Augustine for drawing out the full horror of the consequences implicit 
in some traditional Christian doctrines, and who do not see the world 
as so totally devil-ridden as Augustine did in his later years (and many 
of his Christian contemporaries did not) have often come to attach 
much importance to the third image which I mentioned (p. 9) as 
available to cosmic dualists, that of the war-leader, commanding the 
armies of light against the forces of darkness. They have round that the 
qualified conflict-dualism of the belief that all the evils of this world arc 
due to the sins of the fallen angels and the men and women whom they 
have seduced into following them provides admirable support for the 
ferocious, though sometimes quite cheerful, pugnacity, exceeding that of 
mainstream Iranian conflict-dualists, which has been a distinguishing 
characteristic of historic Christianity. The belief that those whom one 
regards, at any place or time, as enemies of authentic Christian faith, 
civilization, or interests are of the Devil's party is a powerful stimulus 
to crusading: that is, of course, if one does not pay too much attention, 
as Christians in this sort of context have generally quite successfully 
avoided doing, to where and how Christ chose to overcome evil, and so 
is not inhibited by the reflection that the Cross is a singularly 
inappropriate symbol for a Crusader. Those, of course, who do attend 
to the meaning of the Cross, as the best of those who have used the 
language of •spiritual combat• have done, will come to use that 
language in a very different way, and understand the overcoming of evil 
in very different terms from the polcmists and crusaders. In their 
thought and practice this strange triumph will be achieved by accepting 
and carrying evil and requiting it with good and with love. Most of us 
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have not got nearly as far as this. But, as we contemplate the 
overcoming of evil by the way of the Cross, we may be permitted to 
observe that the language of conflict-dualism is not really appropriate 
to it, except in a most violently paradoxical sense: so that we may come 
to prefer other images, including the great Platonic image of the 
Craftsman, for our struggle in this imperfect, but good and lovable 
world. 
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The "Second God" in Gnosticism and 

Plotinus's Anti-Gnostic Polemic 

Francisco Garcia Bazan 

translated from Spanish by Winifred T. Slater 

Nous as a •second God• According to Plotinus 

In Enneads V, 1 (10), 8, a writing belong to the first literary period 
of Plotinus's teachings,1 the following ideas are set forth: 

8. This is the reason why Plato says that all things are threefold "about the
king of all" - he means the primary realities - and "the second about the
second and the third about the third." But he also says that there is a
•father of the cause," meaning Intellect by "the cause": for Intellect is
his craftsman; and he says that it makes Soul in that "mixing-bowl" he
speaks of. And the father of Intellect which is the cause he calls the Good
and that which is beyond Intellect and "beyond being.• And he also often
calls Being and Intellect Idea: so Plato knew that Intellect comes from the
Good and Soul from Intellect. And [it follows] that these statements of
ours are not new; they do not belong to the present time, but were made
long ago, not explicitly, and what we have said in this discussion has been an
interpretation of them, relying on Plato's own writings for evidence that
these views are ancient. And Parmenides also, before Plato, touched on a
view like this, in that he identified Being and Intellect and that it was not
among things perceived by the senses that he placed Being. when he said
"Thinking and Being are the same.• And he says that this Being is
unmoved - though he does attach thinking to it - taking all bodily
movement from it that it may remain always in the same state, and likening
it to "the mass of a sphere," because it holds all things in its circumference
and because its thinking is not external, but in itself. But when he said it

55 
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was one, in his own works, he was open to criticism because this one of his 
was discovered to be many. But Parmenides in Plato speaks more 
accurately, and distinguishes from each other the first One, which is more 
properly called One, and the second which he calls •one-Many" and the 
third, •one and Many." In this way he too agrees with the doctrine of the 
three natures.2 (tr. AH. Armstrong) 

This passage is rich not only in personal doctrine, but also in that 
it indicates some of the sources of thought which nourished that 
doctrine. Specifically, they are the three ontological categories of 
Plato's Epistle II which seive as the basis for outlining the theory of the 
hypostases and their hierarchy;3 the reflection of the first three 
hypotheses of the Parmenides upon "The One•4 so as to be able to 
distinguish amongst the three hypostases as units of diverse content and 
complexity. Lastly, Intellect, the second hypostasis in hierarchy, is not 
a single or isolated One, ultimately ineffable, but a Unity-Totality, The 
One as an undivided whole which contains all and which thereby claims 
particular requirements. 

This, observes our philosopher, Parmenides had already perceived 
and maintained, albeit in imprecise language. But the core of the 
nature of the second hypostasis was already firmly grasped by the 
Presocratic under the following conceptual scheme:5 

1. Parmenides had already comprehended clearly and as a lucid
rational necessity that what is (to on) is absolutely opposed to what is 
not. In this respect, being can neither begin to be nor stop being nor 
be transformed, for that would imply passing from not being to being, 
form being to not being, or identification through coexistence of being 
and not being. In any one of these cases the logically absurd may 
apply.6 

2. From this central conviction derive the signs or attributes which
characterize being as motionless, complete, eternal, etc.7 

3. Furthermore, this logical intuition of the reality of being cannot
derive from what is not, whether in an absolute or a relative sense. 
With careful scrutiny, it is seen to be the consciousness which being has 
of itself and which asserts itself as a constant awareness, as does the 
reality which is known. So being and thinking are actually one and the 
same thing. It is not a question of being coming from thinking - far 
from it; but neither does thinking come from being. They have always 
been and shall forever be the same, a connaturally indivisible reality. 
What does happen, historically, is that at a given moment the 
philosopher, by his thinking, discovers that identity; but the reality was 
already there, immutable, waiting to be awakened.8 
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4. None the less, although Parmenides has seen and written about
the inseparable unity of being and thinking and has called it •one: he 
has not expressed exactly of what that not-one, wherefore multiple, unity 
consists. It was Plato who, in the expository development of the second 
hypothesis of his dialogue about unity, Parmenides, expressed it with 
sufficient clarity.9 

Therefore, (a) based on an essential intellectual position regarding 
Parmenides and the interpretation which Parmenides's central 
ontological intuition had elicited in Plato; and {b) according to a 
Pythagorizing-Platonic exegesis well assimilated by Plotinus and which 
favors a Plato pythagoricus, the different perspectives and problems Nous 
holds for Plotinus are as follows: 

A Internal configuration of Intellect or Spirit. 
B. Derivation and self-constitution of Intellect as a second

hypostasis.
C. Function of Intellect as producer as an intermediary

hypostasis between the Good/One and the Soul or third
hypostasis.

Of what does Nous consist or what is Nous? 

The first thorough presentation setting forth of the subject topic 
appears in Enneads V, 9 (5) under the title: •on Intellect, Ideas and 
Being.•10 The subject matter is introduced with a reference to the 
three types of men or categories, varieties, kinds of philosophers: the 
Epicurean, the Stoic, and the Platonic (the latter really knows and seeks 
the basis of his knowledge and •takes pleasure in that real place•).11 

It is explained, first of all, that what is referred to here is the nous 
alethinos, the real nous. This means an Intellect which constantly is 
Intellect, since an Intellect which is partial or which at times is and at 
other times is not Intellect will not be Intellect in an absolute sense. 
'True lnte1lect is, therefore, total knowledge and always knowledge.12 

Moreover, this Intellect, perceived as being always the same and 
all-inclusive, corroborates the same reasoning (logos); that is, •real 
being and real essence• (To ov OVT(l)S Kat 'TT(V cU1}0fi owi.av). 
Undoubtedly, Being, by not being mingled with the changeable entities, 
is separate (chorismos) and by being the totality, carries within its bosom 
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the ideas.13 Intellect in the real sense is always Intellect in actuality, 
as it cannot go from potentiality to actuality and be always existent (Ka 1. 
O'.EL VO'\JV ovra).14 

But if its thinking is not as acquired, if it thinks something, it thinks it from 
itself and if it possesses something, it possesses it from itself. And if it 
thinks from itself and starting from itself, it itself is what it thinks. Because 
if it were an essence, and what it thinks were different from itself, its very 
essence would be unknown to it and so would be potential and not actual. 
Consequently, it is necessary not to separate these realities from each other 
(we are in the habit of separating them also analytically - tais epinoiais -
according to our conditions depending on what may be current among us). 
What is it, then, that acts and thinks, that it should be recognized that that 
which is acting and thinking is the same as what it is thinking? It is obvious 
that it is nous which, really being, thinks beings and is; so then it itself is 
those beings, because it will think of them as being externally, or as being 
contained within itself as something identical. Now then, externally it is 
impossible, for where would they be? Therefore it thinks itself and in 

itself.15

Then some exact formulas stated by Parmenides, Aristotle, and 
Heraclitus, as well as the Platonic doctrine of reminiscence (anamnesis), 
become present and meaningful. Here beings dwell - not one is left 
outside; here where there is no birth nor corruption is what really is. 
Inferior beings have only a borrowed or shared reality.16 

Intellect, then, is total unity;17 that is, nothing eludes Intellect, 
since it is one-all. Then all things must be in it and at the same time 
and, therefore, together and separate, as a whole, but several.18 How 
is this possible? Because in the unity of the Spirit, lacking in sensible 
matter, but living in itself, it is possible for complete beings, forms or 
ideas to coexist as intellectual realities.19 Knowing themselves 
constantly and completely, these realities do not lock themselves into 
their selfsameness, but admit into their identical intellection with its 
reality all the remaining forms which comprise the intelligible organism 
or place. There is, therefore, in each idea or archetype identity of being 
and of thinking in a particular sense,20 but at the same time awareness
of a reality which is what it is in itself. Furthermore, this is true to the 
extent to which it communicates freely and unhindered with the total 
Intellect. In the same way, the full Spiritual Order is reflected or 
concentrated in each being - each self-transparent individuality, and it 
could not be what it is were it not for that presence of all else in its 
own constitution.21 •There it is the all in the one.•22 

One who refers to the fundamental duality of thought as being 
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intelligible and intelligent in itself, is at the same time affirming 
intellection. Indeed, true Intellect, which, as such, is necessarily Intellect 
in actuality, is, primarily and totally, triple unity. It is a one which, as 
thought, thinks itself as a known object, as a knowing subject, and as a 
cognitive activity. Or, if you will, a thinking foundation (intellect) 
which, conceptually determining itself (what it is), is a full noetic activity 
(intellectual life as noesis).23 So it is multiple unity which is eternity 
and life in the whole totality and in the particular beings under the 
limitation of what each one of them is - their sameness, their 
difference, their repose and movement, their quality, etc., affording in 
advance a brief outline of the internal framework of the spiritual.24 

The actuality of intellect is life (zOl-bios), intelligible activity in its 
fullness, which stands (en hesycho) in the presence of the One and 
engenders the intelligible gods. This activity of implicit triple content 
and with the Good as its source and root that will be the source also of 
life, of intellect, and of being.25 It is this triad, fully and loftily defining 
the second hypostasis, which Plotinus will continue using in his classes 
throughout the years. 

But in the uni-trinity of being-life-thought Plotinus finds not only 
the doctrine of essential number, but also the anticipation of the great 
genera [megiste gene] of Plato's Sophist.u It is these genera [gene] 
which justify the delimitation of ideas as such in the intelligible world 
and reciprocal communication among them. With these concepts in 
mind he is able to write the following: 

But Nous is all beings. It contains, therefore, all things firm in itself, it only 
and always is thus and never in the future shall be thus, because every then 
is a now. Neither is it in the past, because here nothing is preterit; rather 
all beings are always present; remaining so because, in a manner of 
speaking, they love one another in that state. Each of them is intellect and 
being and the whole is total Intellect and total being; intellect by means of 
thinking causing being to exist, but being by means of being thought giving 
to intellect thought and existence. The cause of thinking, none the less, 
which is the same as the cause of being, is different; therefore they both at 
the same time have a different cause. Undoubtedly they both exist together 
and do not separate, but this unity which is simultaneously intellect and 
being, that which thinks and that which is thought, is a duality, intellect as 
it thinks and being as it is thought. This must be so because thinking could 
not arise without the existence of difference and identity. And so the basic 
genera emerge: Intellect, Being, Difference, and Identity. Motion and Rest 
should also be added; for if there is thinking there must be motion and 
being the same requires rest. .. Once this multiplicity is brought into being, 
Number and Quantity arise and Quality as well, for it is the characteristic 
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proper to each one of these Ideas which are the principles from which all 
else derives.27

The foregoing evinces implicit distinction of the great genres 
looking toward ideas and numerical constitution in addition to total 
intelligible reality and essential realities, unities in either case, but also 
multiples. 

We interpret as follows: Each form, each individual intellect, being 
a particular reflection of Intellect, is a being in actuality; but each being, 
each ousia, is elementally constituted by or has in common with the 
others entity, difference, mobility, and stability. By means of this 
amalgamation of elemental principles it settles itself or is inserted into 
the spiritual whole. That is, each idea is what it is in the intelligible 
world to the degree to which, being in eternal and intransferable 
actuality a permanent •this• or •that• in itself; that is, a determined 
or clear form (being) in full activity (life) of self-transparency 
(knowledge), it contemplates or lives in itself, the totality of the order 
of Intellect, opening itself up without restraints or barriers to that whole 
and possessing it in itself according to its own particularity. Therefore, 
each such form is a distinct being comprised of entity, identity, and 
stability, of the difference by virtue of which the remaining ideas make 
room for it and flow back to themselves, and the mobility through which 
it aspires to be all ideas and all other ideas conspire towards it.28 Each 
idea communicates supragcnerically with the intelligible living whole by 
means of its triune internal dynamism of being-life-knowledge, but 
communicates with the eternal beings by means of its generic 
constitution. It is life and interrelation, since each ousia is 
simultaneously organ within an organism and organ of an organism 
along with other organs.29 

But in the dynamic or organic reality of the •living in itself: in 
its whole and in its parts, is concealed the essential number rendering 
possible this same multiple order in both the broad and the restricted 
sense. This hold true in the architectural dimension because, by its 
constitution, the intelligible living presupposes trinity; its earlier 
moment (intellect) presupposes duality; and the object which claims it 
(being), presupposes unity. Furthermore, ideal beings add to their 
entitive unity the remaining four genres so as to subsist in order.30

However, in a strictly ideal characterization, order is maintained because 
each form contains a number which assures its cohesion31 with the 
whole. In any idea, therefore, the essential number participates in a 
complex fashion to allow the idea its spiritual place and to give it 
internal unity. The decad, then, harboring in its bosom the hidden 
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power of number, is the ultimate and first shaping element of Nous and 
of its ideal contents. Consequently, Plotinus says: 

The es.scntial number is that which is one aspect of ideas and co-generates 
them, but primally it is in being and with being and before all beings. In it 
beings have their basis and fount, root and first principle. For the One is 
the principle for being and being is in the One (because it would be 
diversified), but the One does not rest upon being, because then it would 
be one before possessing Unity, and that which is part of the decad would 
be decad before possessing decadhood.32 

In brief, Nous, the second hypostasis, sphere of intelligible being 
or multiple unity, consists of the following elements, going from the 
center to the periphery: 

Inclusive characteristics of the container: (a) Elemental principles 
(Form/Matter); (b) Principles of order (essential number); (c} 
Suprageneric nature (Being-Life-Intellect}. 

Characteristics of the contents: (a) General (megiste gene) major 
categories; (b) Special (specific or individual conditions). 

The philosopher's characteristic activity consists precisely in 
serenely knowing and traversing without difficulties the •plain of 
truth.•33 

But how can Intellect be constituted in this manner if plurality 
comes from Unity? This is the question Plotinus asks himself early in 
his teachings. :i.. 

Derivation and self-constitution of Intellect as the second hypostasis. 

The answer to this problem is related to the formation of the 
second hypostasis as an image of the One, for: 

The One remains as the object of thinking, that which arises as the object 
of thought; but being thought and thinking from whence it derives (because 
it has no other) is Intellect, which has, so to speak, another object of 
thought, like the former, and is the reflection and image of H.3s

The Spirit likewise is represented as an irradiation or luminous 
projection (perilampsis) which comes from the One.36 Later on it is
asserted that: 

This is certainly what occurs with the Good as spiritual power encircles it, 
being in its tum like the model of its image in the One-multiple, which also 
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is on the way to multiplicity and because of that has become Nous .... It 
is like a light which comes from one single center, keeping its transparency 
in itself. The scattering light is an image, but the light from which it 

radiates is the real One.37

How is this derivation or generation of the second hypostasis 
ontologically possible? Because the One/Good remains in itself and, to 
the extent that it rests established in its own plenitude it generates the 
different, as a product which is its immediate image or glow and the 
effect of its overabundance. 

It is not Being, but rather its generator. Being is, so to speak, its first 
generation. Because it neither seeks nor possesses nor needs anything, It 

overflows and this overabundance produces something different from It.38

How is Intellect formed as a Multiple-Unity? It is formed as a 
reflection, but a reflection which is the result of its own self
constitution. So Good remains in itself, absolutely in its own nature, 
but it gives off its nature upon another, its imprint (ichnos) which 
attracts and is able to captivate Intellect and which is its intelligible 
content. It is the same as the heat which is in fire and the heat in a 
warm body. Thus it is the essence of cause and effect.39 For this 
reason, this production, as seen from the One, or in general from the 
producing level, is an emanation and spontaneous productive capability; 
whereas, observed from the perspective of Intellect, it is a complex 
operation which brings into play all its components and possibilities of 
internal organization. 

Plotinus says that the second hypostasis had the audacity (to/ma) 
to separate itself from the One.40 In fact, that which as regards the 
One is overabundance (hyperpleres), from the point of view of Nous is 
boldness. Within this concept the multiple potentialities of matter 
begin to function. The substratum or spiritual receptacle, swollen with 
separating tension, is the indefinite or the other-than-the-One, which, 
ever in potentiality and yearning for its origin, seeks Unity. 

Plotinus corroborates this doctrine on several occasions: 

But why is Intellect not the generator? Because thinking is the actuality of 
Intellect; on the other hand, that thinking seeing the intelligible turned 
towards it and receiving from it its consummation, is in itself indefinite, like 
sight, and is defined by the intelligible. This is why it has been said that 

"ideas and numbers arise from the indefinite dyad and the One."41
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Consequently he can point out a little further on: 

63 

Who, then, has generated this multiple god? It is generated by simple 
Being, which is prior to this multiplicity, the cause of its multiple existence, 
and that which produces number. Certainly number is not primal. And 
because Unity is prior to the dyad and the dyad is in turn second and 
springs from Unity, the latter defines it but it is in itself indefinite. Once it 
has been defined, it is already number, number as substance .... Therefore, 
what is called number and duality in the spiritual world, are informing 
principles and Spirit. Even so, the indefinite dyad exists, so long as it be 
taken, so to speak, as the substratum. Each number which proceeds from 
it and from the One, is an Idea, having been formed by the ideas generated 
in It(= spiritual substratum). On the one hand, Nous is formed from the 
One, but on the other, from Itself, the same as sight in actuality, because 
thinking is vision which sees, both of them being one.42 

With that same mentality, Plotinus maintains likewise that the 
Good or the One "lacks thinking so as not to have otherness"43 and
that there is a relation of "similarity and identity• between the subject 
which knows and the Intelligible which allows the being that knows 
through self-denial an exaltation and even identification with the known, 
once the obstacles have disappeared: 

For bodies hinder bodies in communicating, but incorporeal bodies arc not 
hindered by bodies; therefore they are not apart from each other spatially, 
but rather because of otherness and difference. Thus when otherness 
disappears, the several beings are present to one another. So that which has 
not otherness is always present and we are present with it when we put away 
otherness. Neither docs That aspire to us, as if it were round about us, but 
rather we aspire to It, being round about It.44

Now the passage to which we alluded earlier45 becomes fully 
meaningful. Its most interesting lines, pointing out the self-generated 
character of Intellect, read as follows: 

But Nous is all beings .... But in order that there be that which thinks and 
that which is thought, otherness is required. Otherwise, if you remove 
otherness, the emerging unity will remain silent. It is likewise necessary that 
the things which are thought be both different from and somewhat like each 
other, since it is a unit in itself and as a unit all have something in common. 
Difference is also an otherness. This multiplicity which comes into being 
produces number and quantity. Quality, moreover, as the characteristic 
proper to each of them and to all else, derives from these in the sense that 
they are principlcs.46
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We consider the above to be Plotinus's central notion. Nous a 
knowledge implies duality: that which thinks and that which is thought. 
Since in the behavior of Nous that which allows this act is exterior to 
that which thinks as well as to what is represented, it will follow that 
their generator is also the generator of Being and of knowledge of 
Being. Being is the object represented in Intellect, the awareness of that 
which is represented, Intellect. In the fulfilled action of thinking Being 
remains identical to and different from Intellect, and Intellect remains 
inchoately other than Being, on the point of becoming identical to itself 
and different from Being, that which it should know; therefore it thinks 
that. Going to the essence of the matter, then, we summarize as 
follows: The cognitive action of Nous, potentially knowing, brought 
Being to determination or existence and the constant awareness of Being 
sustains the intellect of Nous. First place in logical analysis goes to 
Intellect, because, in order to constitute itself as the transparent self
representation, in which Being and Being's thinking are identified the 
same, identical in the double unity of the actuality of knowing, Nous, 
sensing itself to be another, aspired, as to something not attained, to 
intuit the constantly One. Therefore, in the epinoetic analysis 
examination the broadest fullest functions and the great genres appear 
as self-constituting stages of cognitive activity, which is then reflected 
from Being upon beings, self-constituting them and arranging them in 
intelligible life as its principles. The internal components of the 
cognitive act are the subject which knows (Intellect) and the object 
known (Being). Both of them, in active knowing, are different and alike 
in that they perform a function which distinguishes and defines them in 
a unity and in motion and at rest; for that which knows, when it is 
knowing involves both genres, as does that which is known, once it is 
being known. But, embracing all these principles is found otherness, 
that ultimate element of Nous which, being somewhat different from the 
One, aspires to be not undefined Intellect, but rather, with its own 
content of thinking and Being, the representation or image of the One. 
This capability of undefined understanding, this real spiritual substratum 
in which knowledge and Being as projections of Good will be possible, 
is true otherness. By means of otherness arise the great genera of Nous 
or its internal properties; it allows the cognitive duality of thinking and 
Being; and from it is generated difference as the first note of division, 
since it has to do with what is different in itself. Moreover, upon it, 
with Being already formed, is constructed the plurality of the being of 
Nous, identical and different. From this foundation the entire 
architecture of the intelligible world will be arranged, duly emphasizing 
that the basic component with regard to procession and that which 
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permits an orderly development of everything beneath the One, is this 
reality of otherness. It is a deep aspiration, forever unsatisfied, which 
attains in Nous all it desires. That otherness in no way differs from the 
above-mentioned "indefinite dyad," which together with Unity forms 
the ideal numbers and which is here referred to as the multiplicity which 
produces number.47 

The Neoplatonist was right, then, to conclude his reflections 
concerning intelligible matter with these words so well worth 
remembering: 

In effect, spiritual otherness exists always, which produces matter; for this 
is the principle of matter and the primary movement. For this reason 
Movement, too, was called Otherness, because Movement and Otherness 
sprang forth together. The Movement and Otherness which came from the 
First are undefined and need the First to define them; and they are defined 
when they turn to it. But before the turning, matter, too, was undefined 
and the Other and not yet good, but unilluminated from the First. For if 
light comes from the First, then that which receives the light, before it 
receives it has everlastingly no light; but it has light as other than itself, since 
the light comes to it from something else. And now we have disclosed 

about the intelligible matter more than the occasion demanded.48

In fact, it is that Other which, risen from the One and turning towards 
It in undefined Movement, impregnates the cager substratum to ·oecome 
self-constituted thereupon as knowledge and order in the presence of 
the unattainable vision of the Good.49 

For all this, in Enneads III, 8 (30), 11 we read that: (1) Nous is 
considered to be a kind of sight which is seeing and therefore a 
potentiality which has come to be an actuality and thus composed of 
form and matter. Intelligible matter, and Nous forms a double unity. 
(2) So, while the One needs nothing, Intellect does need the One, for
in Intellect there subsists something other than the First, which is It
Itself and nothing else, and which makes it be something different. (3)
But still, in spite of the duality ingrained in matter, its desire for Good
and its tendency towards It is complete; it attains what it desires,
wholeness. Thus in Nous there persists a flawless adaptation between
matter and form, induced by a firm and constant aspiration. This
adaptation manifests itself as intellectual activity which is powerful,
whole, and effective life and thereby beauty in itself, but a beauty which,
although it be the height of movement, harmonious vigor, or unlimited
activity, or complete joyous life, is not the Good; it is but its
antechamber.50 In the Good has its Principle, as the source of life,
being, and knowledge. Therefore there is in Intellect, which is totally
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saturated with light, a double faculty, a double dynamis: one part is its 
total tendency toward itself in cautious intellectual moderation; the 
other, enraptured, seeks to break all limits, to be Silence and 
Nothingness,S1 no longer philosophy but rather the mysticism which 
makes whole again.52 

It is that Intellect, so organized and self-constituted as a complete 
organism dependent upon the First, to which Plotinus refers, only once, 
as a "second god." The reference occurs in Enneads V, 5, 3 in the 
lessons preparatory to his treatise • Against the Gnostics"; the 
designation becomes fully meaningful only in so far as we also analyze 
the third point of our discussion on the third hypostasis. 

Nous as a generating hypostasis. 

But how does Intellect produce the Soul and by means of it the 
sensible world? Simply by contemplating itself, secure in itself, and by 
an excess of its own fullness, in imitation of the One.53 On this point 
Plotinus is once again clear and coherent. The basis upon which he 
structures his teaching is the interpretation of the Platonic Timaeus. 

An early statement of the difficulty is found in Enneads V, 9 (5), 
3: 

It will be inquired ... whether Nous is in itself at the same time both as the 
form in the bronze and as the one who creates (poiesas, maker) the form 
in the bronze. 1ransferring the same principles to the soul of the universe, 
at this point one will rise to Intellect, affirming that it is the true maker 

(poieten) and craftsman (demiourgon).54

In the same way there is an apparent contradiction reflected in 
Enneads III, 9 (13), 1: 

"Intellect," says Plato, •sees the Ideas which are in that which is the 
Living." Later he says: "the demiurge thought that what Intellect sees in 
that which is the Living, this universe may also have.• Is he not saying, 
then, that ideas already exist prior to Intellect and that Intellect thinks them 
as they are existing? Therefore, one should first inquire whether the Living 
may be not Intellect, but something other than Intellect. That which 
contemplates is Intellect; thus the Living itself is not Intellect but the 
intelligible, and Intellect has outside itself that which it sees. In that case, 
it also has images and not the real things, if real things are there. For, as 
Plato says, the truth is there, in that which is, where each thing is "in 
itself." Therefore, even though one and the other are different, they are 
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not so separately, but only in that one is distinct from the other. Besides, 
so far as we are able to observe from the preceding statement, there is 
nothing to preclude that both be a unity and that they be distinguished by 
thought, because only in this way do the intelligible and that which 
understands exist. For the term •sees• by no means says in another, but 
in itself, since Intellect has the intelligible in it. But neither does anything 
prevent the intelligible from being an intellect in repose, unity, and silence; 
and nothing hinders the nature of the intellect which sees that intellect 
which is in itself from being a certain action of that intelligible which is 
intellect in repose, unity, and silence. This latter seeing the former, while 
it is seeing it, may be, so to speak, intellect of the former, because it thinks 
it. On the other hand, that which is thinking these things is also 
simultaneously intellect and intelligible, in order to produce in this world the 
four classes of the Living.55

Finally, in opposition to a Gnostic thesis, Ennead II, 9 (33), 1 
refutes such a subdivision in the second hypostasis: 

It is not even possible to do this in the things which come after these. One 
cannot conceive one intellect of some sort in a sort of repose and another 
in a kind of way in motion. What would the repose of Intellect be, and 
what its motion and •going forth," or what would be its in�ctivity, and 
what the work of the other intellect? Intellect is as it is, always the same, 
resting in static activity.56

Is it possible, then, having in mind the productive capacity of Nous, 
to imagine in it an inactive content, in itself an archetype and apart 
from the copy, and that same archetype as an active form? The same 
thing is true for a thorough analysis of any kind of craftsmanship. It 
appears upon examination to be a complicated activity which includes 
the universal model in the mind of the creator, fused with his own 
thought, and that same model when it is thought about in order to be 
molded into a specific piece of work for which it serves as a model. In 
the first case we would have an intellective action at rest and 
inoperative; in the second case, an intellective action in motion. 

Thus approached, the difficulty is ultimately more Judaic and 
Christian than Greek in its origin, for in it is involved the decisive or 
volitional act (the act of decision or volition) which creates the world.57 

According to Timaeus 39E, Plotinus, bearing in mind one aspect 
of the cosmogonic myth, recognizes the logical moments of content, 
thought and operation (Enneads V, 9, 3), but without accepting a literal 
anthropomorphic interpretation. 

If the intelligible paradigms are outside intellect, Intellect, as Plato 
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maintains, will not be true Intellect; for, with the immediacy of the 
known object-knowing subject broken, not the realities in themselves, 
but their intellectual reflections, will be in Intellect.511 This topic, here 
presented in a very condensed form, is fully examined and considered 
proven59 in the anti-Gnostic •Great Thtralogy. • Besides, the 
separation of aspects in Intellect - in repose (stasei), unity, and silence 
(!ienotati kai hesychia), and in itself (en auto) and in self-contemplation 
-will be only an epinoetic distinction, but not real. As the philosopher
expressed it at around that same time, •When we are thinking ourselves
we are looking at a thinking nature."'° Thinking itself is the restricted
and secondary activity of a being which is thinking and which therefore
can think itself. The character of intellect at rest (hesychos) is that
which is underlying and proper to a being which can reflect upon itself,
such as man; therefore, in the former, which is eternal and simultaneous
or entirely being-life-knowledge, such a separation will never be
possible.41 

Consequently, when the Gnostics, specifically the Yalentinians, 
distinguish really an Intellect in the bosom of God in silence and 
repose; that is to say, unuttered and inactive, as origin in itself of the 
Pleroma, and another which is uttered and in motion; that is, fixed as 
a total concept or sum of everlasting attributes and projected toward the 
real future world (the one which is to be saved) and the false one (the 
product of Sophia's fall), they are surreptitiously introducing into Plato's 
exegesis materials which have nothing to do with the Greek tradition.62 

With the above-cited assertions in mind we shall enter into a full 
discussion of our second topic. 

The "second god• among Platonists, Pythagorean-Platonists, and 
Gnostics. Plotinus's tradition. 

The question is treated in the important chapter on •ideas as the 
thoughts of God• in Ancient Philosophy in which an essential role is 
played by Aristotle's proclamation on the unsurpassable sublimeness of 
Nous as the most excellent living god.63 The chapter further treats of 
the different ways of dividing the interpretation of the demiurgic god of 
the Timaeus which gazes upon ideas,64 in some cases possibly 
influenced by oriental religious thought. 

The positions can be synthesized in three groups: 

a. Those which consider ideas as forming a unity with the
divine intellect. 
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b. Those which consider ideas to be external to divine
thinking, coming from outside. 

c. Those which consider ideas to be internal to the divine
mind, but in the form of an internal process. 

a. Behind this interpretation can be discovered a doctrine which
may go back to the Ancient Academy,65 but which in its most 
representative example may have adopted stipulations of Aristotelian 
philosophy. Such is the case with Albinus. He considers ideas as the 
thoughts or specific intellective actions of his first God or first Intellect. 
It is Intellect in actuality of itself and of those contents which are the 
paradigms of the world and of that world as a complete universe. The 
first god is first intellect and in actuality with respect to its own 
intellection, since it is the intellective basis of its eminently intellectual 
activity. In this sense it is light in itself, because it provides form itself 
the clarity of the cognitive action and its contents or intellectual objects 
and, in a second moment, is that cognitive and intellectual clarity for the 
celestial intellect. Ideas, then, are internal to God and are constantly 
generated by Him as his proper intellectual activity. God thinks himself 
and thinks ideas producing the cosmos according to such paradigms. To 
such a transcendent God the rational methods of negative theology may 
reasonably be applied, but with a meaning profoundly different from 
their application to Plotinus's One or to the •God who is not• of the 
Gnostic Basilides, for example. For while the One, by virtue of being 
Universal Possibility or productive Nothingness, is beyond all 
attribution, neither can the one-everything logically be named, because 
it would require all the names or attributes.66 

b. In the second group are Atticus and Numenius. It is possible
that Atticus may have reacted against an already Aristotelian Plato on 
this point, considering that the demiurge thinks the models, which as 
•first and fundamental natures• or ideas, are outside his thinking. The
models thought are the archetypes which lead to things,67 but as
•realities in themselves• they arc independent of the dcmiurgic
thoughts.68 

Numenius, however, considers a First Principle, first Nous, and first 
God, which is the Good in itself, Nous previous and superior to the 
intelligibles (ousia and idea), the One, etc. A second Nous is 
subordinate to it, a second god which contemplates the ideas, essences, 
or the beautiful and, applying them to sensible matter, creates the 
world.69 

There is in Numenius, then, (1) a first god, in itself and also in life, 
which owes much of its characterization to Aristotle, and (2) a second 
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intellect, called second god, which manifests a double function: at rest, 
contemplative and in motion, creative. The influence here may have 
been Gnostic.70 His conception of the world, none the less, is Greek: 
third god and poiema.11 

c. The third group, the one in which we are most interested at the
moment, is that of the Gnostics. 

In book II of his Adversus Haereses, Irenaeus of Lyon, pointing out 
the false doctrine taught by the Valentinians when they refer to the 
inexplicable fact of the divine generation of the Son by the Father, tries 
on several occasions to demonstrate the logical absurdities into which 
his adversaries fall. Among them is the glaring contradiction by which 
they proclaim two principal stages, moments, or levels in the 
constitution of the Pleroma ( = second Neoplatonic hypostasis). 

The following arguments demonstrate the logical absurdities which 
lrenaeus sought to expose: 

1. It is impossible that the Ennoia (interpreted as notion) can
generate Nous (= Intellect). Both it and Enthymesis (intention), 
thinking, reasoning, judgment, concept, etc. are activities of Intellect of 
a different cognitive nature. But these are all fixed in intellect and 
therefore cannot be its source. All the foregoing, obviously ill used by 
the Gnostics and imitating intellectual activities, breaks the unity of that 
which acts in a different way: 

But those who assert that Ennoia was produced by God, that Nous arose 
from Ennoia and afterwards in succession, Logos from both of these, ought, 
in the first place, to be censured for having made an improper use of these 

products.
72 

2. Since in God his Intellect (Nous) is identified with its ideal
contents (Logos), then the prolation (prolatio) Bythos, Nous, Logos is 
false.73 

3. If they maintain that the Father produced Intellect within
Himself, recourse to production is superfluous.74 

4. On the basis of this same mentality and wishing to find
absurdities in the enumeration of the elements of the triakontada by 
excess and by defect, it is maintained with respect to the superior 
Ogdoad that it is impossible that Sige and Logos form part of the 
Pleroma, because they are conceptually opposed. And even though it 
be held that this Logos is not a perceptibly pronounced word but is 
rather internal, neither is there offered a coherent solution, for Logos 
in Sige eliminates Sige by being identified with it.75 
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Saint Irenaeus betrays in his objections the personal exegetic 
interests implicit in them, but at the same time stresses the technicalism 
of his adversaries, just as when Plotinus opposes them with other 
doctrinal concerns. 

Behind the criticism of both opponents is the Valentinian teaching 
on the first plerornatic emission as transmitted by Ptolomeus: 

There is, so they say, a certain perfect Aeon previous to what is, in invisible 
and nameless heights. They call it Pre-Principle, Pre-Father, and A�. 
Incomprehensible, invisible, constant, and unbegotten, it was for endless 
centuries in peace and great solitude. Thinking (Ennoia), also called Grace 
and Silence, existed together with it. Once the A� thought of emitting 
from itself a Principle of all and this emission which he thought of emitting 
he placed like a seed within the womb of Silence who lived with him. 
Having received this seed and being pregnant she gave birth to an Intellect 
(Nous), similar and identical to the one who had emitted it and the only one 
which encompasses the grandeur of the Father. This Intellect they also call 
Only Begotten, Father, and Principle of all. Truth also was emitted along 
with it. This is the first and principal Pythagorean tetrad, also called root 
of all; for there are A� and Silence, and then Intellect and 1ruth. The 
Only Begotten, perceiving the purpose for which it was emitted, in like 
manner emits Reason and Life, as father of all who are to come after it and 
as principle and formation of the whole Plcroma. After Logos and Life, 
Man and Church are emitted as spouses. This likewise is the principal 
Ogdoad, origin and subsistence of the universe, which severally are called 
by four names: A�, Intellect, Logos, and Man.u. 

Summarizing the general conceptual line of discourse, then, we 
have: Ineffable Father and Only Begotten in its double aspect: (a) in 
potentiality, in the paternal apperception, once the mysteries of divine 
thought and will develop in the bosom of Silence into necessary external 
projection;77 and (b) consolidation of thinking outward as Ii;itellect or 
utterance of the Father, which analyzed, will constitute Plenitude, place, 
manifestation or glory of the Unutterable with all its eternal aeons or 
attributes. This is the image consisting of the unimaginable Simplicity, 
which is kept solidly united as total plenitude by a necessary maternal 
link, unspoken, pre-intellectual, and in the process of being formed; that 
is, the Ennoia as the unspokenness of the Father giving shelter to 
Thinking and Will. 

Plotinus cannot accept this composition of the tetrad, because in 
it are combined elements of Greek and Semitic-Christian thinking which 
essentially subdivide Intellect into one internal and one external 
moment, so as to explain the generated as being not so much a product 
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of the divine's spontaneity as of its thinking and will.78 

In the first part of the Apocryphon of John, a Barbelo-Gnostic 
document from before 180 AD., is found a remarkable attempt to 
describe the divine, expanding upon the incommunicable, intimate, or 
in itself fundament of the divinity. Given that constant and unchanging 
disposition which characterizes God in His very nature and which 
therefore is maintained uninterruptedly concealed and inexpressible by 
virtue of its natural propensity, any manifestation whatsoever is a 
betrayal of His being.79 It is about the deepest plane or dimension of 
the divine, of the divine transcendence, in a proper sense. 
Consequently, to attempt to suggest the consistency of the divine reality 
in itself, several means of exposition are employed simultaneously.80 

He begins by describing how and what it is that may be revealed or 
manifested immediately about God by God's own self-experience, which 
already is a first or potential delimitation: 

What shall I be able to tell you about Him, the Inconceivable? He is the 
image of light. To the degree to which I may be able to know Him - for 
who will ever know Him? - and to the extent to which I may be able to tell 
you, [I shall speak to you of Him). His aeon is indestructible, it is at rest, 
it rests in silence, it is the one that is before the All. He is therefore the 
head of all the Aeons, if there be something else with Him. He who 
perceives Himself in His own light which surrounds Him is the fountain of 
the water of life, light filled with purity. Toe fountain of the Spirit flowed 
from the living water of the light and arranged all the aeons and every kind 
of world. He recognized His own image when He saw it in the water of 
pure light which surrounds Him. His intellection accomplished a work; this 
was manifested and remained firm in His presence, in the radiance of the 
light. He is the Potency which is before the All, which was being revealed; 
the perfect Pre-Intellect of the All, the light, the likeness of the light, the 

image of the Invisible. He is the perfect Potency, Barbelus.81

This is the description of God's self-consciousness or direct 
experience of Himself while being naturally at the same time concealed 
or unknowable. As a first delimiting experience, it is the possibility of 
manifestation of the Pleroma. As a phase in emanation it is equal to 
the previous presentation of the Pleroma or spiritual plenitude which 
remains internally in potentiality of production, and therefore in the 
divine abyss or bosom, virginal Spirit, female cavern ready to open out 
fit to be displayed in pleromatic manifestation. It is, then, the unspoken 
Aeon which precedes the Aeons. It is the Aeon which exists •at rest 
and rests in silence•; that is, in peace with the divinity as its constant 
self-experience and as knowledge or secret word, unuttered, since it 
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dwells mentally or internally in God. It is that level of the divine alone 
within itself, although self-conscious, which neither extends itself 
outward, nor projects itself architecturally in relation to history as the 
active attributes of divinity. Here we are in the Pre-Intellect or the 
Power of generating the Word, which becomes the uttered Word, 
Knowledge or the active Nous poured out away from the divine depth, 
once the supreme will thus determines it shall be. 

In this way, the first divine irradiation or emission, its necessary 
doubling as perception of itself, rests upon its awesome unknowableness, 
foreshadowing in unspoken or internal synthesis the possibility of the 
totality of the articulated and distinct forms of the Pleroma, the plan of 
God. It is the divine mind, which looks simultaneously toward God and 
toward the world, that world which has the ability to be saved and so to 
be a part of the divine crown or glory. Thus, Pre-Intellect and Barbclus 
is also Ttiplc Potentiality; that is, germinal possibility which contains 
within itself the subsequent crystallization of the Pleroma as 
androgynous divine pentad: the Only Begotten and the four luminaries 
which proceed from him.82 

The Epistle of Eugnostus in its characterization of the Pre-Father, 
the Auto-Pater or Antopos, and his Antopoi, exhibits the same mental 
discipline. It includes the Allogenes and the Zostrianus known by 
Plotinus, further adding the analysis of the transcendental triad: Life, 
Intellect, and Being, in potentiality in the Father's rest and in actuality 
in the Pleroma. In the first instance, number would also be found as 
the generating power of order.8.J All of this must have led Plotinus to 
a series of philosophical elucidations subsequent to the "great 
treatise."84 Also of utmost interest for the present study is Bruce's 
Anonymus, which we would identify with the Apocalypse of Nicotheus to 
which Porphyry alludes in V.P. XVI.

115 

From the first chapter, the above-mentioned writing points out that 
the first Father of All is the first eternity (aei), the Self-Generated and 
Self-Begotten Place, the Depth of the All (bathos), the unutterable and 
unknowable (atnoi) and the first sound until it is perceived and 
comprehended by the All. In this sense it is also said of him that he is 
the great Abyss and first Fountain.86 The second Place, however, is 
rightly demiurge, father, logos, source, nous, man, eternal (aidios) and 
infinite (aperantos) and Father of the all. Reasonably, he is "the 
fountain (pege) which flows out from Silence (karof)," whose head is 
crowned by the aeons.87 We will not linger to explain the implications 
of a doctrine which gives so much importance to the Gnostic 
interpretation of John I:1.88 None the less, it is worth noting that the 
"silent fount,"89 also Pre-Father, Protophanes and Self-Begotten,90 
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as a monad which is connaturally anousios and through which that state 
of definitive rest is attained,91 proceeds from the One stricto sensu and 
that the said monad is the embryonic Totality.92 Similarly, Setheus or 
the hidden or potential Only Begotten (Ennoia) which includes the 
three powers that are in each power93 becomes Nous and the demiurgic 
or creative Word.94 It is likewise immeasurable depth and as Father
Mother, like the aforementioned first Father, Mother of the All.95 

Thus it is spoken of the Father/Mother/Son trinity: 

And they praised the One and the internal Thought (Ennoia) and the 
intelligible Word (logos noeron). And thus did they glorify the three which 
are one, for because of him they became of no substance (anousios).96

The internal Thought referred to is the Mother, monad in stillness 
(eremos) and repose (hesychia) which begets the Only Begotten. It is 
appropriate to recall that herein lies the Gnostic's goal of ascent or 
liberation and that this is represented by the body of light (soma nouein) 
or immortal body (athanatos). This body is obtained once the grace of 
the Only Begotten, Father of the particles of light, the unction or 
eternal crown, is received.9

7 
The resurrection of bodies is attained

through him. The topic and the expression were in circulation at the 
same time among the Valentinians and Plotinus also tried to correct 
such great confusion on the part of his adversaries.96 

Conclusion 

In the last analysis, it seems to us that in Enneads II, 9, 1 and 6, 
Plotinus has in mind the Valentinian Gnostics with whom he disputes 
in the Adversus Gnosticos and in other parts of the Enncads.99 It
appears that with respect to the notion of the •second god,■ there is 
a clash of two doctrines of analogous structure, both nourished by the 
same philosophical literature, but different in their essential 
fundamental intuitions. On the one hand we would distinguish the 
Gnostic tradition of Jewish and Christian esoteric origin, whose 
speculations regarding the Name of God, internal, invisible, or in peace 
and uttered, comprehensible, or in motion,100 may have, under the 
philosophical form of Gnosis, influenced the Chaldaean Oracles, 
Numenius, and the Corpus Hermeticum.101 This tradition subdivides the 
Second Hypostasis regarding the divinity into its intrinsic nature and its 
action in creation and history. On the other hand, we would emphasize 
the tradition which Plotinus follows which in framing its Second 
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Hypostasis views it as the Living in itself or ideal world, having Plato 
essentially in mind but without underestimating the Aristotelian 
conception of nous.102 It further enriches its internal structure with
elements drawn from Pythagorean-Platonism which date back to the 
Ancient Academy, specifically to Speussipus, concerning the exegesis of 
the ideal numbers, in particular that of the tetraktys: 

. . . the remaining other half of the book is entirely about the dccad, 
demonstrating it to be the most natural and perfect of beings, like an 
artifice form with respect to cosmic effects (but not existing because we may 
happen to have believed or established it) and pre-existent as a totally 
perfect model for the god maker of the universe.103 

This unitary and hierarchical manner [way) of interpreting Intellect must 
have been transmitted through authors whose entire works and 
testimonies escape [are lost to] us: Neo-Pythagoreans,104 Eudorus of
Alexandria,105 and Moderatus of Gades.106 Nicomachus of Gerasa
shines as a glowing link in this series. 107 

The terminology of the tetrad as •fountain and root•108 was 
assimilated by Plotinus with arithmological and ontological rigor. The 
Valentinians, for their part, identified them with their own ideas and 
hermeneutical concerns.109 Nicomachus of Gerasa combined sounds,
letters, and numbers,110 as did also the Gnostics and soon thereafter 
the Valentinians, such as Mark the Magus.111 It was also Nicomachus 
who allowed writings of Zoroaster and Ostanes as sources of his 
information.112 At this juncture it is possible to surmise how the lines
could become confused and to explain why the Valentinian Gnostics of 
Plotinus's school represented themselves as coming from the 
"traditional philosophy," that of Pythagoras and Plato, though believing 
that in the conceptual development of the intelligible world/Plcroma 
their elaborations were more profound.113 It is likewise 
understandable that Plotinus should have rejected their claims to 
traditionalism and sagacity. 114 At the same time it can also be shown
how some recently discovered Gnostic text, such as the Tractatus 

Tripartitus, could owe its composition to Plotinus's anti-Gnostic polemic 
and contact with doctrinal aspects touching on these same topics.115 
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and 172); can be seen Kramer, op. cit. pp. 40-46 and in Theo/ogie und
Philosophie, XLIV (1969): 481-505; Speussipoo, Fr. 38 (Lang, p. 71) and
Aristotle, Peri euches Fr. 1 (Ross, p. 57), see J. Pepin, Idees greques sur
l'homme et sur Dieu (Paris, 1971), pp. 249ff. On the testimony of Alcimus
(Diogenes Laertius III, 13), see R.E. Witt, Albinus, 1937 (reprint
Amsterdam, 1971 ), p. 71 and the critique of H. Cherniss, Aristotle's
Criticism of Plato and the Academy I (New York, 1944), pp. 498-499.

I believe that at this ancient tradition are linked the scattered rests 
testified by Varro apud Augustine, De civitate Dei VII, 28; Seneca, Epist. 65, 
7, into of the Stoic line which has done of the Logos/Pneuma(pyr technykon 
the form of all the forms of the things (logoi spennatikoi) (cf. M. Pohlenz, 
La Stoa, Firenze 1967, I pp. 125ff.), and for the transition of the 
transcendent Nous to the immanent logos sec J. Moreau, L 'Ame du Monde 
de Platon aw: Stoiciens (Paris, 1939), pp. 94ff., AJ. Festugitre, La RJIT II 
(Paris, 1949), pp. 153ff., HJ. Kramer, Platonismus und Hellenistische 
Philosophie (Berlin-New York, 1971), pp. 117ff. I should like to connect 
the teaching of Antiochus of Ascalon (see formerly W. Theiler, Die 
Vorbereitung des Neuplatonismus [Berlin/Zurich, 1934), pp. 34-48) -
strongly eclectic and wishing to be linked with Polemon, to this mentality ( cf. 
J. Dillon, The Middle Platonists [London, 1977], pp. 93-95 mainly). Philo
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Judaeo.s undoubtedly support the notion of "kosmos noetos" (the •one 
day") as the thoughts of God, but to interpret the Timaeus according to a 
determinate Jewish scheme and against the spiritual interpretation (platonic
pythagorcan) (cf. De opiftc. mundi 15-35; 36 in initio, 55 initio; 76, 129, 134 
and 139; De Prov. I, 7; De Poster. 91; De con/us. ling. 81 and 146-147 with 
footnotes of pp. 176-182 (J.G. Kahn's edition, Paris, 1963). Cf. al,;o A.F. 
Segal, Two Powers in Heaven (Leiden, 1977), pp. 159-181. 

Other independent or platonizing evidences: Aetius, Placita I, 3, 21; 
Diog. Laertius III, 69 ("he calls God mind and cause"); Apuleius speaks 
of the •primus deus• (cf. De Platone I, VI, 193), but not of the ideas as 
"thoughts of God." See, however, I, IX, 199: •sed illam . . .  subservire 
etiam fabricatori deo et praesto esse ad omnia inventa ejus pronuntiat" and 
also II, I, 220: "Prima bona esse deum summun mentemque ii/am, quam 
noun idem vocat," also Apo/. 64, 5-7: •ratio . .. opifex . . .  sine operatione 
opifex. • Maximus of Tyre in Dissertationes XVII (Dilbner), 5 in initio: 
lkos e1s 1raV"T111v (3a<n>.evs. Kcxl. 1rcxT1JP, Kcxl. lkol. 1ro>.>.oi., lko'tl 1rcxt&s, 
O'\lll<IPXOV'TES lko'tl; 8 in fine: o voilw ad., K(ll, 'lrlXV'TCl, KCl'i. aµ.cx, and 9, 30-31:
1rcx-r£P<X Kai. ")'EVV1J'MJV -rot, auµ.1rcxV"To5. can be seen Festugi�re, La RIIT IV, 
pp. 111-115; Galen in Compendium Timaei Platonis II, 15-26, says: 
•Deinde propositum considerare instituit secundum quod (creator) opus
suum exstruxerit; atque dixit ewn id ita exstrnxisse ut semper pennaneret . ..
. Quam duabus ii/is quas commemoraverat -creatori scilicet el ej]igiei ad
quam (mundum) creavit .• . •, R. Walzer (ed.), Plato Arabus I-III, London
(rep. 1973), pp. 39-40. Cf. AJ. Festugicre, in Etudes de Philosopl1ie
Grecque, Paris (1971), pp. 494-495. Hippolytus, Elenchos l, 19, 1-4: ... To
6E 1rapaoa.")'µcx "M)V &irvOLav To'u lko'tl Elvai., o Kcx'i. U\Eav Kcx>.et •••

66. Cf. Epitome IX, 1, 2, infme, 3 in initio; X, 2, 3, 4, 5 infme and XII, 1, 2,
3. Cf. roughly G. Invemizzi, II Didaskalikos di Albino e if medioplatonismo
I-II (Roma, 1976). For the last a�rtion see already S. Lilla, Clement of
Alexandria (Oxford, 1971 ), pp. 223-226, with other references concerning
Clement, (nous de chora ideon), Ammonius Saccas and Origen the
Neoplatonist.

67. Cf. Fr. 9,Apud, Eusebius,Praep. Ev. XV, 13, 1-6 (E. des Places, pp. 67-69).
See also frs. 12 and 13 (des Places, pp. 70-71).

68. For our interpretation cf. E. des Places, Atticus. Fragments (Paris, 1977),
p. 86, Fr. 9.

69. Cf. fr. 11, (des Places) (L.20), 15 (L24), 16 (L25).

70. Cf. fr. 12 (L21), 19 (L.28), 18 (L.27), 17 (L.26), 5 (L14), 6 (L15), 20
(L.29).

71. Cf. F. Garcra Bazan, Plotino y la Gnosis, pp. 279-281. For Amelius, who
interprets the three gods or kings of the Second Letter in relation to Tim.
39 e, cf. ibid., pp. 281-282. On l..onginus see Porphyry V.P. XX andPlotino
y la Gnosis, p. 189, note 1.
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72. Cf.Adversus Haereses II, XV, 2-3 (Harvey I, pp. 281-282). For the trivial
use of ennoia as conception with Stoic meaning between the Christian
writers cf. M. Spanneut, Le stoicisme des peres de l'l]glise (Paris, 1957), pp.
204ff.

73. Cf. Adv. Haer. II, XLII, 2-3 (Harvey I, pp. 354-355).
74. Cf.Adv. Haer. ll, XVI, 2 (Harvey I, pp. 283-284).
75. Cf. Adv. Haer. II, XIV, 1 {Harvey I, p. 278).
76. Cf.Adv. Haer. I, I, 1 (Harvey I, pp. 8-10; A Rousseau-L Doutreleau, S.

Ch. no. 264, pp. 29-31 ).
77. That is to say the •dynamei kai energeia• of Enn. II, 9, 1, 24-25 implicated

in •ennoethenai pote• of S. lrenaeus. Cf. Adv. Haer. I, 12, 1 (Harvey I,
pp. 109-110). Ennoia is the necessary female element of the bisexual God
(cf. Irenaeus's and Hippolytus's doubts in F.M. Sagnard, La Gnose
Va/eminienne (Paris, 1947), pp. 349-350) for the phenomenon of the
autogenesis, the only that produces permanent beings without necessity of
an external partner to generate.

78. Nous in repose, Nous which contemplates and Nous which plans (Ennoia,
Monogencs or Nous and Logos), but often is considered as maker the Soul
(i.e. the external Sophia) or him, because he inspires the Sophia by means
of the Second Logos -Enn. II, 9, 1, 57 ff. - Cf. Enn. II, 9, 6, 19-23. The
Evangeliwn Veritatis (NHC I, 3) relates the theme of the Word and the
stable generation which are implicated in the Irenaeus exposition (cf. E.V.
16, 31-17, 1; 19, 34-20, 2; 21, 18-22, 15; 24, 6-20; 26, 34-27, 31; 36, 35-41,
3).

79. Cf. our Gnosis 2 (Buenos Aires, 1978), pp. 104-111 and likewise Y.
Janssens in Le Museon 83 (1970): 157-165, and 84 (1971): 403-432.

80. Cf. F. Garcea Bazan in Revista Biblica 4 (1981): 234-235.
81. Cf.Ap. Johannis 26.1-27.14.
82. Cf. F. Garcia Bazan, 1.c., pp. 236-238. For one extensive discussion

concerning the Pleromas' formation see A Orbe, Estudios Valentinianos IV
(Roma, 1966), pp. 39-174.

83. Cf. Garcfa Bazan, Le., pp. 239-244.
84. Cf. Allogenes (NHC XI, 3), 48.20 ff. and 63.5-10 with the footnote no. 32

in F. Garcfa Banin, Le., p. 247.
85. Cf. F. Garcfa Bazan, •Plolino y los textos gnosticos de Nag-Hammadi, • in

Oriente-Occidente II/2 (1981): 196-202.
86. Cf. The Books of Jeu and the Untitled Text in the Bruce Codex, text edited

by earl Schmidt Translation and notes by Violet MacDermot (Leiden,
1978), p. 226.

87. Cf. Chapter 2, pp. 226-227.
88. Cf. Ch. 7, pp. 237-238 and our observations on Tatian (Adv. Graecos 5, 1)

in l.c., p. 237, note 9.
89. Cf. Ch. 14, p. 254.
90. Cf. Ch. 13, pp. 252-253.
91. Cf. Ch. 10, p. 245.
92. Cf. Ch. 7, p. 236.
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93. Cf. Ch. 11, p. 246 and also Ch. 10, p. 243.
94. Cf. Ch. 11, p. 247 and Ch. 12, p. 248.
95. Cf. Ch. 11, p. 246.
96. Cf. Ch. 21, p. 266.
97. er. Ch. 23, pp. 242-243.
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98. Cf. Epiphanius, Panarion 31, 7, 6 and F. Garcfa Bazan, in Oriente-Occidenle
3 (1981/1): 36 and n. 70.

99. Concerning the phrase of Enn. V, 5 (32), 3, confront also with Enn. II, 9,
6, 34 and 39, where the First Hypostasis (to proton, 1. 32) is called he prota
physis andprotos theos (see also Enn. III, 9 [13], 7). The fundament of the
reasoning is always the interpretation of the Second Letter 312.e traditional
already to Plotinus as three levels of reality, three kings, three gods (cf. Enn.
IV, 7 [2J, 13 infme; V, 4 [7], 1, 3-5; V, 1 [10], 8, 1-4; VI, 4 [22], 11, 9; VI,
5 [23], 4, 21 and 24 in fme; III, 5 [50] 8, 8). Therefore the •second God"
cannot be divided and it is capricious the exegesis of the Valentinians on this
text (cf. Hippolytus, Elenchus VI, 37, 6-8). The Psalm of the Valentinus is
not sound, but the explanation of Enn. VI, 7 (38), 42, 3-25 (ratified by Enn.
I, 8 [51], 2). According to Plotinus the exegetic twistings of the Gnostics are
manifest as well as in Enn. II, 9, 9, 26 ff. that it is linked to the theme of
•Great King• (cf. Plotino y la Gnosis, p. 191, n. 13; 194, n. 47 and 260 n.
f.). The same triadic scheme is applied to Ouranos, Kronos and 2.eus in the
•great tetralogy• (cf. P. Hadot, in HJ. Blumenthal and R.A Markus
(eds.), Neop/atonism and Early Christian Though/, Essays in honor of A.H.

Annstrong [London, 1981], pp. 124-137). Enn. vt, 8 (39), 9, 18-23,
nevertheless, could go against the Neoplatonist Origen for these reasons:
1) the title of his book: "That the King is the Only Maker," that identifies
the first Principle with god as Nous (king and maker); 2) the Nous is
justified by itself, therefore the One is by chance and king of chance (cf. the
information and vocabulary about the first Principle of Origin according to
Proclus, Theol Plat. II, 4); there are not strong reasons to assert the gnostic
nature of Enn. VI, 8, 7, 11-15 or 11, 13-22, cf. Plotino y la Gnosis, pp. 306-
308.

100. Cf. Ev. Ver. 36, 35-40, 33 and Extracts o/Theodotus 22, 4-5; 26, 1-27, l ;  31,
3; 80, 3; 82, 1. Cf. H. Bietenhard, art. •onoma,• in ThWzNT, V, 265 ff.;
G. Scholem, in Conoscenza Religiosa 4 (1973): 375-412; I. Gruenwald,
Apocalyptic and Merknvah Mysticism (Leiden, 1980), pp. torr.; J. Danielou,
Theologie du Judeo-Christianism (Paris, 1957), pp. 199-216; G. Quispe!, in
The Jung Codex (London, 1953), pp. 66-76; A Orbe, £studios Valentinianos
I: 69-97; F. Garcfa Bazan, in Filosofar Cristiano 9-12 ( 1981-1982): 230-237.
Perhaps this transcendent concentration be analogous to the mystic trance:
•Joquente vero eo in spiritu sancto in audito omniwn statim lacuit. Et
exinde videbant stantem quemdam ante eum. Ocu/i au/em eius erant apert�
os vero clauswn, sed inspirario sancti spiritus erat cum illo • (Ascensio Isaiae,
VI, 10-12). Can be seen also Gruenwald, op. cit., p. 58, n. 102.
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101. Cf. Oracles 18 ("llaTpu<OV �v8ov); 28 (ac Tpiil&o1; KOA.1fO'J); 4 (&vvaµ.i.s avv
acei.\l\', vo� a"II' e:Ei.vou ); 20 (liwu voos VO'IJTOtl, Ka l. TO VO'IJTOV ov voti ); 7 ( v�
&VfEP<!>); 8 {&ws. .. aµ.,lioTepov ••• �. a'Ca&m.v); 31 and 22 about the triad.
Cf. also the interpretation of Michael Psellus, Ekthesis 1149: 1-10;
Hypotyposis in initio and Neoplatonismo y VedanJa, p. 116 and Revista
Biblica (1981/4): 2.�, n. 9 in fme. For C.H. see Poimandres 8, 9, 11; C. H.
2, 13 and 14; C.H. XII, 1, 14. In C.H. VIII, 1, 2, 5 and X, 10, the •second
god• is the world, image of the First. Cf. C.H. Dodd, The Bible and the
Greeks (London, 1935), pp. 115, 128ff., 132ff., 194ff. For parallels with the
Hermetica of Nag Hammadi see J.P. Maht\ Hermes en Haute-Egypte
(Quebec, 1978).

102. Cf. AH. Armstrong, The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe in the
Philosophy of Plotinus (C8mbridge, 1940) (reimp. 1967), pp. 76-81 and Th.
A Szlezak, op. cit., pp. 160-166.

103. Cf. Fr. 4 (Lang, p. 54).
104. Cf. Actius, Placita, l, 3, 8 and A Delatte, £tu.des sur la /itterature

pythagoricienne (Paris, 1915), p. 249ff. Likewise Archytas, Peri Archon, p.
280, 11-14 and Peri tes dekados, 1-5 (H. Thesleff, The Pyth. Tates, pp. 20-
21).

105. Cf. J. Dillon, op. cit., pp. 128-129.
106. Cf. Simplicius In Phys. 230, 37-231, 1: "while the Second One - which is

the 'truly existent' and the object of intellection - he says is the Forms.•
C.H. fr. 28 is an isolated evidence of this kind of trend of ideas. Cf. AJ.
Festugicre, Hennetisme et mystique paienne (Paris, 1967), pp. 131-137.

107. Cf. Int. to Arithm. I, VI, 1 (transl. H.L. D'Ooge) and I, IV 2. Besides for
the expression •pegl kai rixa," "into which everything is resolved and out
of which everything is made," see I, XI, 3. Cf. the commentary of J.
Bertier, Nicomaque de G6rase, Introduction of Arithmttique (Paris, 1978),
pp. 148, 3; 150, n. 2; 151, 3; but the metaphor of principle/fountain/mother/
and root is dynamic, one twofold reality in gestation, the female with her
offspring. With the same expressive force it is used by Plotinus in Enn. VI,
6, 9, 38 (see already note 32) for the essential number, because it is not
first, but double. In Enn. III, 8, (30), 10, however, he uses the images of
the fountain and the root to mean the One, separately, as every symbol can
mean the absolute origin and end.

108. Cf. the former note.
109. Cf. the textes gathered by Sagnard, op. cit., pp. 335ff. assimilable to the

•fountain and root• (see Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. L XV, in [me - Harvey I,
p. 189 - and Hippolytus, Elenchos V, 26, 2).

110. Cf. Int. to Arith . II, 1, 1 and Flora R. Levin, The Hannonics of Nicomachus
and the Pythagorean Tradition, The American Philological Association
(1975), pp. 33, 52 and 55-56.

111. Cf. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I, 21, 5 and I, 14, 1-9 and 15, 1-3.
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112. a. Theo/. Ar. 56, 15 and see Bidez-Cumont, Les Mages Hellenises (Paris,
1938), II, p. 283. Here is fundamental the notion of Plotinus aoout the
•palaioi• strictly Greek and transcendentalist against Gnostics, Eclectics,
and so on.

113. Cf. Enn. ii, 9, 6 and Porphyry V.P. XVI.
114. That which limits their interest to Pleroma and its procession, the rupture

of the spiritual world and the liberation of Pneumatics, therefore they
repulse all the rest. In this manner they make fun of all the Greek
cosmology. Cf. Enn. II, 9, 6, etc.

115. Cf. our discussion in Revista Biblica (1981/4): 245-250.





Synesius, the Hermetica and Gnosis 

Jay Bregman 

Synesius of Cyrene,1 365-414? C.E., studied Nooplatonism in the 
390s with Hypatia at Alexandria. His early works already demonstrate 
familiarity with all of the pagan syncretistic religious currents of the age: 
Neoplatonic-Pythagorean, Chaldaean, and Hermetic. A distinguished 
member of the Boule of Cyrene, he made Christian friends at home, as 
well as in Constantinople and Alexandria. Theophilus, the patriarch of 
Alexandria, presided at his wedding to a Christian. In the works of his 
middle and later years he used Christian imagery in an attempt to 
reconcile his pagan views with the new religion to which be was building 
bridges. At times his ideas are reminiscent of Gnostic and Hermetic 
notions. By 410, when he became Bishop of Ptolemais, he still 
maintained a Platonic position2 on the eternity of the Cosmbs and the 
pre-existence of the soul, and he considered the resurrection to be an 
allegorical presentation of an ineffable mystery. He promised that as 
bishop he would •mythicize in public, but philosophize in private.• 
(Garzya, 105) So his expressed intention was to tell a Christian story 
to the congregation and to reserve the right to understand the nature of 
things according to Platonic dogma. 

During his sojourn at Constantinople Synesius visited churches and 
temples as places that contained divinity; demonstrating the tolerance 
of his religious position. Hypatia's ■school• probably included 
Christians, and was •confessional neutral.• It is also likely that she was 
familiar with the Hermetica.

3 She principally followed Porphyry's 
teaching, which enabled Synesius to •telescope• the hypostases and 
read the First Intelligible 'Iriad of the Chaldaean Oracles as the 
horizontal on-zoe-nous - being-life-intelligence; ironically an old 
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"Gnostic-Platonist" doctrine easy to harmonize with an Orthodox view 
of the 'Irinity. In this interpretation his ideas resembled those of 
Marius Victorinus.4 In line with Porphyry's critique of the Incarnation, 
Synesius remained vague on the issue. Perhaps he saw it as similar to 
the "divine-man• epiphanies from the Lives of Apollonius of 'Iyana 
and Pythagoras: a man-god incarnation on one of the lower rungs of 
the seira (of being and existence).s The Hermetic myth (of the 
Anthropos) should also be taken into account, since it is a pagan myth 
in which nous itself, or a close relative of nous, is both cosmological and 
soteriological;6 whereas even the noetic or intellectual Helios-Mithras 
of the later Hellenes does not descend himself, but sends down 
Asclepius "with his saving right hand.-7 

It is necessary to make certain assumptions about Synesius with 
respect to Gnostic influences on his thought. He was a conservative 
Hellenic gentleman who expressed himself in Greek philosophical 
language. At times his ideas appear to be Scthian or Valentinian, but 
the terminology he uses can always be found in the Chaldaean Oraclcs;8 

for example, sphragis, synthema, symbola.9 The basic thrust of this 
thought is •anti-Gnostic"; e.g., in the Dion he recommends careful 
preparation for the ascent of the soul: first one must read literature, 
including Homer, then one can begin to climb the ladder of dialectic in 
order •to look upon the Sun.• As on the way up, so on the way down, 
one proceeds with caution. Syncsius is wary of the •spiritual athletes• 
of his day, the ascetic monks and the false philosophers. The latter arc 
perhaps the neo-Cynics (despised by Julian) or certain Hermeticists; but 
he allows immediate grasp of the divine to spiritual proficients, among 
whom he includes Hermes 'Irismegistus.10 

Julian11 had achieved a fairly definite •religious horizon• by his 
early twenties; Synesius's task and response was complicated by the fact 
that he was a Hellene of the generation of "declining paganism," who 
also by inclination and training followed the Porphyrian (not the 
lamblichcan) path which ultimately led him, because of his historical 
circumstances, in the direction of "official" Christianity; these "paths" 
really represent spiritual options available to Neoplatonists from the 
third to sixth centuries, who agreed on most essentials, not distinct 
"earlier or later schools• which drew rigid party lines.12 A.H. 
Armstrong has well summed up this position: 

When we think about the mentality of these fourth century pagan pluralists 
we should also take into account another aspect of the Neoplatonism of 
P lotinus and Porphyry, in which it differs most sharply from that of 
lamblichus and his successors. This is the conviction that the only true 
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religion is philosophical religion, and that the stories and practices of non
philosophical religion are, at the best, no more than helpful popular 
expressions of philosophic truth for non-philosophers. This sort of 
Neoplatonism is of course compatible with the hostility shown by Porphyry 
himself to the alien barbarian Christian attack on the whole of Hellenic 
thought and culture: but it can also issue in a tolerant p luralism or in 
considerably more positive attitudes towards Christianity. The kind of 
probably more or less Porphyrian Neoplatonism which he learnt from 
Hypatia at Alexandria certainly helped Synesius in his decision to accept 
ep iscopal office when that seemed to him the best way of serving the 
community (AH. Armstrong, VC, 38, pt 1 (1984) 10-11). 

The probably availability to Synesius of the Nag Hammadi texts is 
not very significant, even if their ideas did influence earlier forms of 
Platonism. What is significant is the imposed limits {at times 
ambiguous) of his •religious horizon.• He is not likely, while accepting 
Hermetic ideas, to have openly identified himself with, e.g., avowedly 
Valentinian notions, any more than most modern American politicians 
would openly profess •socialist• ideas. 

Synesius the Hellene, then, would accept the Hemzetica (and the 
Chaldaean Oracles) as canonized Hellenic •scriptures," but he would 
either overlook, ignore or be unaware of most Gnostic influences. (Let 
us not forget that the bishop was not above persecuting heretics.) He 
was probably anti-Gnostic, but certainly not anti-Christian. Thus he 
would not object to •receiving• Hermetic texts from Orthodox friends 
who read them, any more than from Neoplatonists.13 Synesius, of 
course, would read the same texts from a completely different 
perspective: at this point his approach was necessarily somewhat 
idiosyncratic, if not unique. The importance and the meanings of texts 
in a given culture is not simply a question of who read what, what books 
were circulating, what was in vogue, and so on. But why, how, to what 
end, with what aim, scope and purpose (with relation to one's world 
view) one was reading those books.14 Thus, any mutual influences or 
connections between the Hemzetica and Gnosticism or any contacts of 
adherents would probably be beside the point for Synesius. 

Synesius wrote after Ennead 11-9. In l ine with those third century 
and later Platonists who appreciated the beauty of the cosmos, he had 
a high regard for the proportion and number of a unified, congruent, 
confluent, conspirant and complete (sympleromenon) cosmos, with 
sympathies, consummate beauty, and every kind of embellishment.15 
Where he presents •gnosticizing• middle Platonic ideas his reasons are 
often rhetorical; e.g., to display his Hellenic cultural links to Dion and 
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Plutarch; or to explain on the level of political allegory, the •evil soul" 
of one leader, and the •good soul" of another.16 

In On Providence or the Egyptian Tale, Synesius presents notions of 
providence and demons, and of the nature, origin and destiny of souls. 
The world is filled with hylic demons, intent on attacking human beings. 
The gods arc of little help, arriving only reluctantly on missions of 
salvation when the divine impetus, given to human souls before 
incarnation, runs down and can only be renewed by divine intervention. 
The father of Osiris admonishes his son: 

11:y to ascend yourself, but do not cause the gods to descend, employ every 
form of prudence on your own behalf, as if you lived in an army camp in 
enemy territory, a divine soul among demons, who being earth born, it is 
reasonable to suppose will attack you, since they become angry if anyone 
maintains foreign laws and customs within their borders.17 

The doctrine on souls that Synesius outlines in the On Providence 
is also dualistic in conception: 

Toe kinships of souls and of bodies are not the same; for it is not fitting for 
souls to be born on earth from the same two parents, but to flow from a 
single source. And the natural process of the cosmos furnishes two types: 
the luminous and the indistinct. Toe latter gushes up from the ground, 
since it has its roots somewhere below, and leaps out of the earth's cavities, 
if somehow it compels the divine law by force. But the former is suspended 
form the back of the heavens. 18 

This conception of souls having their ultimate sources in different 
places, both higher and lower, implies a type of dualism not typical of 
Neoplatonism. Is it from Numenius of Apamea or a Gnostic or 
Hermetic treatise? Porphyry reports that certain philosophers, among 
them Numenius, do not think (that e.g.) we have a single soul with three 
parts rather than two, but that we actually have two souls, and, it 
follows, one is rational, the other irrational. Moreover, some (of them) 
think both (souls) are immortal, while others, etc. (Leemans, Numenius, 
Toxt 36; Des Places, Fr. 44). Infr. 24 (Kore Kosmou) of the Hem1etica 
(Nock-Festugiere, ed.), Isis instructs her son, Horus, on the origin and 
destiny of different souls, the royal, the noble, and so on, 

Just as on earth, my son Horus, there are different types of streets, so it is 
with souls. For they also have places from which they arise, and one which 
originates from a finer place is nobler than one which does not.19 
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Jonas points out20 that there was a two-soul theory current among
Alexandrian Gnostics (Basilides and Isidorus) and Hermeticists, and that 
Iamblichus in De Myst., VIII-8, presents the Hermetic theory: one soul 
is from the First Mind and the other from the spheres. The former 
leads us beyond Heimarmene21 to the Intelligible gods. (lamblichus 
adds that Theurgy lifts us to the unengendered realm, according to the 
purified life of such a soul.) 

The passage on souls from Kore K.osmou seems especially close to 
that of Synesius. It is possible, then, to speak of •gnostic elements• in 
his thought. The doctrine taken at its face value admits a rationally 
irreconcilable dualism. The earlier passage from On Providence, on 
souls and demons, also appears to be Gnostic in spirit. Many Gnostics 
believed that man is not at home in this world, that he is in alien 
territory and must always be on guard. Similar doctrines can be traced 
to Middle Platonism. The idea of two world-souls is important in 
Plutarch's work on Isis and Osiris, one of the sources of On Providence. 
Numenius also thought that evil was present in the celestial spheres, and 
the Chaldaean Oracles present doctrines reminiscent of Zoroastrian 
dualism. Some scholars think that the source of the two-souls doctrine, 
Plato's Laws 10, 896E, reflects Zoroastrian influencc;22 others23 that
it is a false interpretation of Plato which arose as a result of anti-Stoic 
polemic: evil could not be in matter, thus it must somehow be in soul. 
Thus, John Dillon asserts that Plutarch's evil world-soul •seems not to 
imply just the rather negative unruly principle of the Timaeus, but a 
positive force, a maleficent soul, which has at some stage itself broken 
away from the intelligible realm."24 Synesius's dualistic tendency, then, 
is within the Platonic tradition. 

Synesius also affirms the cosmos in a non-dualistic spirit: the spirit 
of Enneads II-9. The world is not literally enemy territory, but this 
doctrine provides moral armament for the soul so that it can maintain 
its purity in connection with higher realities. The Hemietica shares 
much spiritual territory with Middle Platonism and Neoplatonism; at 
times it also displays a pro-cosmic •pantheism• far rcmovcd•from the 
mainstream of Gnosticism. Souls incarnate, on the one hand, to make 
this world better;25 on the other, as the result of a fall, as punishment.
This attitude is in line with the tension brought about between the 
dualism and other worldliness of (e.g.) the Phaedo and Phaedrus and the 
optimism of the Timaeus, common in the Platonic, Orphic and 
Pythagorean traditions. 

Many other passages in the works of Syncsius either have a 
Gnostic tone or are more or less closely connected with the Corpus 
Hermeticum. The •paternal depth" (ho bythos patroas) of "Hymn n•
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engenders the son (kydimos huios) and the Holy Spirit (hagia pnoia). 
But the Bythos here probably refers not to Valentinian Gnosis, but to 
•the primal source and root• of the Chaldaean Oracles, which contains
within itself (potentially) the entire noetic being.26 In •Hymn vi- he
calls upon the Son to •dry up the destructive billows of matter• (1-26-
27).27 A Christ who breaks through matter suggests associations with
a Gnostic or docetic Christ, who carries the message of the •alien
God.• In •Hymn v: Synesius speaks of Christ incarnate: •the
ineffable counsels of the Father caused the generation of Christ, the
sacred labor of the Bride manifested the form of man, who arrived
among mortals the conveyor of light from the source• (1. 4-9). He
himself is the •light from the source.• In 1-12, like the light of the
Logos which is the life of men in the Fourth Gospel, and the life and
light of the Hermetica; e.g., nous as zoe kai phos, C.H. 1-9.28 Hymn V:
portrays the Logos as both cosmological and soteriological: founder
(ktistas) of the cosmos, fashioner of the spheres, root of the centers of
earth and savior of man (autos d'anthropon soter, 1. 16-20).29 

Synesius conceives of the incarnation along Platonic lines as a soul 
taking on a body: broteion pheron demas.'J-0 He is often vague, but 
does not appear to be docetic: •the sacred labor of the bride, 
manifested the form of man•;31 morphe anthropou indicates a real 
human figure rather than a phantasm. It is perhaps wishful thinking to 
consider his morphe anthropou as a manifestation of the Hermetic 
Anthropos, the Archetypal Man who falls into matter because he is 
enamored of his own reflection in the •hylic realm• of nature.32 

Morphe anthropou does indeed seem to be little more than a periphrasis 
for the god-man, while the eidos anthropon of the Corpus Hemieticum 
clearly refers to the Platonic eidos of man. However, a late Neoplatonic 
definition of the word morphe33 indicates a close relationship with 
intelligible form (as it manifests itself in particulars in the spatio
temporal realm). 

In one passage, though, Synesius represents Christ as an analogue 
of the Anthropos, something like a second Adam who, •has driven the 
treacherous source: the •chthonie serpent• from the gardens of the 
Father; the serpent who gave the forbidden fruit to the primal man 
(Archegonus).3-1 He depicts the •sin• of Archegonus as if it were a 
determined fact of cosmic history. The chthonic serpent symbolizes the 
material defilements from which the Savior came to free us. The phrase 
•nourisher of painful destiny• (trophon argaleou morou 1. 8-9) might
be a reference to the Heimarmene, by which the Archegonus was
subjected to conditions of the material world. Hence the fall of
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Archegonus resembles that of the Hem1etic Anthropos. 
Other passages of Synesius have been singled out by scholars of the 

Hemietica: W. Scott35 pointed out the strong similarity of his 
description of manteia through dreams, augury, inspiration and oracles 
(De Ins. 1284A, PG 66) to the same description in C.H. XIl-19. He 
believed they came from a common Stoic source. Synesius compares the 
cosmos as a sphere like a human head (C.H. X (106)) with Calv. Enc. 
1181B (P G 66), for his part, believing that spheres are like heads and 
(bald) heads microcosms of spheres. The cosmic sympathy of C.H. VIII-
5 compares with that of De Prov. 7, 1277a and De Ins. 2, 1285a, (P G 
66), along standard Stoic Platonic lines. In C.H. IV-10 theos is monas, 
arche and riza panton, as he is, in Synesius's Hymns, the monad of 
monads, the principle of principles, the root, the source (paga), the 
unity of unities (henas henadon), and so on. 

Festugiere employs the HymnsY, as parallels to demonstrate the 
liturgical nature of C.H. V-10 and ff., itself a mystical hymn. He points 
out that god, according to the doctrine, can be named in terms of 
opposites, can be known, is unknowable, is both anonymous and 
polynomous, is everywhere and nowhere, and can ultimately only be 
reached by the via negationis. The passages cited from the Hymns speak 
of him as one and three, sound and silence, male and female. Of 
importance here is the notion of pagan liturgical works, which show 
some connection with the writings of Synesius. We find this even in the 
case of the •literary mysteries• (very much a part of later Hellenism) 
such as the so-called Mithras liturgy and the Hermetic prayers lo the 
arche, pneuma, aion and Helios: (1) the Hymns are themselves prayers 
to such principles. (2) Synesius rejected (for the most part) the theurgic 
ritual aspect of the Chaldaean Oracles, while accepting much of their 
intellectual content.37 (3) A pagan religious tradition, less 
controversial in the early 5th century, involving ritual and liturgical 
patterns along with compatible ideas would make the transition to 
Christian ritual smoother for Synesius. (4) The rhythm of the Hymns 
(pagan and/or •Christian•) often suggests ritual prayer. Thus the 
Hermetic tradition, with its ideas of rebirth and salvation, its basically 
Platonic outlook and its suggestions of religious liturgy and ritual, offers 
the basic materials for a syncretistic bridge between paganism and 
Christianity. 

Synesius the bishop accepted revelation as a kind of gnosis. In one 
of the few explications of a Christian text to be found in his extant 
works, he writes of the divine inspiration of scripture: 
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For one spirit inspired the prophet and the apostle, and after the fine 
ancient painters, he drew in outline and then subsequently portrayed in 
exact detail the features of the gnosis.Ja 

I have excerpted this, a fragment of an allegorical exegesis of a portion 
of a Psalm, because it reads like an exercise from the catechetical 
schools of Alexandria: 

There is a cup of unmixed wine in the hand of the Lord.39 

The cup is the word of God, says Synesius, freely offered to men 
in the Old and New Tustaments, •for the soul is watered by this drink.■ 

Inasmuch as it is a word, each (Cup-Tustament-Word) is unmixed. Yet 
it is mixed as a double word. For the unity which is formed from the 
two is a perfection of gnosis (teleiosis gnoseos).40 

In short, the unity of the Logos in both Tostaments is the 
perfection of Christian gnosis. Although there is no evidence that 
Synesius ever read Clement or Origen, he follows the Alexandrian 
tradition here. His gnosis is not the special saving, purifying and 
liberating knowledge of the Gnostics; but gnosis as philosophical 
understanding of a divinely inspired text - like that which (e.g.) 
Clement claimed as the true gnosis in opposition to the heretics. 

Yet Synesius, true to his heterodox outlook, sermonizes and 
interprets passages in accordance with his Neoplatonic preferences. 
Speaking of the cup in the hand of the Lord: •that cup is aristopoion, 
filled with wine, and having been sought after is able to raise us up to 
Intellect• - eis noun.41 

Although he knows the meaning and importance of the Christian 
Logos, the bishop uses the term Nous. If he is following a Gnostic 
tradition here - as well as a Neoplatonic one - it is very likely that of 
the Hem1etica rather than any form of Christian Gnosis. 

In Corpus Hemieticum XIII, the secret discourse on rebirth 
between Hermes Trismegistus and his son Tut, there is a hymn-prayer 
after which the lord is called nous 

god, you are the father, - theos . ... pater 

the lord, the intellect - sy o kyrios, sy o nous42 

Synesius considered Hermes to be one of the great spiritual 
autodidacts, along with Ammon, Antony, and Zoroaster. Thus the 
Hem1etica and its soteriological mystery language could be most useful 
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to the newly ordained bishop, who complains in a letter to Peter the 
Elder (Garzya, Ep. 13) of his inability (due to lack of scriptural 
knowledge) to preach a proper Easter sermon. 

Fortunately, that Easter Eve sermon to the newly baptized 
members of the congregation in the Penta polis has been preserved. The 
language of Homily II reflects an outlook that virtually transforms the 
Easter ceremony into a Neoplatonically or Hermetically interpreted 
mystery initiation: it is a holy night in which the light (phos) manifests 
itself to the purified (tois katheramenois). It is a light far surpassing that 
of the sun, for even the fairest thing on earth cannot be compared to 
the Demiurge. This light, which illuminates souls and the visible 
(aistheton) sun, is not a created thing.43 He warns the newly baptized 
concerning the danger of incurring a pollution (molysma) after 
purification (katharsis).44 The language, metaphor and sense here are 
closer to the Orphic, Platonic and Hermetic than to the Christian. 
Several chapters before the Hymn of praise in C.H. XIII, after which the 
lord is called nous, Hermes warns Tut to purify himself from the 
irrational torments of matter (hyle)45 

- caused by ignorance of the 
nature of the passions in relation to the body. Gnosis is the holy source 
of the illumination of our minds and the light is incorporeal and 
intelligible46 

- to noeton phos.41 

The idea of purification and pollution, the juxtaposition of spiritual 
to visible light, the Demiurge, the created world as demiourgema, all are 
evocative of late pagan spirituality. Synesius facing a Christian 
congregation in fifth century Libya, a province notorious for Arianism, 
is not likely to have made use of mystery language in order to bridge the 
gap between the Church and Hellenism for a pagan audience. His 
language reflects his own religious stance. 

There arc basically two important scholarly interpretations of the 
Hermetic rcligion.48 Reitzenstein and Gcffcken think that a •religious 
brotherhood" used the C.H. as a sacred "book" on which to base its 
dogmas, rites and liturgy. On the other hand, Bossuet, E. Kroll and 
Cumont point out that the Corpus contains irreconcilable doctrines and 
the fact that there is no trace of specific ceremonies in C.H. precludes 
a religious community. Festugicre accepts the latter notion as a working 
hypothesis: "there is nothing that resembles the sacraments of the 
Gnostic sects. No confession, communion, consecration, hierarchy of 
degrees of initiation. The only two classes are those that hear and those 
that refuse the word."49 M. Eliade,5° however, asserts that despite 
this the great treatises of Hermetic philosophy "presuppose closed 
groups practicing an initiation• - there is a religio mentis in the 
Hermetic Asclepius, and "god receives pure spiritual sacrifices"' (C.H.
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1-3). There are also ritual patterns of behavior: disciples gather in a
sanctuary, they keep the revelations secret, there is a ceremonial
catachesis, and a mystery ritual of baptism in a krater.

C.H. IV 3-6, tells us that in the beginning theos filled a krater with 
nous, and those who submerge themselves become •perfect men.• 
Festugi�re has shown that this has parallels to the mysteries: 1) 
ingestion of a sacred drink from a krater, 2) a purifying and initiatory 
balh.51 Synesius's cup (of the Logos) is alternately called poterion and 
krater, a cup which disturbs thought and disrupts rationality does not 
befit reason (logoi).52 This is a typically Hellenic statement. 

Eliade maintains that the Hermetica also indicate ecstatic practices: 
Hermes tens Tut of an ecstatic experience after which he entered an 
•immortal body■ and Tut imitates him (C.H. XIII-3, 13).53 These
ideas (literary or otherwise), especially baptism, purification, perfection
and ecstasy, would fit well in a syncretistic Easter ritual.

Toe pattern of parallels, then, between the works of Synesius and 
the Hemtetica is not without significance. The Platonic •phitosopher
bishop• led his congregation on an ascent of the soul to nous; this was 
probably not the result of purely Neoplatonic or even Chaldaean 
influences: it was also inspired by the Hermetic mysteries. Surely the 
C.H., with its creative and salvific noetic beings (nous-demiurge; logos;
anthropos) provides the clearest analogue to the Christian myth. The
theios aner, Heracles, Asclepius and the other late Hellenic savior figures
do not •create," and they exist on a much lower level of the seira of
procession and cannot be said to be at the level of the logos or nous.
They are lower reflections, although still divine. Although the notion
of a specifically Hermetic ritual remains problematic, the idea that
Synesius echoes the C.H. in both his Easter sermon and his metaphysical
thought, is attractive. This orientation could help students of late
antiquity better to understand the syncretism of Hellenism and
Christianity attempted by those serious pagans who had put aside the
standards of the emperor Julian, at least in part because they thought
that the victory of the new religion was already a fait accompli.

NOTES 
1. For a full account of Synesius's development (here briefly outlined) see

J. Bregman (1982), �im.
2 For this and ff. see Bregman, pp. 155-163. This section deals with the

famous Ep. 105. On this and other questions concerning the Ep. it is
neces.5ary to consult the fine edition of the letters brought out by A Garzya
(Rome, 1979). My work on Synesius was ready for the press shortly before
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the publication of Garzya's work. 
3. Bregman, p. 20: the Byzantine Chronographer John Matalas says that: her

father Theon was a commentator on the works of Hermes Trismegistus and
Orpheus. Thus it is most likely that Synesius was already familiar with the
llennetica when he was a student at Alexandria.

4. For a clear and cogent presentation of triads in the thought of Marius
Victorinus (and others) see Peter Manchester, "1be Noetic Triad in
Plolinus, Marius Victorinus and Augustine," in this volume, pp. 207-222.

5. Bregman, pp. 103-108.
6. As the nous-theos, nous-demiurge, and anthropos of Poimandres.
7. Bregman, p. 108.
8. Bregman, pp. 34-35 and n. 57.
9. Bregman, pp. 91-92.
10. Bregman, p. 114; on the rejection of spiritual extremes see Bregman, p. 130

and Garzya, Ep. 154.
11. See Athanassiadi-Fowden (1981), pp. 24-25. My own view of Julian is in

large part similar to that of this author.
12. On this see A.H. Armstrong (1984), p. 6. My view of Synesius has been

challenged recently in a review by G. Fowden (CP 80 [July 1985]: 281-285),
who thinks my notion that Synesius adhered to a "Plotinian-Porphyrian•
position distinct from Iamblichean theurgy, cannot be proved and
contradicts itself, since with regard to theurgy Porphyry marks an
intermediate stage between Plotinus and Iamblichus. Perhaps the phrase
Plotinian-Porphyrian (a generalizing label) confused Fowden. I am well
aware of the distinction. GF also thinks I assume that Synesius, a
gentleman, could not be influenced by theurgy and other •superstitions.•
His statements and parade of erudition cannot hide the fact that he has not
read carefully important sections of my monograph. On pages 145-154, I
discuss in detail Synesius's complex and problematic position vis-a-vis
Porphyry, theurgy and the ochema-Pnewna; I even entertain the idea that
he might have accepted some form of intellectual "higher theurgy," but
certainly could not have accepted Iamblichean sacerdotalism. I also believe
Synesius liked both the Chaldaean Oracles and the Herm£tica; I admire
Julian and Iamblichus and I do not consider theurgy a symptom of the
•decline• or Ncoplatonism. This is evident from even a superficial perusal
of my work.

13. Fowden cites Alan Cameron, who in turn thinks pagan philosophical
influences do not •necessarily conflict with the possibility that Synesius was
a Christian (of sorts) all his life,• (YCS 27 [1982)). It seems to me that the
evidence points in the opposite direction, whatever one means by a Christian
of sorts. GF then states that neither Cameron nor my view quite catches
the subtlety of the process. Neither does GF, who does not really explain
what he means. He might have a better grasp of the issues involved had be
understood the beginning of the Introduction, p. ii to my Synesius: "The
traditional view of the relationship between Hellenic thought and Christian
doctrine docs not provide an appropriate framework for an interpretation
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of Synesius's religious position .•. • (pp. 9 and ff.) In fact it must be 
reversed. Synesius (although be might have known of the religion) did not 
have Christianity in his background like Augustine; nor, for similar reasons, 
can he be compared to the Alexandrian or Cappadocian Fathers. Whatever 
the importance of •social structures• and •context: only a naive 
reductionist would vastly undervalue the significance of these notions. 

14. Fowden (p. 285), seems to think I should have been more aware of possible
Gnostic influences in the work of Synesius. His remarks are beside the
point. In rather arbitrary fashion he asserts that my Synesius "is not a good
omen for the ongoing study . . • of the religious attitudes . . . of late
antiquity" (p. 285). On the other hand one need not be an augur or a
theurgist to see that GF does not understand the intellectual issues, has
difficulty apprehending modes of religious perception and has a tendency to
distort what he reads. But, in fairness, of this he appears to have some
awareness: •of his extensive and exceedingly speculative discussions of how
and under what influence Synesius may have proceeded in his attempt to
build 'hermeneutical bridges' between paganism and Christianity, those of
more experience in such matters will judge" (p. 385). Very well, then: •I
accept the account of Synesius given by Jay Bregman in the latest book on
him.• (Armstrong, p. 16, n. 18)

In addition, Averil Cameron (Phoenix 38, 3 [1984]) says I show too little 
caution in •assuming that we can take what (S.) wrote purely at face value. 
. . . Too much of a gap still exists for us in understanding late antiquity 
between the literary text and its reception . .. the central interpretation •. . 
rests on the questionable assumption that Synesius invariably says what he 
means, and what he does not say he cannot therefore be allowed to 
mean."(!) These statements seem to me to be essentially vacuous and to 
have the quality of rhetorical •mystique.• Not everything written in late 
antiquity must be •decoded• as if it were part of some Procopian •secret 
history." The works of Synesius are, if sometimes ambiguous, hardly 
unintelligible (on this Av. Cameron might consult well known works of 
Lacombrade, Marrou, Terzaghi, Theiler and others). We do know the main 
lines of Platonic thought in late antiquity. (See, e.g., the works of AH. 
Armstrong, R.T. Wallis, R. Hadot, LG. Westerink, the contents of this 
volume, and many others.) For example, on how much we know about the 
doctrine of the soul and related matters see John Dillon, LaJer Plalonist 
Psychology, C.R. V, XXXV, no. 1 (1985): 80-82. For more cogent opinions, 
among others, J.AS. Evans, Catholic Historical Review (Oct 1985); 
J.H.W.G. LiebeschOtz, JHS, vol. CIV (1984). 

15. Synesius, De Prov 11-7 127B-128A (Terzaghi, ed.); see Bregman, p. 70.
16. The seminal work on the De Prov as a moral political allegory is 0. Seeck

(1894). Synesius started this work around the turn of the 5th century, but
could not have been completed until 414, thus Seeck's identifications and
other ideas must be modified; on this see, e.g., J.H. W.G. Liebeschiltz (JJJS
CN (19841).
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11. De Prov X 99C (Terzaghi ed.): cf. Festugicre, Hennetisme (1967), p. 37,
describing the character of the Hermeticist: •one must behave here below
like a stranger."

18. De Prov 89B-C.
19. C.H. Fr. XXIV, 7, Nock-Festugicre, vol. IV, p. 54.
20. H. Jonas (1963), pp. 159-160.
21. Cf. Jonas, pp. 43-44.
22. E.g. M. Anastos, DOP 4-283; cf. Bregman, p. 69, n. 1:1.
23. See especially Pheme Perkins, •Beauty, Number and the Loss of Order in

the Gnostic Cosmos: in this volume, pp. 277-296.
24. The Middle Platonists as quoted by Bregman, p. 69, n. 27.
25. E.g. Asclepius VIII, •to admire and worship celestial to govern terrestrial

things." C.H. IV-2 the cosmos as the •mortal living being, ornament of
the immortal living being.• C.H. XI is basically optimistic. On the issue of
optimistic vs. dualistic gnosis in the Hennetica see F. Yates (1964), pp. 22-
38. On the importance of "the worldly" and the immanent see S. Gersh,
"Theological Doctrines of the Latin Asclepius• in this volume, pp. 129-166.

26. Bregman, pp. 88-89 and n. 36.
27. Cf. also Hymn III, 1. 539-540; 548-550; Hymn V, 1. 14-15.
28. For some further references to light imagery in the Hermetica and the

Oracles see Bregman, p. 99, n. 22.
29. Bregman, p. 100.
30. For a discussion of this phrase see Bregman, p. 102 and n. 39.
31. Hymn, V, 1. 4-9.
32. On theAnthropos myth see Jonas, pp. 161-162; Yates, pp. 23-2.'i; Rudolph

(1982), pp. 92-94.
33. Hymn IX, 1. 4-9; Proclus In. Tun X, 1-3.
34. See Bregman, pp. 116-117.
35. The passages cited here are to be found with Hermetic and other

comparisons in W. Scott (repr. 1968): Calv. Enc. II, 249,364,423; De Ins
II, 200, 342; De prov II, 200, IV, 393. Hymn II, 152. Nicephoras Gregoras
Comm De Ins (on Hennetica), IV, 247-248.

36. Festugicre, La Revelation, vol. IV, p. 68 and n. 1, p. 70, n. 1; cf. e.g.,
Julian's Hymn to King Helios, Proclus's Hymns, the Orphic Hymns.

37. See Bregman, pp. 2, 39, 92.
38. Homily I 296A-296D.
39. Homily I 295C.
40. Homily l 296A; Bregman, p. 165.
41. Homily 295C.
42. C.H. XIII, 21.7-8; Nock-Festugicre, vol. II, p. 208.
43. Homily II, 297A-B.
44. Homily 291C.
45. C.H. XIII, 7.6-7.
46. C.H. 1.10 and ff; 8, 9.
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47. C.H. 18.5. Light imagery is of course common in the Orthodox Church,
and to this day the service includes elements that remind one of the
mysteries. This is the legacy of late antiquity and never a proof of
•paganism" (then or now). But even a superficial reading of the so-called
Catechetica/ Discourse of S. John Chrysostom or the sermons of the Fathers
will reveal the differences with Synesius; the orientation is Biblical, emphasis
is on the central clements of the Christian myth, especially the risen Christ.
The terminology per se to some extent shared by all the late antique
religious traditions is less important. Nevertheless, one is hard pressed to
find Easter sermons in which nous is where one would expect logos.

48. In this section I follow closely the summary and argument of M. Eliade
(1982), pp. 298-301 and nn. 521-522. G. Fowden's attempt to place the
Hermetica in a •social context• has added little to our knowledge.
Furthermore, the •context" gives the impression of being manufactured,
the artificial construction of a social historian. G. Fowden, The Egyptian
Hermes: A Historical Approach to the Late Pagan Mind (C3mbridge, 1986).

49. Quoted by M. Eliade (1982), p. 299 and n. 49; tr. Festugi�re.
50. Eliade (1982), p. 299.
51. Eliade (1982), p. 299, n. 50; for possible connections between the Hermetic

krater and the Grail legends cf. Eliade (1985), pp. 106-107 and notes.
52. Homily I, 295B.
53. Eliade (1982), pp. 299-300. On the implications for Renaissance Humanism

of a •synesian approach" (in reverse mirror image) to •para-Christian•
Neoplatonism and Hermeticism, see also Eliade (1985), pp. 251-255 and
notes.



Pleroma and N oetic Cosmos · 
A Comparative Study 

John M. Dillon 

The process of identifying philosophical concepts in the various 
documents of the Nag Hammadi Corpus is a delicate one. One must 
avoid overhastiness in discerning parallels, while also taking due account 
of the degree of mythologizing and personification of philosophical 
themes that may in fact be taking place. 

A case in point is the general concept of a non-material, spiritual 
or intelligible world parallel to our physical one, and serving as l!n ideal 
paradigm of it. It is safe to say, I think, that such a concept forms no 
part of traditional Jewish thought,1 nor is it a feature of primitive 
Christianity. Certainly, God is in his heaven, and he is the creator of 
our world, but he did not create it according to a pattern laid up in his 
mind, which is co-extensive with his heaven. If we find such a concept 
in a Jewish thinker such as Philo, or a later Christian theorist such as 
Clement or Origen, we reckon that it has been imported from 
somewhere else; and the same is the case if we come upon it in a 
document of Gnosticism, Christian or otherwise. 

There is, of course, no great mystery as to the source of such a 
concept. In the form in which we find it in Philo or the Alexandrian 
Fathers, it stems from Plato, and in particular from his Timaeus, though 
to a lesser extent from the Phaedo, Republic and Phaedrus also. 

Let us begin by considering the structure of the ideal realm as it 
is presented in the Timaeus, or at least, what is more important, as it 
was thought to be presented by later Platonists (what Plato himself 
precisely had in mind is often obscure). 

99 
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We meet, first of all, in 28Aff. a sharp distinction between the 
realms of Being (to aei on) and Becoming (genesis), and a Demiurge 
figure who uses as a model (paradeigma) •the eternal• (to aidion, 29a 
3) and unchanging, in order that what he creates may be good. "This
cosmos,■ the physical world, is declared to be •a copy of something•
(eilwn tinos, 29b2), although a continually moving and coming-to-be
copy of a paradigm which is neither of these things. As Plato presents
the scenario, the Paradigm is independent of the Demiurge, being an
ultimate reality, external to him, which he contemplates and copies, but
most later Platonists (with whom I agree) took the description of the
craftsman and his model as figurative, even as the creation of the world
in time was figurative. If we are thinking in terms of metaphysics rather
than poetry, it makes no sense to have an ultimate reality ontologically
independent of the supreme god - and there is no suggestion in the
Timaeus that the Demiurge is not the supreme god, though some later
Platonists, such as Numenius, tried to solve the metaphysical puzzle by
taking the Demi urge as a secondary god, with the Good of the Republic 
enthroned above him. The Paradigm roust therefore be subordinate to 
the Demiurge, and in fact nothing else but the contents of his mind. 

Let us look more closely at the contents of his mind. In 30B, we 
learn that the physical cosmos as a whole is a body containing a soul 
which contains a mind. In this it is an image of its model. The model, 
we learn further in 30CD, is a living thing (zoon), which comprises all 
the intelligible living things (noeta z6a), even as this cosmos contains all 
visible ones. This picture of a living thing containing within it a vast 
multiplicity of non-material entities, which are themselves living, but are 
also identified (later, at 39E) with the Forms or Ideas must, it seems to 
me, have given much food for thought to later generations of Platonists. 
Indeed, it is clear from later developments that it did so. Necessarily, 
from what has been said in 30B, this Essential Living Being (autozOon) 
is an Intellect, and all the living Forms within it are also •intellects.• 
All this is certainly less than explicit in the Timaeus itself, but by the 
time of Plotinus, as we shall see, it is regarded as obvious, and it must 
have become obvious long before his time. 

In 39E, as I say, we learn that the Essential Living Creature 
contains within it Ideas of all the living creatures that are manifest on 
earth, and in addition, it would seem, archetypes of the four elements 
of fire, air, water and earth. More and more, the AutozOon begins to 
appear like a completely coherent and comprehensive matrix, timeless, 
ungenerated, immaterial and perfect, of the physical cosmos. And, itself 
a -Well-rounded whole,■ it is composed of a vast number of individual 
minds, arranged, necessarily, in hierarchies of genera and species, and 
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of Forms of greater and lesser generality, each of which has its own 
•point of view• - almost its own personality. In Plotinus's striking
image, it may be likened to •a globe of faces radiant with faces all
living• (Enn. VI, 7, 15). Toe image of a face made up of faces is
particularly apt as a description of the noetic world, reminding us that
the individual forms are not just objects of intellection, but themselves
intellects, each looking out on the rest.

Easy as it may be to see how the conception of the Ideas as 
thoughts of God arose, it is remarkably difficult to pin down exactly 
where it originated in any explicit form. I am on rccord2 as suggesting 
that, since Xenocrates declared the supreme principle to be an intellect, 
and an intellect is necessarily engaged in thinking, it is very tempting to 
see the Ideas, which Xcnocrates identified with numbers (Fr. 34 
Heinze), as the contents of its mind, but I have been chided for that 
assumption, and I must admit that there is no explicit evidence for it. 
All we know is that by the time of Philo of Alexandria the doctrine is 
accepted as obvious. In the De Opificio Mundi (16.20) Philo describes 
God as first creating the noi!tos kosmos (a phrase which he is, by the 
way, the first extant author to use), and then using it as a model on 
which to create the aisthi!tos kosmos. That Philo himself did not 
originate the idea of subordinating the noetic cosmos to the Supreme 
Being is indicated by the fact that Varro3 is reported as allegorizing 
Minerva springing from the head of Jupiter as the Ideas springing from 
the mind of God. Varro was in philosophy a follower of the Stoicized 
Platonism of Antiochus of Ascalon, for whom an equation of the Ideas 
with the Stoic logoi spemiatikoi, and thus of the Paradigm of the 
Timaeus with the Logos, would be no trouble at all. Philo, or course, 
while maintaining the transcendence or God, does adopt the Stoic 
concept of the Logos, which he identifies with the noetic cosmos in its 
dynamic aspect. 

Having reached this far in the Platonic tradition, let us turn to 
consider the Pleroma, as we find it represented in various tractates of 
the Nag Hammadi corpus. I would like to begin with an eloquent 
passage from the Tripartite Tractate, a work generally agreed to be or 
Valentinian inspiration,◄ which presents the Aeons as •thoughts or the 
Father• (60): 

•.• all of the aeons were forever in the thought of the Father, who was like 
a thinking of them and a place [for them]. When the generations had been 
established, the one who controls everything wished to take, to lay hold of, 
and to bring forth those who were deficient in the ••• [and he brought) 
forth those who [are] in him. But since he is [as] he is, [he is like] a spring 



102 NEOPLA.TONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

which is not diminished by the water which abundantly flows from it. At the 
time that they were in the Father's thought, that is, in the hidden depth, the 
depth knew them, but they were unable to know the depth in which they 
were, nor could they know themselves; nor could they know anything else. 
In other words, they were with the Father; they did not exist by themselves. 
Rather, they only had existence in the manner of a seed. Thus it has been 
discovered that they existed like a fetus. Like the word, he begot them, and 
they subsisted spermatically. 

This is a most interesting passage, containing, as it does, in only 
slightly mythological form, all the features of that Stoicized Platonism 
which we find also in Philo.5 The aeons are thoughts of God; he is 
their "place• (cf. Philo, Opif 20), he is compared to an undiminished 
spring, an image beloved both of Philo6 and of Plotinus;7 and they 
reside in him like a logos, and spemzatik<'Js. 

But this is not all. 1\vo stages in the life of the aeons arc 
distinguished. In this passage they still do not have knowledge nor 
separate existence. But the text continues (61): 

Therefore the Father who first thought them - not only so that they might 
exist for him, but also that they might exist for themselves as well, that they 
might then exist in his thought with the mode of existence proper to 
thought, and that they might exist in themselves too - he sowed a thought 
like a seed of [knowledge) so that [they) might know [what it is that has 
come into being for them). 

A second stage in the generation of the aeons is here envisaged, where 
the Father endows them with intellect, so that they become self
subsisting entities. At this stage, the Aeons are fully equatable to the 
Ideas of Platonism. How seriously we need take this sequence of two 
stages in the life of the Aeons is not clear to me. If the Father's activity 
is in fact timeless,8 then the distinction of two stages could be taken as 
mythological elaboration. For our purposes, at any rate, it is not of 
great importance. It is the final state of the Aeons that is significant, 
and that finds them as self-subsistent intellects within the thought of the 
Father. 

Having established this, let us consider what is the nature of an 
Aeon9 and how it differs from a Platonic Form. Plainly, Aeons have 
rank and title, in a way in which Forms do not. For example, in The 
Gospel of the Egyptians (III, 40, 12-55, 16; IV, 50, 1-67, 1), the Aeons are 
arranged in ogdoads (a system owing something, surely, to Egyptian 
religion). Each member of the trinity of Father, Mother and Son, 
themselves Aeons, is made up of an ogdoad of Aeons, mostly with 
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abstract titles, such as Will, Thought or Imperishability. Five further 
entities are then revealed, each consisting of an ogdoad, and following 
on them two others, the Logos and Adamas, the latter of whom, 
Adamas, begets Seth. All of these are in fact ogdoads, producing a total 
of eleven so far. This total, though large, is still manageable, but it 
becomes clear further on (54) that the Pleroma is filled with myriads of 
"thrones, powers and glories" which do not merit individual 
characterization. 

All this personification brings the Pleroma closer to a Neoplatonic 
version of the noetic world, and even to the later Neoplatonic 
conception (which I must say I would still see as going back to 
lamblichus, and therefore to the beginning of the fourth century C.E.) 
of the world of henads around the One, than to the less developed 
Middle Platonic doctrine. The important development that occurs in 
later Platonism is that the traditional gods, Olympian and otherwise, are 
identified with metaphysical entities, for Plotinus and Porphyry the 
individual noes of the noetic world (whom Plotinus refers to repeatedly 
as theoi),10 for Iamblichus and later Platonists as henads in the realm 
of the One. The coexistence of figures as Apollo or Athena with such 
entities as the Ideal Horse or the Ideal 1riangle might seem an uneasy 
one, but these matters are beyond our comprehension, and speculation 
would be impertinent. Certainly, for the Neoplatonists all noetic 
entities, and later, all henadic entities, are theoi, and some of them are 
certainly arranged in families or other groupings, with varying levels of 
generality or specificity. 

But the Pleroma is not only replete with personalities, it also 
contains, in an intelligible mode, all things that are manifest in this 
world: "Everything which is manifest is a copy of that which is 
hidden," as we learn from The Teaching of Silvanus (99, 5). In G Egypt 
III, 50, 10 (=IV, 62, 8), we find mention of "the ethereal earth" 
(aerodls gl, presumably);11 where the holy men of the great light 
receive shape. In Zostrianos, 48, we find an elaborate description of a 
noetic world corresponding to ours, apparently present in each of the 
Aeons: 

Corresponding to each of the Aeons I saw a living earth and a living water 
and (air) made of light, and fire that cannot burn( ... ), all being simple and 
immutable with trees that do not perish in many ways, and tares( ... ) this 

way, and all these and imperishable fruit and living men and every form, and 
immortal souls and every shape and form of mind, and gods of truth, and 
messengers who exist in great glory, and indissoluble bodies and an unborn 
begetting and an immovable perception. 
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It is a pity that this passage is somewhat fragmentary, since it is of 
great interest. What we seem to have portrayed here is a comprehensive 
archetype of the physical world, right down the tares among the wheat 
( a detail that I find particularly interesting -if the very fragmentary text 
can be trusted). We may note also noetic archetypes of body, begetting 
(presumably genesis), and perception (presumably aisthesis).12 The 
description occurs again at 55, 15-25, with more or less the same list, 
though this time including •animals.• In both passages it seems that 
each Aeon is deemed to contain such a world, like a Leibnizian (or 
Anaxagorean) monad, but in any case, it is all present in the Pleroma.13 

A third relevant passage occurs at 113-117, where once again a 
whole world is being presented within an Aeon, but, here it is further 
specified that on the one hand there are hierarchies of being, genera and 
species, within the world, and on the other hand that •they do not 
crowd one another, but they also dwell within them, existing and 
agreeing with one another as if they exist from a simple origin• (115, 
1-5), and "in that world are all living beings existing individually, yet
joined together• (117, 1-5). All this is again most interesting, since it
describes excellently the conception of the noetic world which we find
in Plotinus, especially in Ennead VI, 7, to which I will now turn. (The
fact that Zostrianos was one of the Gnostic treatises known in Plotinus's
circle makes the question of influence somewhat more or a live one than
it might otherwise be.) The problem from which Plotinus starts in VI,
7 (one arising in his mind from Timaeus 45B), is whether or not the
individual soul had capacities for sense-perception before it descended
into the body. This particular question leads him, in ever-increasing
circles, to the general one of whether there are pre-existent in the noetic
world all things which are present in the sense-world, even such a thing
as an archetype, or noetic correlate, of sense-perception, as well as
irrational animals, trees, earth and stones.

A particular problem arises for him by reason of the fact that he 
accepts that souls may transmigrate from humans to animals, and this 
is plainly a declination. How then can there be noetic archetypes of 
things that are (at least comparatively) evil? His answer (VI, 7, 8, lff.) 
is most interesting: 

But if it is by becoming evil and inferior that the Soul produces the nature 
of beasts, the making of ox or horse was not at the outset in its character; 
the logos of the horse, for example, and the horse itself, must be contrary 
to nature (para physin). 

Inferior, yes; but contrary to nature, no. What is There (sc. Soul) was in 
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some sense horse and dog from the beginning; given the condition it 
produces the higher kind; let the condition fail, then, since produce it must, 
it produces what ii may; it is like a skilful craftsman competent to create all 
kinds of works of art, but reduced to making what is ordered and what the 
aptitude of his material indicates. (trans. MacKenna, adapted). 

This may or may not commend itself as an entirely satisfactory 
solution to Plotinus's problem, but that does not matter for our 
purpose. What we find is that the noetic realm contains in itself a 
comprehensive articulated pattern of all the phenomena of the physical 
world, down to its most lowly aspects. Plotinus is even prepared to 
speak of aisthi!sis and aisthi!ta in the noetic realm (6, 1-2 and 7, 24-31), 
producing at the end of ch. 7 the striking formula: •perceptions here 
are dim intellections and intellections there are vivid perceptions. •14 

The Forms even of irrational and inanimate things are necessarily 
intellects (ch. 9). This line of thought comes to its completion in ch. 11, 
where Plotinus envisages a noetic archetype of the earth and all its 
contents, fire, water, trees, stones, and so on: 

But earth; how is there earth There? What is the being of earth, and how 
are we to represent to ourselves the living earth of that realm? 

First, what is earth in the physical realm, what is the mode of its being? 
Earth, here and There alike, must possess shape and a logos. Now in the 
case of plants, the logos of the plant here was found to be living in the 
higher realm: is there such a logos in our earth? (tr. MacKenna). 

His answer is that there is. What he calls •the creative formal 
principle of earth• (To el&s T'JJS 'Y1JS -ro 1Towv11) forms the mountains 
and valleys, forests and plains, down to the individual rocks, and the 
whole is alive, through its dependence on its living intelligent archetype, 
the Essential Earth (autogt, Ch. 11, 35). 

This seems to me to come very near to the conception we find 
adumbrated in Zostrianos, though here, as one would expect from 
Plotinus, it is exhaustively argued for instead of being baldly stated. The 
notion of a noetic archetype of earth is certainly implicit in the account 
of the Timaeus, but only in Plotinus do we find the f ull implications of 
the doctrine worked out. It is not, I think, necessary to suppose that 
Plotinus was in any way influenced by the Zostrianos text, though the 
analogies are interesting. What is more probable is that the author of 
Zostrianos was himself influenced by trends in second century Platonism, 
and more particularly, perhaps, by contact with what has been termed 
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the "Platonic Underworld." In the Hermetic Poemandres, for instance, 
we find the concept of a noetic archetype of the physical world, a kalos 
kosmos (sect. 8), by contemplation of which the Will of God (boule 
theoa), having received into itself the Logos, creates this cosmos. The 
relations between Hermetics and Gnostics, though obscure, were close, 
to judge by the inclusion of a section of the Asclepius in the Nag 
Hammadi corpus, but it is not necessary to suppose mutual influence in 
the matter of the concept of an intelligible world. They can have 
derived it from Platonism independently. 

An objection which might be made to too close a comparison 
between Pleroma and noetic cosmos is that the Pleroma is not really a 
model upon which the physical world is based. The physical world is an 
error and an abortion for the Gnostics, and the Demiurge receives little 
or no guidance from above in creating it, nor has he access to the 
Pleroma as a model to work with.15 Most of the Aeons are not 
conceived of as models or paradigms for anything, and the Christ or 
Saviour figure, when he/she emerges, makes no particular use of them. 

However, there are elements in the Pleroma, in both Valentinian 
and Sethian systems (if we can still use such terms), which do seem to 
serve as paradigms. First of all, in some systems at least, there is the 
god "Man• (Anthropos), presented as the archetype of which earthly 
man is the copy.16 In the Second Treatise of the Great Seth (NHC VII, 
53-4), for example, we find Adam presented as an image of "the Father
of lruth, the Man of the Greatness," who is an Aeon, if not the
supreme God himself.17 In the Apocryphon of John (NHC II, 1, 2; 5;
14), we find mention of "the perfect Man• or "first Man," serving as
an epithet of Barbclo, of whom, again, Adam is an image. In other
treatises, such as the Hypostasis of the Archons (II, 4, 91) and On the
Origin of the World (II, 5, 103; 107; 115) we find also an intermediate
figure, the Light-Adam, who enters into the physical body prepared by
the Demiurge and his agents, and thus fulfills the role of an immanent
Form in Platonism. 18 

This distinguishing of three levels of man finds, I think, a curious 
echo in Plotinus, Enn. VI, 7, 6 where we have a hierarchy of grades of 
man, consisting of (1) a noetic or archetypal Man, (2) a Man who is a 
copy (mimema) of the first, containing the logoi in copy form (en 
mimesei), but which is still distinct from (3) the embodied man, which 
it illuminates (ellampez), even as the first illuminates it. This sequence 
strikes me as being rather closer in spirit to the Gnostic doctrine than 
to the traditional Platonist system of Form and particular. 

Besides Man himself, the Sethians at least believed that archetypes 
of all the pneumatics existed in the Pleroma, or perhaps just that the 
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pneumatics existed in the Pleroma as aeons or logoi before becoming 
embodied. It is possible that the Sethians did not distinguish very 
clearly between these two possibilities, only the former of which is truly 
Platonist. A Platonist concept may indeed by mingling here with 
notions originally Iranian, of divine "sparks" of light inserted into the 
darkness of Matter.19 

A key term in this connection is typos, which is used in Gnostic 
texts as a virtual synonym for the more Platonic eilwn. In Eugnostos, for 
example, much use is made of the term, both to describe entities within 
the Pleroma being typoi of other entities (e.g., III, 3, 82, where the 
Saviour "reveals six androgynous beings whose typos is that of those 
who preceded them"), or to describe phenomena of this world as typoi 
of entities in the Pleroma. At 83-4 for example, we find the following: 

Now our aeon came to be as a typos in relation to Immortal Man. Time 
came lo be as a typos of the First Begetter, his son. [The year] came to be 
as a typos of the [Saviour. The) twelve months came to be as a typos of the 
twelve powers. The three hundred and sixty days of the year came to be as 
a typos of the three hundred and sixty persons who were revealed by the 

Saviour.20 

This envisages quite an extensive parallelism between the noetic 
and physical worlds, and goes some way towards establishing a relation 
of archetype and image between them. In general, however, it is not 
clear to me how coherent a theory of archetypes the Gnostic writers 
had. Is the Aeon Ecclcsia, for instance, the quasi-Platonic form of the 
Church on earth (and if so, of what church?), or is "Ecclesia" simply 
an evocative label for an aeon? Do the aeons which become the sons 
of Seth remain above, while sending "sparks" down into the physical 
world? And if so, do we have here, in effect, Ideas of Individuals? 

I will leave this question in the air, and end with a question of 
terminology. The actual term (Pleroma) for the noetic world is not 
Platonic,21 though Philo uses it on occasion in a non-technical sense)22

but the adjective (pleres) and the verb (plero6) are frequently used in 
Platonism to describe the realm of Forms. Philo repeatedly describes 
God or the Logos as "fu11";23 Seneca, in Ep. 65, 4, reporting Platonic 
doctrine, describes God as "full" (plenus) of these geometrical shapes, 
which Plato calls "ideas.• Plotinus describes the intelligible Totality (to 
alethinon pan) as "filling itself" (peplerokos heauto, Enn. VI, 4, 2, 15), 
and of Nous as being "filled" by contemplation of the One at Enn. VI, 
8, 16, 19ff. Only the substantive (pllr6ma) is never used. It spreads as 
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far as the Hermetic Corpus, but even there is something less than a 
technical term.24 

We may accept, then, that the term Pleroma is derived from the 
language of the New Thstament, even as is the term aitJn in the plural, 
and the mythological details are distinctive of Gnosticism, but the 
concept which it represents is, I would maintain, an implantation from 
the Platonist tradition into Gnosticism. Nowhere in the purely Jewish 
tradition do we find the idea of a whole, articulated archetypal world, 
by reference to which, as a pattern, God makes this one. That is a 
distinctively Hellenic contribution. 

NOTES 
1. This is not to disregard such interesting Rabbinic traditions as that there

pre-existed an archetype of the Torah, or of the Ark of the Covenant. Such
traditions cannot be traced back further than the 2nd Century C.E. and thus
are almost certainly dependent on Greek conceptions, or even specifically
on Philo. Toe "heavenly Jerusalem• of Heb. 12:22, similarly, is interesting,
but it is not quite clear whether it is intended to serve as an archetype of
the Platonic sort. One may note, though, that the Valentinians, as reported
by Hippolytus (Ref. VI, 32, 9) took it to refer, not to the Pleroma, but to
the Ogdoad below it - which does, however, serve as a sort of paradigm for
Sophia (ibid. 34, 3-4).

2. The Middle Platonists, p. 29.
3. Ap. Aug. CD VII, 28.
4. Toe fact that the Father in Trip. Trac. is presented •alone, without any

companion• puts it at variance with the teaching of Valentinus himself, as
Attridge and Pagels note in their introduction, and of Ptolemaeus, as
represented in Irenaeus, but agrees with the variety of Valentinianism
presented by Hippolytus in Ref. VI, 29, 5ff.

5. Direct influence from Philo cannot be ruled out, of course, but is not
necessary to assume. See on this passage the excellent discussion of G.C.
Stead, "In Search of Valentinus," in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, Vol.
I (Leiden, 1980), pp. 90-92.

6. E.g. Opif. 21; Leg. All. II, 87; Cher. 86; Post. 136 (a1r1> aocl>i,as 8Eou, T'l)s
a11£>.>.L1rous 'll''IJ-y'qs)-

7_ E.g. Enn. III, 8, 10, 5 (the One compared to an undiminished spring); VI,
7, 12, 24. Fountain imagery is also characteristic of the Chaldaean Oracles,
e.g., Fr. 30 DP: plgl t<'Jn plgtJn; 37, 49, 52

8. Cf., however, 62, 20ff., just below, where a reason is given for the Father
not granting their full status to the Aeons from the beginning, "that they
might not exalt themselves to the Father in glory, and might not think that
from themselves alone they have this.• There is no comparable problem
of insubordination within the Platonist noetic cosmos!
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9. The term aeon presumably originates from such NT locutions (e.g., Eph.
3:21) as Els -rous aUivas -ril>v aUi1111>11, where the literal-minded could see a
reference to a plurality, and even a hierarchy, of aeons. (Cf. Ircn. Adi'.
Haer. l, 3, 1). In the singular, the term appears, of course, in the Timaeus,
as the noetic archetype of Chronos. It may be noted that such a group as
the Ophites, according to Irenaeus's account (Adv. Haer. I, 30, 2), termed
the realm presided over by the Father "Aeon" rather than "Pleroma,"
in this according more closely with the Timaeus; as also does the Valentinian
Heracleon (e.g., Comm. in Joh. Fr. 1; Fr. 22). Aion is also the Chaldaean
term for the entity which presides over the intelligible realm.

10. E.g., I, 8, 2; III, 5, 6; V, 8, 3 and 5.

11. The concept of an •etherial" or "heavenly" earth turns up in 2nd-century
Platonism, in Plutarch's De Facie, 935C, and Def Or. 416E, where the
epithet o/ympia gl is said to be applied by •some people" to the Moon,
but this is not the same as the concept of an archetypal earth here.

12. Philo postulates a noetic archetype of aisthlsis, Leg. All. l, 21-26, as does
Plotinus later, in Enn. VI (see below).

13. This concords with the doctrine of the Valentinian Theodotus (&c. ex
Theod. 32, 1) that "each of the aeons has its own pleroma. •

14. 6><T'l"E dvaL -ras aln0-iJaa.s -ramas aµ-wpas IIO'T]IJELS, -ras llE. EKEL IIO'T]IJELS
tlvap-yEi.S al.u9-iJ11EL'3.

15. While generally true, this is not the case with the Demiurge as presented by
the Valentinian Marcus (ap. Iren.Adv. Haer. l, 17, 2). Marcus satirizes the
Demiurge for wishing to imitate "the eternity, the limitlessness and the
timeliness" of the Ogdoad, in the Plcroma, but being unable to do so, and
therefore producing Time as an image of Eternity - a clear reference to the
Demiurge of the Timaeus.

16. See the discussion of this concept in H.M. Schenke, Der Gott "Mensch"
in der Gnosis (Berlin, 1962).

17. "The Father of Truth" in Gr. Seth. sounds as if he is supreme (e.g., 50,
10-15) and the expression "Son of Man" as used in the tractate for Jesus/
Seth is interpreted as if "Man• meant the supreme God.

18. In Eugnostos III, 3, 85, (= Sophia Jes Christ III, 4, 108), we find the
sequence Immortal Man, Son of Man, and the Saviour, all as aeons in the
Plcroma, Immortal Man being the offspring of the First Father, so things
can become quite complicated.

19. In the Gospel of the Egyptians (III, 60, 9-18 = VI, 71, 18-30) Seth "sows
his seed in the aeons" (in IV "the earth-born aeons"), but this seems to
refer to his sowing the pneumatics in the world (specifically in Sodom and
Gomorrah). It is not clear whether anything remains above.

20. A similar system of imaging is presented by Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. l, 17, 1, 1
as the doctrine of the Valentinian Marcus, but there "brought about
through the Mother, by the Demiurge, without his being aware of it."

21. In the technical sense of "full and perfect nature" (LSJ) it seems to go
back to the writings of St. Paul (e.g., Rom. 11:12; Eph. 3-9; Col. 2:9).

22. V. Mos. II, 62, Spec. Leg. l, 272, Prob. 128.
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23. E.g., Leg. All I, 44; Quod Det. 54; Somn. I, 75 (logos); Spec. Leg. II, 53
(lkos •.• 1fA'TJpTIS lx-ya�v 'TEAE.l,(a)V).

24. E.g., God the (p/er<'Jma tou agathou), VI, 4, 3; or (pllr<'Jma t<'Jn pantOn),
XVI, 3, 4.



Plotinus's Anti-Gnostic Polemic and 
Porphyry's Against the Christians 

Christos Evangeliou 

I 

Porphyry divides the work of Plotinus chronologically into three 
parts on the basis of his own association with the great philosopher. 
The three parts are: (1) The twenty-one treatises written before the 
year AD. 263, when Porphyry came to Rome from Athens and joined 
Plotinus's circle; (2) the twenty-four treatises written during the six-year 
period of his residence in Rome; (3) the nine treatises which Plotinus 
wrote after Porphyry's departure and before his own death in AD. 270. 
According to Porphyry's evaluation, the treatises vary in power 
depending on the time of writing, but the twenty-four produced in the 
mid-period display, he thinks, "the utmost reach of the powers and, 
except for the short treatises among them, attain the highest 
perfection. "1 

I think that no one who has read the Enneads carefully can 
disagree with Porphyry's expert judgment on this matter. What should 
be emphasized is the fact that about one-third of the treatises produced 
in the mid-period have a distinctly polemical tone, and they include 
some of the longest treatises that Plotinus ever wrote. Specifically, to 
this group belong the treatises numbered in chronological order 42, 43 
and 44, which bear the common title On the Genera of Being and which 
were written to defend Plato's ontology against Aristotelian and Stoic 
criticism.2 The treatise Against the Gnostics, which is numbered 33 and 
comes as an epilogue to the series of treatises numbered 30, 31, and 32, 
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belongs to the same polemical group/ In writing these treatises, 
Plotinus's purpose was to defend both Plato against the attacks of some 
apostates from the ancient philosophy, and Hellenism, that is, the 
Hellenic KOOtJ-05, the Hellenic >.o-yas, and the Hellenic apE'M), against 
metaphysical fancies and fearful cries coming from certain alienated 
men, the so-called Gnostics.4 In this respect, Plotinus definitely has a 
place in that illustrious series of distinguished men who took it upon 
themselves to defend their Hellenic heritage when they felt that it was 
seriously threatened. This great effort, which started with Celsus5 in the 
second century AD. and ended with Julian in the fourth century AD.,

found in Porphyry its greatest spokcsman.6 

My main purpose in this study is to compare critically Plotinus's 
treatiseAgainst the Gnostics with Porphyry's work Against the Christians 
in order to determine the common elements in these movements which 
the two philosophers found objectionable. It is to be understood that 
such an investigation cannot give us a complete list of points shared by 
Gnosticism and Christianity, as the philosophers perceived them, due to 
the fate of Porphyry's burned book, from which only a number of 
fragments remain.7 In spite of this and their differences in style, the 
two authors share certain basic ideas and ideals about the Cosmos and 
man's place in it which are distinctly Hellenic and, therefore, anti
Gnostic and anti-Christian. But, before I come to that, I should like to 
briefly address a question which is important for the correct 
understanding of the relationship of Gnosticism to the Greek 
philosophy of the third century AD. This question relates to the 
identity of the men against whom Plotinus wrote his diatribe. 

II 

In his long treatise against the strange Gnostic teachings, Plotinus 
never mentions his opponents by name.8 He does not even refer to 
them as Gnostics. At one point only (II.9.10.3), he calls them his 
friends who had been so badly contaminated by the new teaching before 
they met him that they could not get over it even after they had been 
taught the true doctrine by him. However, we do have Porphyry's 
reliable testimony (Vita Plot. 16) that Plotinus's target was the circle 
around Adelphius and Aquilinus who had abandoned the ancient Greek 
philosophy and declared in favor of the revelations of such masters as 
Zoroaster, Zostrianus, Allogenes, Nicotheus and others. Since these 
apostates believed and openly taught that Plato did not penetrate •the 
depth of Intelligible Being• (P«Sos TTJS V01JMlS oooias), they became 
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the subject of frequent discussions in Plotinus's classroom. At the end, 
the master was compelled to write against them and urged Amelius and 
Porphyry to do the same in more detail, which they did.9 These, then,
are the men whom Porphyry, but not Plotinus, refers to as •Gnostics.• 

Porphyry's information is valuable, but it helps us little to solve the 
enigma regarding the identity of those •Gnostics.• For, given the fact 
that in Rome at that time there were many Gnostic sects, ;such as 
Sethians, Barbelognostics, Ophites, Archontics, Valentinians and 
others,10 the question arises: To which of these sects did Plotinus's 
Gnostic friends belong? Furthermore, since some of the Gnostic sects 
were Christian and others were pagan, we would like to know whether 
Plotinus addressed Christian or pagan Gnostics here. Unfortunately, the 
experts who have looked into this problem hold different opinions 
depending on the interpretation of an ambiguous passage in Vita Plotini 
16. This passage reads as follows in Greek:

re-yovam. 6e KaT· avrov TWV Xpurn.avwv 1r0Uol. f.LE.V KQL QA.AOL, 
alpeTI.Kol. 6e 'EK T'T)S 1ra>..aui5 iptAOOOq>LaS cilJ'ITYµ.EVOI. oL 1repl 
'A8u.if>tov Kal. 'AK'llAtvov o'C •• 

The following three varying translations of this passage seem 
possible depending on what one takes to be the syntactical connections 
and references of the two ambiguous words, aUOL and ol. 

(a) -Toere were at that time many Christians and other sectaries,
like the followers of Adelphius and Aquilinus who had abandoned the 
ancient philosophy, who ... • 

(b) •There were at that time many other Christians and among
them were the sectarian followers of Adelphius and Aquilinus who had 
abandoned the ancient philosophy and who ... • 

(c) "There were at that time many Christians - among them the
sectarian followers of Adelphius and Aquilinus who had abandoned the 
ancient philosophy - who ... • 

According to (a) there were two distinct groups, the Christians and 
the sectarian pagans, who made use of the Gnostic books and 
revelations. Reitzenstein, Bossuet, Festugiere, and other scholars who, 
according to H.C. Puech,11 identified Plotinus's opponents with the 
pagan Gnostics, presumably adopted this rendering of the passage. 
Puech himself opts for (b) because he believes that Porphyry here 
distinguishes from the mass of Christian Gnostics that special group 
which had certain connections with the "philosophic antique."12 

Unless one is prepared to take the liberty of amending the text by 
deleting the words µkv and the second 6e, it would seem that (b) is 
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definitely preferable to (a). However, (b) seems to go too far in the 
direction of making the alpEnKol. in Porphyry's text look like Christian 
heretics. They certainly were not.13 Moreover, this rendering implies 
that the followers of Adelphius and Aquilinus were the only Christians 
who made use of the Gnostic revelations specified by Porphyry in the 
lines which have been left out of the above quotation. But the text, as 
we have it, makes such a restriction unwarrantable. Therefore, I think 
that (c), which is basically the same as MacKenna's rendering of this 
admittedly difficult passage,14 avoids the pitfalls of (b) while it saves the 
important point of identifying Plotinus's opponents as Christians. 
Another merit of (c) is that it also agrees with (a) in that it allows for 
the case that other Christian groups, besides the followers of Adelphius 
and Aquilinus, made use of the Gnostic books and revelations, which is 
quite possible.15 

Be this as it may, the important point, for an accurate 
understanding of Plotinus's anti-Gnostic polemic, is that he was 
interested neither in Christian Gnosticism nor in pagan Gnosticism in 
general, but only in Adelphius, Aquilinus and their followers. The 
reason for this, I think, was the fact that these fellows were, as Porphyry 
put it, apostates in the sense that they had abandoned the honorable 
tradition of Platonic philosophy and tried to set up a new school.16 

Unlike Plotinus, these people were unable to find in the Dialogues the 
whole truth regarding the realm of Intelligible Being (vo'TfMl ooofo.) 
and, in their search for a higher knowledge and wisdom (-yvwaLS, 
aocl>{a), they had embraced certain forgeries which passes as revelations 
of Zoroaster, Zostrianus and the other great prophets from the East.17 
This apostasy embarrassed Plotinus and scandalized many in his school. 

In writing against these Gnostics and in urging Porphyry and 
Amelius to do the same, Plotinus did not aim at, nor did he hope to, 
bring the apostates back to the right road (II.9.10). Rather he desired 
to enlighten the rest of his pupils about the truth and inform them that 
(a) whatever is worthy in the apostates' teaching had been taken from
Plato, and (b) what had been added to it is far from being true. "For,
in sum, a part of their doctrine comes from Plato; all the novelties
through which they seek to establish a philosophy of their own have
been picked up outside of the truth" (II.9.6.10-12). In another passage,
echoing St. Irenaeus's apt characterization of the Gnostics as poor
translators of what has been well said, Plotinus remarks: "All this
terminology is piled up to conceal their debt to the ancient Greek
philosophy which taught, clearly and without bombast, the ascent from
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the cave and the gradual advance of the souls to a truer and truer 
vision• (Il.9.6.6- 9). 

In view of this direct and important evidence regarding the 
relationship of Greek philosophy to Gnosticism (or, more precisely, a 
certain Gnostic sect), I find it necessary to make a parenthetical 
comment. I must say from the outset that I am fully aware of the 
complexity of this problem and the variety of the proposed solutions, 
ranging from Harnack's oft-quoted aphorism that •Gnosticism was the 
acute Hellenization of Christianity,-18 to AH. Armstrong's sweeping 
generalization as follows: •1 think, then, in general, that any kind of 
influence of Greek philosophy on Gnosticism was not genuine but 
extraneous and, for the most part superficiaI.•19 It is true that 
Professor Armstrong makes this strong statement after he has drawn 
two important distinctions between the wider and the narrower senses 
of •Gnosticism: and between genuine and extraneous •influence.• 
In his opinion, one should speak of •genuine influence• only in the 
case 

... when someone's mind has been formed to an important extent by a 
tradition: when, that is, he has been taught by great thinkers of that 
tradition and/or has read the writings considered authoritative in that 
tradition in their languages (which may or may not be his own) under the 
guidance of competent inhe ritors of that tradition. (p. 100) 

Evidently, the two basic criteria of determining •genuine influence• 
are, according to Armstrong, (1) instruction of the recipient by the great 
thinkers of a given tradition, and/or (2) ability to read in the original the 
authoritative writings of that tradition. So far, so good. 

With due respect for Professor Armstrong, I must say that his two 
criteria seem to apply well in the case of those Gnostics about whom 
Porphyry speaks in Vita Plot. 16, and against whom Plotinus wrote the 
diatribe of 11.9. But if they do meet his criteria, then how is it possible 
for Professor Armstrong to deny •genuine influence• of Greek 
philosophy on Gnosticism and be consistent? Let me try to be more 
specific and less critical. There is no doubt that Plotinus and Porphyry 
considered the followers of Adelphius and Aquilinus as apostates from 
Greek philosophy who were led astray by Gnostic teaching. It is also 
clear that the apostates had read Plato in the original and had adopted 
many Platonic doctrines. Furthermore, Plotinus calls them his 
•friends: as we have seen, and Eunapius reports that Origcn, Amclius
and Aquilinus were Porphyry's avµ.4><x,T,yral. (fellow disciples)?> So,
at least in the case of Aquilinus, we have a Gnostic who was very well-
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read in the Greek philosophical tradition and taught by no less a great 
teacher than Plotinus. From this clearly follows that one cannot, on 
Professor Armstrong's criteria, reach his negative general conclusion. 
Either the criteria should be changed or the conclusion must be 
revised. 21 

These remarks should not be misunderstood. I do not say that 
Greek philosophy influenced all spiritual movements of the first three 
centuries of our era, especially Gnosticism and Christianity, in the same 
way or to the same degree; nor do I assert that the Christian preaching 
was less or more absurd than the Gnostic teaching to the philosophically 
minded people of that time. I simply wish to point out the fact that 
Plotinus's Gnostic opponents, by being trained in the Greek 
philosophical tradition, refute Professor Armstrong's statement 
regarding the relationship of Gnosticism to Greek philosophy, since they 
easily pass his test of determining •genuine influence.•22 This being 
the case, 1 think that any student of this period of inteUectual history 
should keep in mind the following cautious observation of Professor 
Jonas: 

Modern scholars have advanced in turn Hellenic, Babylonian, Egyptian, and 
Iranian origins and every possible combination of these with one another 
and with Jewish and Christian elements. Since in the material of its 
representation Gnosticism actually is a product of syncretism, each of these 
theories can be supported from the sources and none of them is satisfactory 
alone ..• '13 

To close this lengthy parenthesis, the important point for our 
purposes here is that Gnosticism and Christianity were perceived by 
Plotinus and Porphyry in the same light, that is, as alien and un-Hellenic 
voices or, rather, cries.24 The case of Aquilinus, a "classmate• of 
Porphyry in the school of Plotinus in Rome and the case of, say, St. 
Gregory, a fellow student with Julian in the philosophical schools of 
Athens may or may not seem parallel to a modern scholar, depending 
on his feelings or biases. But to a pagan like Plotinus, Porphyry or 
Julian, the fact that Aquilinus used his training in Greek philosophy to 
serve Gnosticism, while St. Gregory used the same to serve the Christian 
cause, could make no difference at all The philosophers considered 
Gnosticism and Christianity as forms of barbarism and fought both of 
them as enemies of Hellenism. That Plotinus's opposition to 
Gnosticism and Porphyry's anti-Christian polemic share a common 
philosophical ground will become clear from the analysis of their 
arguments which follows. 
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Porphyry, the editor of the Enneads, has given to the last tractate 
of the second Ennead (II.9.), two titles: •Against the Gnostics• and 
• Against Those Who Declare the Maker of the World and the World
to be Evil.• The reader of this treatise may notice the following
peculiarities. First, the author not only does not mention his opponents
by name anywhere, but also he never quotes from their writings the
doctrines and the theses which he criticizes. Second, the role of an able
attorney, who is determined to defend both the beauty of the Cosmos
and the worth of a life led by reason and lived in virtue on this Earth,
would hardly seem to fit the traditional image of Plotinus as an austere,
ascetic, mystical and otherworldly philosopher who was ashamed to have
a body (Vita Plot. 1). Third, the first three chapters seem rather loosely
connected with the rest of the treatise. The reason for this is that
Plotinus here seems to sum up the arguments which he had expounded
in three other treatises.15 It is possible that all this material
constituted a large treatise which the editor broke up for pedagogical or
other reasons.26 The point is that in the opening chapters of his anti
Gnostic treatise Plotinus tries to defend the thesis of the Three
Hypostases which is important for his philosophy and which is
summarized as follows:

We need not, then, go seeking any other Principles; this - the One and the 
Good - is our First, next to it follows the Intellectual Principle, the Primal 
Thinker, and upon this follows Soul. Such is the order of nature. Toe 
Intellectual Realm allows no more than these and no less. (II.9.1.12-16) 

We will be in a position to better understand Plotinus's concern 
about the number, the order and the function of the Hypostases if we 
keep in mind that he sincerely believed that he had found in Plato's 
writings the doctrine of the Three Hypostases (b, 'UO'U'S. q,vxil),21 and 
that one of the Gnostic novelties was the multiplication of the entities 
of their Intelligible Realm (Il>.ipwµ.a), occasionally to fantastic 
numbers.28 Thus the arguments of the first three chapters of 11.9. are 
so designed as to reject all proposals for either reducing or increasing 
the number of the Three Hypostases by either adding new ones or 
dividing the old, especially Nous and Psyche, which are naturally 
multifunctional. Plotinus particularly concentrates on the Gnostic 
'E11i110UX (Thought) and rejects it as a candidate for entering the 
Plotinian Hypostatic 'Iriad as separate from Novs (II.9.2.1). Having 
adopted the Aristotelian conception of vovs as a "Self-Thinking 
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Thought: Plotinus was able to combine in one Divine No-us the 
Thinker, the Thought and the Awareness of it, by arguing as follows: 

No: The Divine Mind in its mentation thinks itself; the object of the 
thought is nothing external: Thinker and Thought are one; therefore in its 
thinking and knowing it possesses itself, observes itself, sees itself not as 
something unconscious but as knowing: in this Primal Knowing it must 
include, as one and the same Act, the knowledge of the knowing.29

Beginning with chapter four, Plotinus devotes the greatest part of 
this tractate to defending the goodness of the Demiurge, the beauty of 
the Cosmos, and man's dignified place in it. There are many Gnostic 
doctrines at which he hints and rejects as being either ridiculous 
(-ydotov) or absurd (frr01rov).30 For instance, to justify their claim
that the world is the product of ignorance, error, and vainglory on the 
part of the Maker, the Gnostics had tried to utilize the myth of 
Phaedrus (246C) which speaks figuratively of the soul as •failing of its 
wings.• Plotinus's view is that this does not apply to the Cosmic Soul 
but to the individual souls and their follies (II.9.4.1). He also finds 
ridiculous the Gnostic explanation as to the motives of the Creator in 
creating the world. They speak anthropomorphically and assert that 

•glory• ('Cva n.µi;iTO) was His motive, as if He was no better than a
sculptor (Il.9.4.14). In addition, Plotinus, who had accepted the
standard Greek position that this Cosmos is the necessary, timeless, and
wonderful outcome of the divine wisdom, goodness, and power, found
offensive the dogmatic Gnostic assertion that the Cosmos was created
in time and that it will be destroyed when the cosmic drama comes to
an end. Scornfully, Plotinus observes:

And when will it destroy the work? If it repents of its work, what is it 
waiting for? If it has not yet repented, then it will never repent: it must be 
already accustomed to the world, must be growing tender towards it with 

the passing of time. (11.9.4.17-19) 

Plotinus also thinks that the Gnostics contradict themselves in that 
they express their hatred of this Earth and, at the same time, they 
preach about a •new Earth• (KaLVT) -ril) which has been created for 
them somewhere in the heavens (Il.9.5.24).31 Besides, in Plotinus's
view, the Gnostics prove themselves not very intelligent by expecting 
this world, which is just an image (albeit the best possible image) of the 

intelligible archetype, to be as perfect as its model (1rapa8a:yµ.a). 
Above all, the Gnostics must surely be very arrogant to believe that of 

I. 
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all the immense creation only they and those like them possess an 
immortal soul which thus enables them to be exclusively in contact with 
the Supreme God (11.9.5.6-15). But for Plotinus, a human being, no 
matter how valuable or knowable, cannot be the best creature in the 
world and, when compared with the greatness of the heavenly bodies or 
the Cosmos as a whole, a man appears to be rather insignificant. On 
this Plotinus is in agreement with Aristotle.32 

From their hubristic and blasphemous attitude towards the world, 
Plotinus passes next to the Gnostic irreverence for the ancient 
philosophy, especially Plato, from whom they took whatever is valuable 
in their teaching, e.g., immortality of the Soul, Intelligible Realm, the 
Supreme God, the Creator, the rivers and punishments of the 
underworld and so forth (11.9). Plotinus docs not blame them for doing 
so. What he finds objectionable in the Gnostic behavior is their attempt 
to set up a new school, "their own philosophy" (1.6(.av ct,t.AO<Joc!>wv).33 

Thus, they misinterpret Plato or, worse, as Plotinus put it, "They hunt 
fame by insult, reviling and seeking in their own persons to replace men 
honored by the fine intelligences of ages past" (11.9.6.52-54). A short 
list of Gnostic innovations, of which Plotinus disapproves, includes the 
complete destruction of the Cosmos, blame of the World-Soul for 
attaching itself to body and of the Cosmos as a whole and contempt for 
the Maker and Ruler of this All, to whom they ascribe passions 
inappropriate to Divine nature (11.9.6.). 

The Gnostic cosmology should be rejected, according to Plotinus, 
not only because it is fanciful and strange but also for the reason that 
its hubristic and blasphemous doctrines would have deleterious effects 
on the morals of the people. He was well aware of the vulnerability of 
human beings to the Gnostic revolutionary and immoral teaching, 
especially when that sort of teaching is followed by talk like this: "You 
yourself are to be nobler than all else, nobler than men, nobler than 
even gods.• Or "You, yourself are the child of God; those men whom 
you used to venerate, those beings whose worship they inherit from 
antiquity, none of these are His children; you without lifting hand are 
nobler than the very heavens; others take up the cry.• (11.9.9.53-58). 

It is, therefore, understandable that the remainder of Plotinus's 
criticism concentrates on the Gnostic ethics and immoral practices, 
although chapters 10-13 contain many references to such important 

Gnostic terms and figures as croc!>w (Wisdom), µ.iJTTJl (Mother), 

6,yu.oup-yos (Demiurge), ToAµ.a (audacity), ve001.s (decline), enaµ.$LS 
(illumination), tv0iJµ:1pLS (remembrance), t,>..11 (matter), 1rup (fire), 
etc.34 Particularly, commenting on the Gnostic irrational fear of the 
spheres, Plotinus asks: • And what, after all, is there so terrible in these 
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spheres with which it is sought to frighten people unaccustomed to 
thinking, never trained in an instructive and coherent gnosis?• 
(11.9.13.9-10). It is precisely this morbid fear which, the philosopher 
thinks, provides a basis for the magical practices of the Gnostic sects. 
Their -sacred formulas: their •spells• and •evocations• were all 
designed and sold to the faithful with the assurance that they will secure 
a safe passage of the soul through the hostile Cosmic powers and even 
protect the body from disease, which Plotinus finds laughable indeed.35 

With regard to morality, Plotinus thinks that the Gnostics are 
worse than the Epicureans, who denied Providence and made pleasure 
the highest end of life. For the Gnostic doctrine not only carps at 
Providence but also 

•.• it scorns every law known to us; immemorial virtue and all restraint it 
makes into a laughing stock, lest any loveliness be seen on earth; it cuts at 
the root of all orderly living, and of the righteousness which, innate in the 
moral sense, is made perfect by thought and self-discipline: all that would 
give us a noble human being is gone. (11.9.15.10-17) 

There is something very humane and moving in Plotinus's defense of 
traditional values, virtue, decency, and a common-sense moral attitude 
in this passage. The ancient Hellenic ideal of the good life considered 
as restrained activity of the soul led by reason and capable of bringing 
out what is best in a man through self-discipline and thought, all this 
has now become dispensable. Those who claim possession of the 
supreme knowledge, that is, Gnosis, do not think they need the old 
virtues, nor do they care for them any more. Not only do they not 
practice virtue, •they do not even talk about the subject: Plotinus 
observes and his sad observation sounds so modern and familiar to 
us.34 To the Gnostic cry •Look to God• and everything will be fine, 
Plotinus retorts that ••God' on the lips without a good conduct of life, 
is a word• (Il.9.15.40). 

Like a reasonable man, Plotinus considers absurd the arrogant 
claim that a Gnostic can be •good• while despising every human virtue 
and decency as well as the whole world and its many gods. He finds it 
difficult to believe that in a human heart, filled with so much hatred for 
the Cosmos and everything else in it, there could be any room left for 
the love of the Supreme Gnostic God. If this is not hubris, it is 
certainly hypocrisy because, as Plotinus put it, -Where we Jove, our 
hearts are warm also to the kin of the beloved; we are not indifferent to 
the children of our friend• (II.9.16.7-8). Comments like this may 
indicate the true gentleness and humanity of Plotinus's character, but 
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they also tell us that the philosopher did not recognize an all-important 
aspect of the Gnostic mentality, that is, the abyss which separates 
mundane things and celestial Archons alike from the God whom they 
call their Father. For the true God, like the true Gnostic, is not kin but 
alien to this Cosmos in which he finds himself imprisoned. Their 
revolutionary spirit is absolutely uncompromising towards everything 
within this Cosmos. In this sense, the Gnostic spiritual revolt is truly 
of Cosmic dimensions and has its parallel in certain extreme movements 
in the twentieth century, such as existentialism and nihilism, as has been 
observed.37 

It is true that the Gnostics used Platonic texts, such as Phaedo and 
Timaeus, to justify their asceticism and negative attitude towards the 
body and the material world in general.38 For this reason, Plotinus 
found it necessary to close his treatise against the Gnostics by defending 
Plato and his own interpretation of the Platonic philosophy. Thus he 
tries to explain that in the divinely ordered system, which is called 
Cosmos, everything has its proper place, body and soul, men and Gods, 
the higher and the lower orders, or as he likes to put it, the first, the 
second, and the third. There are no gaps in this system. The hierarchy 
is complete and eternally arranged for eternity. The Cosmos as a whole 
is very beautiful and, in fact, the best possible copy of its supreme 
archetype, the Kooµ,os No11-r05. Even the existing partial imperfections 
and shortcomings add to the marvelous beauty of the whole. For 
Plotinus, even man's life on earth can become beautiful if it is guided 
by reason and crowned with virtue and true wisdom. For him, as for 
Socrates, the first and highest duty of man is to fulfill Apollo's 
command: •Know thyself.• The true Platonists, no less than the 
Gnostics, are convinced that their real abode is elsewhere. The basic 
difference between the two is their attitude towards this life. While the 
Gnostic constantly complains, blames everything, hates everybody, 
blasphemes and, nevertheless, goes on living unwisely believing that at 
the end he will be saved by means of secret revelations and magical 
spells, the Platonic philosopher tries to live in peace with other people 
and in harmony with the world, to keep his soul as pure as possible, and 
to calmly prepare for the great journey when the time comes. In 
conclusion, Plotinus can say to his disciples: 

I leave it to yourselves to read the books and examine the rest of the 
doctrine: you will note all through bow our form of philosophy inculcates 
simplicity of character and honest thinking in addition to all other good 
qualities, how it inculcates reverence and not arrogant self-assertion, how its 
boldness is balanced with reason, by careful proof, by cautious progression, 
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by the utmost circumspection - and you will compare those other systems 
to one proceeding by this method. (II.9.14.37-43) 

Recapitulating Plotinus's criticism against the apostate Gnostics, 
it may be observed that his main objections turn around the following 
points: (1) inconsistencies in their doctrines as well as between their 
theory and practice; (2) their irrational assertions about the Cosmos, 
e.g., that it was created in time by an ignorant Demiurge, that it will
come to an end, that it is evil and serves as a prison for the spiritual
Gnostics who are alien to it; (3) their arrogant and hubristic attitude
towards the visible divinities within the Cosmos and to the Cosmos as
a whole; ( 4) their irreverence for old traditions and great men of the
past, especially PlaLO; (5) their secret revelations and immodest claim
that of all the creation only they themselves qualify to be called •sons
of God•; (6) their immoral teaching that salvation cannot come from
complete virtue and human excellence, but from God's inscrutable will

and magic formulae; (7) their libertinism and demagogic capacity to
deceive the simple-minded by calling them children of God and
promising them a paradise in heaven.

IV 

Turning from Plotinus to Porphyry, and comparing the anti
Gnostic polemic as found in Ennead 11.9. to the anti-Christian polemic 
as expressed in the few remaining fragments of the fifteen-book long 
treatise Again.st the Christians,39 it does not take long to notice that, 
despite their differences in style, the two works share many of the 
essential arguments. 

Regarding the style, it may be noted that Porphyry, unlike Plotinus, 
names and frequently quotes the prophets of the Old Tustament, the 
Evangelists of the New Tustament, and the Apostles of Jesus, especially 
Peter and Paul. Also, unlike Plolinus's criticism which is doctrinal and 
general, Porphyry's sharp remarks are always specific and to the point, 
betraying a literary critic who is well-read in the literature of his 
opponents.40 Furthermore, Porphyry took from Plotinus the technique 
of capitalizing on the ridiculous and absurd aspects of his opponents 
tenets, and he developed it to such a degree that it reminds us of such 
spirited writers as Renan and Voltaire.41 No wonder, then, that 
Porphyry was considered a most formidable foe of Christianity. It is not 
an accident that of all anti-Christian books of that time only Porphyry's 
treatise was committed to flames. Finally, while Plotinus often gives the 
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impression that he is more interested in defending Hellenism that in 
attacking Gnosticism, Porphyry only attacks, and is shrewd enough to 
make his target the very foundations of the new faith. Since the basis 
of the Christian claim to uniqueness and to monopoly of truth and 
salvation is the belief that their sacred books are God-inspired, 
Porphyry's strategy is to prove to an educated person beyond doubt that 
those writings are, in fact, full of inconsistencies, exaggerations, 
impossibilities, fabrications and falsehoods. And if so, they cannot be 
inspired by the true God as the Christians claim, nor can they provide 
a road to salvation, let alone the only road available to men. Porphyry 
hoped that his fellow-pagans would get the message and stay away from 
the basilicas and the strange God. If we judge from the reaction to the 
treatise, his message was getting across quite well.42 

Regarding the doctrinal argumentation, it may be observed that 
Porphyry's criticism parallels Plotinus's objections in the essential 
points. Specifically, Porphyry objects to Christian Cosmology, 
eschatology, morality and religious practices in a way which is 
reminiscent of Plotinus's anti-Gnostic polemic. The question, What are 
Porphyry's grounds of criticism in each of these areas?, cannot be fully 
answered, due to the fragmentary state of his extant work. However, the 
available evidence allows us to get a glimpse of the direction and the 
general tone of his arguments against Christianity. Toke, for instance, 
the Christian doctrine that the world as a whole will perish one day. Tu 
Porphyry's mind, this doctrine is illogical and unacceptable, because it 
entails that the Cosmos as a whole, which is God's work, is not as 
perfect as it could be. But deficiency in the product would reflect, in 
the final analysis, an imperfection in the Maker himself, who is perfect 
by definition. Therefore, the Cosmos as a whole cannot change, let 
alone perish. Like Plotinus and other Greek philosophers, Porphyry 
was convinced that there is no sufficient reason for entertaining the idea 
that this Cosmos either came into being in time or it will pass away in 
time. Either hypothesis would allow for an unreasonable change in the 
immutable nature of God, which is logically impossible. In a Plotinian 
manner, Porphyry concludes that the Christian doctrines of creation and 
Cosmic destruction are irrational and blasphemous and, therefore, 
should be rejected.43 

But there is something else about the Christian eschatology which, 
to Porphyry's eyes, is more ridiculous than absurd. He knew very well 
that Christians believe not only in Jesus's resurrection but in their own. 
They go so far as to assert that the believer's body no less than his soul 
is immortal. Now Porphyry, like all genuine Platonists, was himself 
convinced about the immortality or, rather, eternity of the soul. Yet he 
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found the Christian belief in the immortality of the flesh materialistic, 
base, and absurd. He asks the reader to think for a moment of the 
simple fact of life that fishermen have been eating fish for thousands of 
years, and, when drowned, they are eaten up by the fish. Then, let one 
try to tell, if he can, to whom of all these men the resurrected body will 
belong on the day of the Christian Last Judgment. Logically and 
humanly it is not possible to tell, and to say that God will take care of 
it, when the time comes, makes no sense for the rational philosopher, 
because even God cannot do the logically impossible. For example, no 
God can undo the horrible deeds done by the Achaeans when they 
sacked 'Iroy.44 At any rate, Porphyry thinks it a sign of ignorance and 
vulgarity for anyone to assert both contradictory propositions that the 
beautiful and great Cosmos will perish, and that his own little and dirty 
body will be preserved by God for eternity.45 

Porphyry is also very skeptical about the value of the Christian 
morality, which makes the criterion of goodness to be, not virtue and 
excellence, but faith and poverty. Having some respect for Jesus, he 
seriously doubts whether the Christian God ever uttered the famous 
aphorism •It is easier for a camel to go through the eye of a needle 
than for a rich man to enter into the kingdom of Heaven.•46 For the 
philosopher, a doctrine which identifies, as a matter of course, the 
morally good with the poor, and the morally bad with the well-to-do, 
can come only from poverty-stricken men having an eye on the 
possessions of other men. No doubt, such a motto can serve the designs 
of a political demagogue but it becomes questionable when it comes 
from a moral reformer, like Jesus. The same can be said about such 
important Christian practices such as Eucharist and Baptism, which 
seem to make the way to salvation not only open to everyone but also 
too easy even for the most mean man. Besides, to promise to any 
criminal that no matter what he does in his life he will be absolved and 
enter paradise if only baptized before he dies, is equivalent to putting 
dynamite at the foundations of an organized society of decent human 
beings.47 For Porphyry, there is no greater and more dangerous folly 
than that which has the audacity to preach this kind of gospel. In this 
respect, Porphyry's Christian enemies come so close to Plotinus's 
Gnostic opponents that, for all practical purposes, they are 
indistinguishable. Because of their irrational revelations, their immoral 
practices, and their questionable promises, both movements were 
perceived by the two philosophers as extremely dangerous for the 
established order, be it moral, social, political or metaphysical.48 
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In conclusion, the findings of this study can be summarized as 
follows. First, the available evidence seems to support the thesis that 
the Gnostics, whom Plotinus criticized, were in some way related to his 
circle, that they were trained in Greek philosophy, especially Plato, and 
that in all probability they belonged to a Christian Gnostic sect. 
Second, it follows from this thesis that the view, which absolutely denies 
any influence of Greek philosophy on any Gnostic sect anywhere at any 
time during the first three centuries of our era, cannot be correct. In 
the light of this research, it is beyond any doubt that some sort of 
relationship existed between the two traditions in the middle of the 
third century AD. in Rome, especially in or around Plotinus's school, 
due possibly to the influence of Numenius's teaching.49 Third, a simple 
comparison of Plotinus's anti-Gnostic polemic and Porphyry's criticism 
of Christianity clearly indicates that the two authors, in spite of their 
stylistic differences, criticized their opponents for essentially the same 
ethical and metaphysical reasons. 

For philosophers, like Plotinus and Porphyry, who felt that they 
were the heirs of Hellenic culture in terms of language, philosophy, art, 
morality, and religious traditions, both Gnosticism and Christianity were 
perceived as alien, barbaric and un-Hellenic movements. In their 
irrational, excessive and hubristic claims about God, Cosmos, and man's 
virtue and place in the entire scheme of things, both movements were 
equally offensive to Hellenic sensibilities and unacceptable to the 
philosophic ethos of that time. What happened later is another story. 

It is also clear that Plotinus, with his anti-Gnostic polemic which 
is actually an apology and defense of Hellenism, has given a definite 
answer to those scholars who still wonder about the possible sources of 
his philosophy.50 In 11.9. as well as throughout the Enneads, where 
there is scarcely one page without at least one quotation or reference to 
Plato, Plotinus proves himself, I think, as Hellenic a philosopher as any 
one could be in the third century AD. or in the subsequent centuries. 
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Theological Doctrines of the 
Latin Asclepius 

Stephen Gersh 

The Asclepius is undoubtedly among the most interesting of the 
Hermetic writings, not only because it contains an extensive survey of 
doctrine but because - being a translation into Latin - it alone 
exercised some influence over medieval western thought. Its connection 
with the Greek Corpus Hermeticum has been fully established by AD. 
Nock who noted striking parallels both of literary expression and of 
doctrinal content between the two texts, although it is unclear whether 
the author of the Asclepius's original can be identified with that of one 
or more of the extant Greek treatises or whether he was simply 
acquainted with these other writings and influenced by them. At all 
events, this Latin dialogue provides a convenient summary of the main 
teachings of the Greek Corpus Hermeticum for those later western 
writers who will interest themselves in such matters. 

The Latin Asclepius is a translation or rather adaptation, written 
by an unknown author active before AD. 413, of a Greek treatise 
entitled •the Perfect Discourse• (A6-yQS TEXELQS).1 The fact that the 
work is a translation rather than an original composition is perhaps 
made obvious by the numerous Grecisms which it contains/ although 
the existence of a certain amount of direct evidence regarding the Greek 
original allows us to understand the genesis of the Latin version more 
precisely. This evidence consists in the first place of certain fragments 
of the Greek preserved in a magical papyrus, Lactantius, Cyril of 
Alexandria, Stobaeus, and Iohannes Lydus which allow us to establish 
parallels with the Latin in brief and isolated passages.3 It consists in 
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the second place of two excerpts in the Coptic translation of Nag 
Hammadi Codex VI which permit us, especially when these are used in 
conjunction with the Latin, to conjecture the Greek original of more 
extended passages with some confidence.4 The identity of the Latin
translator is unknown to us since all attempts to equate him with figures 
like Apuleius, Calcidius, and Marius Victorinus have failed to carry 
conviction on stylistic grounds.5 However, his activity can be placed 
before AD. 413 since Augustine cites lengthy passages from this work 
in the section of his De Civitate Dei written around that date.6 

The Asclepius takes the form of a continuous address by Hermes 
Trismegistus to his disciple Asclepius, punctuated occasionally with 
questions raised by the latter. Hermes speaks first of the continuity of 
life throughout the cosmos, and of the hierarchical order in which the 
creator God rules the heaven, the heaven the changeable bodies; and in 
which the astral gods communicate with the demons, the demons with 
mankind.7 Man plays a special role in the cosmic system since he has 
two functions: to worship God and to cultivate the earth, in accordance 
with his dual nature of soul and body.8 Those who discharge their 
functions correctly will return after death to the purely divine state, but 
those who fail in this will endure transmigration into animal form.9 

Hermes next describes the basic principles of the cosmos which are 
three in number: God, spirit, and matter. Each of these is unproduced 
and eternal, and corresponds to a different aspect of the various living 
creatures: God to intellect, spirit to soul, and matter to sensible 
form.10 Since the highest of these living creatures - endowed with
intellect alone - are the superior gods, a brief digression is inserted on 
their hierarchical arrangement, one in which a group of five intelligible 
gods or •rulers of substance• (ousiarchai) - Zeus, Phos, 
Pantomorphos, Heimarmene, Deuteros - presides over a group of five 
sensible ones - the heaven, the sun, the thirty-six decans, the seven 
spheres, the air.11 For Hermes, the primal God is bisexual in the sense 
that he produces all things without the cooperation of a second 
principle. Human beings have only one sex, although they can 
participate in a divinely ordained mystery by copulation.12 The kinship 
between the primal God and man is further emphasized in two 
arguments: first, since man has been endowed with reason in order to 
control the hostile impulses of matter whereas the astral gods have no 
need of reason, he is in a sense closer to the creator.13 Second, since 
man is a maker of gods by placing statues prepared to receive the higher 
influences in his temples, while the primal God has produced the 
superior gods by placing astral bodies in the temple of the cosmos, there 
is an affinity of function.14 In fact Egypt is the analogue of heaven in
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the sense that it serves as a temple for the whole world, a statement 
which leads to a digression foretelling the decline of religious 
observances in that land, then the natural disasters - flood, 
conflagration, or pestilence - to be wrought as instruments of divine 
retribution, and then the restoration of the ancient beliefs. 15; At this
point Hermes returns to his earlier argument that man should correctly 
discharge the functions enjoined by his dual nature. Thus, he will suffer 
one kind of death represented by the separation of soul from body but 
not the other kind of death manifested in the soul's punishment by 
relegation to the region of turbulence. It is easy to see that these deaths 
are more apparent than real, a necessary consequence of the fact that 
the cosmos itself is eternally living.16 The cosmos is eternally living 
since eternity contains it and vivifies it from the outside, just as the 
cosmos contains and vivifies the temporal things within.17 Furthermore 
the cosmos is both full - since there is no void surrounding or 
extending through it, the sensible world being enveloped by the 
intelligible world - and varied - since there is a diversity of individual 
forms within a single species, these forms themselves being subject to 
continual transformations.18 Hermes once again returns to his 
argument that man should discharge the functions associated with his 
dual nature, this time focusing on man's role as a creator of terrestrial 
gods which are subject to a similar duality. Just as the astral gods 
exercise a kind of general providence, so the terrestrial gods preside 
over the individual details of human affairs.19 This last point gives rise 
to a question about the role of Heimarmene in this system but, although 
one can define this as the necessity linking all events, one cannot say 
whether it is equivalent to the primal God, the world, or the order of 
celestial and terrestrial things.20 Finally, Hermes and his disciple
terminate their discussion with a prayer. 

It will be immediately apparent from this summary that the 
Asclepius is a text which is loose and discursive in its structure. This 
fact has led certain modern scholars to conclude that the work, as we 
now have it, is not a literary unity but a composite product. Thus, T. 
Zielinski argued on the basis of certain inconsistencies in the dialogue 
structure that the treatise consists of four shorter texts joined end to 
end,21 AS. Ferguson suggested that the final prayer is an addition to 
the original version,22 and W. Scott maintained that the work 
comprises three smaller treatises joined end to end on the grounds that 
there are unnecessary repetitions of material and radical inconsistencies 
in philosophical doctrine which cannot be explained on the hypothesis 
of a single author.73 The questions raised by these scholars are of
considerable importance for, if their conclusions are correct, it will be 
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impossible to reconstruct a single philosophical system for this treatise. 
However, other scholars have countered these arguments by asserting 
that the work is mostly a literary unity, as the manuscript tradition 
indicates, even if its author is revealed to have the mentality of a 
compiler rather than that of an original thinker. This is the position of 
AD. Nock who supports his thesis by pointing out first, that there are 
certain philosophical themes which run through the entire text and 
second, that there are numerous verbal parallels between the different 
sections of the work.24 If anything can be said in response to this 
controversy, it is perhaps that we should study the treatise in the form 
in which it has been transmitted by the manuscript tradition, assuming 
that there are no really convincing arguments against doing so. That 
this is the case seems to have been demonstrated sufficiently by Nock's 
discussion. 

The Asclepius is an important document concerning the state of 
Platonism in the third and fourth centuries AD.25 That the work does 
indeed belong to the Platonic current in the history of philosophy is 
indicated by the author's emphasis upon the radical transcendence of the 
divine.26 In this respect his position is similar to that held by Apuleius 
and other Platonists approximately a century earlier. However, that the 
work must also be associated with the Stoic tradition in the history of 
thought emerges from the writer's insistence upon the thorough 
immanence of the divine.27 On this point he diverges from the 
standpoint held by the most influential Platonists of that era. Finally, 
that the work is a notable example of syncretism between the Platonic 
and Stoic doctrines in the history of philosophy is demonstrated by the 
author's interest in the relation of macrocosm to microcosm.28 On this 
question again he deviates from the position of Apuleius and his 
contemporaries. It is obviously necessary to take account of these 
various influences in interpreting the structure of the Asclepius's 
philosophical system.29 

1 i The Positive Approach to God 

Since the doctrines of Hermeticism are essentially religious ones, 
the statements in this treatise regarding the nature of God have the 
principal claim on our attention. According to the viewpoint of earlier 
Platonism, descriptions of God can be in the first instance subjective -
his nature is explained in terms of our manner of perceiving him; such 
subjective descriptions being either positive - God can be perceived by 
a human being, positive and negative - he can be perceived but only in 
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a certain manner, or negative - God cannot be perceived by a human 
being.30 The Hermetic text provides us with further examples of all 
these descriptions of God, among which the following should be 
especially noted. When the writer states that the first principle is 
"intelligible by the mind alone,"31 he is emphasizing the possibility of 
a cognitive approach along the traditional Platonic lines. When he 
describes God as the principle "which illuminates man with the 
intelligence of mind alone,.32 he is extending the same idea in terms 
of that epistemology of illumination which can be traced all the way 
back to Plato's dialogues, although the suggestion that this illumination 
is a personal act of the divinity is more typical of the later religiosity. 
One other text encapsulates the Hermeticist's entire theory of our 
cognitive approach to God: "We thank you, 0 Highest and Supreme 
One. It is through your favor that we have obtained this great light of 
knowing you. You endow us with intellect, reason, knowledge; with 
intellcct33 that we may know you; with reason that we may pursue you 
in our thoughts; and with knowledge that we may rejoice in knowledge 
of you ... this knowledge of your greatness is alone the reward of 
humanity."34 Here, the writer reveals three aspects of the human 
being's knowledge of God: first, the association between knowledge and 
illumination; second, the fact that illumination - as indicated by the 
occurrence of words like "favor," •endow," and "reward" in the text 
- is dependent upon divine grace; and third, the division of knowledge
and illumination into definite stages.35 

1 ii The Positive and Negative Approaches to God 

Elsewhere the Hermeticist argues that, although the doctrine 
regarding God can be grasped by an application of intellect given by the 
divine, it descends from above with such headlong rapacity that it 
outstrips that application in its swiftness.36 This passage, which 
connects the simile of a descending stream with the notion that God can 
be perceived but only in a certain manner, should be compared with 
another. Here, the Hermeticist states that, since the doctrine regarding 
God is beyond the application of human minds, it will flow past or back 
to its source without the attentive acquiescence of its hearers.37 This 
text is of great importance in showing that the difficulty of perceiving 
God necessitates a revealed rather than a demonstrated philosophy. 
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1 ii i The Negative Approach to God 

Finally, the Hermetic treatise stresses the impossibility of a 
cognitive approach to God once more along the lines of earlier 
Platonism: 

We shall not definitely describe God with any of these names. For if a word 
is this - a sound arising from our breath striking the air, declaring all the 
wishes or thoughts which a man has conceived in his mind according to 
sensible impressions, something whose entire substance is composed of a 
few syllables, defined and circumscribed to permit the essential 
communication between speaker and hearer8 - then the whole name of 
God includes simultaneously the thought, breath, and air together with 
everything which is in these, through these, or from these. One cannot 
hope to describe the creator of all greatness, the father or lord of all things 
with a single name however so many syllables it may contain, for God is 
without name or rather has every name on the grounds that - being 
himself one and all - one must either call all things by his name or him by 
the names of all things.39

Here, the writer makes a complex argument about human being's 
knowledge of God consisting of three stages: first, since a name 
comprises conceptual and physical elements which are distinct from one 
another, while God has cognitive and physical manifestations which are 
inseparable, then the divine nature cannot be comprehended in a 
name.-lO Second, since God is identical with all things created by him, 
his essence can be comprehended by all their names. Third, since a 
name comprises a limited number of syllables, while God is infinite in 
his modes of existence,41 then the divine nature cannot be 
comprehended in a name. When the Hermeticist elsewhere invokes the 
deity's "single name by which God alone is blessed according to our 
ancestral religion" without informing us what the name being invoked 
is,42 it is likely that this omission is a deliberate one inspired by his 
elaborate theory of naming. Such passages as these are clearly examples 
of descriptions of God which are subjective - his nature is explained in 
terms of our manner of perceiving him - and negative - God cannot 
be perceived by a human being - according to the criteria suggested 
earlier. 
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According to the viewpoint of earlier Platonism, descriptions of 
God can also be objective - his nature is explained without reference 
to our manner of perceiving it.'° The Hermetic treatise provides us 
with numerous further examples of this, among which references to the 
first cause as •good" (bonus)44 are naturally prominent. The same 
category would also include the frequent expression� of his 
transcendence: he is characterized as "one• (unus,45 unum)46 as 
"complete• (plenus atque perfeetus),41 as "highest" (summus,48 

exsuperantissimus),49 as "infinite• (indefinitum),50 as "incorporeal" 
(ab omnibus rebus eorpulentis alienus),51 as "lacking quantity• (nee 
quantus sit quantitate),52 as "lacking quality• (nee qua/is sit qualitate,53 

quomodo aut quale sit ineertum),54 as •non-spatial" (ubi et quo et unde 
ineertum est),55 as "beyond the heaven• (ultra eaelum),56 as 
"everlasting• (aetemus,51 sempitemus),58 and as "unchanging• 
(stabile, f,xum, inmobile).59 Perhaps the most striking feature of these 
different expressions of God's transcendence is their almost exact 
equivalence to similar ones which occur in Apuleius.60 This clearly 
indicates the extent to which philosophical doctrine has become 
standardized in the second and third centuries AD. 

2 A ii Immanence 

The objective descriptions of God also include various expressions 
of his causality in relation to other things. Into this category must be 
placed an important argument which recurs in several passages of the 
Asclepius where the creator is said to be identical with the things created 
by him. Thus, in the opening section of the dialogue Hermes 
lrismegistus declares that, if the disciple understands the teaching about 
to be revealed to him his mind will be filled with all goods. However, 
it may be more correct to say that his mind will be filled with the one 
good which contains all, there being a reciprocal relation between the 
notions of unity and totality: "All things are of one and the one is all 
things since these are so connected with one another that it is 
impossible to separate them."61 

It is important to note that, when the 
Hermeticist speaks of the reciprocal implication of unity and totality, he 
is referring not simply to a relation between two concepts - •one• and 
•an• - but to the association of cause and effect - God and his
creation. This is indicated clearly in the later passage where Hermes
argues that God can be described with the names of all the things which
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he creates - either by applying his name to all of them or all their 
names to him - •because he is himself both one and all.1162 Here we 
learn two facts: first, that unity represents God and totality his creation 
and second, that God can be described as unity or totality because he is 
identical with his creation. 

2 A iii Transcendence and Immanence 

The presence of such an ontological doctrine in our treatise 
suggests on initial impression that its writer has retreated from the 
Platonic doctrine of a God who transcends his creation towards the 
Stoic position that he is immanent in it (and in a sense identifiable with 
it).63 However, some further texts which expand upon the notions of 
unity and totality show precisely what the Hermeticist's viewpoint is. In 
one argument, it is stressed that God is identical with his creation in the 
sense that creation is derived from God: •For God is all things, and all 
things come from him and depend upon his will."" The nature of this 
derivation is explained in another passage which seems to distinguish a 
state before and a state after God's creation as two temporal phases: 
•Have I not said that all things are one and the one all things, since all
things existed in God before he created all things?"65 Such statements
would indicate that God is identical in a primary sense with created
things as they pre-exist in him before their temporal process of creation,
and only in a secondary sense with created things as they exist outside
him after their temporal act of creation.66 If so, there is obviously no
compromise in the transcendent nature of God's existence occasioned
by the theory. On the other hand, further passages in the treatise show
that we cannot rest content with this simple reformulation of the
problem, since they reveal that the process of creation itself is not
simply temporal. These texts contain the following clear line of
argumentation: (i) Creation is the operation of the divine will,67 (ii)
God's will is unchanging,68 (iii) the divine will operates in time,69 and
(iv) creation is both unchanging and in time.70 The conclusion to this
argument is not self-contradictory but merely a statement that the
creative process is neither simply temporal, nor simply atemporal, but
of the atemporal in relation to the temporal. On this basis, God is
certainly identical in a primary sense with created things as they pre
exist in him before their temporal process of creation, and in a
secondary sense with created things as they exist outside him after their
temporal act of creation. Yet these two identifications are not
completely distinct from one another since the relation of God to
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created things is not that of the temporal to the temporal but of the 
atemporal to the temporal.71 Thus, the divine nature turns out to be 
both transcendent and immanent from different viewpoints. Some 
further texts which expand upon the notions of unity and totality arc 
only explicable on the assumption that this is precisely the Hermeticist's 
viewpoint. In one argument, it is stressed that God is identical with his 
creation in the sense that creation is part of the divine: •not without 
reason is God said to be all things, for all things are his limbs. •72 The 
presence of such an ontological doctrine in this treatise indicates that 
its author has in actual fact combined the Platonic doctrine of a God 
who transcends his creation with the Stoic theory that he is immanent 
in it (and in a sense identifiable with it).73 

2 A iv God's Causality 

God's causality in relation to other things is exemplified not only 
by the doctrine of unity and totality but also by the teaching concerning 
the three principles. Along the lines of the traditional Platonic 
doxographies, theAsclepius maintains that creation takes place through 
the interaction of God, Form, and Matter, although there are 
divergences from the tradition in certain details.74 Unfortunately, since 
the Latin translator seems not to have fully understood the metaphysical 
theory involved, we must elicit this doctrine from references which are 
somewhat oblique. 

2A v The Divine Intellect 

The following passage is of primary importance: 

The whole intellect, which is similar to the divinity, is immobile but self
moving in its stability. It is holy, incorruptible, eternal, and whatever higher 
attribute is applicable, since it is the eternity of the supreme God which 
exists in truth itself, filled with all sensible things and the whole of 

knowledge, co-existing so to speak with God.75 

Here, an obvious difficulty is occasioned by the Hermeticist's reference 
not to God's intellect but to the whole intellect.76 However, the 
context of the passage suggests that these two can be identified, since 
the next few sentences refer to a descending hierarchy of intellects 
consisting of (i) the whole intellect, (ii) the intellect of the world, and 
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(iii) the human intellect; while the sentences following these speak of
an ascending hierarchy of intellects comprising: (a) the human intellect,
(b) the intellect of the world, (c) the intellect of eternity, and (d) the
divine inteUect, the first term of the descending hierarchy presumably
being equivalent to the last term of the ascending one.77 This
interpretation might be challenged on the grounds that, since the
Hermeticist refers to the whole intellect as co-existing with rather than
as identical with God, the main passage must be concerned with a
secondary intellect.78 However, since God's intellect is here treated as
consubstantial with that intellect described as secondary in the fuller
account of the hierarchy in the sentences which follow - (c) the
intellect of eternity - the apparent reference to the former as coexisting
with God is merely an indication that it can to a certain extent be
viewed as secondary to itself. 79 The upshot is that the main passage
can be taken as a statement of the traditional Platonic doctrine that
there is a divine intellect which transcends space and time,80 

contemplates its own contents in a manner according with its
transcendence, 81 and has as its contents the Forms of sensible
objects.82 

2 Avi The Theory or Forms 

Several passages deal with the Forms in such a way as to indicate 
that the Greek original of the Asclepius entered into an especially high 
degree of elaboration at this point.83 It is therefore a pity that the 
Latin translator has apparently obscured much of the meaning with 
terminological inexaclitude.114 The following represents a summary of 
this doctrine of Forms drawn simultaneously from the most important 
texts which deal with it.as 

(i) The range of Forms. The Hermeticist seems to visualize Forms
of two classes of object: first, the physical elements of earth, water, air, 
and fire/16 and second, the living species of gods, demons, men, animals, 
and plants.87 

(ii) The distinction of higher and lower Forms. In several passages
we find a distinction of higher and lower Forms, although no single text 
defines what the precise difference between these is. The terminology 
for the two kinds of Form varies: (a) genus is contrasted with species,88 

(b) genus is contrasted with imago,89 (c) species is contrasted with
imago.90 Furthermore, both forma91 and species<n. occur in the two
senses. The relation between the two kinds of Form is described as
follows: (a) species to individual,93 (b) whole to part,94 (c) same to
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different,95 (d) intelligible to sensible,96 (e) incorporeal to 
corporeal,97 (f) immortal to mortal.96 A comparison of these passages 
indicates that, whichever pair of terms is employed, the �ntrast is 
between both species and individual and transcendent and immanent 
Form. 

(iii) Association of God and the higher Forms. The agent through
which Forms combine with matter to produce sensible objects is stated 
to be God.99 Some passages associate the latter with the Forms in a 
general sense, 100 although others connect him specifically with the 
higher Forms. 101 It is not explicitly stated whether God actually gives 
existence to these Forms or merely presides over their instantiation. 102 

(iv)Association of the god Ila.VToµ.opq>os and the lower Fomis. Just
as the God whose operation is localized in the world as a whole presides 
over the instantiation of the higher Forms, so the god whose operation 
is localized in the zodiac circle presides over the instantiation of the 
lower Forms.103 The reason for this is that the relation of higher to 
lower Form is equivalent to that of species to individuaJ.104 Since the 
world as a whole is unchanging, each Form which its God instantiates 
will be unique in its omnipresence; whereas since the zodiac circle 
changes in rotation, each Form which its God instantiates will be 
multiplied according to spatial and temporal position.105 It is certainly 
peculiar to speak of the instantiation of the higher Forms, since their 
transcendence would apparently preclude any combination with matter. 
But the reason once again is that the relation of higher to lower Form 
is equivalent to that of species to individual. Thus, the instantiation of 
the higher Forms signifies their presence as specific characters in 
individuals while their transcendence indicates their logical priority to 
the latter. 

(v) The emanation of Fomis. The Hcrmeticist clearly views the
Forms as dynamic in character, since terms such as influere,106 

defluere,101 and cognates often appear in conjunction with them. 

2 A vii The Theory of Matter 

One further passage is important for our analysis. Here, the writer 
turns to the consideration of matter which is described as ungenerated 
"yet having the power and natural ability to engender and produce in 
itself"; as equivalent to space - •that in which all things are, since they 
could not exist without it• - having identical characteristics and as 
ungenerated "yet containing all things by providing a most fertile womb 
for their generation• including evil things.108 This text presents 
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considerable difficulties to the interpreter on account of the ambivalence 
of its terminology. In the first place, the statement that matter is 
ungenerated could mean either that it has no beginning in time or that 
i t  has no beginning at all (it is not causally dependent upon another 
principle). However, another passage which states that all things can 
ultimately be reduced to two principles - God and matter - clearly 
demonstrates that the second meaning is intended.109 Furthermore,
the assertion that matter has the power to generate all things could be 
taken in several ways, although presumably the way in which God has 
the power to generate all things would have to be excluded. 
Fortunately, other parts of the text delineate matter's role: its 
identification with space shows that it is the cause of all things in that 
the latter could not exist without space, 110 while its equation with
disorderly motion indicates that it causes all things by underlying the 
stability of form as a dynamic substratum.111 In addition, the 
statement that matter is the source of evil things could mean either that 
it produces both good and evil effects or that it produces only evil 
effects (it is therefore inherently evil). However, another passage which 
states that matter is the vehicle of chance occurrences - obviously 
involving good and evil - demonstrates that the first interpretation is 
correct.112 Moreover, it might be argued that the identification of
matter and space is not really intended by the writer. This is the most 
difficult point on which to feel certain, although one parallel text seems 
to reinforce the interpretation here proposed.113 In conclusion, then, 
the writer repeats the traditional doctrine that matter is the ungenerated 
substratum, spatial and dynamic,114 of good and evil occurrences,
despite the obscurities of his principal discussion. 

2 B God and Creation 

There now seems little room for doubt that the traditional doctrine 
of the three principles is a fundamental philosophical motif of the 
Asclepius. It is also clearly established that two of these principles are 
ultimate in the sense that neither can be reduced to the other, even if 
some modern interpreters have attempted to find a monistic position 
expressed.us However, the doctrine of the three principles represents 
only one strand in the more complete fabric of this dialogue, and we 
must also investigate the role of various further principles such as 
Eternity, Spirit, and the Second God. Only some of these principles will 
prove to be independent in the sense that they are not simply aspects of 
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one another, and so it will be necessary to consider them in at least two 
distinct categories. 116 

2 C i Eternity as God 

According to the Hermeticist, God and Eternity are the 
"principles" (primordia) of all things.117 However, that these two are 
not completely distinct from one another is indicated by passages stating 
that with Eternity, God contains the Forms of all things,118 that
"whether as God or as Eternity or as both or as one in the other or as 
both in each" (sive deus sive aeternitas sive uterque sive alter in altero 
sive uterque in utroque) he moves in immobility,119 and that through
Eternity, God controls all processes in the cosmos.120 These remarks 
clearly show that Eternity is not fully independent of God - like the 
principle Al.wv in some other Hermetic treatises121 

- although the 
nature of this quasi-independence is somewhat obscure. Fortunately, 
there are other passages which illuminate this question by describing 
Eternity's relation either to the world or else to time, since not only do 
the relations of God to the world and to time and of Eternity to the 
world and to time coincide but the relation of God to Eternity is 
analogous to that of the world to time. The relation of Eternity to the 
world is described as follows: Eternity •contains" (intra se habens) the 
world,122 while the world "is vivified by Eternity which is outside it 
and vivifies those things which are inside it" (ipse extrinsecus vivificatur 
ab aeternitate vivificatque ea, quae intra se sunt). 123 Furthermore, the 
world •has been made in the image of the highest God since it imitates 
Eternity• (huius dei imago hie effectus est mundus, aetemitatis 
imitator) 124 

- a statement indicating that the relations of God to the 
world and of Eternity to the world are not separate from one another. 
The relation of Eternity to time is described as follows: Eternity is 
"beyond the limits or (sine defmitione) lime,u.s and is also •stable, 
immobile, and fixed while the course of time, which is mobile, always 
returns to eternity• (stabilis, inmobilis atque fixa . . . temporis, quod 
mobile est, in aeternitatem semper revocatur agitatio).1u, Further, •just 
as Eternity, immobile on its own, seems to move through the time in 
which it is, thus even God can be held to move himself in himself while 
immobile" (ipsa aetemitas inmobilis quidem so/a per tempus, in quo ipsa 
est . . . videatur agitari . . . sic et deum agitari credibile est in se ipsum 
aedem inmobilitate)127 

- a statement revealing that the relations of 
God to time and of Eternity to time are in some way equivalent. 
Finally, the relation of the world to time is described by saying that 
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•the world is the receptacle of time, through whose course and motion
it is sustained" (mundus est receptaculum tempori.s, cuius cursu et
agitatione vegetatur).128 This apparently suggests that the relation of
God to Eternity is paralleled by that of the world to time.

These passages have clearly revealed that Eternity does not exist 
independently of God: indeed, they suggest rather that it is a certain 
manifestation of his own highest nature. But what precisely is this 
manifestation? In the first place, God as Eternity transcends the world. 
This is indicated by his containment of the latter, since a container must 
be greater than that which it contains; it is indicated by the statement 
that he vivifies the world from outside; and it is indicated by the 
aspiration of the latter towards him, since the object of desire must lie 
beyond the subject. On the other hand, God as Eternity is immanent 
in the world. This is also shown by his containment of the latter, since 
a container must surround that which it contains; it is also shown by the 
statement that he vivifies the world from outside: and it is also shown 
by the aspiration of the latter towards him, since the subject of desire 
becomes progressively like its object. Thus, God as Eternity is 
simultaneously transcendent and immanent in relation to the world. 129 

2 Cii Spirit as God 

The precise status of Spirit is more difficult to determine since the 
passages referring to it are extremely brief. At first sight, these leave 
uncertainty on two fundamental points: first, the relation of Spirit to 
God and second, the metaphysical or physical nature of Spirit. 

In connection with the earlier question, the Hermeticist does not 
express himself as unambiguously as we might like. Thus, some passages 
refer to Spirit as that by which all things are "produced" (ministrantur), 
"vivified" (vegetantur), 130 •moved" (agitantur), or •controlled" 
(gubemantur)131 according to God's design. This leaves it an open 
question whether we are dealing with an aspect of God's nature or an 
instrument employed by him. Furthermore, the allusion to Spirit as 
ungenerated yet having the power to produce132 can be understood in 
two contrasting ways: either it means that Spirit is an independent 
principle distinct from God, or that it is an independent principle 
because it is identical with God. However, some passages suggest that 
the term discussed signifies not an instrument employed by God but an 
aspect of his nature. Thus, it emerges that Spirit is •inherent in God" 
(inesse deo),133 or that God has filled all things with Spirit "having 
breathed" (inhalata) upon each thing according to its nature. 134 

!' 

I 
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The course of discussion so far seems to have provided an answer 
also to the second question, for a principle which is identified with God 
would need to be metaphysical rather than physical.m However, the 
matter cannot be disposed of quite so easily since certain passages 
describe Spirit in a way recalling the physical pneuma of Stoicism. 
Thus, it is said to be •blended in all things• (permixtus cunctis)134 or 
•inherent in matter• (inesse mundo),137 its role being the
determination of •au Forms in the world• (omnes in mundo
species)138 or •each thing's special character• (cuiusque naturae
qualitas).139 One may recall that the Stoic pneuma possessed precisely
these characteristics of mixture with the passive principle and
production of the hierarchy of being through degrees of its tension. 140 

On this basis it will be necessary to conclude that the notion of Spirit
here represents a transposition of physical into metaphysical theory. 141 

The answers to these two questions provide a reasonable 
delineation of Spirit. The first answer indicates that it constitutes an 
aspect of God, while the second reveals that it signifies God in an 
immanent mode. 

2 C iii Love as God 

Love is discussed in one passage which is relatively brief but 
sufficiently detailed to explain both its relation to God and its special 
character.142 

The earlier question is illuminated by the Hermeticist's reference 
to Love as something •created and bestowed by that God who is ruler 
of all nature" (ex domino i/lo totius naturae deo ... inventum 
tributumque). 143 However with this statement that Love is created by 
God must be compared further assertions that it is an aspect of God's 
nature. Thus, the Hermeticist speaks of the union of male and female 
as an incomprehensible mystery144 

- implying that Love is divine in 
character; of •the divinity of both natures in the commingling of the 
sexes• (utriusque naturae divinitas ex commixtione sexus) 145 

- stating 
explicitly that it is divine; and of God as embracing the fertility of both 
male and female146 

- indicating that Love is an aspect of the first 
principle. 

The second question is illuminated in the following ways: first, 
Love is described as the means of reproducing to eternity;147 second, 
it is explained in terms of the coming together of the two sexes - it is 
their •connection or, more properly speaking, their unitf (conexio aut, 
quod est verius, unitas), 148 it is the moment at which each sex passes 
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over into the other's nature when the climax makes the male weak and 
the female vigorous,149 it is their •commingling• (commixtio);00 and 
third, Love is characterized as an activity of all animal and plant life. m 

The implication of these texts is that Love represents an aspect of 
God, although it is difficult to draw any conclusions beyond this. 
Clearly it does not signify the first principle in its transcendent mode, 
since it implies the relation of cause and effect. However, whether it 
signifies God in his immanent mode or in a transcendent and immanent 
mode must be left an open question.152 

2 C iv The Status or Fate 

Despite the significant differences outlined, the principles of 
Eternity, Spirit, and Love are similar in possessing a status not 
independent of God. With these should be contrasted another group of 
principles which are alike in possessing a status which is independent in 
this way. However, before examining the latter we should consider one 
principle whose nature is seemingly of a type transitional between these 
two categories. 

The following passage instantly reveals the ambivalent status of this 
principle: "That which we call 'Fate,' 0 Asclepius, is the necessity in 
all things which occur, each joined to the others in connective bonds. 
Fate, therefore, is either the cause of things, or the highest God, or the 
god produced as second by the highest God, or the order of all celestial 
and earthly things fixed by divine law• (Quam Elµ,apµ.ivriv nuncupamus, 
o Asclep� ea est necessitas omnium quae geruntur, semper sibi catenatis
nexibus vincta; haec itaque est aut effectrix rerurn aut deus summus aut ab
ipso deo qui secundus eff ectus est deus aut omnium caelestium
terrenarurnque rerum fimtata divinis legibus discip/ina).153 Two
questions must be answered in order to interpret this rather difficult
passage correctly: first, how many definitions of Fate does it contain
and second, what are the historical sources of these definitions? An
approach to the first question is suggested by the apparent contrast in
the text between (i) definitions of Fate in terms of the nature of the
process, and (ii) definitions in terms of association with a specific
principle.154 That this contrast is actually envisaged by the Hermeticist
is indicated by studying parallels to this discussion in certain other
writers of late antiquity: pseudo-Plutarch, Calcidius, and Nemesius,
where an important distinction is made between consideration of Fate
in terms of its •activity" (energeia) and consideration in terms of its
•substance• (ousia).155 If such a contrast does underlie the structure

1: 

l
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of our text, the (i) the definitions of Fate in terms of the nature of the 
process can be treated as a single explanation, while (ii) the definitions 
in terms of association with a specific principle must represent separate 
explanations.™ On this assumption the second question can be 
approached by noting that (i) the definition of Fate in terms of the 
nature of its process consists entirely of elements derived from Stoic 
theory, since the concepts of necessity,157 etemity,158 connection,159 

and order160 are habitually associated with that of Fate according to 
Stoicism. On the other hand (ii) the definitions in terms of association 
with a specific principle seem to involve a combination of Stoic and 
Platonic elements, (ii a) the definition of Fate as the highest God being 
perfectly intelligible according to Stoic theory where it is simply another 
manifestation of the Logos or Pneuma,161 while (ii b) the definition as
the second god agrees more with the Platonic tradition where Fate is 
sometimes identified with the world soul.162 

The text setting out the various definitions of Fate serves to 
underline the ambiguity of the notion although it does not provide a 
firm delineation. Certain other passages must be taken into account in 
order to achieve the latter, and among these is one which establishes a 
relation between Fate and the planetary motions. According to the 
Hermeticist, for each celestial motion there must be postulated a higher 
cause or •ousiarch• (ousiarches): for the motion of the cosmos as a 
whole he posits Jupilcr as ousiarch, for that complex motion of the 
seven planets he posits •Fortune or Fate• (f ortuna aut etµ.apµ.tvri), and 
so on.143 It is difficult to be sure what the Hermeticist's doctrine at
this point is, but it is undeniable that Fate is intended to be a principle 
independent of the highest God.164 

Another passage to be taken into account in order to delineate the 
notion of Fate is one where the natures of Fate, Necessity, and Order 
are examined. Here, the Hermeticist argues that these three principles 
by relating to one another as inseparable components of the cosmic 
process "obey the necessity of eternal reason• (serviunt necessitati 
rationis aetemae).165 Although this statement seems initially to 
reinforce the view that Fate is a principle independent of the highest 
God, the later development of the argument clearly moves in the 
opposite direction.166 Thus, the Hermeticist continues by suggesting 
that the three principles are •equivalent to Eternity" (haec est 
aetemitas) because of the continuous circularity of the cosmic process 
which they combine in producing.167 Once again it is difficult to be 
certain what the doctrine is, but it seems certain that Fate is treated 
ambivalently as a principle independent of and not independent of the 
highest God. 
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At this point, it is perhaps reasonable to suggest that a fairly 
coherent doctrine of Fate has emerged, since its two manifestations can 
be identified at least provisionally with parts of the composite definition 
furnished by the earlier text. In particular, the following identifications 
between these two manifestations and (ii) the definitions of Fate in 
terms of association with a specific principle seem to be required. 
Where Fate is described in connection with Necessity and Order and 
shown by reason of its relation to Eternity to be both independent and 
not independent of the highest God, it can be understood as satisfying 
the requirements of (ii a) the definition of Fate as the highest God. 
However, where it is described in relation to the planetary motions and 
shown because of its contrast with Jupiter's relation to the motion of 
the whole cosmos to be independent of the highest God, it can be held 
to satisfy the requirements of (ii b) the definition of Fate as the second 
god. 168 Of these identifications the former is self-evident on account
of the equivalence of terminology, whereas the latter will be upheld if 
the source of planetary motions is equivalent to the second god. 
Furthermore, that the description of Fate in connection with Necessity 
and Order can be understood as fulfilling the requirements of (ii a) the 
definition of Fate as the highest God emerges from the presence of 
significant Stoic elements in both cases. That the description of Fate in 
relation to the planetary motions can be held to fulfil the requirements 
of (ii b) the definition of Fate as the second God would follow from the 
presence of a mixture of Stoic and Platonic elements in each case. 169 

This last point, however, must be left for a later demonstration. 
The principle of Fate seems therefore to have an especially 

ambivalent status within the metaphysical system of this treatise, since 
it is described in different passages both as possessing a status not 
independent of God and also as possessing a status which is thus 
independent. Our next task is to examine those principles which 
conform entirely to the latter mode of existence. 

2 Cv The Second God 

In one important passage, the Hermeticist refers to "the God of 
highest power who is ruler of one god" (deus primipotens et unius 
gubemator dei). 170 Although this text presents certain difficulties of
interpretation owing to the survival of a Greek version which contains 
a significant variation of meaning,171 since the Latin wording provides
a sense consistent with doctrines explicitly taught elsewhere in the 
treatise we may at least attempt to explain the latter. 
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The doctrines taught elsewhere are the following. First, the 
supreme God is said to have •created a second god after himself" (a 

se secundum fecerit) or to have "produced a first god from himself as 
second to himself" (hunc fecit er se primum et a se secundum).

172 The 
descriptive epithets attached to this principle -that it is the object of 
sensation, that it is filled with the goodness of all things, and that God 
loved it on account of its beauty-suggest that it represents the physical 
world.173 Furthermore, that this is the case is demonstrated by two 
passages elsewhere, one listing three terms: "God is the first, the world 
second, and man third" (deus primus est, secundus est mundus, homo est 
tertius),114 the other stating that the world is a sensible god.m 
However, this relatively straightforward doctrine is complicated by a 
second factor, for in one passage the writer states that "the sun itself 
must be held to be this second god" (ipse enim sol .. . secundum etenim 
deum hunc crede).176 What are we to make of this discrepancy?

The answer to this question lies in the association of the world and 
the sun according to the Hermetic philosophy. Thus, that these are not 
really independent of one another is indicated (i) by the world's 
government of all physical processes utilizing the instrumentality of the 
sun,177 (ii) by the identity of function between the two: just as the 
world is "dispenser of life" (vitae dispensator)118 so is the sun "ruler 
of vital processes• (gubenator vitalium),119 and (iii) by the analogy of 
the sun's illumination of the world and intellect's illumination of 
man. 180 Of these points the last is especially revealing about the 
Hermeticist's philosophical beliefs. 

In particular, it is clear that he subscribes to the common teaching 
that the world is a "living being• (animal),181 and this implies in its 
turn that the world consists of a body and a soul. The latter doctrine 
is explicitly stated in at least one passage where God is described as the 
ruler of the world, its soul, and the world's contents.182 Furthermore 
he assents to the traditional notion that this soul is "the container of 
all sensible Forms• (receptaculum . . . sensibilium omnium 
specierum),

183 thereby indicating that the principle represents a source 
of knowledge as well as one of life. This epistemological implication is 
effectively drawn out in a text where the human cognitive faculty ascends 
to that of the world, the world's to that of eternity. 184 

The last passage, indeed, has yet another significance for our 
investigation of the creative activity of the highest God, since the writer 
also states that the world can ascend "to knowledge of the gods who 
rank above it" (et deos noscendos, qui supra se sunt).185 How do these 
gods fit into the ontological scheme so far described? 
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The Hierarchy of Gods 

The doctrine of the gods is expounded in a passage couched in all 
the terminology of religious revelation. It begins: •There are many 
kinds of gods, and among these some are intelligible and some 
sensible186 • • • there are gods who rule all Forms, and these are 
followed by those whose substance has a ruler. The latter are sensible 
gods whose nature reflects their double origin•187 (deorum genera
mu/ta sunt eorumque omnium pars intellegibilis, alia vero sensibilis . . . 
sunt ergo omnium specierum principes dii. hos consecuntur dii, quorum est 

princeps owuxs. hi sensibiles, utriusque originis consimiles suae).188 

Various interpretations of this highly compressed statement have been 
proposed, but according to the most plausible reading it provides the 
following facts: (i) there are two orders of gods: (a) intelligible and (b) 
sensible,189 (ii) The nature of (a) is further characterized by their 
association with the distribution of Forms;1')(> (iii) The gods of group 
(a) have a relation of priority to those of group (b) in that they govern
their substance;191 and (iv) The nature of (b) is further defined by a
combination of intelligible and sensible elements.192 The passage
continues: •Toe ousiarch of the world is Jupiter ... the ousiarch of the
sun is Light ... the ousiarch or ruler of those thirty-six known as the
Horoscopes is the god called Pantomorphos or �l-Form' ... the seven
planets have as their ousiarchs or rulers that which is called Fortune
and Heimarmene ... the ousiarch of air is the Second ... •193 (caeli
..• oixnapx'TJS est Iuppiter ... so/is oixnap}('lls lumen est ... XXXVI
quorum vocabulum est Horoscopi ... horum oixnapx1JS vel princeps est,

quern IlaVT6µ.opcl>o11 vel omniformem vocant ... septem sphaerae ...
ha bent oixnapxTJS. id est sui principes, quam f ortunam dicunt aut
elµ.apµ.EVl']ll . . . ai!r vero . . . est autem oixnapxTJs huius secundus
••• )194 From these remarks the following additional information is
obtained: (i) Various specific examples of (a) intelligible and (b)
sensible gods are given; and (ii) the gods of group (b) are shown to be
astronomical in character.

Modern scholarship has rightly compared the Hermeticist's 
theological schema with similar systems expounded by late Platonic 
writers - Porphyry, lamblichus, and Sallustius.195 Although the latter 
often differ in detail, they frequently contain the two fundamental 
aspects of the Hermetic hierarchy of gods: first, they contrast groups of 
intelligible and sensible gods and second, they establish correspondences 
between particular intelligible and sensible gods. 196 That the 
Hermeticist's theological doctrine agrees with the teachings of such 
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Neoplatonic writers is probably the result of a single influence over all 
concerned - the so-called Chaldaean Oracles. 

The validity of these parallels is strengthened by the investigation 
of such items of further theological doctrine as are scattered elsewhere 
in the treatise. Thus, one passage seems to make another allusion to 
the gods of group (a) when it suggests that the highest gods have 
"intellect• (sensus) as their soul.197 This would be consistent with an 
intelligible status. Other texts provide further information about the 
gods of group (b): that the supreme God has created them,198 that 
they are constituted of the purest physical substance,199 and that they 
inhabit the celestial regions.200 A further passage refers to the 
dwelling of the god Pantomorphos in the zodiac according to whose 
rotation each "Form• (species) generates "individual instances• 
(imagines).w1 This implies the relation of an intelligible to a sensible 
principle. Finally, there is another item of theological doctrine which 
does not strengthen the earlier parallels so much as it extends the 
system itself. Thus, one passage refers to Jupiter who occupies a station 
between heaven and earth from which he dispenses life to the various 
kinds of animate being.2ll2 This god may perhaps be the ousiarch of 
the air whose name was omitted by the mutilated text of the theological 
summary.203 

2 C vii The Second God and the Hierarchy of Gods 

So far we have examined the accounts of the second god and of the 
hierarchy of gods as though they were totally independent Hermetic 
theologies. This is justified inasmuch as the respective descriptions 
occur in separate sections of the text, while the account of the second 
god makes no reference to any other gods and that of the hierarchy 
speaks of no god as second. However, it is impossible for the modern 
interpreter of this philosophy to avoid asking the question: how do the 
two theological accounts relate to one another?204 

The careful re-examination of passages previously noted leads to 
interesting results. In particular we must conclude that, since both the 
world and the sun are described as the second god in one account, while 
they represent the first and second members of the series of sensible 
gods in the other, then the world and the sun are second either (i) 
because the (intelligible) Jupiter is the first and the (sensible) world the 
second god,205 or (ii) because the (sensible) world is the first and the 
(sensible) sun the second god.206 However, there are obvious 
drawbacks since with (i) the (intelligible) Jupiter considered as the first 
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god, the sensible sun cannot be described as second but only as third; 
and with (ii) the (sensible) world considered as the first god, the 
(sensible) world cannot also be described a second but only as first 
Perhaps the only solution, then, is to consider the series of intelligible 
gods as a whole as the first god so that either the (sensible) world or the 
(sensible) sun can be described as second 

This brings us to the further conclusion that, since both the world 
and the sun are described as the second god in one account, while 
representing the first and second members of the series of sensible gods 
in the other, then the world and the sun are both second either (i) 
because the (sensible) world and the (sensible) sun are not completely 
distinct from one another, or (ii) because the members of the series of 
sensible gods as a whole are not distinct from one another. Of these 
solutions it is (ii) which seems to be the most compelling since it not 
only treats the relations between all members of the series of sensible 
gods identically but it considers those relations as analogous with those 
obtaining within the series of intelligible gods. 

That the series of intelligible gods as a whole can be considered as 
the first god and the series of sensible gods as a whole as the second 
god is an interpretation which is further supported by certain minor 
features of the account. Thus, regarding the intelligible gods, the fact 
that Jupiter occurs more than once suggests that the members of the 
series are not completely distinct from one another,:im while the 
identification of one member of the series as Heimarmene indicates that 
they really constitute elements of the first God.2ll6 Regarding the 
sensible gods, the fact that the sun must occur twice suggests that the 
members of this series are not totally separable from one another,209 

while the interpretation of each member of the series as a celestial 
motion indicates that they actually represent elements of the world 
soul.210 

If this doctrine has been correctly construed, an interesting 
metaphysical position emerges: that there is a supreme God or intellect 
consisting of a unity in multiplicity which gives rise to a second god or 
soul similarly constituted The most striking element in this system is 
the notion that these first and second principles are unities in 
multiplicity. Clearly such a viewpoint is heavily influenced by both 
Platonism and Stoicism: by the former in the contrast of the highest 
God or intellect and the second god or soul, and by the latter in the 
notion of a unitary force underlying the perceived differentiation. 
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1. Lactantius, Inst. Div. IV.6.4 (C.S.E.L 19.287.1).
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2. A list of these stylistic features can be found in Nock and Festugiere: op.
cit., pp. 278-279.

3. See Scott, op. cit., pp. 77-78 and Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., pp. 275-277.
4. See J.P. Mahe, Hermes en Haut-Egypte. Les tex:tes hennltiques de Nag

Ham.modi et Ieurs para/le/es grecs et Iatins 1-11 (Quebec, 1978); and D.M.
Parrott, et at., Nag Hammadi Codices V.2-5 and VI with Papyrus
Berolinensis 8502.1 and 4 (Nag Ham.modi Studies XI) (Leiden, 1979).

5. For a demonstration that Apuleius could not have been the translator see
Scott, op. cit., p. 78. For arguments that neither Marius Victorinus nor
Calcidius was the translator see Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., pp. 277-278.

6. Augustine, Civ. Dei VIII. 23 ff. (C.C.S.L 47. 239ff.)
1. Asclep. 2-1.
8. Ibid., 8-9.
9. Ibid., 10-14.
10. Ibid., 14-18.
11. Ibid., 19.
12. Ibid., 20-21. The parallel Coptic version begins in the middle of chapter 21.
13. Ibid., 22.
14. Ibid., 23.
15. Ibid., 24-6.
16. Ibid., 27-29. The parallel Coptic version ends early in chapter 29. However,

there is a separate extract covering part of chapter 41.
17. Ibid., 30-32.

18. Ibid., 33-36.
19. Ibid., 37-38.
20. Ibid., 39-40. In the foregoing summary I have included only the main

arguments of the Asclepius so that its underlying logical structure might
become apparent. For a more detailed analysis see Festugicre, La
revelation d'flennes Trismegiste II: Le dieu cosmique, pp. 18-27.

21. T. Zielinski, •Hermes und die Hermetik,• Archiv fur Religions
W1Ssenschaft S, 1905: 321-372. The shorter texts would be (i)Asclep. 1-14,
(ii) ibid., 14-27, (iii) ibid., 27-37, and (iv) ibid., 37-41.

22. A.S. Ferguson, "Introduction• to Scott, op. cit., vol. IV, p. xxxii. This view
is confirmed by the separate preservation of a Greek version among the
Papyri Magicae and of a Coptic version in Nag Ham.modi Codex VI. Sec
Mahe, op. cit, vol. I, pp. 137ff.; Parrott, op. cit., p. 376.

23. Scott, op. cit., vol. I., pp. 51ff. and op. cit., vol. III, pp. 1, 68, 92, etc. The
shorter texts are (i)Asclep. 1-14, (ii) ibid., 14-16, and (iii) ibid., 16-41. In
addition to dividing the work into three parts, Scott makes numerous
transpositions of the text in (iii). His whole procedure is rightly criticized by
A.S. Ferguson in Scott, op. cit., vol. IV, pp. 394-395 and 408ff.

24. Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., pp. 292-295.
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25. If we think in terms of the Greek original, the Asclepius documents
Platonism of the third century; if we think in terms of the Latin version, it
documents that of the fourth.

26. Both Platonism and Stoicism speak of God's transcendence, but only with
the former is this transcendence radical (or metaphysical).

27. Both Stoicism and Platonism refer to God's immanence, but only with the
former is this immanence thorough (or materialistic).

28. This theme derives ultimately from Plato (especially from his interpretation
of the relation between world soul and individual souls in the Timaeus) yet
it is more usually associated with the Stoa.

29. Toe discussion which follows will be arranged partly along the lines
appropriate to a Stoic system, and partly along those appropriate to a
Platonic one.

30. All these aspects are equally prominent, for example, in the philosophy of
Apuleius.

31. Asclep. 16.315.17 mente so/a inlellegibilis.
32. Ibid., 29.336.6-7, hominem so/a inlellegentia mentis inluminans. Cf. ibid.,

32.341.20-21 and 41.353.2. For the theme of illumination in the Greek
corpus, cf. Corp. Henn. I.32.19.5, IX.3.97.10-11, XIII.18.208.5, and
XIII.19.208.17 together with FJ. Klein,Die Lichtterminologie bei Philon von
Alexandrien und in den hermetischen Schriften. Untersuchungen zur Struktur
der religii>sen Sprache der hellenistischen Mystik (Leiden, 1962).

33. Sensus = 'intellect.' Comparisons with the Greek version in the Papyrus
Mimaut and with the Coptic version of Nag Hammadi Codex VI indicate the
sensus represents the Latin translator's habitual rendering of the original
vo'l:/s. See Scott, op. cit., vol. III, p. 290; Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., p.
363; Mahe, op. cit., vol. I, pp. 148-9 and 162-3; and Parrott, op. cit., p. 380.

34. Asclep. 41.353.1-355.4, gratias tibi summe, exsuperantissime; tua enim gratia
tantum sumus cognitionis tuae lumen consecuti . . . condonans nos sensu,
ratione, intellegentia: sensu, ut te cognoverimus; ratione, ut te suspicionibus
indagemus; cognitione, ut te cognoscentes gaudeamus •. . haec est enim
humana so/a gratu/atio, cognitio maiestatis tuae. This passage comes from
the final prayer of the Asclepius and can be compared with the Greek and
Coptic versions. For discussion of the religious sentiments expressed see R.
Reitzenstein, Die hellenistischen Mysterienreligionen nach ihren
Grundgedanken und Wirkungen, 3 (Auflage, Leipzig, 1927), pp. 285ff.; and
P .A carozzi, •Hoc Iumine salvati tuo (Asclepius 41 )," Perennitas: Studi
in onore di A. Brelich (Roma, 1980), pp. 115-38 in addition to the works
cited in n. 33 above.

35. There h.aS been considerable discussion concerning the precise
epistemological values of these three stages although the Asclepius, the
Papyrus Mimaut, and Nag Hammadi Codex Vl.7 all explain them quite
adequately in the respective texts. See Scott, op. cit., p. 291; Nock and
Festugiere, op. cit., p. 399; Klein, op. cit., pp. 177-180; and Mahe, op. cit.,
pp. 148ff.
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36. Asclep. 3.298,21-299.2, divinitatis etenim ratio divina senms intentione
noscenda torrenti simillima est fluvio e swnmo in pronum praecipiti rapacitate
currenti: quo efficitur, ut intentionem nostram non so/um audientium verum
tractantium ipsorum celeri velocitate praetereat.

37. Ibid., 19.318.12-17, sublimis etenim ratio eoque divinior ultra hominum
mentes intentionesque consistens, si non attentiore aurium obsequio verba
loquentis acceperis, transvolabit et transfluet au/ magis refluet suique se f ontis
liquoribus miscet.

38. All the elements contained in this definition are traditional (Platonic and
Stoic). See Plato, Tim. 67b; Aetius, Plac. IV.19.1 (D.G. 407.22a and b ff.);
Seneca, Nat. Quaest. Il.6.5, etc. For more parallels see Scott, op. cit., vol.
III, pp. 133-134; and Nock and Festugi�re, op. cit., pp. 375-376.

39. Asc/ep. 20.320.15-321.9, nullo ex his nominibus eum de/mite nuncupabimus.
si enim vax hoc est - ex aere spiritu percusso sonus declarans omnem
hominis voluntatem vel sensu.m, quem forte ex sensibus mente perceperit.
cuius nominis tota substantia paucis conposita syllabis def 1.nita atque
circumscripta est, ut esset in homine necessarium vocis auriumque
commercium -simul etiam et senms et spiritus et aeris et omnium in his am
per haec aw de his nomen est totwn dei; non enim spero totius maiestatis
effectorem omniumque rerum patrem vel dominwn uno posse quamvis e
mu/tis conposito nuncupari nomine, hunc vero innominem vel potius
omninominem siquidem is sit unus et omnia, ut sit necesse auto omnia esse
eius no,nine aut ipswn omnium nominibus nuncupari.

40. For God as nameless in the Greek corpus see Corp. Henn. V.1.60.4,
Lactaotius, Div. Inst. I.6.4 (C.S.E.L 19.19.18) and IV.7.3 (C.S.E.L
19.293.1).

41. For God as many-named in the Greek corpus see Corp. Henn. V.10.64.3-10.
42. Asc/ep. 41.353.3-354.2, nomen unu.m, quo so/us deus est benedicendus

religione patema. This pas.sage also comes from the final prayer of the
Asclepius, and so a comparison with the Greek: text of the Papyrus Mimaut
is possible. In the latter we read that god has an •unspeakable name"
(a4>1xurrov 0110µ.a). On the notion of ineffability in the Hennetica see AD.
Nock, •Toe Exegesis of Tunaeus 28 c," Vigiliae Christianae 16 (1962): 79-
86.

43. This aspect can be paralleled in Apuleius.
44. Asclep. 8.305.10, 20.321.12, and 26.331.20. Cf. Corp. Henn. U.15.38.11,

VI.1.72.4-5, and X.3.114.7-8.
45. Asclep. 2.298.4 and 20.321.7. Cf. Corp. Henn. XVI.3.2."\3.l.
46. Asclep. 1.296.10 and 2.297.2."\-4.
47. Ibid., 30.338.19.
48. Ibid., 16.315.17 and 41.353.1. Cf. Corp. Henn. 1.31.18.9.
49. Asc/ep . 41.353.l. Toe attribute "highest" is absent from the text of the

corresponding Coptic version.
50. Ibid., 31339.23. Cf. Corp. Henn. IV.8.52.12 and XI.20.155.13.
51. Asclep 27.332.11-12. Cf. Corp. Henn. 11.4.33.1-2, V.10.64.5-6, and

Xl.16.154.1-2.
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52. Asclep. 29.336.5. Cf. Corp. Henn. XII.23.183.12-13.
53. Asclep. 29.336.5. Cf. Corp. Henn. XII.23.183.13.
54. Asclep. 31.339.26.
55. Ibid., 31.339.25-6. Cf. Corp. Henn. V.10.64.13.
56. Asclep. 27.332.10.
57. Ibid., 14.313.17. Cf. Corp. Henn. VIII.2.88.2 and XVIII.9.252.3.
58. Asclep. 14.313.16-17 and 26.331.11.
59. Ibid., 30.338.16. Cf. Corp. Henn. 11.1237.4 and X.14.120.2.
60. See pp. 6-7 and n. 43.
61. Asclep. 1.296.11-13, omnia unius esse aut unwn esse omnia; ita enim sibi est

utrumque conexum, ut separari altenmi ab utro non possit. Cf. Corp. Henn.
XII.8.177.5, XIII.17.207.18, XIII.18.208.3, and XVl.3.23218-2.13.3.

62. Asclep. 20.321.7, siquidem is sit unus el omnia.
63. For the Stoic (or syncretistic Stoic and Platonic) pnsition see the discussion

of spiritus on pp. 142-143. Of course, the Stoic doctrine holds that God is
both transcendent and immanent. However, the transcendence is not
metaphysical in this case. On the importance of the Stoic elements see p.
132.

64. Asclep. 34.344.22-3, omnia enim deus et ab eo omnia et eius omnia
voluntatis. Cf. ibid. 2.298.3-4.

65. Ibid., 2.297.23-298.1, non enim hoc dixi, omnia unum esse et unum omnia,
utpote quae in creatore fuerint omnia, antequam creasset omnia? Cf. ibid.,
14.313.7-9.

66. This pre-existence of created things in God is presumably -- along
traditional Platonic lines - as Forms in the divine mind. For the
appearance of this latter notion in the Asclepius see pp. 138-139.

67. Sec n. 64 above.
68. Ibid., 26.331.12-14 "For the will of God has no beginning. It is the same

and as it is eternally. Indeed, the plan of God's will is equivalent to his
nature• (vo/untas etenim dei caret initio, quae eadem est e� sicuti est,
sempitema. dei enim natura consilium est voluntatis). Cf. Corp. Henn.
X.2.113.11-12

69. Asclep 8.305.12-15, •For the will of God itself is the highest completion,
since he realises his willing and completion at the same instant of time•
(voluntas etenim dei ipsa est summa perfectio, utpote cum voluisse et
perfecisse uno eodemque temporis puncto conpleat). CC. Corp. I Jenn.
XIII.19.208.14-15.

70. Asclep. 20.321.9-11, •He is absolutely filled with the fertility of both sexes:
always pregnant with his will and always giving birth• (utraque sexus
fecunditate plenissimus, semper voluntatis praegnans suae parit semper). That
creation is both unchanging and temporal was clearly grasped by Scott, op.
cit., vol. III, pp. 184 and 192-193.

71. That God transcends time (as opposed to being eternal in time) is not
explicitly stated in theAsclepius, although this notion is undoubtedly implied
by the essentially Platonic theology expounded there. Cf. Corp. Henn.
XII.23.183.13-14, "there is no time in relation to God• (ovrE xpovos 'll'Ept
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'TOV 8Eov f.(1'11,). 
12. Asclep 2.298.1-2, nee inmerito ipse dictus est omnia, cuius membra sunt

omnia.
73. This combination of Platonic and Stoic notions would not really be novel,

but simply a reflection of tendencies in second-century (and also earlier)
thought.

74. See pp. 140-150. The Hermeticist uses the terminology: deus, genera
(species, formae), mundus. That mundus = vA.11 is indicated at ibid.,
14.313.4-5, 14.313.20, and 17.315.24.

75. Ibid., 32.340.16-21, omnis ergo sensus divinitatis similis inmobilis ipse in
stabilitate se commovet sua: sanctus et incoTTUptus et sempitemus est et si
quid potest melius nuncupari dei summi in ipsa veritate consistens aeternitas,
plenissimus omnium sensibilium et totius disciplinae, consistens, ut ita
dixerim, cwn deo.

76. According to Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., p. 389, omnis sensus = totus

sensus (an inversion of terms found elsewhere in this text). The Greek
original will therefore have been o "llc'lS voti<; signifying the divine intellect of
which the intellect of the world and the human intellect are simply
participations. One might add that the expression omnis sensus fits well with
the consubstantiality between the divine intellect and the intellect of eternity
mentioned later in the passage.

77. Asclep 32.340.21-341.20. The •divine intellect• (sensus .. . dei) mentioned
at the end of this text is clearly equivalent to the •divine mind . .. reason"
(mens ... ratio divina) discussed at ibid., 13.312.7-16.

78. A.S. Ferguson in Scott, op. cit., vol. IV, p. 423 explained the statement in
another way. He argued that the Latin translator had confused the original
by running together descriptions of two different intellects: that of God in
the first half of the main passage and that of eternity in the second half.
His conjecture of the Greek original therefore reads: 'fflis ti£" oi,v vot,s 't<j,
� [sc. v<i>] o),I.Ol,OS f.(1'11,11. aVTo<; µb aKi.V'!l'toS iv iv -rt l&q cniiaf.L lavrov
KLllf.t, aeµ.1105 K(ll, aq,8ap-r05 Kal. at&os liiv, K(ll, et '11,111, O:AA.ft' KpaT'T0\11. OV0µ.«1'1.
KEKA�oilaL SiivaTaL. Toti M u(li,<TTO\l 8Eoti lv aVT'fl Tfl 'AA,i9uq iv b AU..v,
"11A.1JpE<rr«'TOS "IIUll'f(l)II -r(i)v akr&qtilw Kai. "ll<XCMJS Tateu>S. Kai. ciia1rep a'U""'4iEaTi;is
µETa To'U 8Eo'V. This interpretation has the advantage or making the
ascending and descending hierarchies agree with one another - both having
the intellects of God and of eternity as the higher terms; it has the
disadvantage of postulating an extraordinary grammatical incompetence on
the translator's part - for example he applies the masculine adjective
plenissimus to the feminine noun aetemitas. Fortunately, this speculative
explanation is unnecessary if one bears in mind the consubstantial relation
of the two higher intellects.

79. The nature of the relation between the divine intellect and the intellect of
eternity will be explored in terms of several further texts. See pp. 140-142.

80. Compare the reference to the eternal character of the whole intellect. The
Hermeticist does not explicitly interpret this eternity as atemporality here,
although a later passage seems to indicate what his meaning is. Thus,



156 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

referring to the divine intellect he writes at Asclep 32.341.15-17: •one 
cannot recognize the slightest image of it in this world, for where everything 
is measured by time there arises deception• (cuius veritaiis in mundo 
nequidem extrema linea umbra dinoscitur. ubi enim quid lemponan 
dimensione dinoscitw; ibi sunt mendacia). That the whole intellect is also 
non-spatial would follow from its identity with God. See pp. 134-135. 

81. Compare the references to immobility and self-motion in stability. & in
Neoplatonism, the atemporal and non-spatial character of the divine intellect
necessitates that its motion (of thinking or causation) is of a transcendent
variety.

82. Compare the reference to the whole intellect as being filled with all sensible
things and the totality of knowledge. That its content is the Forms is
implied not only by the terminology itself but by the details of the Hermetic
theory of Forms to be studied below.

83. To the theory of Forms presented in the Latin work it is Corpus 
Hermeticwn XVI which furnishes the most striking parallels. See the
following passages in relation to each of the categories listed below: (i)
Corp. Henn. XVI.8.234.20-235.2, {ii) ibid., XVI.9.235.3, (iii) ibid.,
XVI.17.237.11-12, (iv) ibid., XVI.15.236.18-26, and (v) ibid., XVI.17.2.17.12-
14.

84. See Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., p. 360 (commenting onAsclep. 4300.7-
10), "Au surplus, tout le passage est tres cmbrouillt, et je doutc que
!'auteur se soit compris lui-mc!me. •

85. The main passages are: Asclep. 3.299.3-4.300.18 (text I), ibid., 17.316.5-
18.318.2 (text II), and ibid., 34.344.13-36.347.3 (text III).

86. Ibid., 3.299.13-15 (text I), •Nature imprints Forms upon matter through
the four elements• (natura autem per species imaginans mundwn per
quattour elementa). Cf. ibid., 36.346.10-347.3 (text III).

87. Ibid., 4.299.19-300.7 (text I), "The species of gods produces from itself
individual gods, the species of demons and similarly that of men produces
individuals like itself" (genus ergo deorum ex se deorum f aciet species.
daemonwn genus, aeque hominwn .•• sui similes species general). The use
of these two types of Form follows the tradition of Platonic doxography.

88. Ibid., 4.299.17-19 (text I) and ibid., 4.300.10-12 (text I).
89. Ibid., 35.345.10-11 (text III).
90. Ibid., 17.316.11-13 (text II) and ibid., 35.345.24-346.2 (text III).
91. Cf. ibid., 35.345.13-15 (text III) and ibid., 35.345.24-346.2 (text III) -

higher Form; ibid., 35.345.19 (text III) and ibid., 35.346.4-6 (text III) -
lower Form; ibid., 17.316.11 (text II) - uncertain status.

92. Cf. ibid., 34.344.20 (text III) and passages mentioned in nn. 87 and 89
above.

93. Ibid., 4.299.19-300.2 (text I) and ibid., 4.300.8-18 (text I).
94. Ibid., 4.299.18-19 (text I) and ibid., 4.300.10 (text I).
95. Ibid., 35.345.11-346.6 (text III).
96. Ibid., 17.316.12 (text II), ibid., 17.316.17-317.1 (text II), and ibid., 35.345.18

(text III).

!: 
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97. Ibid., 35.345.17-20 (text III).
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98. Ibid., 4.300.8-18 (text I). For the distinction of transcendent and immanent
Forms in earlier Platonism see pp. 203ff. and 312ft. The Hermetieist's use
of idea for the immanent Form at ibid., 17.316.17 deviates somewhat from
this traditional theory.

99. Ibid., 34.344.19-22 (text III), •Tois so-called sensible world is the receptacle
of all the qualities or substances of sensible Forms. None of these things
can have life without God" (hie ergo sensibilis qui dicitur mundus
receptaculum est omnium sensibilium specierum quolitatum vel corporum,
quae omnia sine deo vegetari non possunt). If the ambiguous quae of the
last clause refers to species rather than corpora, then the argument is that
God does not merely preside over the instantiation of the Forms but
actually gives them existence. See n. 101 below.

100. Ibid., 3.299.11-13 (text I), •Matter bas been prepared by God as the
receptacle of all kinds of Forms• (mundus auJem praeparatus est a deo
receptaculwn omniformium specierum).

101. Ibid., 33.343.2-8 (text III), •Just as this so-called place outside the world (if
there is such a thing - which I do not believe) would have to be filled, I
think, with intelligible things similar to the divinity of that place, thus the so
called sensible world is filled with bodies and living creatures similar to its
nature and quality" (sicuti enim quod dicitur extra mundum, si tamen est
aliquid (nee istud enim credo), sic habeo, plenwn esse intelligibilium remm,
id est divinitati suae similium, ut hie etiam sen.sibilis mundus qui dicitur sit 
p/enissimus corporum et animalium naturae suae et qualilati convenientium ).
It is quite clear from the context that the author postulates two levels of
reality: the *intelligible world" (inte/ligibilis mundus [ibid., 34.344.141)
comprising God and the higher Forms and the •sensible world" (sensibilis
mundus [ibid., 34.344.19]) comprising matter and the lower Forms. The
implication of the main passage is therefore that the higher level of reality
can only be a realm filled with metaphysical principles, and not a realm of
empty physical space as visualized in the traditional Stoic doctrine of the
surrounding void.

102. See n. 98 above.
103. Ibid., 19319.1-5.
104. As argued in section (ii).
105. Ibid., 35.345.18-346.6 (text III). Cf. ibid., 3.299.7-11 (text I). Astrological

notions gain prominence among Platonists during the second century AD.
The Hermeticist's use of these ideas within a theory of individuation is,
however, quite unparalleled in earlier sources.

106. Ibid., 3.299.7-11 (text I), "From all the aforesaid causes which are alike
ruled by God, a continuous emanation takes place through the world and
through the soul of all species and individuals, throughout nature• (a
supradictis enim omnibus, quorum idem gubemator deus omnium,
frequentatio fertur influens per mundum et per animam omnium genernm et
omnium specienun per rerum naturam).
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107. Ibid., 19.320.3-4, "All things are dependent upon the one and emanate
from it" (ex uno etenim cuncta pendentia ex eoque defluentia). Cf. ibid.,
3.298.7-9, 5.301.2-4, and 19.318.15-17. The emphasis upon dynamism is
very characteristic of the later Platonic tradition.

108. Ibid., 14.313.20-314.22 tamen in se nascendi procreandique vim ... locum
autem dico in quo sint omnia: neque enim haec omnia esse potuissent, si
locus deesset . . .  in se tamen omnium naturas habet, utpote qui his omnibus
ad concipiendum fecundissimos sinus praestet.

109. Ibid., 19.320.3-8. The writer argues that one can consider all things as a
plurality or - in the sense that they depend upon a single cause - as a
unity. In the latter case one can consider all things •as one or rather as
two" (unum vel potius duo): in other words as a unity which is however
more correctly a duality.

110. See n. 115 below.
111. Ibid., 17.315.24-316.1. Matter is "the receptacle, source of motion, and

origin of multiplicity for all things ruled by God" (omnium est receptaculum
omniumque agitatio atque frequentatio quorum deus gubemator). The whole
passage is extremely difficult to construe, although Nock and Festugiere, op.
cit., p. 373 suggest the following as the original: 1raVT11>v vnoooxiJ 1ravi-11>v
'T'Ev KLV1Jm. 1rucvo'T1JS· The term frequentatio is particularly obscure but
probably involves the notions of motion and multiplicity. See L. Delatte, S.
Govaerts, et J. Denooz, Index du Corpus Hermeticum (Rome, 1977), s.v. 

112. Asclep 40.351.22-3. The writer states that •accident and chance are present
in all things, blended in their materiality• (eventus au/em vel fors insunt
omnibus pennixla mundanis).

113. Ibid., 17.316.9-13. Space is invisible in itself "but is held to have a sort of
visibility through the Forms alone with whose images it seems to be
impressed" (per enim fonnas sofas specierum, quarum imaginibus videtur
insculpta, quasi visibi/is creditur).

114. As stated above, the attribution of these characteristics to matter is not
completely certain. However, it seems reasonable to resolve ambiguities by
appealing to Plato's Timaeus as a parallel, since the doctrine stemming from
that text is a clear ancestor of the Hermeticist's own teaching.

115. Thus, Scott maintained that of the components into which he divides the
treatise Asclepius I (1-14) and Asclepius III (16-41) are monistic while
Asclepius II (14-16) is dualistic in character. Furthermore, he argued that
evenAsclepius II (14-16) holds its dualism in a restricted form. Sec Scott,
op. cit., vol. III, pp. 82, 87, 123. In accordance with this thesis, Scott
suggested that Asclep 3.299.11-13 (see n. 100) meant not that God simply
ordered matter but that he actually created it (Scott, op. cit., p. 22); that
Asclep. 14.314.3-4, "Matter is therefore able to produce alone, without
joining with another principle" (haec itaque sine a/ieno conceptu est sofa
generabilis) does not imply really independent causality on matter's part
(Scott, op. cit., p. 87); and that Asclep. 19.320.5 (see n. 109) was inserted
into the argument by an interpolator who misunderstood its real significance
(Scott, op. cit., p. 123). Of course, the interpretation of these texts along
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such lines is only possible in conjunction with the thesis that the Asclepius 
is composed of several smaller treatises. However, the notion that they 
expound a monism is held by Scott to be supported (i) by the presence of 
the one-all doctrine (Asclep. 1.296.11-12 and 20.321.7) which seems to 
contradict dualism; and (ii) by clearly monistic statements in the Greek 
treatises (Corp. Henn. III.44.2-3 and XII.22.183.7-8) and testimonia 
(lamblichus, De Myst. 8.3.265.6-7; cf. Proclus, In Tim. 1.386.10-11). See 
Scott, op. cit., pp. 10, 22, and 138. In reply to this interpretation one must 
say that the thesis of the Asclepius's composite structure is if not untenable 
certainly not demonstrated. Furthermore, the presence of the word 
receptacu/um in Asclep. 3.299.11-13 indicates that the author may be 
thinking of Plato's inro6oxiJ which has not previously been interpreted as 
caused by God. In addition, the statement of ibid., 14.314.3-4 that matter 
is an independent source of causality must be taken at face value in the 
absence of definite evidence to the contrary. Finally, the notion of an 
interpolation at ibid., 19.320.5 cannot be maintained without the highly 
speculative thesis of the work's multiple authorship. We must therefore 
conclude that, despite the undeniable existence of monistic tendencies in the 
Greek treatises, the Asclepius remains in the tradition of Platonic dualism. 

116. The remainder of our discussion of God will be divided up as follows:
Category (i) Principles having a status not independent of God 

a. Eternity 2 C i 
b. Spirit 2 C ii 
c. Love 2 C iii 

Categories (i) = (ii) Principles having a status which is both not independent 
and independent of God. Their position is ambivalent. 

Fate 2 C iv 
Category (ii) Principles having a status independent of God 

a. The second god 2 C v 
b. The hierarchy of gods 2 C vi 
c. The second god and the hierarchy of gods 2 C vii 

It should be noted that "independent of God" does not mean •not caused 
by God" - which applies only lo matter - but rather •existing apart from 
God." 

117. Asclep 32.340.11-12.
118. Ibid., 32.340.17-21. See p. 138.
119. Ibid., 31.339.26-340.3.
120. Ibid., 30.338.22-3.
121. The fullest account of'Awv is in Corp. Henn. Xl.2 where we have a series

of distinct principles - God, Eternity, the World, Time, and Becoming -
each of which •generates• (1rou.tv) the next. Among features which 
parallel the Asclepius are the notions (i) that Eternity is "in God" (Ev T<ii
8E<ii), the World "in Eternity" (Ev Tei) al.ii>vi.) Time "in the World" (Ev T<ii
KOOI-L'l'); and (ii) that Eternity "is stable around God" (fonJKE 1rq>l. Tov
9Eiiv) (Corp. Henn. Xl.2.147.7-148.6).
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122. Asclep. 31.339.5-7. At ibid., 30.337.20 Eternity is said to be the •place•
(locus) of the world.

123. Ibid., 30.338.3-4. Cf. ibid., 30.337.19-20.
124. Ibid., 31.339.7-8.
125. Ibid., 31.340.3-4.
126. Ibid., 31.339.11-13. At ibid., 30.339.1-3 the mobility of time is said to begin

and end in Eternity's immobility.
127. Ibid., 31.339.14-20. The whole argument regarding the relation of Eternity

and time is of great subtlety (ibid., 31.339.8-18). In brief it runs as follows:
(i a) time is moving, (i b) Eternity is immobile, (i c) since time's motion is
circular it is also immobile in a sense; (ii a) time has a circular motion from
and towards Eternity (held to be a restatement of [i cl); (ii b) Eternity is
immanent in time; (ii c) Eternity has a circular motion from and towards
itself (resulting from the combination of [ii a] and {ii b]). This argument
shows that the relation between Eternity and time is one containing
moments of both transcendence and immanence: transcendence in (i a) and
(i b), immanence in (ii b), and transcendence and immanence in (i c), (ii a),
and (ii c). Historically speaking, it represents a combination of the Platonic
notion of a transcendent relation between eternity and time ( see Plato, Tim.

37 d where the eternity of the Living Creature is the paradigm of the
heavenly bodies' temporal motion) and the Aristotelian notion of their
immanent relation (see Aristotle, De Caelo 1.9.279 a 25-8 where eternity is
the sum of all time constituted by the heavenly bodies' rotation). There is
no definite literary evidence of the combination of these two texts by the
Hermcticist, although either he or his source has subconsciously made the
doctrinal synthesis.

128. Asclep. 30.338.11-12.
129. Toe relation of God as Eternity to time is of a similar kind. See n. 127.
130. Asclep. 16.315.13-15.
131. Ibid., 17.315.22-4.
132. Ibid., 14.313.21-2. Here, Spirit is declared to have characteristics analogous

to those possessed by matter.
133. Ibid., 14.313.5-7.
134. Ibid., 17.316.3-4.
135. This metaphysical status is apparently confirmed by ibid., 14.313.5-6, •Spirit

was inherent in matter, although not in the way that it was inherent in
God" (inerat mundo spiritus, sed non similiter ut deo).

136. Ibid., 6.303.5-6.
137. Ibid., 14.313.5-6. Mundus here clearly signifies matter. See n. 74 above.
138. Ibid., 17.315.22-3. Mundus here seems rather to signify the world. Sec n.

136 above.
139. Ibid., 17.316.3-4.
140. On the Stoicism of the Asclepius see p. 132.
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141. I suspect that the sparing use of Spirit in the philosophical system of the
Asclepius is a sign that its author is aware that many elements in the purely
physical doctrine of pneuma cannot be used. In this respect the treatment
differs from that in Corp. Henn. l.4.7.15ff. where a eo5mological process is
described using an elaborate blend of metaphysical and physical ideas.
Here, on the one hand there are concepts like •intellect" ( vot,.;) and
-word" {Xo-y05) and on the other transformations of elemental qualities,
while Spirit is manifested alternately as "spiritual word" ( 'll'VE'Uj.l.(ITUCOS
Xiryas) and as the element of fire. But Scott, op. cit., vol. III, pp. 36-38,
holds that there is a similar combination in the Asclepius where he locates
traces of the physical interpretation of Spirit as fire and air. On this
doctrine see also Corp. Henn. III.1.44.2-9.44.

142. Asclep. 21.321.18-323.7. At this point the parallel Coptic version is also
available, enabling us to see the increased philosophical technicality of the
Latin Asclepius.

143. Ibid., 21.322.11-13.
144. Ibid., 21.322.7, 21.322.13, 21.322.15, and 21.323.3-4.
145. Ibid., 21.323.3-6.
146. Ibid., 20.321.9-11 and 21.321.18-19.
147. Ibid., 21.322.11-13.
148. Ibid., 21.322.5-9. The writer adds that it is for this reason that one can call

the coming together •cupid, Venus, or both" (sive Cupidinem sive
Venerem sive utrumque).

149. Ibid., 21.322.17-323.2.
150. Ibid., 21.323.5-6.
151. Ibid., 21.321.20-21.
152. To a great extent this depends upon the interpretation given to God's

bisexuality. On the notion of the •male-female" (apptvo&i)A'I.IS) see J.
Kroll, Die Lehren des Hennes Trismegistos (Beitriige zur Geschichte der
Philosophie des Mittelalters 12: 2-4) (Milnster, 1913), pp. 51-4; Scott, op.
cit., vol. III, pp. 135-138; Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., vol. I, p. 20;
Festugiere, La revelation d'Hennes Tresmlgiste W: Le dieu inconnu et Ia
gnose, pp. 43-51; and Festugiere, Hermetisme et mystique parenne; pp. 257-
60. From the evidence assembled by these modern scholars, it seems that
the notion appears in at least three contexts: (i) Ancient religions of Egypt
and Greece. See the texts assembled by Scott, op. cit., vol. IlI, pp. 135-137;
(ii) Stoicism. See Diogenes of Babylon in Philodemus, De Piet. 15-17 (D.G.
548b 14-550b 8 = S.V:.F. III. Diog. 33); Varro, Logist. Curio fr. 2
(Augustine, Civ. Dei VII. 9 [C.C.S.L. 47.193-4]); and Firmicus Matcrnus,
Math. V, pr. 3; (iii) Pythagoreanism or Neopythagoreanism. See ps.-Iambl.,
Theo/. Arithm. 53.21.4.1. Leaving aside category (i) whose �it ion was later
interpreted according to the philosophical views implied by categories (ii) or
(iii), it should be noted that the notion of a bisexual God means something
different in category (ii) and category (iii) respectively. In the former it
signifies the God immanent in the world, that immanence being interpreted
as the union of active (male) and passive (female) principles. In the latter
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it signifies that God who transcends and is immanent in the world, the 
transcendence being represented by the priority of the monad (male) to the 
dyad (female) and the immanence by the production by the monad of the 
dyad. Since the Asclepiu.s is a synthesis of both Stoic and Platonic or 
Pythagorean notion, it is difficult to say which of these approaches 
dominates in the Hermeticist's mind. The same can be said of other 
references to the •male-female" in later eclectic sources like Ps.-Aristotle, 
flqi'l. Koaµ.ov 7.401 b 2 (= Apuleius, De Mundo 37.372) and Corp. Henn. 
1.9.9.16. 

153. Asclep. 39.349.19-350.6. Part of this text is preserved in the Greek by

Lydus, De Mens. IV.7.71.1-4, -ii 6£ £lµ.apµill'IJ ta-r'l. Ka'l. -ii £lµ.aP'"I EVEp"yEi.a 1i)
avros o !koS 1ii µ.f.'f. EKEtv-rw 'ff.'fa'YµEll'fl K(l'fU 'ITllV'f(i)V oi,pavwv 'fE Ka'l. E'ITl."fEL<tlV
µ.£Tei '11')5 UVll'YK'IJS -ra�LS·

154. In order to simplify the argument I shall label the various "definitions• as
follows: (i a) quam 1clf:iµ.apµill'IJV ••• vincta, (i b) effectrix rerum, (ii a) deus
summus, (ii b) ab ipso •.. deus, and (i c) omnium cae/estiwn ... discplina.
The reason for my division into types (i) and (ii) is explained below.

155. See Ps.-Plutarch, De Fato 1.158 c-d; Nemcsius, De Nat. Hom. 38.753B ff.;
and Calcidius, In Tim. 143.182.5-7. The doctrinal parallels between these
texts indicate a common source.

156. That definitions (i a) and (i c) are not really distinct follows from the fact
that both refer to Fate abstractly. That (ii a) and (ii b) arc distinct follows
from the identification of Fate with separate principles. The case of (i b)
is problematical, although the original terminology £lµ.aP'"I EVEp"lf.\.a suggests
that we are dealing with Fate as a process rather than as a principle.

157. See Aetius, Plac. 1.27.2 (S.V.F. II.916 = D .G. 322 b 6-7); ibid., I.27.4
(S.V.F. II.976 = D.G. 322 a 10-14); and Servius, In Aeneid. II.689 (S.V.F.
II.923).

158. See Cicero, De Divin. 1.12.'i-6 (S. V.F. 11.921); Gellius, Noct. A ttic. VII.2.1-3
(S. V.F. 11.1000); and Servius, In Aeneid. lll.376 (S. V.F. II.919).

159. See Cicero, De Divin. 1.12.'i-6 (S.V.F. Il.921); Seivius, In Aeneid. III.376
(S. V.F. II.919); and Eusebius, Praep. Evang. 15.816d (S. V.F. I.98).

160. See Aetius, P/ac. I.28.4 (S. V.F. Il.917 = D.G. 324 a 1-3); Cicero, De Divin.
I.12.'i-6 (S.V.F. Il.921); and Nemesius, De Nat. Hom. 37.752B (S.V.F.
Il.918).

161. See Arius Didymus, Epit. Phys. fr. 29 (S.V.F. Il.528 = D.G. 465.1-2);
Seneca, De Benef. IV.7.1-2 (S. V.F. II.1024); Diogenes Laertius, Vit. Philos.
VIl.135-6 (S.V.F. I.102 and II.580); and Alexander of Aphrodisias, De Fato
22.191.30 (S. V.F. II.945).

162. See Ps.-Plutarch, De Fato 2.568 e; Nemesius, De Nat. Hom. 38, 753Bff.; and
Calcidius, In Tim. 144.182.16-183.l. On these doctrinal parallels see n. 155
above.

163. Asclep. 19.318.22-319.11. The section dealing with the ousiarch Fate is
preseived in Greek al Lydus, De Mens. IV.7.70.23-4.

164. In this astronomical passage it is clearly Jupiter alone who could signify the
highest God. Fate is contrasted with this Jupiter.



THEOLOGICAL DOCTRINES 163 

165. Asclep. 40.351.3-14.

166. In this account of the three principles their relation to Eternity corresponds
to their relation to god. God and Eternity are co-extensive.

167. Ibid., 40.351.14-22.
168. See pp. 144-145.
169. See pp. 144-145.
170. Ibid., 26.330.2-3.
171. The Greek text is quoted by Lactantius, Div. Inst. VII.18.3 (C.S.E.L

19.641.2-3) Ka\ lkbs Ka\ To\:! 1rp(i)'l'o1J Kal. E.1/0S lko'u �'UJl'YOS· This author
holds that the words TO\:! 1rp(i)'l'o1J (not contained in the Latin version)
indicate that the second principle is also •first•: in other words that the
Hermeticist is postulating a consubstantial relation between the first and
second principles. On such an interpretation the second god is clearly a
transcendent spiritual principle. Lactantius's interpretation is perhaps
supported by certain passages in the Greek corpus where the derivation of
such a secondary principle is apparently envisaged. See Corp. Henn.
V.2.60.17-18 where God is described as •not one but the source of one•
oi,x Ets a>v,.' a,ti' oti o Ets. (Comparison with ibid., II.5.33.4 and 11.12.37.7-9
indicates that the doctrine here is of a first principle transcending intellect
and substance giving rise to a second principle which is intellect and
substance). His interpretation is perhaps also supported by the phraseology
of the Coptic version which here as elsewhere is closer than the Latin
version to the Greek original. However, the wider context of the Latin
Asclepius itself suggests that the second god is the sensible cosmos. Thus,
the words Tov 11pli>To\J ( occurring only in the Greek version) indicate that the
second principle is the "first• in the sense of being the first product of the
first principle. On this question see P. Siniscalco, *Ennete Trismegisto,
prof eta pagano de/la rivelazione cristiana. La f ortuna di un passo ennetico
(Asclepius 8) nell' interpretazione di scrittori cristiani; pp. 90-93.

172. Asclep. 8.305.tff.
173. Ibid., 8.305.2-8.
174. Ibid., 10.308.8-9. er. Corp. Henn. VIII.2.87.14-18, IX.8.99.15-18, 

Xl0.118.7-10, X.12119.1-3, etc. 
175. Asclep. 3.299.3. Two Latin terms are used to signify "world": (i) caelum

(see ibid., 3.299.3, 3.299.5, and 4.300.7), and (ii) mundus (see ibid., 10.308.9,
10.308.21, 25.328.20, 27.3324, and 30.337.2.1). On another sense of
mundus (as •matter") see n. 74 above.

176. Ibid., 29.336.16-337.3. Cf. Corp. Henn. XVI.6.234.4-6, XVI.12.235.25-
236.3, XVI.17.237.11-14, etc.

177. Asclep. 3.299.4-5 and 30.337.2.--l-338.2.
178. Ibid., 30.337.23-338.1. Cf. ibid., 3.299.3-4 and 27.332.4-5.
179. Ibid., 29.337.12-14.
180. Ibid., 18.317.14-15.
181. Ibid., 29.337.5.
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182. Ibid., 3.299.5-7. The phrase cae/i vero et ipsius animae here could mean
either •of the world and its soul• or •of the world and the soul itself.•
However, in both cases the reference is to a universal and not an individual
soul. See also ibid., 2.298.12-13 and 3.298.17-19.

183. Ibid., 32340.21-3.
184. Ibid., 32.341.9-13. The world soul is described with varying tenninology:

(i) anima (sc. caeli or nuuuli) (see ibid., 2.298.12, 3.298.19, and 3.299.5-6),
(ii) sensus mundi/sensus nuuulanus (see ibid., 32340.21-2, 32.341.10, and
32.342.2), and (iii) inlellectus nuuuli (see ibid., 32.342.4). Regarding (ii) two
observations are required: first, that sensus is the translation of the Greek
nous (see nn. 42 and 85-86 above) and second, that references to the world
soul as •vxilfanima and vo'vsfinlellectus are equally common in syncretistic
literature. This is indicated in the writings of Cicero, Varro, Seneca, and
others.

185. Ibid., 32.342.1-5.
186. The author adds a note saying that "we perceive the intelligible gods more

clearly than the sensible ones• (magis enim ipsos sentimus quam eos).
187. A note is added that the sensible gods •accomplish all things in sensible

nature, acting one through another• (per sensibilem naturam conficiunt
omni.a, alter per alterum).

188. Ibid., 19.318.5-21.
189. Festugi�re, Hermetisme et mystique palenne, p. 125 suggests the possibility

that the intelligible gods are distinct from the ousiarchs to be mentioned
below. This would follow from understanding specierum principes dii as
•gods who rule (arc prior to) substances (transcendent substances),• these
latter being interpreted as equivalent to the ousiarchs. However, Festugicre,
op. cit., pp. 125, n. 19 and 128, n. 30 rightly rejects this complicating factor
not supported elsewhere by the text. In short, it seems clear that (i) 

specierum principes dii, (ii) princeps o-urnas (accepting the likely conjecture
ovma<s> of Ferguson), and (iii) ovm.apx'!Js all refer to the same thing or
things.

190. These will be immanent and not transcendent Forms.
191. This substance will correspond to their immanent Form.
192. That the phrase utriusque originis consimiles suoe indicates that the sensible

gods are constituted (i) by their dependence upon the intelligible and (ii) by
their association with a material body is convincingly suggested by Nock and
Festugi�re, op. cit., vol. II, p. 375.

193. On the meaning of •ousiarch" (ovm.apx'!Js) see Festugiere, Hermltisme et
mystique pal"enne, pp. 127-130. Toe writer instances some important texts
of Iamblichus's De Mysteriis which speak of the relation between intelligible
•causes• (apxa.i:) and the sensible "substances• (o'\XJ\(l�) which they
govern. See De Myst. VIIl.1.260.14-16 and VIII.5.268.6-8. These parallels
are validated by the fact that Iamblichus is throughout this discussion
referring to the Egyptian or •Hermetic" philosophy. The only difference
between Iamblichus and the Latin writer is that the latter interprets ovm.a
+ apxiJ as •substance • • • ruler• rather than as "substance . . . cause.•
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See Festugiere, op. cit., p. 121, n. 2. 
194. Asclep. 19.318.22-319.ll.
195. See Festugiere, op. cit., pp. 123-125 where parallel texts are listed and

summarized. For our purposes the most interesting among these are
perhaps Porphyry, De Regr. Anim. fr. 6.33*.7-34*.26, fr. 8.36*5-37*6, and
Sallustius, De Diis et Mundo 5.10.5-6.12.23. For the Iamblichean parallel
see n. 193 above.

196. Festugiere, op. cit., p. 126.
197. Asclep. 18.317.21-318.2.
198. Ibid., 23.325.7-8.
199. Ibid., 22.324.6-7 and 23.325.18-19. This presumably refers to their

predominantly fiery composition.
200. Ibid., 38.349.9-10.
201. Ibid., 35.345.22-4. See pp. 138-139.
202. Ibid., 27.332.12-13. The text goes on to speak of a further "Plutonian

Jupiter• (iuppiter Plutonius) who presides over earth and sea.
203. Festugiere, op. cit., p. 125, n. 20; and Nock and Festugiere, op. cit., p. 384

both observe that the Jupiter(s) mentioned in this passage are sensible gods
contrasting with the Jupiter of Asclep. 19.318.22-3 who is an intelligible one.
However, Scott, op. cit., vol. III, pp. 107-110 argues with equal plausibility
that the Jupiter(s) of the later passage are intelligible gods equivalent to the
missing ousiarchs of the earlier one.

204. The following diagram will assist the discussion here:

DEUS= DEUS SECUNDUS =

1. /uppiter Caelwn 

2. Lumen Sol 

3. Pantomorphos Horoscopi 

4. Heimannene VII Sphaerae 

5. <luppiter> Secundus Aer 

On the question of Juppiter see above. If /uppiter Plutonius is also to be 
included in the scheme, then a sixth pair of intelligible and sensible gods 
must be added. 

205. Following the horizontal sequence in the diagram.
206. Following the vertical sequence in the diagram.
207. See pp. 148-149. This might also be suggested by the author's apparent

hesitation on the question whether the seven spheres have one or two
ousiarchs. See pp. 147-148.

208. See p. 145.
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209. See pp. 147-148. The sun appears as a separate sensible god although it
must inevitably figure also among the seven spheres.

210. See p. 147.



Negative Theology in Gnosticism 
and Neoplatonism 

Curtis L. Hancock 

From ancient times to the present philosophers have commonly 
maintained that there exist one or more divine realities which are too 
perfect for human intelligence to apprehend and which therefore can 
only be the objects of a negative theology - that is, a theology 
expressing not what a divine nature is but what it is not.1 Obviously, 
the degree to which philosophers require negative theology depends on 
their views regarding the knowability (or should I say unknowability?) 
of the divine existents. On the one hand, some philosophers, holding 
that of all divine existents the nature of the supreme God is alone 
indiscernible, insist that only the supreme God is the object of negative 
theology. Philosophers accepting this view may themselves disagree 
depending on whether they take God's nature to be wholly or only 
partly unknowable.2 On the other hand, some philosophers, holding 
that not only God, but also other divine natures are indiscernible, insist 
that multiple divine existents are fit objects of negative theology. These 
philosophers may also differ depending on the degree they permit 
positive theology (that is, a theology expressing what a divine nature is) 
in their systems, with most excluding it from the higher regions of divine 
reality, but permitting it on lower levels.3 

With these helpful distinctions in mind, we are now prepared to 
take up the task of this paper, which is essentially twofold: first, to 
generally outline negative theology as it appears in two religio
philosophical Hellenistic schools, Gnosticism and Neoplatonism; second, 
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to show certain fundamental similarities and dissimilarities between the 
two schools on negative theology, stressing in the end their similarities. 
To accomplish these aims my discussion will consist of three parts. The 
first part will simply outline the main features of Neoplatonic negative 
theology; the second will delineate Gnostic negative theology, showing 
especially its parallels with Neoplatonism; the third will furnish a brief 
summary and some conclusions. For the sake of brevity, I will offer 
only a representative sampling of sources from these two schools. 
Specifically, my comments on Neoplatonism will focus on Plotinus, 
while my reflections on Gnosticism will center on the Nag Hammadi 
tractates.4 

I 

Since the main outline of Plotinus's negative theology remains 
largely unaltered in the writings of his successors, his development of 
the subject is representative of Neoplatonism as a whole. The Enneads 

are especially representative because they supply a wealth of passages 
expressing negative theology, the doctrine appearing in some form in 
almost every treatise, from the first, I, 6, 7-9, to the last, I, 7, 1, 19-21.5 

For reasons that will become apparent shortly, the Enneads restrict 
negative theology to the One, the supreme reality of Plotinus's 
metaphysics, permitting positive theology of the remaining divine 
hypostases, Intelligence and Soul. Since the One is obviously the most 
important object of Plotinus's monistic and mystical philosophy, 
negative theology is not for Plotinus a casual practice but is something 
fundamental to his entire philosophical endeavor. Moreover, regarding 
the One, Plotinus makes it clear that his commitment to negative 
theology is absolute; in other words, he subscribes to what we might call 
an exclusive negative theology, which forbids the very possibility of 
predication of the First Reality. 

What exactly accounts for Plotinus's strong commitment to 
negative theology? It ultimately derives from the basic principle of his 
entire philosophy: namely, that reality is equivalent to unity; in other 
words, that to be real is to be one.6 This principle is common to 
almost all Neoplatonism, and, therefore, we may assume that the 
negative theology it inspires will hold not only for Plotinus but for his 
successors as well.7 

Now, according to this principle - that to be real is to be one -
the supreme or perfect reality must be sheer unity (hence Plotinus 
names it "the One,• and "the Good,• since unity is perfection and the 
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telos of all reality)8 and as such must be more real than Intelligence, 
because even perfect Intelligence, Aristotle's nolsis nolsels admits some 
multiplicity, at least the logical duality of subject-object, knower-known. 
But that the One is superior to Intelligence entails a negative theology, 
for, according to Plotinus, the divine nolta, the true objects and the 
ultimate conditions of all knowledge and predication, constitute a single 
nature. Nous and eull are really identical.9 Indeed, Nous as an active 
power (M dynamis) is the direct or proximate cause of the Forms (and 
thereby of its own nature). 10 Since it is only as Form that something
is knowable and predicable, the One, by transcending Intelligence and 
Form, is altogether unknowable and beyond predication.11 Hence, 
while the other divine natures, namely, Nous and Soul, may be known 
through a positive theology, since they occupy the universe of forms or 
nolta, the One can only be known through not-knowing, a negative 
theology which is necessary to prevent the philosopher from describing 
the superior (the One/Good) in terms of the inferior (Form). 

Granted that Plotinus is profoundly committed to negative 
theology, how does he mainly develop it? To answer this question, let 
us enumerate and briefly comment on those specific formulations of 
what God is not which occur most frequently or emphatically in the 
Enneads. 

The One is unlimited (apeiron). 

Plotinus follows Plato, who in turn follows Parrnenidcs, by 
identifying form (eulos) with determinacy (horos) and limit (peras). But 
unlike his predecessors, Plotinus concludes that such predicates cannot 
apply to the highest reality. Since the One is formless (aneuleon; 
amorphon),12 it must be indeterminate (aoriston) and unlimited 
(apeiron).13 Obviously, such a conclusion further supports negative 
theology: if the One is infinite, it manifestly cannot be the object of 
finite intelligence; nor can it be the subject of predicates, which, of their 
very nature, presuppose form and therefore limitation. 

The One is absolutely without need. 

The transcendence of the One over Form and Intelligence explains 
its infinity. This same transcendence accounts also for the One's 
independence. VI, 9 (9), 6, 12-26 explains: 
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When you think of Him as Mind or God, He is still more: and when you 
unify Him in your thought, the degree of unity by which He transcends your 
thought is still greater than you imagine it to be. For He exists in and by 
Himself without any attributes. One might conceive His unity in terms of 
His self-sufficiency. For He must be the most sufficient of all things, the 
most independent, and the most without wants. Everything which is 
multiple and not one is defective, since it is composed of many parts. Entity 
needs Him in order to be one: but He does not need Himself; for He is 
Himself. An existent which is multiple needs its full number of parts and 
each of its parts, since it exists with the others and not independently, is in 
need of the others; so an existent of this kind shows itself defective, as a 
whole and in each individual part. If then, as is in fact true, there must be 
something supremely self-sufficing, it must be the One, which is the only 
reality of such a kind as not to be defective either in relation to Itself or to 
anything else.14 

Pure unity, then, requires no explanation but itself; and yet the One is 
required by all else, because where there is multiplicity there is 
dependence. 

The One is undiminished in production.15 

The One is the source of all realities and yet it is inexhaustible. 
Its productive power is infinite and never depleted. •Toe First remains 
the same even when other existents come out of it.•16 Plotinus mainly
relies on  analogies to convey, however inadequately, the inexhaustibility 
of the One. In III, 8, (30), 10, 3-7 he states his best-known metaphor 
on the subject, likening the One to a great spring: 

But what is above life [ =the One] is cause of life; for the act of life, which 
is all beings, is not first, but itself flows out, so to speak, as if from a spring. 
For think of a spring which has no other origin, but gives the whole of itself 
to rivers, and is not used up by the rivers but remains itself at rest ... .17 

In the later treatise, V, 5 (32), 5, 2-7, his analogy is less poetic but 
conveys the same philosophical point. There Plotinus compares 
production of beings out of the One with production of numbers out of 
the unit. 

In the case of numbers, number comes about according to the same 
principle [i.e., undiminished giving], with the unit remaining the same, while 
something else produces. In the case of that which is before beings, much 
more for this same reason does the One remain intact. If beings exist by 
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this principle, it is not something else which produces them, while the One 

remains the same, but rather the One is sufficient to generate these 

beings.18 

The One is not eternal (awn). 

It clearly follows from the One's infinity that it is not bound by 
succession or time. Does this not imply that the One is eternal? 
Plotinus, perhaps surprisingly, answers negatively. The One cannot be 
eternal because, for Plotinus (and here he again follows Plato), eternity 
is linked with immutability (stasis), the objects of intellection, the 
eternal world of Forms.19 The One is neither mutable nor immutable 
because it transcends the whole order of reality where such predicates 
apply. Hence, eternity befits the second hypostasis but not the First. 

The One is not Life (zoe"). 

Just as Plotinus must deny eternity of the One, so he must deny 
life of it, for life, like eternity, presupposes intellection. In fact, for 
Plotinus, the best life is eternity, a life which realizes itself by 
apprehending simultaneously all nolta. This, of course, is the life of 
Nous. Inferior life, however, is time, a life which realizes itself by 
apprehending successively all nolta. This is the life of Soul. Life, then, 
whether perfect or imperfect, whether Nous or Soul, belongs to the 
order of nolsis and nolta and therefore cannot belong to the One.20 

The One is not entity (ousia), nor any other megiston gerws. 

Plotinus interprets the megista gen{ (ousia, kinlsis, stasis, tauton 
and heteron) of Plato's Sophist as the logically distinct components of 
Nous itself.21 Each of these genera represents from a certain point of 
view either one or both of the two logically distinct aspects of the 
intelligible world: nolsis and nolta. As such the megista geM cannot be 
predicates of the One. That the One is none of the supreme genera is 
highly significant for Plotinus's negative theology, for it emphasizes the 
One's radical transcendence over the traditional Platonic conception of 
highest reality.22 

Why precisely must the One transcend ousia? The answer derives 
from the fact that Plotinus, following Plato and Aristotle, equates entity 
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(ousia) with form (eidos); that is to say, for Plotinus whatever is form is 
also entity.23 Thus, the intelligible world, which is the same as the 
second hypostasis, is not only the world of Forms but also of entities. 
But if ousia describes the intelligible world, it cannot describe the First 
Reality, for the intelligible world is a unity-in-multiplicity, whereas God 
is pure unity. For this reason Plotinus, again and again, often ironically 
invoking the authority of Plato (Republic 509 b),24 declares that the 
Good is beyond entity (epekeina tls ousias), even beyond the very being 
of entity (epekeina einai tls ousias).25 

Similarly, Plotinus holds that the One is neither motion (kinlsis) 
nor rest (stasis). The One cannot be motion because for Plotinus, as for 
Plato, kinlsis signifies nolsis.26 Kinlsis as a megiston genos refers to the 
intellection of Nous actuating the plurality of eidl or ousiai. However, 
it does not follow, Plotinus argues, that, because the One is not motion, 
it must be rest (stasis), which denotes the eternal Forms. The One is 
neither motion nor rest because it is formless, more perfect than the 
entire order of beings to which motion and rest belong. 

Since the nature of the One produces all beings, It is none of them. It is 
not a being or quality or quantity or intellect or soul; It is not in motion or 
at rest, in place or in time, but exists in Itself, a unique Form; or rather It 
is formless, existing before all form, before motion, before rest; for these 
belong to being and make it multiple. Why then, if It is not in motion, is 
It not at rest? Because in being one or both must be present and it is at 
rest by participation in the Absolute Rest and is not identical with that Rest; 
so Rest is present to it as an attribute and it no longer remains simple.27 

In other words, to call the One "rest" or "motion" renders it multiple 
through predication. 

Likewise, the One is neither sameness (tauton) nor difference 
(heteron). Sameness denotes the intellection of the second hypostasis 
which is eternally present to the Forms. Difference denotes the Forms 
which are the plurality known and unified by intellection. Together 
these two principles define that which is not one but one-in-many. 
Therefore, they cannot describe the First Reality. 

In sum, the megista genl as the supreme principles of Dialectics are 
the true nolta, the true objects of epistlml and the perfect beings. The 
One, however, by transcending being or entity (ousia), is trans-dialectical 
and beyond epistlml. Consequently, Plotinus's conception of the 
megista genl discloses the truly radical character of his negative 
theology. By refusing these predicates of the One, Plotinus 
demonstrates that the One simply can never be a nolton. 
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The One is not energeia. 

The megista gen� together define that which Plotinus conceives as 
pure energeia. For Plotinus, as for Aristotle, energeia means eidos or 
ousia and therefore describes perfectly the supreme entity, the Separate 
lntelligence.28 Unlike Aristotle, however, Plotinus must deny that 
energeia describes the First Reality. Only in an ontology, such as 
Aristotle's, where to be real is to be (or to be a being), can energeia 
signify the reality of every existent and thereby most truly signify the 
First Reality, which for Aristotle is the Separate Intelligence. 

However, in an "henology,"29 such as Plotinus's, where to be real 
is to be one, energeia cannot signify the reality of every existent but only 
that which partly fails of reality ( =unity), that which is not one but one
in-many. Hence, for Plotinus energeia describes the second reality but 
not the First. 

As a corollary to this refusal to ascribe energeia to the One, 
Plotinus is willing to describe the One as sheer active power (dynamis 
ton pant0n).30 This ascription also, at least in principle, offends 
negative theology, but Plotinus tolerates it since dynamis, unlike 
energeia, is more compatible with the absolute boundlessness and 
indeterminacy of the One.31 This respect for dynamis suggests the 
general anti-Aristotelian character of Plotinus's negative theology, 
according to which he rejects the Aristotelian principle that energeia is 
prior to dynamis in reality.32 

Collectively, these several statements of what God is not comprise 
the heart of Plotinus's negative theology and, if we are justified in taking 
Plotinus as the school's chief representative, of Neoplatonist negative 
theology in general. Commenting on these statements, however, is not 
all we need say about Plotinian negative theology. We must pose a final 
question: if Plotinus is committed to a profound negative theology, why 
does he occasionally ascribe positive terms to the One? Docs this not 
render his philosophy seriously inconsistent? 

A complex answer to this question is possible,33 but I shall opt for 
a simpler one. Plotinus is sometimes willing to suffer some 
inconsistency on grounds that the very task of philosophical discourse 
entails some corruption of negative theology. Such corruption is 
necessary unless the philosopher willfully ignores the First Reality. Th 
ignore the One, however, would be to make philosophical discourse 
pointless, because for Plotinus (and apparently for most Neoplatonists) 
the chief objective of philosophical discourse is to help those who have 
never attained mystical union to glimpse, however imperfectly, the 
transcendent One. For this, the true end of life and philosqphy, the 
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philosopher must strain the limits of language and violate the 
restrictions of negative theology. 

Given this important reason, an occasional departure must not 
obscure the significance Plotinus and his followers assign to negative 
theology. The doctrine is essential because positive theology in 
principle is incompatible with the view that reality is unity. The One 
simply cannot be an object of knowledge or a subject of predication, for, 
as such, it would be one-in-many rather than purely one. God is not the 
object of knowledge but of mysticism, an experience transcending 
knowledge. In a word, Neoplatonic negative theology exists to support 
a mystical philosophy which holds that to experience God one must 
strip himself of being, form and cognition as one would strip himself of 
contaminated linen before initiation into the mysteries.34 

II 

While Gnosticism and Neoplatonism diverge in significant ways, as 
Enneads II, 9 (33) and VI, 8 (39) testify,35 the Nag Hammadi library 
shows that the two schools are largely compatible regarding negative 
theology. Thus, in order to outline Gnostic negative theology, I will 
simply identify those important features it shares with Neoplatonism. 

Before doing this, however, I should comment on what appears as 
the most noteworthy difference between the two schools concerning 
negative theology: namely, that Gnosticism applies the doctrine more 
broadly than Neoplatonism. Whereas Plotinus centers negative theology 
exclusively on the One, the very highest reality, the Gnostics extend 
negative theology to intermediaries, which are the manifestations and 
logoi of the highest reality. 

If we may step momentarily outside the Nag Hammadi literature, 
we discover this tendency to broaden negative theology especially in 
Basilides, whose thought is outlined by the heresiologist Hippolytus. 
According to Basilides God is too perfect to be the object of knowledge 
or discourse. Indeed, it is better to define Him as •non-being• than to 
diminish Him by any positive description. But we must also rely mainly 
on negations in describing the cosmos of archons which God produces. 
Some of these intermediaries are more hidden than others, with the 
highest archon being •more ineffable than the ineffable.■ a statement 
which may simply aim to encourage the Gnostic to resign himself 
altogether to revelation or mysticism in his quest for God.36 

When we return to the Nag Hammadi library, we find this 
extension of negative theology apparent in such Christian Gnostic texts 
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as The Tripartite Tractate, which depicts the Son, who is the Logos and 
name of the Father, as sharing in divine ineffability. He subsists in God 
and therefore may be called •the ineffable one in the ineffable one, the 
invisible one, the incomprehensible one, the inconceivable one in the 
inconceivable one."37 

Certain Barbeloite tractates, e.g., Allogenes, Zostrianos, The Three
Ste/es of Seth and The Tnmorphic Protennoia, use similar languilge when 
characterizing the •Hidden One," the Aeon Barbelo. ' In The
Tnmorphic Protennoia, a Barbeloite tractate with some Christian 
encrustations, Barbelo, also named •Protennoia,• the first thought of 
the Unknown God, shares in divine unknowability, existing as •ineffable 
silence,"38 as the Word of the supreme God, •ineffable, incorruptible, 
immeasurable, inconceivable. •39 

Even more important than the Aeon Barbelo is another 
intermediate appearing in the Barbeloite tractates, namely, the divine 
Triple Power, which Allogenes describes as standing above the Aeon 
Barbelo, who (we may note) compares with Plotinus's Nous, and below 
the Invisible Spirit or Unknown God, who resembles Plotinus's first 
hypostasis.40 This intermediate derives its name from its threefold 
nature consisting of Vitality, Mentality and That Which Is - a triad 
which also belong to Plotinus's Nous,41 suggesting some kind of 
interchange between Barbeloite Gnosticism and Plotinus's school.42 

Allogenes makes it clear that as far as negative theology is concerned the 
Triple Power is more like the Invisible Spirit, who is completely 
unknowable, than Barbelo, who (by virtue of his/her status as intellect 
and form) is only partly unknowable. Indeed, the kinship of the Triple 
Power with the Invisible Spirit is so striking that in other tractates, such 
as Zostrianos and The Three Ste/es of Seth, the two divine natures 
become identical. Regardless, Allogenes demonstrates that, even if 
conceived as an intermediate, the Triple Power is an object of negative 
theology. 

But concerning the invisible ll"iple Power, hear! He exists as an Invisible 
One who is incomprehensible to them all [=the pleroma]. He possesses 
them all within himself, for they all exist because of him. He is perfect, and 
he is greater than perfect, and he is blessed. He is always One and he exists 
in them all, being ineffable, unnameable, being One who exists through 
them all - he whom should one discern him, one would not desire anything 

that exists before him among those that possess existence.43

We can sum up these remarks by saying that the Gnostics 
apparently agree with Plotinus in excluding all predication from the 
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supreme God, an exclusive negative theology which would seem to 
follow upon His radical transcendence over the ineffable intermediaries, 
but disagree with him in extending divine ineffability farther down the 
scale of realities, especially to the divine 1riple Power of Barbeloite 
Gnosticism. 

In spite of this basic difference - that the Gnostics more broadly 
apply negative theology than the Neoplatonists -the two schools mainly 
agree in the ways they justify and develop negative theology, at least as 
applied to the very highest level of reality. Let us now isolate many of 
these similarities basic to both Gnostic and Neoplatonic negative 
theology. 

To begin, the Gnostics, like Plotinus, indicate that exclusive 
negative theology - a theology excluding all positive ascriptions of the 
First Reality - alone is compatible with the transcendent unity of God. 
This is implied in The Tripartite Tractate where the remark that •the 
Father is a unity, like a number, for he is the first and is that which he 
alone is"44 is followed later by a passage stating that He is

inscrutable greatness ... incomprehensible depth ... immeasurable height 
and illimitable will ... without ... things which are understood through 

perceptions, which the incomprehensible one transcends. If he is 
incomprehensible, then it follows that he is unknowable, that he is the one 
who is inconceivable by any thought, invisible in any thing, ineffable by any 

word, untouchable by any hand.45 

That unity belongs on the highest level of reality is expressed in 
certain Barbeloite tractates as well. According to The Three Ste/es of 
Seth, which as we noted above regards the 1tiple Power as the supreme 
God, the 1riple Power is a pure unity in which the Aeon Barbelo, itself 
having a tripartite nature divisible into what Zostrianos names 
•Kalyptos,- •Protophanes: and • Autogenes: participates.

Great is the first aeon, male virginal Barbelo, the first glory of the invisible 
Father, she who is called 'perfect.' Thou hast seen first him who really 
preexists, that he is non-being. And from him and through him thou has 
preexisted eternally, non-being from one indivisible, triple power, thou a 
triple power, thou a great monad from a pure monad, thou an elect monad, 

the first shadow of the holy Father, light from light.46

Finally, The Apocryphon of John, a tractate expressing Christian 
mythological Gnosticism, but which is not without the effects of 
Barbeloite influence, states that the supreme God is sheer unity, •the 
Monad ... a monarchy with nothing above it,■ 47 existing •as God and
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Father of everything, the invisible one who is above everything, who is 
imperishability, existing as pure light which no eye can behold.•48 As 
pure unity He is first reality and indescribable: •he is ineffable because 
no one could comprehend him to speak about him. He is unnameable 
because there is no one prior to him to name him.•49 

Not surprisingly, this stress on pure unity leads to another parallel 
with Neoplatonic negative theology: namely, that the One is not Form. 
According to The Tripartite Tractate form belongs to the intermediaries 
which utter God. God is revealed through the Son, •the form of the 
formless .• so The formlessness of the Gnostic God is particularly 
evident in the Barbeloite tractates. Allogenes implies that both the 
'Iriple Power and the Invisible Spirit are formless, given that they 
transcend the Aeon Barbelo, which like Plotinus's Nous constitutes the 
realm of the true nolta. As John Turner has observed,51 there is a 
threefold nature to the Aeon Barbelo which makes it comparable to the 
levels of cognition and intelligibility in the Plotinian Nous. 
Complementing Allogenes with other tractates, especially Zostrianos, 
Turner notes that the highest level of Barbelo, the level called 
•Kalyptos• (nous noltos), contains all "those who truly exist: just as
Plotinus's second reality contains all nolta. Continuing the analogy,
Turner notes that the next level of Barbelo, the level of "Protophanes•
(nous nooun), compares with the Plotinian Nous when conceived as the
real unity of all Forms (cf. Enn. IV, 1 [21), 1). Lastly, the lowest level
of Barbelo, "Autogenes• (nous dianooumenos), is similar to the nous
merisas of Plotinus (cf. Enn. III, 9 [13), 1), i.e., Nous as the domain of
the Forms of individual souls.52 According to Allogenes, then, while
the Invisible Spirit and the 'Iriple Power may be the source of Form,
they must not be confused with anything having a form or shape that is
knowable. When speaking at one point of the 'Iriple Power, Allogenes
becomes explicit: "he is One who subsists as a sort of being and a
source and an immaterial material and an innumerable number and a
formless form and a shapeless shape .... •53 Later the tractate 
supports this same point of view by explaining that mystical ascent to 
the 'Iriple Power reveals an •undivided motion that pertains to all the 
formless powers [=Vitality, Mentality, That Which Is], (one which is) 
unlimited by limitation. •54 

Given these fundamental parallels, it is not surprising to find the 
Gnostics denying of God, whether the Invisible Spirit or the 'Iriple 
Power or even a non-Barbeloite conception of highest deity, several 
other predicates Plotinus denies of Him. First, the Gnostics deny that 
God is finite. The Apocryphon of John is typical in the way it implicitly 
links divine infinity with ineffability: 
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But at all times he is completely perfect in light. He is illimitable because 
there is no one prior to him to limit him. He is unsearchable because there 
exists no one prior to him to examine him. He is immeasurable because 

there was no one prior to him to measure him.55

This conviction, that God is infinite, appears again and again in the Nag 
Hammadi tractates, as He is variously described as •infinite light: 
"unfathomably unfathomable: "immeasurable: •boundless • and as 
occupying "an airless place of the limitlessness.• 

Second, God must be without desire or need, since infinity implies 
independence. Again, according to The Apocryphon of John, •he is 
completely perfect; he did not lack anything that he might be completed 
by it."56 For this reason Allogenes may declare that •the One ... is 
neither concerned for anything nor has any desire;"57 that •he is not 
diminished in some way, whether by his own desire or . . . through 
another. Neither does he have any desire of himself nor from another 
- it does not affect him. "58 

Third, as the above remarks perhaps imply, the Gnostic Father, 
like the Neoplatonist One, is undiminished in production. The Tripartite 
Tractate states the matter explicitly: •in order that it may be discovered 
that he has everything that he has, he gives it away, being unsurpassed 
and not wearied by that which he gives, but wealthy (precisely) in the 
gifts which he bestows and at rest in the favors which he grants."59 At 
times the Gnostics are even more extreme than Plotinus, refusing to 
define God even by the negation •undiminished," on grounds that such 
a term still limits Him. Thus, Allogenes cautions that •He does not 
receive anything from anything else. He is not diminished, nor does he 
diminish anything, nor is he undiminished."(,() 

Fourth, the Gnostic tractates generally imply that God is not 
eternity. This implication results from the Father's transcendence over 
the •pleroma," the universe of the aeons or eternal natures. Allogenes 
in particular seems intent on denying eternity of the highest level of 
reality, stating that the 1riple Power is free of time and eternity (ai<1n): 
-When he [ =the 1riple Power] appeared he did not need time or 
anything from an aeon. Rather of himself he is unfathomably 
unfathomable."61 Elsewhere the same tractate states that the Invisible 
Spirit is neither any perfection nor its opposite, •but like his attributes 
and non-attributes, he participates in neither aeon nor time. He does 
not receive anything from anything else. "62

Fifth, the Gnostics deny that God is life. Of course, Allogenes 
implies this when characterizing the 1riple Power, which the Unknown 
God transcends, as Vitality. The tractate at one point is explicit: •Now 
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he [ =the Invisible Spirit] is reified insofar as he exists in that he either 
exists and becomes, or acts or knows, although he lives without Mind or 
Life .... •63 And shortly after this remark, Allogenes adds, "neither
docs he give anything by himself lest he become diminished in another 
way, nor for this reason docs he need Mind or Life, or indeed anything 
at all. •64 

Sixth, the supreme God of Gnosticism is beyond being. This is 
clear from Allogenes, where even the Triple Power, since the source of 
Being and Barbelo, "the Hidden One of existence: is defined as •a 
non-substantial substance • and as •non-substantiality and non-being 
existence.•6S If one transcends the Triple Power, he will approach 
"the God who truly preexists."66 This supreme God "is not an 

existence lest he be in want.•67 Rather, "He has non-being
existence.•68 

Finally, we may speculate that the Gnostics place the sup�eme God 
and the Triple Power above act (energeia) or activity. Allogenes seems 
to suggest this when stating that the Triple Power is •an inactive 
activity.•69 As for the Invisible Spirit Allogenes says that "he does not 
activate himself so as to become still ... •70 and that "nothing 
activates im in accordance with the Unity that is at rest. •71 

Accordingly, the Gnostics often define God as sheer power. But 
sometimes they even transcend Plotinus in declaring God to be beyond 
power: "he is limitless and powerless and non-existent. •72 

Faced with these several parallels, one should not be surprised to 
find the Gnostics charting a mystical ascent much like that presented in 
the Enneads. Like Plotinus the Gnostics characterize mystical union as 
the consequence of a preparatory stage consisting of knowledge and 
purgation. Knowledge in the correct sense occurs on the level of the 
aeons, which roughly approximates the Plotinian level of Soul and Nous. 
Experience of the highest level requires a purgation of all association 
from being, form and duality, properties of the aeons. The mystic must 
transcend being so as to know "the non-being Existence.• This is a 
union that is more perfect than the union of nolsis/nolton. This union 
is free of duality. Thus, it is a union about which there can be no 
description or predication. As with Plotinus, then, the object of the 
mystic's quest demands a negative theology. 

III 

Employing the distinctions with which we opened this article, we 
can briefly summarize our findings. On the one hand, we have found 
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that Plotinus limits negative theology to the highest reality, the One, 
permitting positive theology of the Nous and the Soul. Moreover, 
Plotinus's negative theology we have called •exclusive,■ since it follows 
from the conviction that the One is in principle unknowable and 
indescribable. On the other hand, we have found that the Gnostics 
extend negative theology to multiple divine existents, with some 
Gnostics, such as Basilides, holding that even the archons are altogether 
unknowable. More commonly, however, the Gnostics limit •exclusive" 
negative theology to the highest God, permitting some positive theology 
of the intermediaries, with the possible exception of the 'Iriple Power 
of the Barbeloite Gnostics, who sometimes is identified with the highest 
God. 

Furthermore, we have found that, except for this Gnostic tendency 
to extend negative theology farther down the hierarchy of realities, the 
Gnostics and the Neoplatonists develop negative theology along similar 
lines. First, both schools accept that the highest God, who is altogether 
beyond knowledge and predication, is a Monad, pure unity; additionally, 
that God is beyond Form, since He is indeterminate and free of duality; 
that He is infinite or boundless; that He is without need or desire; that 
He is undiminished in production; that He transcends the intelligible 
world in such a way as to be neither eternity nor life nor intellection nor 
being (and for Plotinus neither motion nor rest, sameness nor 
difference); and, finally, that God transcends act but is indeterminate 
power. 

As we have seen these parallels are woven into religious 
philosophies that aspire after a mystical experience of God, an 
experience that is not knowledge in the ordinary sense. Both 
Gnosticism and Neoplatonism develop negative theology as a way of 
respecting the transcendent goal of moral life, the object of personal 
salvation. Clearly, in this respect these two schools are compatible with 
orthodox Christianity; and it is for this reason that they are the chief 
influences on medieval Christian negative theology. 

NOTES 
1. This is the type of theology which Pscudo-Dionysius terms •apophatic," in

contrast to "kataphatic" theology, which ascribes predicates to God. See
Pscudo-Dionysius's Mystical Theology, pp. 2-3, and The Divine Names,
especially pp. 2, 4-5. Both works appear in Migne, Patrologia Graeca
(Paris), Vols. 3-4. See also C.E. Rolt's translation of these two works
(London: The Macmillan Co., 1966).
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2. Pseudo-Dionysius and Aquinas are representatives of a theism which holds
that both negative and positive theologies apply to God. See Summa
Theologiae I, 00. 12-13. Philo represents the view that God is wholly
unknowable. On Philo's negative theology see John Dillon, Middle

Platonists (Ithaca, N.Y.: 1977), pp. 155-158; and David Winston, Philo of
Alexandria (New York: 1981), pp. 22-24.

3. As we shall see the Gnostics apply negative theology to existents other than
the highest divinity, with most allowing positive theology on lower levels.

4. I will not, of course, altogether neglect other Neoplatonic and Gnostic
sources, but I will largely subordinate my remarks on them to the notes.

5. The following intervening treatises contain important passages expressing
negative theology: V, 4 (7), 1, 10; 2, 38-40; VI, 9 (9), 11, 42; V, 1 (10), 8,
7-8; III, 9 (13), 9, 8-12; I, 2 (19), 3, 31; I, 3 (20) 5, 7; IV, 4 (28), 16, 27; III,
8 (30), 9, 2; VI, 6 (34), 5, 37; VI, 2 (43), 3, 7-10; 17, 18-22; III, 7 945), 2, 
8; V, 3 (49), 10, 5; 11, 2-28; 12, 47-48; 17, 13-14.

6. The following texts state the primacy of unity for Plotinus's metaphysics:
VI, 9 (9), 1, 1; V, 5 (32), 5, 11; VI, 6 (34), 1, 1; VI, 2 (43), 11, 17. My
discussion here about the primacy of unity in Plotinus is indebted to Leo
Sweeney's article, •Basic Principles in Plotinus's Philosophy," Gregorianwn
42 (1961): 506-516. In this article Sweeney concludes that there are three
principles basic to a Neoplatonic metaphysics: (1) that whatever is real is
one; (2) that whatever is one is good; and (3) that whatever is prior is of 
greater reality than that which is subsequent.

7. Ncoplatonists generally accept Plotinus's negative theology; however, some
differences emerge in his successors. Iamblichus and Damascius later
identify the supreme, unknowable reality as a principle standing above
Plotinus's One. This higher principle is alone truly ineffable (pantelos
arrhlton). For a helpful discussion of this feature of later Neoplatonism sec
John Dillon, Iamblichi Chalcidensis (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1973), especially pp.
29-33.

8. Plotinus notes that these names, "the One• and "the Good," are
compatible with negative theology since they do not signify predicates (II,
9 [33), 1, 1-8; VI, 7 [38), 38, 4-9; VI, 9 [9], 5, 29-34). "The One• is
implicitly a negative expression, meaning •not multiple" (V, 5 [32], 6, 26-
28). "The Good," rather than denoting something about God's es.sence,
actually states only that God is the object of the love of all beings (I, 8 [51 ],
2, 1-8). The One has no needs and thus is good only for others, not for
itself (VI, 7 [38], 24, 13-16; 41, 28-31; VI, 9 [9], 6, 39-42). See Richard
Wallis, Neoplatonism (New York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972), p. 59.

9. See V, 9 (5), 5; IV, 8 (6), 3, 14-16; VI, 5 (23), 7; IV, 4 (28), 2, 3-14; III, 8
(30), 8, 40-45; V, 8 (31), 4, 4-11; VI, 7 (38), 9, 31-38; VI, 2 (43), 20.

10. See V, 4 (7), 2, 4-8; VI, 7 (38), 16, 10-22; 17, 32-34; V, 3 (49), 5, 21-48; 11,
1-16.

11. This argument in es.sence appears at V, 3 (49), 12-13.
12. See VI, 9 (9), 3-39; V, 5 (32), 6, 4-5; VI, 7 (38), 17, 18, 36-40; 28, 28; 32,

9; 33, 13-21.
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13. VI, 9 (9), 3, 4, 39; V, 5 (32), 11, 1-5; VI, 7 (38), 17, 15, 16. Toe precise
nature of the One's infinity has been a subject of some controversy, with
most scholars agreeing now that the One is infinite not only in power but
also in reality. For a treatment of infinity in Plotinus see Sweeney, "Infinity
in Plotinus,• Gregorianum 38 (1957): 521-535, 713-732. For a contrary
view, see W. Norris Clark, "Infinity in Plotinus: A Reply," Gregorianum
40 (1959): 75-98. For Sweeney's reply and reassessment, see "Plotinus
Revisited," ibid., 40 (1959): 327-331; and "Another Interpretation of
Enneads VI, 7, 32," The Modem Schoolman 38 (1961): 289-303. For a
helpful summation of this debate see John Rist, Plotinus: The Road to
Reality (Cambridge: University Press, 1967), pp. 21-37.

14. OTUV -yap av avrov vcriJa-ns otov ii vovv ii lkov, 'ffAEOV E<rrl. Kal. ail OTUV avrov
EM1Js/T11 6avoq, Kal. EVTaOOa 'ffAEOV E<JTl.V ii oaov liv avrov Ecj,aVTaalh]s ets
TO EVU<ii>TEpOV T'is a'is vcriJaECo>S e'tvm E,!>' EU'UTOV -yap EaTLv oiJ&vos avr<i)
a\Jµlk/3'1'}KOTOS- Till avrixpKU 6' av TLS KUL TO lv avrov Ev8\Jµ.'1'}0tL'1'}- 6et µ.tv
-yap ucavii>TUTOV <ov> Cl'ffllVTCo>V Kal. avrapKEaTaTOV, Kal. avev6et:aTUTOV Elva.
'ffiiv 6t 'ffOA\l Kal. [µ.iJ lv] Ev6ets µ.iJ EV EK 'ffo).).ii)v -yEvoµ.evov. 6etTaL oilv avrov
'11 owi.a EV Elvai.. TO 6t O'\l 6etTaL EU'UTOV avro -yap EaTL. Kal. µ.iJv 'ffOAAa OV
ToaOVl"Co>V 6etTai., 6aa EaTL, Kal. £KaaToV Tii)v EV avrii, µ.ETa To)V aAACo>V av Kai.
O\ll( t,i,· EU'UTO'll, Ev6ets Tlllv a).).(l)V inrapxCo>v, Ka\ Kall' £\I Ka\ KaTa TO OAOII TO
TOLO'll'l'ov Ev6ets 'ffUPf:XET«L. EL'fff.P o�,v 6et TL avrap1<t:aTaT011 E'tvai., TO lv Elva.
6et TOLO'll'l'OV OIi µ.011011, otov I-L'1JTE 'ffp0S avro 1,1.'TJTE 'ffp0S a>.>.o E116ets Elva..
The translation, except for a couple of adjustments, is from Armstrong,
Plotinus (London: Allen and Unwin, 1953), pp. 60-61. Cf. V, 4 (7), 1, 1-
15.

15. This negation the other hypostases share with the One. This common
negation, however, does not mean that Plotinus, after all, regards
Intelligence and Soul as objects of negative theology. Nous and Soul are
not ineffable. It just so happens that this particular negation, since it denies
a deficiency that should not exist on any higher level of reality, is also
compatible with a general positive theology.

16. V, 5 (32), 5, 1-2.
17. To 6t inrtp T'Y)II tCo>i)v a LTl.011 t(o)'is- O'\l -yap '11 �s t�s EIIEP'/UU Ta 'ffllVTU ot.a-a

'ffpii>'l"TJ, a>.>.' OO'ffEp 'ffpox\Jlktaa avriJ otov EK 'ff'TJ°'f'ilS- Nb'1'}aOV -yap 'ff'TJ-YiJV
Clp)(i)V a).).'TJV O\ll( E)(O\JaUV, OO'llaaV flt 'ffOTUl,LOLS 'ffiiaav UVMJII, O\ll(
ava>.Co>!ktaav Tots 'ffOTaµ.ots. a>.>.a 1,1.EIIO\JaUV a'\l'Ti)v '1jaVXCo>S-
Translation Armstrong, Plotinus, "Loeb Classical Library• (Cambridge,
Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), Vol. III, p. 395.

18. EV µ.tv oilv 'l'OLS aptOµ.ots µ.EVOVTOS µ.tv TOV EV, 'ffOLOVVToS 6t QAAO\J, b apLBµ.os
-yi.VE'l'UL Ka'I'· avro EV 6t T<j) 0 EaTL 'ffp0 Tlllv OVTCo>V µ.EIIU µ.tv 'ffOA\l µ.a>.>.011
EVTaOOa 'l'O £V 1,1.EVOV'l'OS 6t avro'll O\ll( a>.>.o 'ffOLEL, EL K«T· avro TQ OVTU, a).).'
ClpKEL avro -yE�aaL Ta OVTa.
I wish to thank Dr. John Barrett of the Classics Department of Cardinal
Newman College, St. Louis, Missouri, for his advice on translating this brief
but difficult Greek passage.

19. See VI, 2 (43), 8; III, 7 (45), 1-12. In Plato see Sophist, 248 a-249 d.
20. See especially VI, 7 (38), 17, 9-14; III, 8 (30), 10, 1-5.
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21. Plotinus's interpretation of the megista genl appears mainly in VI, 2 (43),
7-8. Cf. V, 1 (10), 4, 30-44; VI, 7 (38), 13.

22. Except for the single provocative remark at Republic 509 b, where he
declares "the Good" to be above being, Plato consistently argues that the
highest level of reality belongs to Form and Intelligence.

23. See V, 1 (10), 7, 23-24; II, 6 (17), 1, 8-9; 2, 14; IV, 1 (21), 1; III, 6 (26), 6,
1-3; V, 8 (31), 5, 24-25; V, 5 (32), 6, 2; III, 2 (47), 13, 30-34; V, 3 (49), 5,

35; I, 8 (51), 2, 22.
24. The irony, of course, consists in the fact that Plotinus appeals to the

Republic to discount the Sophist, which maintains that the supreme realities
include the highest Forms, the most general principles of Dialectics, and
Nous.

25. v, 4 (7), 2 42.
26. Sec VI, 7 (38), 13 and VI, 2 (43), 7-8.
27. VI, 9 (9), 3, 39-49.

")'EVIMJTU<'1J -yap 'Tl To'u lvi>s cl>ixn.s o�a T�v 'll'CIVTCl)V oii3E.v tcrn.v aVT�v. ovrE
otv Tl. ovrE 'll'OWV ovrE 'll'OCJov ovre vo'uv ovre lfi"X'IJV oii6t KLvouµ.t:vov ow· at
foTwS, ouc iv TO'll''t', ouc tv xpov(I), ciU' aVTo Ka8' aVTo µ.ovoei.&s. µa>.>.ov 6t
aVEWEOV 'll'p0 EtOO\JS OV 'll'aVTOS, 'll'p0 KLV'l}ITECl)S, 'll'p0 <TTQITECl)S Ta'uTa -yap 'll'EpL
TO ov, a 'll'OAAa aVTO 'll'OLE't &a Ti, otv, El. µ.iJ KLvoi,µ.Evov, 0\.1)( £<TTWs; OTI. 'll'EpL
µ.ev TO ov TO\J'f(l)V 8aTEpoV 1J aµ.4>i>TEpU aVCl-yK"I], TO TE £<TTO,S <TTCl<TEL £<TTii>S Ka\
ov TaVTov Til <TTCl<TEL WTE a\JIJ.PiJaeTaL aVT/; Ka\ ouceTI. a'll'AO'uv µ.eVE'i:.
Again, I follow basically Armstrong's translation, Plotinus, pp. 58-59.

28. V, 9 (5), 5; III, 6 (26), 4, 41-44; VI, 7 (38), 13, 28-33; 37, 17; 40, 14-15. In
Aristotle sec Metaphysics, Theta 8, 1050 b 2-3; Eta 3 1043 b 1.

29. This characterization of Plotinus's philosophy as an "hcnology" (as
opposed to an •ontology") occurs in Leo Sweeney, "Basic Pr/nciplcs of
Plotinus's Philosophy," p. 510 (see above, n. 6). Also sec E. Gilson, Being
and Some Philosophers (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Medieval Studies,
1952), pp. 21-22; Cleta Carbonera, La Philosophia di Plotino (Napoli:
Libreria Scicntifica Editricc, 1954), pp. 400-409; E. Brthicr, Philosophy of 
Plotinus, translated by Joseph Thomas (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1958), p. 132; Jean Trouillard, Un et Etre, in Les Etudes
Phi/osophiques 2 (1960): 185-196.

30. III, 8 (30), 10, 1; cf. V, 4 (7), 1, 25.
31. Plotinus is also willing to say that the Nous is unlimited (sec III, 8 8, 46) but

not in the same way as the One. The One is infinite because of His
indeterminate nature; and for this reason only dynamis, never energeia
(which implies determination, limit and form), can apply to Him. The Nous,
however, is determinate, energeia and thus cannot be infinite in its very
nature. Nonetheless, Nous is in one respect unlimited like the One: in that
Nous is the productive source of potentially innumerable /ogoi.

32. Because energeia is ousia or eidos, Plotinus is willing to accept Aristotle's
principle that act is prior to potency for the order of beings. But the
principle cannot apply to all reality. Dynamis must be first in reality,
because the One transcends limitation and duality which energeia
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presupposes. In fact, it is correct to say that potency is both first and last 
in the universe, in that both the One and prime matter are purely 
indeterminate potencies. However, it would be a serious mistake to assume 
that the One and prime matter are potencies in the same way. The One is 
potential and indeterminate by virtue of its supreme perfection, whereas 
prime matter is potential and indeterminate by virtue of its sheer 
imperfection. Plotinus employs two rather technical expressions - namely, 
hl dynamis vs. to dynamei on - so as to distinguish the potency of the One 
(and of all the hypostases for that matter) from the potency of prime 
matter. The One is pure potency in the sense of active power, hl dynamis. 
Prime matter, however, is potency in the sense of passive potency, to 
dynamei on. The One is the eternal power to produce Forms; matter is the 
eternal potency to receive Forms. (These two kinds of potency are carefully 
separated in II, 5 (25] but appear commonly throughout the Enneads. 
Compare Plotinus's remarks about matter in II, 5, 4-5 with remarks about 
the One at V, 4 [7], 1, 36; 2, 38; III, 8 [30], 10, 1; 27.) 

33. A more complicated answer might appeal to exlrinsic denominalion to
explain away Plotinus's ascriptions to the One. Such an explanation would
allow predicates of the One not because they belong to its essence but
because they belong to its effects. Accordingly, the One is noi!sis, energeia
and ousia because it is the source of such perfections. Additionally, one
might attempt to discount these ascriptions because they occur under
exceptional conditions. For instance, VI, 8 ascribes ousia and energeia
repeatedly to the One. But, as chapter 13 (lines 1-5) indicates, Plotinus
employs these ascriptions for persuasive and pedagogical reasons and does
not intend them to be representative of his general position on the One.
See below, n. 35.

34. See VI, 9 (9), 11.
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The Platonism of the Tripartite 
Tractate (NH I, 5) 

John Peter Kenney 

No less an authority than AD. Nock once remarked1 that 
Gnosticism might be viewed as •Platonism run wild,a and some 
obseivers of at least the Valentinian Pleroma may still be inclined to 
agree. In this brief paper I should like to continue this line of analysis 
and to consider the metaphysical structure of the Tripartite Tractate from 
the standpoint of Second and early Third Century Platonism. My focus 
will be upon the document's ontology, in particular the degrees of 
reality and divinity outlined therein, with the details of its cosmological 
myth treated only in relation to this principal concern. I should note 
that as a student of philosophical theology I am an unqualified amateur 
in this now very specialized field, so that this paper represents only a 
tentative inquiry on my part, ventured because of the importance of 
extending our understanding of the relationship between Late Antique 
philosophy and Gnosticism. 

A few qualifications seem necessary before proceeding. By 
considering the Tripartite Tractate in this fashion, I do not mean to 
suggest that my purpose is discovering any neat and exact connection 
between this treatise and some particular Middle �latonist (or 
Neopythagorean). It seems to me that this is beyond the persuasive 
force of our current evidence, at least as I can interpret it. 
Furthermore, it is not my intention here to maintain that this theology 
belongs fundamentally to the Platonic tradition, and hence to the 
Hellenic trajectory in Ancient religious thought.2 Instead it would be 
more accurate to see the Tripartite Tractate as representing a version of 
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Valentinian theology3 which has undergone important alterations that 
in part involved the recasting of this theology into a more philosophical 
form. In cannot myself assess in any detail the resultant modifications 
within Valentinianisrn itself, or comment on the reason for this 
philosophical restatement, although Professor Perkins's suggestion that 
it involved an appeal by Gnostics to pagan Hellenes seems quite 
plausible.◄ In any case it seems clear that the document is concerned 
to develop its ontology in philosophical terms, and it is this system 
which I should like now to examine. I shall begin with an investigation 
of the initial part of the document (51:1-104:5), concentrating upon: (1) 
the nature of the Father, (2) the constitution of the Aeons, (3) the 
Logos. I shall conclude with a philosophical assessment, using Middle 
Platonism as a foundation for analysis. 

1. The nature and status of the highest level of reality are
articulated by the Tripartite Tractate in terms which are fairly abstract 
and which indicate an intention to locate this entity philosophically. 
While there is some suggestion of an ontological characterization of the 
Father, e.g., in the essentialism of 51:10 ff. (9he ... is that which he 
alone is")5 or 52:10 ff. ("he is also invariable in his eternal existence, 
in his identity, in that by which he is established, and in that by which 
he is great"), the burden of the portrayal is carried by cosmological 
concepts. As might be expected, these include his pre-existence (51:5 ff.; 
10), and his unbegotten nature (51:25 ff.; 52:5 ff.; 52:35 ff.), the latter 
being taken as compatible with the assertion of his own self-generation 
(56:1-15).6 The primary status of the Father is also secured by appeal 
to his unique perfection and his unique inclusiveness (52:5 ff.; 53:40-
54:5). 

One indication that the author of the Tripartite Tractate is 
concerned to delineate the Father in precise cosmological terms is the 
summary presented at 53:20-40: 

He is of such kind and such form and such great magnitude 
that no one else has been with him from the beginning; 
nor is there a place in which he is, or from which he has come forth, or into 

which he will go; 
nor is there a primordial form which he uses as model in his work; 
nor is there any difficulty which accompanies him in what he does; 
nor is there any material set out for him, from which he creates what he 

creates; 
nor any substance within him from which he begets what he begets; 
nor a co-worker who, along with him, does what he does. 
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This passage seems to reflect in part a break with the dyadic tradition 
of first principles, proximately to be found in some extant versions of 
Valentinianism,7 and more remotely in a variety of Platonic and 
Pythagorean systems.8 In addition there can be seen here a critique of 
the constituative features of Middle Platonic theology which had their 
foundations in the Timaeus cosmology: the cosmic paradigm and a pre
existent, recalcitrant substrate.9 The specific presentation of this latter 
point may perhaps suggest some acquaintance with those ancient 
scholastic formulations of cosmological principles which Theiler aptly 
termed the •metaphysics of prepositions.•10 In any case, the principal 
theme underscored throughout is the status of the Father as a single, 
unique first principle. 

The most striking feature of the Tripartite Tractate's strict 
monotheism is its rigorous negative theology, and its reflective account 
of the inevitable qualification of such thought by the use of at least 
some divine predications. No names (and one assumes also predicates) 
can apply to the Father, however honorific, since his existence, being, 
and form exceed limitation and specification (54-55). The use of such 
names is, however, possible in a non-referential way, to give the Father 
glory and honor, in accordance with the spiritual capacity of the user 
(54:5-15). This position indicates a clear disposition in this theology 
both to proscribe direct claims to discursive knowledge of the Father 
and to permit some protreptical terminology in the intetest of proper 
spiritual orientation. 1\vo points should be noted about this apophatic 
theme in the document. In addition to clarifying the residual 
terminology which continues to be used in relation to the Father, there 
is also an effort to forestall any suggestion that impossibility of 
description entails deficiency. It is by virtue of his perfection and 
greatness that the Father surpasses description (54-56); the via negativa 
is thereby linked to the via eminentiae. There is, furthermore, a 
prominent assertion within this discussion of negative theology of the 
unique self-knowledge of the Father, as can be seen clearly at 54:40-
55:15: 

He alone is the one who knows himself as he is, along with his form and his 
greatness and his magnitude, and who has the ability to conceive of himself, 
to see himself, to name himself, to comprehend himself, since he alone is 
the one who is his own mind, his own eye, his own mouth, his own form, 
and the one who conceives of himself, who sees himself, who speaks of 
himself, who comprehends himself, namely, the inconceivable, ineffable, the 
incomprehensible, unchanging one. 
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Both the status of the Father as a unique first principle and his sharp 
separation from all other realities is effected by the conjunction of these 
themes. It is important to note that as a result the Tnpartite Tractate 
is assuming that the primordial deity is a nous of a specialized sort, one 
which is engaged in self-contemplation, and is thus deserving of his pre
eminence in the divine hierarchy.11 

The theology of Father in the Tnpartite 'lt'actate might be said 
therefore to be philosophically interesting primarily for its 
thoroughgoing monotheism, to the exclusion of the standard catalogue 
of common cosmological principles, for its extreme, though reflective, 
apophatic theology, and finally for its acceptance of a qualified version 
of nous theology. Given such a construal of the Father, this system's 
next problem is addressing the question of the motive and method of 
that deity's production, and the related issue of the access which lower 
entities have to him. It is in this regard that the overall cosmology of 
the Tripartite 'lt'actate becomes especially intriguing, since the document 
does not construe the Father's production as clearly a devolution. The 
pr.ominence of what might be called •apophaticism: the necessary 
epistemic distance of lower entities from the Father, helps to exhibit the 
deeper necessity of ontological separation between the Father and all 
else. The production of secondary and tertiary powers appears, 
therefore, less as a failure than as the result of a metaphysical law. This 
theme is confoined with a version of the principle of plenitude,12 that 
the perfection of the Father entails his production of necessarily distinct 
consequent beings. 

The notion of plenitude is clearly to be seen in the description of 
the generation of the Son, the first and most special of the Aeons. 
Production is treated both as the result of the Father's fecundity and as 
a means of self-revelation (55:25-35): 

If this one, who is unknowable in his nature, to whom pertain all the 
greatnesses which I already mentioned, if in the abundance of his sweetness 
he wishes to grant knowledge so that he might be known, he has the ability 
to do so. 

While the Father is formally ineffable, nevertheless his production is his 
revelation of himself to the extent to which this is possible. A further 
reflexive character is assigned to this process of self-projection by the 
Father, as the following lines from 56:30-57:5 indicate: 

Thus, the Father exists forever ••• in an unbegotten way, the one who 
knows himself, who begot himself, who has a thought, which is the thought 

,: 
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of himself, that is, the perception of himself, which is the [foundation] of his 
constitution forever. 

The Father, •the one who projects himself in this manner of 
generation• (56:15-20), knows himself through production, and this is 
the Aeonic constitution. As the whole of 56-57 makes clear, the 
Father's perfect, self-begotten, self-thinking nature is the foundation of 
his projective act; hence the derivative products are the expressions of 
the nature of the primordial deity and the process itself is a positive act 
of divine expression. 

As the texts already cited indicate, this is an eternal generation, 
which the thesis of reflexive and connatural self-projection tends to 
support. It is also not construed primarily in volitional terms; whenever 
the divine will is introduced, it is not central and is frequently 
interpreted as another expression for divine productive power." What 
is crucial to the process is the self-reflective, noetic character of the 
Father: this is the basis for production and the key to any evaluation 
of his products (56:5-10). 

2. Beneath the Father is found the Pleroma of Aeons; it is in the
development of this level of reality that some of the most interesting 
features of the Tripartite Tractate are to be found. Consistent with the 
description of the Father, the Aeonic constitution is generally viewed as 
a natural result of his primordial fecundity, and hence as a positive and 
indeed necessary cosmological fact. A number of themes are introduced 
in order to maintain this conception of production, and to explain how 
this generation of distinct, individual existence outside the Father is not 
a fundamentally negative process. 

The Tripartite Tractate considers the Son as the first and most 
important of the Father's offspring. Although uniquely related to the 
Father, the Son seems nonetheless to belong to the pleromic level. As 
has been noted, the idea of the Father's generation of a Son for the 
purpose of self-knowledge inevitably links the two very intimately, 
although the image also requires that there be a sense of projective 
separation. We find then that the Son is described with language such 
as •the ineffable one in the ineffable one• (56, 25 ff.), and his function 
in relation to the other Aeons set out at length, although the details are 
difficult to specify exactly. It is clear that his distinctness from the 
Father is tied to his self-contemplative activity: 

He wonders at himself [along with the] Father and he gives [him(self)] glory 
and honor and [love]. Furthermore, he too is the one who conceives of 
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himself as Son, in accordance with the conditions "without beginning• and 
"without end." 

There is also a sketchy depiction of the Church as an aeonic power 
along lines similar to the Son; this is, as Professor Stead has remarked, 
a somewhat intrusive feature,14 one which is not especially relevant to 
our particular line of analysis. 

The production of the remaining Aeons in the Pleroma is viewed 
most interestingly as a process which results from the Father through or 
along with the Son, with the latter as the proximate telos for the self
contemplative generation of each Aeon. Once again production of 
lower level entities is treated as a form of self-generation based upon 
the exercise of a capacity for self-conception; in this case this theme is 
applied to an innumerable realm of Aeonic powers: 

The matter [of the Son] exists just as something which is fixed. His 
offspring, the things which exist, being innumerable, illimitable, and 
inseparable, have, like kisses, come forth from the Son and the Father ... 
(58:15-25) 

These [comprise the] constitution which [they form] with one another and 
[with those] who have come forth from them toward the Son, for whose 
glory they exist. Therefore it is not possible for mind to conceive them. 
They were the perfection of that place, and no word designates them, for 
they are ineffable and unnameable and inconceivable. They alone have the 
ability to name themselves in order to conceive of themselves. For they 
have not been planted in these places. 

Separate existence within the Pleroma is, therefore, a function of self
conception, of self-naming, of self-constitution; it is not the result of the 
superimposition of properties by a demiurgic first principle. 

It is to a version of the Divine Thoughts doctrine that the Tripartite 
Tractate appeals in order to elucidate this model of contemplative 
production further. The Aeons are treated as having a pre-existent 
phase within the Father's mind as his thoughts: 

[ ... ] all of the aeons were forever in the thought of the Father, who was 
like a thinking of them and a place {for them]. (60:1-10) 

This doctrine helps to establish, as it were, a chain of contemplative 
levels, with the Father's self-contemplation being primary, something 
which seems to involve primordial Divine Thoughts, which are the 
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Aeons in their initial phase. The next stage in this contemplative 
descent is the separate self-contemplation of each Aeon, and this 
explains the nature of individual existence. According to the Tripartite 
Tractate, separate Aeons are distinct contemplative powers which are 
the manifestation or unfolding of the Father's inner mental life. This 
ties the pleromic level closely to Father, and reinforces the evaluative 
significance of individual existence. All this can be discerned at 60-62: 

At the time that they were in the Father's thought, that is in the hidden 
depth, the depth knew them, but they were unable to know the depth in 
which they were; nor could they know themselves; nor could they k:now 
anything else.  In other words, they were with the Father; they did not exist 
by themselves. Rather, they only had existence in the manner of a seed. 
(60:15-25) 

Therefore the Father who first thought of them - not only so that they 
might exist for him, but also that they might exist for themselves as well, 
that they might then exist in (bis] thought with the mode of existence proper 
to thought, and that they might exist for themselves too - he sowed a 
thought lik:e a seed of (knowledge], so that [they] might know (what it is that 
has come into being] for them. He graciously [granted the] initial form that 
they might [think about] who is the Father who exists[ ... ]. (61:1-15) 

I have cited this material at some length in order to indicate that these 
explanations of divine production in terms of divine contemplative 
activity and of Aeonic existence in terms of self-contemplation are 
central and sustained themes in this treatise. The value of such separate 
Aeonic existence is also clearly vindicated in this way, both as a 
productive expression of the Father, and as having a fundamentally self
reflexive character, related to the Father's own self-knowing at the level 
of finite existence. It is evident that a primary function of the Aeons is 
to contemplate the Father to the extent that this is possible: •they had 
the sole task of searching for him, realizing that he exists, ever wishing 
to find out what it is that exists• (61:20-30).15 Despite the 
•apophaticism• of this theology, the Aeons are viewed as powers of the
Father, produced in the way they arc in order that the Father might be
fully expressed in the form of finite beings, who become his extensions
through their own contemplative activity:

Each of the aeons is a name, each of which is a virtue and power of 
the Father. (73:5-15) 
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.•. their begetting is like a process of extension, as the Father extends 
himself to those whom he desires, so that those who come forth from him 
might become him as well. (73:20-30). 

We have here a theological model which considers Aeons as having 
two distinct phases: an immanent stage within the thought of the 
primordial deity and a manifest phase of distinct existence, in which 
each Aeon is a separate contemplate power. As such an Aeon is an 
expression or name of the Father, although the fundamental ineffability 
of the Father precludes any true analogy. In the same way the Son 
seems to have immanent and manifest aspects, since he is treated as 
being the Father in so far as he can be known and can be said to have 
distinct existence. He is called •the form of the formless• and is the 
unity of the divine names, i.e., the Aeons (66:5-10). It is the Son who 
represents the Father at the level of knowledge, -Whose identity is 
known: who clothes himself with the divine names, who •first exists• 
(65:25-35). 

The relationship of Son to the Aeons appears to have a whole-part 
character, although the exact nature of this conjunction is not entirely 
clear. Nonetheless the Aeons are clearly intended to have a collective 
existence as a unity, and this unity in diversity is capable of varying 
aspectual appraisals depending upon one's focus. It is, I think, 
especially important to notice that the Tripartite 1ractate represents the 
relation of Father to Son, and of both to the Aeons, in a way which 
suggests that integral connections are involved throughout, making any 
significant separation impossible. Out of the Father's thought there 
emerge the separate Aeons, but even so they have a collective unity, 
forming a •pleromatic congregation which is a single image although 
many■ (68:30-35). This single unity seems often to be identified with 
the Son, but never to the exclusion of the Father, and it is clear that the 
omnipresence of the Father is meant to be underscored through the 
collective unity of the Aeons. These themes emerge succinctly at 66:30-
67:20: 

All of these are in the single one. . . . And in this unique way they are 
equally a single individual and the Totalities. He is neither divided as a 
body, nor is split up into the names which he has .••• He is now this, now 
something else, with each item being different. Yet he is entirely and 
completely himself. [He] is each and every one of the Totalities forever at 
the same time. He is what all of them are. He, as the Father of the 
Totalities, also is the Totalities, for he is the one who is knowledge for 
himself and he is each one of the qualities. He has the powers and he is 

I 
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beyond all that which he knows, while seeing himself completely and having 
a Son and a form. 

In their latent stage the Aeons arc intradcical divine thoughts, and arc 
unified by their presence within the scope of his self-knowledge C-Hc 
knows them - which things he himself is . . .: 67:25-30). In their 
manifestation as his individual powers this unity is preserved C- .•• he 
brings them forth, in order that it might be discovered that they exist 
according to their individual properties in a unified way• (67:30-35), so 
that the Aeonic constitution is an approximation of the Father's 
perfection, rather than a radical devolution (70:35). 

Further production of lower levels of reality by the Aeons is also 
treated as being the result of their collective interaction (67:20-30), and 
this corporate process, which is eternal, is not envied by the Father, 
since it is his own act of self-revelation (70:20-40). It would seem, 
therefore, that the Aeonic realm is a societal representation of the 
Father, which contemplates him to the extent possible and is both 
unified and capable of further production. This "upward" 
contemplation by the Aeons is explicitly seen as the foundation of their 
collective as well as their separate existence, and the notion of an innate 
longing for knowledge of the Father is introduced as a constituative 
aspect of their nature (71:5-15): 

The entire system of the aeons has a love and a longing for the 
perfect, complete discovery of the Father, and this is their unimpeded union. 

This recursive contemplation is the basis for each Aeonic mind's16 

activity of production, thereby continuing the chain of ontological 
revelation of primordial divine perfection. 

3. The Logos theology of the Tripartite Tractate is complex,
standing in a long tradition of such speculation and developing it in 
ways which are beyond my scope in this paper. It is, however, important 
that we consider the notion of the Logos in at least a limited way, so 
that our sketch of the Tripartite 1ractate's theology may be complete in 
its outline. Now, it should not be thought that the Logos has merely 
been substituted for Sophia in this version or the Valentinian myth, 
perhaps to give the story a more philosophic air. It seems instead that 
the Logos theology is very much a natural part of the metaphysics of 
this document,17 providing an account of the further manifestation of 
the Father at the sub-pleromic level of reality. The myth of an errant 
Aeon is absorbed into this philosophical model; as a result the Sophia 
myth is altered i n  its implications. While this mutation of the Sophia 
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myth cannot be examined in any detail, it is possible to link up the 
Logos doctrine with the philosophical theology we have examined thus 
far and examine how it functions in that context. 

All Aeons have a desire for contemplative recursion, and as we 
have seen, this allows both for their integration within the Pleroma and 
for their capacity for further production. It is therefore an established 
metaphysical doctrine within the Tripartite Tractate that Aeons are 
engaged in generation of lower powers based upon their knowledge of 
the Father, admittedly a qualified and paradoxical sort of knowledge, 
given the major apophatic thesis. In any case the desire of the last 
Aeon, the Logos, to know the Father is not wholly inappropriate, nor 
is his generation of lower beings an anomalous act. It is the type, 
manner, and intent of such activities which are problematical. The 
principal mistake of the Logos was his attempt to grasp the 
incomprehensible Father (75:20-25) by an act of his own will (75:35). 
Despite this act of immoderation in his desire to know the Father, the 
Tripartite Tractate does not dwell upon this failure. In fact, the Lagos's 
purpose is treated as something good ("The intent of the Logos was 
something good• (76:1-5), and beyond criticism. Although the Logos 
is said to have been forgetful of the nature of things and ignorant of 
himself and •of that which is• (77:20-25), his action is also construed 
as a pre-destined event (77:5-15):18 

.•• it is not fitting to criticize the movement which is the Logos, but it is
fitting that we should say about the movement of the Logos, that it is a
cause of a system, which has been destined to come about. 

The myth of the mistake of the Logos has been mitigated by this notion 
of predestination, with this core Valentinian theme hemmed in, as it 
were, by the claim that even this errant act of causation fits into the 
broader pattern of the Father's self-revelation. 

The action of the Logos is responsible for the production of a class 
of beings which are ambiguous in nature. They are the products of an 
Aeonic power and seem to be viewed as reflections of the natures of the 
various Aeons, while at the same time lacking a proper self
contemplative character and a recognition of their origin. Hence they 
amount to a break in the chain of production until they are restored to 
their proper place. Lack of proper self-recognition is repeatedly 
stressed: 
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They thought of themselves, that they are beings existing by 
themselves and are without a source, since they do not see anything else 
existing before them. (79: 10-20) 

The things which had come into being unaware of themselves both did 
not know the Pleroma from which they came forth, and did not now the 
one who was the cause of their existence. (80:20-35). 

Even though the offspring of the Logos are misguided and thus 
severed from proper line of generation, they remain as the •likenesses 
of the things which are exalted• (79:25-30), and so of some minimal 
worth. Each lower being takes its nature from an Aeon, of which it is 
a •name: or shadow, or likeness. On this basis each being can be said 
to have beauty, although they are themselves ignorant of this nature; and 
its source. The Tripartite Tractate is, therefore, attempting to assert the 
continued significance even of these miscreant products of the Logos, 
based upon the idea of the resemblance of lower beings to higher ones. 
The following excerpt indicates this conjunction of themes: 

Like the Pleromas are things which came into being from the arrogant 
thought, which are their (the Pleroma's] likenesses, models, shadows, and 
phantasms, lacking reason and the light. .•. The ones, however, who by 
themselves are great [the Pleromas], are more powerful and beautiful than 
the names which are given to them, which are [their] shadows. In the 
manner of a likeness are they (the names] beautiful. For the [face] of the 
image normally takes its beauty from that of which it is an image. (78:25-
79:15). 

It is this very concept of resemblance which is used to explain the 
motivation for massive confusion and conflict which ensues among these 
lower beings. In their ignorance they base their desire to subordinate 
one another upon the worth of their individual natures, which they have 
as images of the Aeons. •Tuey were brought to a lust for power over 
one another according to the glory of the name of which each is a 
shadow, ... • (79:25-35). While the Logos has set awry the revelation 
of the Father, nonetheless there is still some residual connection 
between this lower, conflicted plane and the Plerorna, conferring a 
limited value on these lost divarications of the Aeonic world. 

With the restoration of order by the Son, we find this theory of 
resemblance used again to explain the relationship between the Aconic 
and lower worlds, and to clarify the proper status both of the Logos and 
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his products. In this case the reformed Logos is illumined and takes up 
an active role in governing the world below the Pleroma: 

. . . the Logos received the vision of all things, those which preexist and 
those which are now and those which will be, since he has been entrusted 
with the administration of all that which exists. (95:15-20) 

Functioning now as •a basic principle and cause and ruler of things 
which come to be• (95:15-25), the Logos creates images, using the 
Pleroma as a paradigm. Appeal is thereby made to the notion of a 
Demiurge figure,19 and to the logic of paradigmatism ("of every 
goodness which exists in the Pleroma: ... the Logos established each 
one in his order, both the images and the representations and the 
likenesses, ... • (98:20-25). Underscored is the fact that this relation 
of resemblance between levels is now recognized by the lower beings, 
which share in the nature and beauty of Aeons: 

Things which belong to the thought which is transcendent are humble, 
they preserve the representations of the pleromatie, especially because of the 
sharing in the names by which they are beautiful. 

There remains one final point which bears consideration and that 
is the form of production which prevails with the Logos and his 
consequents. In describing the method of generation employed by the 
Logos, the language becomes more that of agency than of contemplative 
emanation. We find notions such as "administration• (95:20) or 
"establishment• (98:20) being used. This is extended by the 
introduction of a ruling Archon which the Logos produces, and •uses• 
(100:30) to structure lower level entities. Demiurgic imagery comes to 
the fore here: the Logos employs this instrument, which is a 
representation of the Father, to order and beautify. Similar language of 
direct production is then applied to this Archon (lOlff.). This suggests 
that the mode of production within the Pleroma is non-demiurgic and 
based upon contemplation, while below the Logos (the last Aeon) this 
changes to a more direct form of active agency. 

This cursory review of some aspects of the Logos theology in the 
Tripartite Tractate is intended only as an indication that notion of the 
Logos itself is not disjoint from the metaphysical structure of this 
system. It is clearly integral to that metaphysics, although I must admit 
both that the burden of the Sophia myth does strain the structure of the 
thought and that many of the details of these grave cosmogonic events 
are lost on this reader. I would, however, maintain that a basic 
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philosophic model can be discerned. within this document, one which 
coherently includes the concept of the Logos. On this foundation, the 
Tripartite Tractate has revised the Sophia myth, making this tale of tragic 
declension over into a pre-destined instance of a broader pattern of 
contemplative production of levels of being. As such the evaluative 
force of the theology shifts, and the depreciation of lower worlds outside 
the Pleroma is significantly qualified, especially in view of the pervasive 
importance of its theology of resemblance and divine names. 

4. Our knowledge both of Platonism and Gnosticism in the
Second and Third centuries has certainly improved in the last few 
decades, but I do not think it possible at present to determine with 
precision the lines of influence, or to build a very full picture of the 
context of theological debate. We know enough, however, to get a grasp 
on the key points of this discussion and to be appraised of the salient 
elements of systematic development in a work such as the Tripartite 
Tractate. It is in this light that I should like now to review this 
theological system, setting it against contemporary forms of Platonic 
theology. In doing so, I must admit to having a rough general 
hypothesis about the document for which I cannot argue: that it reflects 
an effort by Valcntinians to produce a more •philosophical• version of 
their tradition. While we do not have a genuine philosophical theology 
here, if one means by that a rational theology articulated in terms of 
discursive argumentation, we do at least have a theological structure 
which seems to make an effort to describe certain of its features in 
terms of current philosophical views. I suspect that this process was the 
result of interscholastic discussion among Valentinians, proto-orthodox 
Christian philosophers, and various sorts of Hellenic Platonists (or 
Neopythagorcans), and that this theology bears the stamp of that debate. 
Professor Perkins has suggested20 a Second century Alexandrian locus; 
my guess would be late Second or early Third century, with either 
Alexandria or Rome being plausible.21 My reasons for this particular 
estimate will emerge presently. 

If one assays the formal structure of the Tripartite Tractate's 
ontology, the basic model which emerges is one which fits into the 
pattern of late Middle Platonic speculation. In order to locate it 
philosophically, it is important to consider some features which have 
emerged from our analysis. In its general character, it is a type of nous 
theology with a first principle which exercises an intellective capacity. 
As we have seen this first mind is self-directed; its mode of production 
of a Son or of the Aeons as a group is intellective. Despite its strong 
apophatic character, this system has not thought through the 
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implications of such a position in relation to a primordial Divine Mind, 
as we find in Plotinus. It is also important to notice the location of the 
Aeons as divine thoughts within the Father's mind before their 
emergence as separate beings in the Pleroma. Both of these positions 
indicate that the philosophical theology underlying the Tripartite 
Tractate reflects that of Middle Platonists such as Numenius or Albin us. 
To refine this judgment further, we need to consider the divergence of 
the major Middle Platonists on the question of the Divine mind, its 
thoughts, and their use in production. 

Early Middle Platonists such as Philo Judaeus or Plutarch 
considered the Platonic Forms to be intradeical thoughts22 and the 
upshot of this position was the treatment of the Divine Mind as a 
demiurgic power, exercising a direct form of causality in cosmic 
generation. The Forms became internal paradigms of sorts which were 
used by the Divine Mind in constructing the lower world. Now it seems 
that the Tripartite Tractate is not following this type of philosophical 
theology, since the divine thoughts doctrine is not used to articulate this 
sort of intradeical paradigmatism at the level of the Father. In addition, 
the Father is not construed according to a demiurgic model: he does 
not fashion his products directly. 

We can also exclude another major type of Middle Platonic 
theology, that of Atticus and the Athenian school. This version of 
Middle Platonism made an effort at separating the Divine Intellect from 
the Forms along the lines of the Timaeus theology, although some of 
the language of the divine thoughts doctrine was employed.2-1 It is this 
position which was debated in the Plotinian school according to 
Porphyry,24 further evidence of which may be found in Ennead V.5. 
According to this theology, the Divine Intellect is the first principle, 
while the Forms exist at a separate but lower level.25 Forms are thus 
extradeical, in the sense that they are outside the supreme deity and 
distinct from it; indeed Porphyry criticized Atticus for this very sense of 
pronounced separation.26 This is not the type of theology which our 
document endorses. 

The theology of the Tripartite Tractate is closest in its philosophical 
design to the sort of Middle Platonism represented by Albinus 
(Alkinoos) or Numenius.27 This type of Platonism viewed the Ideas as 
thoughts within a primordial nous, but it revised the method of 
production, denying in particular the notion of direct demiurgic activity 
of the first god. The demiurgic function is shunted to lower divine 
powers, requiring a new explanation for the first principle's causation. 
The divine hierarchy in Numenius includes: (1) a first god who is a 
stable, unified, and self-directed mind,28 (2) a second god, initially 



THE PLATONISM OF THE TRIPARTITE TRACTATE 201 

unified, which exercises a demiurgic function29 and (3) a third god, 
equivalent to the rational world soul. The demiurge has been demoted 
here to at least a secondary position, with the first god being self
contemplative. The second looks to the first god in order to work upon 
matter, so that a contemplative relationship between divine minds is 
thereby established as central to production. There is also little doubt 
that Numenian theology located the intelligible powers at the level of 
the intellective first god; the evidence from Proclus indicates that 
Numenius treated the •Living Creature• of the Timaeus as being at 
this level,30 hence the entire intelligible world seems to be within the 
primary deity's mind. While Numenius does use demiurgic language of 
the first god, the production of the second divinity is considered 
primarily to be the result of its self-production through 
contemplation;31 this explains the generation of the active second god 
from the self-directed first. The second god makes his own formal 
nature32 through his contemplation and imitation of the first. Finally, 
it should be mentioned, with respect to this connection between divine 
levels, that Numenius appears to have held that the first divine principle 
makes use of the second in relation to his own contemplation, such that 
his own nature connects him with the next level of divinity.33 This 
obscure logic of proschresi.s is applied to all levels, so that each level's 
contemplative activity would seem to entail the characteristic function 
of the next. The implication of this concept is a theology in which each 
level of divinity is bound up with the next. The highest god is self
contemplative and the primordial locus of the Ideas, and yet it also 
expresses its contemplation at the level of the active nous. The second 
mind is distinct from the first by virtue of its contemplative self
generation, yet it imitates the first, and exercises a demiurgic function 
towards the third god, the world soul. 

A similar theology can be found in Albinus, whose theological 
hierarchy included a non-demiurgic first mind, a demiurgic or active 
mind, and it seems, a passive mind which is the world soul.34 Once 
again the first god's self-contemplation entails the thinking of the 
ldeas.35 Because of the pronounced characterization of the first god as 
a final cause, the vectorial quality of Albinus's theology tends to 
emphasize the ordering of lower principles by higher ones.36 This is 
particularly interesting because Albinus treats the world soul as a pre
existent principle which is awakened and reordered by its contemplation 
of the Forms within the primary nous, and having received these Forms, 
it orders the lower world on this basis. 

While I do not think we can be certain, I suspect that it is this 
general type of Middle Platonism which lies at the foundation of the 
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Tripartite Tractate, providing a tacit architectonic for its sometimes 
bewildering complexity, and informing its efforts to revise the Sophia 
myth. In particular I would argue that the treatment of Aeons as 
intradeical thoughts of the Father, the emphasis upon non-demiurgic 
forms of production, the consequent resort to a model of contemplative 
self-generation at the Aeonic level (in this case that of the restored 
Logos and its subordinate ruling Archon), and the restoration of the 
Logos through contemplation of the Pleroma, are all indicative of the 
late Middle Platonic theology of the Numenius-Albinus sort. In 
addition, one central means of differentiation of levels outside the 
Pleroma is the shift to a demiurgic mode of production, as is the case 
for entities outside the intelligible world in the type of Middle 
Platonism in question. Because of the state of our present evidence, I 
cannot claim anything more than this suspicion, nor can I be more 
specific than I have been about particular versions of Middle Platonism. 
Even if we cannot be as precise as we would like, we are nevertheless in 
a position to recognize the basic philosophical background against which 
the more abstract Valentinianism of the Tripartite Tractate developed. 

Given this general philosophical locus, the Tripartite Tractate's 
theology emerges as a form of nous theology which differentiates its self
contemplative first principle from all consequents by a reliance upon 
apophatic theology. It is certainly distinct from Middle Platonism in its 
strong assertion of monotheism and its consequent denial of the 
clements of the Timaeus model of production. It is, however, a theology 
which places divine fecundity and plenitude at the center of its 
understanding of divinity, and so it develops its account of non
demiurgic production based upon the notion of the projection of the 
Father's intellection at the Aeonic level. Aeons are the result of the 
Father's self-expression: they proceed by contemplative self-generation 
through reference back to the Father, out of whose thought they 
emerge. We should note again the fundamental logic of resemblance, 
the reliance upon complex lines of contemplative dependence between 
levels of reality, and the presence of the Father which results from his 
use of lower levels as his contemplative extensions. All these themes, 
which are central to the Tripartite Tractate, are resonant of late Middle 
Platonism, and establish the formal, philosophical structure of this 
Gnostic system of theology. 

I should like in closing to append a brief speculative coda to what 
is probably an already too venturesome essay. It is tempting to consider 
the Tripartite Tractate in the light of Plotinus's attack on Gnosticism in 
the •Gross-Schrift•: III.8[30], V.8[31 ], V.5[32], II.9[33]; while I cannot 
do so properly, a few cursory points might still be apposite. One of the 
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chief themes of this entire work is non-demiurgic, contemplative 
production, and its differing forms at many levels of reality. III.8 and 
V.8 are concerned to articulate the continuous contemplative 
progression, with each level being an imitation of its prior, while V.5 
argues for, among other things, a proper recognition of the integral 
relationship of the intelligibles as distinct living powers at the level of 
nous, and therefore "within• the Intellect in this special sense. The 
anti-Gnostic arguments of II.9 rest upon an understanding of these 
Plotinian positions.37 

It is interesting to note how the Tripartite 'Jractate integrates many 
of these same themes, not always in the same way in which Plotinus 
would have developed them, and certainly not at the same philosophical 
level of articulation. Nevertheless some of the positions singled out for 
attack in II.9 have been modified in the Tripartite Tractate, especially the 
radical theory of the declension of Sophia and the pronounced 
separation of lower levels from the Pleroma.38 The modifications 
involved often reflect the type of positions which Plotinus develops 
elsewhere in this major work, e.g., contemplative generation and 
continuity between levels, or non-demiurgic causality at the intelligible 
(i.e., pleromic) level. At the very least, the Tripartite 'Jractate seems to 
be a system of theology not highly vulnerable to some of these Plotinian 
metaphysical criticisms. 

It would be too much to claim that the Tripartite Tractate was the 
product of Plotinus's Gnostic associates, or that it was a systematic 
answer to his criticisms. The case would be at best circumstantial, and 
there are philosophical points which remain unanswered. Chief among 
these is the initial attack, in II.9.1, against any nous theology with 
multiple intellects, and any theology lacking the three Plotinian 
hypostasis. While the proximate target for Plotinus is usually viewed as 
being Numenius,39 a system such as the Tripartite Tractate, with a 
Father-Intellect which brings forth a Son-Intellect as the product of its 
thought, may also have been the actual Gnostic target for Plotinus. 
Without significant changes in its theology of the Divine Intellect, the 
Tripartite 'Jractate would remain vulnerable to this Ncoplatonic assault. 
I would suggest, then, that the Tripartite Tractate is likely to have been 
the result of general scholastic discussions among philosophical 
theologians from various camps, which continued through the late 
Second and early Third centuries at Alexandria and perhaps Rome, and 
which Plotinus drew upon in his anti-Gnostic critique. While the 
philosophical form of Plotinus's arguments is certainly his own, there is 
no reason to assume that he was original in his conceptual criticisms of 
the Sophia myth, the method of demiurgic production, etc. The 
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Tripartite 'fl'actate probably emerged from this interscholastic discussion, 
resulting in the philosophical character I have been analyzing; Plotinus 
is likely to have drawn from this same tradition of debate. This would 
have been standard for the rather agonistic world of ancient 
philosophy,40 and there seems no reason to assume an exception. 
Although it does not answer some specifically Neoplatonic arguments, 
the Tripartite Tractate does seem to have generated a Valentinian system 
with a philosophical character which would have made it resilient to 
many Platonic criticisms. 

I would conclude then with the judgment that the Tripartite 
Tractate represents a philosophically informed Gnosticism, and is part 
of what has been called the •Platonic Underworld,■41 the diffusion of 
Platonic metaphysics into the religious thought of Late Antiquity. A 
cursory reading of its admittedly rather rococo ontology might suggest 
to an austere student of philosophical theology that there has been a 
riot in Plato's cave. These sentiments notwithstanding, I hope to have 
indicated that the metaphysical foundations of this system are quite 
intelligible in terms of later Middle Platonism, and that the theology of 
the Tripartite Tractate was not the product of persons wholly freed from 
the reins of philosophical probity. 
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The Noetic Triad in Plotinus, Marius 
Victorinus, and Augustine 

Peter Manchester 

Students of the history of the Christian doctrine of divine trinity, 
among whom I oount myself, have long recognized a degree of 
complicity between the progressive •metaphysicalizing• of the doctrine 
in the Third and Fourth Centuries and the emergence of triadic 
conceptual schemes in the new Platonism of Plotinus and his successors. 
At one time it was commonplace to gesture toward the arrangement of 
the Plotinian system into three •hypostascs• as the speculative 
counterpart of the Christian triad. Today the naive clarity of this older 
purported parallel has given way to a vast confusion of triads, differing 
among themselves, sometimes intersecting with one another, and in 
general introducing into Christian discussion such complexity of 
speculative motivation that the older kinds of history of the doctrine 
have been oompletely undone. It is not just the historian's 
reconstruction that has come apart; the whole grand vision of a 
consolidating universal orthodoxy must be abandoned. 

The notion that the Plotinian hypostases were an exemplar for 
Christian trinitarian metaphysics was often based on crude vcrbalism: 
the emerging technical terms for the Greek doctrine were mia ousia, 
treis hypostaseis. The term hypostasis however is a very weak basis for 
comparison, first because in Piotinus it is an editor's convention and not 
a technical term Plotinus uses for what the One, Nous, and Soul are 
each •one• of, and second because among the Greek Christian writers 
it was prized initially for its vagueness and openness to various 
interpretations. Beyond this misleading verbal echo, excessive weight 
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was given to the case of Origen's account of the triad in Peri ArcMn, 
and that entirely on its subordinationist side that led into Arianism. 
But even if, in Origen, the Father and the Son can be placed in 
hierarchical series, in parallel to the One and the Nous in Plotinus 
(which is not at all clear in Peri ArchOn or the Commentary on John, 
which seem much more Middle- than Neo-platonist), there is no 
systematic parallel between the Holy Spirit and the Plotinian Soul, since 
the former acts in this world only within the circle of the elect, whereas 
the latter is universal and world-constituting. 

The Plotinian hypostatic series never made a plausible model for 
the Christian trinity even when it held the field more or less alone. But 
current scholarship in the Second and Third Centuries has shown that 
a very different type of triad abounded in the philosophical and 
gnostical religions of the period. Perhaps of Orphic or Pythagorean 
derivation, it is attested in the Nag Hammadi materials,1 and became 
especially influential through the Chaldaean Oracles, in the famous 
proposition that "in every world shines a triad ruled by a monad. "2 If 
we call the Plotinian hypostasis series "vertical• and derivational, then 
this new triad is "horizontal" and structural. It gave rise to a late 
Platonic speculative development which was not essentially Plotinian 
and indeed was integrated into the Plotinian series only with difficulty, 
requiring supplementary complications that were developed in 
conflicting ways in various schools. 

The critical and historical effort to track the evolution of this 
horizontal triad, from its Second Century invocation, through Porphyry 
and Iamblichus, into Proclus and Damascius, is well underway. There 
begins to be careful study of early Christian participation in that 
development, centering especially on the Fourth Century writers 
Synesius and Marius Victorinus. But it seems to me that the 
complications of this scholastic history, which begin to take on near
fabulous dimensions by the time we get to the Athenians, have created 
a classic forest-and-trees problem. What, after all, is •the Triad• really 
about? Is it a numerological device? Symbolical in some other way? 
Is it a dialectical schema? Is it an analytical artifice or in some sense 
empirical? And finally, is the accommodation of the New Tustament 
themes of Father, Son, and Holy Spirit to this philosophical speculation 
a capitulation or an insight? Does the Christian trinity genuinely belong 
in this discussion, or is all of that a gigantic kind of category mistake? 

My goal in the provisional discussions which follow is to contribute 
to the clarification of these substantive questions. I am only indirectly 
concerned with the transmission of ideas through channels of influence 
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and literary dependency, as experts will already have discerned from the 
figures juxtaposed in my title. 

Marius Victorinus was the translator of what treatises of Plotinus 
Augustine knew, and in that sense knew Plotinus himself, but Pierre 
Hadot has shown conclusively that he took his instigation from Porphyry 
to a much larger degree.3 Some of the differences this makes will figure 
in our discussion below (section 2). The movement I propose to track 
from Plotinus to Marius Victorinus is therefore not in the dimension of 
literary derivation. Similarly, it seems clear to me (for reasons indicated 
in section 3 below) that Augustine may not even know, and in any case 
does not understand Marius Victorinus's trinitarian metaphysics. If he 
has dabbled in it, as some indications suggest, his conscious attitude is 
wariness. Where he can be shown to continue and even more to 
radicalize certain themes from Marius, the relationship is at most 
unconscious and the material is experienced by Augustine as his own 
discovery. Once again, the movement of thought is controlled by the 
substance, the matter itself, and not the paper track. 

Or better: it is the thesis of this paper that there is a matter of 
thought underlying speculations about the noetic triad. And the 
working assumption is that the adaptation of this triad to the Christian 
trinity by Augustine is natural and appropriate, and therefore instructive 
about its meaning. 

1. Three Triads Distinguished

I have already indicated the difference between the triad we are 
considering, most properly called the •noetic triad,• and the three 
hypostases of the Plotinian hierarchical scheme. The latter is founded 
in what we perceive to be Plotinus's innovation, but that he takes to be 
essential to Platonism, the projection of One •beyond Mind and 
Being• from which all else originates in a fashion differing from all 
causation or exemplarity. In this perspective the true and eternal world 
of familiar Platonism, the Being One which is also Nous, is a Second 
One, and the All One of its sensible effigy, the world of Soul, is a Third. 
The directionality of this •one, two, three• is strongly vertical, each 
succeeding level dependent on its prior for a perfection and a unity 
which, taken by itself, it lacks or has devolved into powerlessness. I take 
pains not to speak of •emanation• or of the •chain of being• to give 
the sense of this verticality. Being, in the first place, is properly ascribed 
to the second level alone, the Nous. But more than that, the image of 
emanation suggests that it is outflow or declination alone which makes 
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each derived hypostasis, whereas it is Plotinus's distinctive claim that it 
is each level's halt, self-collection, and turning back to its source which 
is constitutive.4 Another way to make the same point is to note that 
derivation in Plotinus has two phases, pro()dos and epistropM, and that 
it is the second phase above all which completes the communication of 
power. 

In the Plotinian scheme, the notorious problem of participation 
becomes the problem of the derivation of Soul from Nous. At this 
point there emerged in later Neoplatonism a second triadic schema, 
again vertical in sense but concerned with relations between hypostases 
in the overall systematic series. First given explicit formulation in 
Iamblichus, I call this triad the •schema of participation.• According 
to this formalism, one discriminates among three states of any given 
element in the hypostasis series: 

i. that factor unparticipated (amethekt.os), •in itself," absolute;
ii. that factor participated (metechomenos), which involves a self

disposition and action by the factor, not a reaction to what participates 
in it; and 

iii. that factor as participant (kata metherin, en tois metechous� en
schesei), that is, as enacted in the derived hypostasis and now its action, 
no longer that of the higher hypostasis.5 

In the end this schema reacted back upon the hypostatic series 
itself, causing the introduction of additional layers and, in Iamblichus 
himself, generating the eccentric postulation of an Unparticipated One 
higher than the Plotinian One, which, because it was the participated 
One (the noetic One its participant), was now a second. Though in this 
sense the effect of the schema of participation is to introduce new levels 
in the overall hierarchy which seem to be of the same kind as the 
original threesome of Plotinus, I would argue that the two triadic 
schemas ought to be kept distinct. 

The third kind of triad, and the one with which we are concerned 
in this discussion, emerges from reflection on the relative sclf
constitutedness of each hypostasis, that inner economy of power which 
belongs to its own proper truth and unity. Again I emphasize that a 
derived level in the Plotinian system is not an organized defectiveness 
or a pure dependency, but a self-gathered life and power, and in 
precisely that way an epiphenomenon of its source. The canonical 
example of such a triad is the noetic triad, Being, Life, Nous (on, zoe, 
nous; esse, vivere, intelligere). This triad is horizontal in the sense that, 
in each of its variant developments, it interprets the interior integrity of 
the Second Hypostasis itself. Even when relations of priority and 



THE NOETIC TRIAD 211 

consequence are seen among them, when Porphyry for example makes 
the first moment the •father• or Iamblichus construes them in the 
dialectical sequence hyparxis, dynamis, nous, they remain moments within 
the Second Hypostasis and components of its integrity:' It re,nains a 
great question in the history of later Neoplatonism whether the noctic 
triad intrinsically envisions the derived status of Nous in relation to the 
hypernoetic One, but what it articulates is not external reference but 
self-constitution and completion. 7 

It was in this role that the noetic triad was touched on by Plotinus, 
in this role that a Porphyrian version attracted Marius Victorinus, and 
in this role that an analogue worked out in considerable independence 
by Augustine proved permanently suitable for the trinitarian theology 
of the Latin kataphatic tradition. 

2. Plotinus and Marius Victorinus

When a threefold is a form of completeness, and its counting-out 
a return to unity, it proves invariably to be some kind of dialectic. In 
particular, if two terms comprise a difference, the remaining term will 
work a mediation. It is therefore a natural question about Being, 
Living, and Knowing (I would like to use •knowing■ for noein/intelligere 
as a matter of pure convenience and euphony, asking it to bear the 
sense of •intellectually apprehending• or •understanding"}, which of 
the three is the middle or mediating factor. 

The juxtaposition of Plotinus and Marius Victorinus immediately 
makes this a puzzlement. In the first place, Plotinus very rarely cites 
this threesome, either nominally (on, ztJl, nous) or verbally (to einei, to
noein, to ztJein), in any kind of tightly schematic way, and in discussions 
where the three can be recognized by implication it is not necessarily 
clear whether they should be listed in that order. But if we ask about 
a two-against-one pattern in his thought, it is very clear that Being and 
Nous make an important twosome, and that Life is the third between 
them. But in Marius Victorinus the principal dialectical movement is 
the development between esse and vivere which is resolved through the 
final term, intelligere. 

Though it would have its own fascination to map out the role of 
Porphyry as the intermediary of this dialectical shift, there is more to be 
learned from directly comparing the patterns as though they were 
competing interpretations of a single phenomenon. A certain 
peculiarity of Christian theology is immediately thrown into relief, 
concerning the way in which the "father• is first principle. 
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To begin with Plotinus, let us first recall why any sort of structural 
complication in the Second Hypostasis would become thematic in the 
first place. Because the hypernoetic One is such a dramatic innovation 
in the history of Platonism from a modern point of view, our expositions 
of Plotinus allow themselves to begin with the One much more freely 
than Plotinus does, and therefore to give the production of the Second 
and the Third a much more deductive and •causal• account than is 
justified. Plotinus himself is much more sparing in taking the point of 
view of the One, seeking reasons for its •overflow," or characterizing 
what results in that direction. Much more central to his own •1ogic of 
discovery" is intuiting, on the level of Nous itself, the evidence of its 
derivative and secondary nature. Nous after all is eternal, true, and 
essential being. In it all diversity is embraced by unity, all partiality 
made whole through interior communion and concentricity. As the 
domain of ideal being, unity is in a certain sense its very nature; as 
Aristotle puts it, •the idea explains what it means to be a thing and 
unity explains what it means to be an idea. "8 As the domain of perfect 
transparency and reflective immediacy, Nous is flawlessly •present to 
itself," synon hautOi, moving always and only within itself as it plays 
over the intelligible field that it unifies.9 Above all, Nous is the primal 
life and hence autozoon, self-living, composed in perfect self-equality, 
self-mastery, and self-sufficiency. In what possible way is Nous marked 
within itself as derivative? What distinguishes Plotinus is that he senses 
and responds to this question in a new and radical way, precisely within 
his experience of Nous. 

It is said too quickly that Nous is manifestly derivative because it 
is a unity-in-multiplicity, the multiplicity namely of the numbered 
intelligibles. Many Middle Platonists had felt this problem and resolved 
it with invocation of Nous as the •divine Mind." In the radical 
intuition of Plotinus, nous is not just contaminated by numbersomeness 
but is itself the origin of number, which is to say that it is the aboriginal 
twofold. In that very compactness of unity signaled in the two terms 
cited above, synon hautoi, present to itself, and autozoon, self-living, a 
certain intrinsic doubleness is signalled. Nous is both knowing and 
known, i.e. it is both Mind and Being. The very structure of sellhood 
is bipolar. The reflexivity of the reflexive pronoun, the self-reference 
involved in self-identity, requires that what is so addressed be taken 
twice, in itself and for itself. In the language of contemporary 
•intentional analysis," which has not just lexical but substantive
proximity to Neoplatonic discourse, Nous is both noesis and noema.
The unity of Nous is complete, but it is not simple. And so, Plotinus
judges, it is not just given, but has arisen, and therefore has a source.
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Perhaps the most graphic and dramatic portrayal of the noetic 
double as arising from its source, the simplex One, is as follows: 

The One, perfect because It seeks nothing, has nothing, and needs nothing 
overflows, as it were, and Its superabundance makes something other than 
Itself. This, when it has come into being, turns back upon the One and is 
filled, and so becomes its contemplator, Nous. Its halt and turning toward 
the One constitutes being, its gaze upon the One, Nous. Since it halts and 
turns toward the One that it may see, it becomes at once Nous and 
being.10 

If, as Plotinus sometimes does, we take the image here of overflow 
another step and ask about the •stuff" or substrate, the •intelligible 
matter• which pours forth from the One, we could not do better than 
to call it, with AH. Armstrong, an •indeterminate vitality.•11 It is this 
•life" which becomes determinate in the noetic twofold, functioning
therein both as medium of its derivation and as mediator of its unity.
And so Plotinus can refer to

that world There where there is no poverty or impotence, but everything is 
filled full of life, boiling with life. Things there flow in a way from a single 
source, not like one particular breath or warmth, but as if there were a 
single quality containing in itself and preserving all qualities.12

This background helps us understand the one passage where 
Plotinus seems consciously to advert to the noetic triad of on, ztJl, nous,

chapter 8 of VI 6 [34) •on Numbers.• The derivation just reviewed is 
embedded in the opening propositions: 

There is a living being (zOon) which is primal and by consequence self-living 
(autozoon); there is both Nous and there is Essence, actually being (ousia

hl ontt'Js).13 

It becomes clear this primal ztJon is the Nous, and that precisely because 
it is self-living in the noctic dipole it can be addressed correctly by the 
noetic triad: 

Now first all sensation is to be put away; by Nous is Nous 
contemplated. And it is to be taken to heart that in us is Life and Nous, 
not in mass but in massless power, and that true essence has given away 
mass and is power founded upon itself, not some feeble thing, but 
altogether most living and most intelligent - nothing more living, nothing 
more intelligent, nothing more essentially real. ... 
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If being (to einai) is sought, it is to be sought especially in what is 
most being; and if wholly knowing (to noein holOs), then in what is most 
Nous; and so too of Life itself. 

So if one needs to take primal Being as being first, and then Nous, 
and then the living being (for this already seems to contain all things), then 

Nous is second (for it is an activity of essence).14

Plotinus here strongly registers the fact that considerations of order 

attach to discussions of the noetic triad, but insists on a revisionist 
arrangement Being is first, second Nous, third Life. The third term is 
the mediating and unifying factor, and in this respect Plotinus gives the 
triad its canonical dialectical form. But he has reversed the second and 
the third moments with regard to the •content.• 

It is worth pointing out that because Plotinus is here so plainly 
commenting on the horizontal on, ztJe, nous triad, it is clear that the 
•Nous• which is accounted second is not the Second Hypostasis in
distinction to the First, but that hypostasis taken in relation to itself, as
autozt'Jon, and hence at first Being, and then Nous. Neither is there any
exceptional designation of the First One as •primal Being.• The series
on, nous, ztJe seems to be a conscious and deliberate adaptation of the
more celebrated Chaldaean order.

Like Plotinus, Marius Victorinus has reasons of his own for 
considering the noetic triad, and does not merely take it up because it 
is a famous topic. His context is the effort of Christian theology to lay 
out some horizontal dialectic for Father, Son, and Holy Spirit in the 
wake of lhe catastrophic wrong-headedness exposed by the Arian 
controversy. Arianism is simply a vertical dialectic rigorously imposed. 
The error of Arianism is not subordinationism, if that means that the 
Son is second after and dependent upon the Father, because an 
asymmetry of this kind is built into doctrine by the New Testament. 
The error of Arianism is to think that the systematic question of the 
distinction between First and Second in the Neoplatonic hypostatic 
series has anything to do with the •three hypostases• of the Christian 
trinity. There is a deep question in trinitarian theology that is 
structured according to the ontological difference between the First One 
and the Being One - the question namely whether beyond the divine 
life which is Father, Son, and Spirit there is an absolute Godhead - but 
this is not the question that led Latin trinitarianism to adapt 
Neoplatonism. That question, which arises in the dialectic we have 
called •horizontal,■ asks about mediation within the structure of self 
constitution. 
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Whether the structure of self-constitution is itself •derived• is not, 
in the Christian theological sense, a trinitarian question. 

Marius Victorinus expounds the Father, Son, and Holy Spirit of 
the Christian scriptures as respectively esse, vivere, intelligere, and 
therefore as the unitary and creative principle that biblical faith calls 
God. There is no doubt that, following Porphyry, he has "telescoped" 
the Plotinian distinction between the One and Nous and, further, that 
he routinely confuses talk of the Father and the Son with talk about the 
First and the Second One. But what is interesting is the content of his 
triad, not its schema. He thinks esse and vivere make a pair, and that 
intelligere is the medium. What can we make of this? 

Being for Marius is a moment of potentiality, not actuaiitf Of 
course it is potency, active power, not mere possibility incapable of its 
own act. But it is not "alone," so to speak, the divine creative 
principle. Creation is seen above all as a "doing," agere, and this 
requires not just agency but agitation. Being must become doing, and 
only Jiving being can "do" anything. In the Gospel According to John, 
God in action is the Logos, and this Logos is •life• and the "light of 
men.• God must "be," therefore, in such a way that life in action is 
already implicated in that being, and implicated not just in anticipation 
but in enactment. 

From this it follows that the aboriginal divine "substance" (that 
is, ousia, the authentic being) is, as a matter of constitution and 
structure, eternally in action. In that action, being-as-potency, pure esse, 
is constantly coming into concretion or existence as vivere. As the pre
actual •to be" which harbors life as power, the divine substance is 
Father; as the living actuality which eternally declares and manifests the 
divine potency, God is Logos and Son. Along with the other "names 
of God" that Victorinus finds in scripture - Spirit, Wisdom, Nous -
Logos designates the same as substance.15 And yet because that 
substance is the dyad of esse and vivere, the Logos "in whom was life" 
(John 1: 4) is the Son of the Father, the image or revelation of the 
invisible God. 

In the Fourth Century the controlling context in Christianity for 
this kind of analysis was in part the interpretation of the homoousion in 
the creed of Nicaea. The term is notably ambiguous, quite apart from 
its contrast with the rejected term homoiousion, "like in substance.• 
It can be taken to say that Father and Son are one single substance; but 
it can also imply, as the Latin translation that eventually became 
current, consubstantial, does imply, that each of Father and Son arc 
equally substantial. Victorinus affirms both: 
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We hold therefore according to order, with the perm�ion of God, that 
Father and Son are homoousion and homoousia according to identity in 
substance.16 

Substance itself is the ground of this difference in God, because divine 
einai is both on and zo�, is internally dynamic in the form of this dyad. 

But being and life express only the outgoing procession of divine 
power, its self-constitution as creative and salvific activity. Within the 
divine substance this difference is not just action but also contemplation. 
The very same Logos that is declarative in the Son is also recursive in 
the Spirit. What proceeds from divine Being as Life also returns upon 
divine Being as Mind, contemplative knowing or intelligence. Under 
this aspect, the very same substance that is Logos is also Wisdom, Nous, 
and Spirit. Intelligere, contemplative self-knowledge, is not super-added 
to the Father and Son as Being and Life, but is the medium of that very 
distinction. Being and Life are brought back to what they were from the 
start by the Nous, so that the third moment is again the first, and the 
gospel denomination •God is Spirit• (John 4: 24) identifies the one 
divine substance. 17 

It can be shown that Victorinus has achieved a dialectical analogue 
for the later Latin orthodox distinction between proper predication of 
such terms as •principle,■ •1ogos,■ "wisdom,■ •nous,• and •spirit,• 
which all denote substance, and the •appropriation• of such terms to 
one or another of the relational threesome. It is even possible to show 
that his handling of the reciprocities among the moments of the noctic 
triad amount to a functional precursor of the Augustinian doctrine of 
predication by relation. Our interest however does not attach to the 
question of his doctrinal orthodoxy, as though the Christian doctrine of 
the trinity were a formalism stabilized independent of philosophical 
reflection. The post-Augustinian orthodoxy of substance, relation, and 
appropriation is itself shaped by philosophical reflection on the noetic 
triad. 

What springs to attention for us is the portrayal of Being and Life

as the primary dyad, and of Nous as the mediating moment. For 
Plotinus, Being and Nous were the dyad, and the medium was Life. Is 
this difference empty schematism, or is there a corresponding 
phenomenology? We must turn to Augustine for this question, since it 
is he who first arrives at the noetic triad by means of an explicit and 
recognizable phenomenology. 
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3. Marius Victorious and Augustine

A particularly sensitive calibration of the degree to which The 
Trinity of Augustine is in conscious conversation with Marius Victorinus 
can be derived from the question whether the Spirit is the •mother of 
the Son• and more generally a female principle in the divine. Marius 
embraces this view with enthusiasm,18 whereas Augustine, seeming to 
have Marius's very argument in view but citing it without attribution, 
reproves the thesis with barely concealed impatience.19 I judge that 
Augustine is aware of Victorinus as a theologian in his own right and 
not just as translator of Plotinus and Porphyry, but that he docs not 
adopt or even consciously respond to the Porphyrian-Victorine analysis 
of the noelic triad itself. Where he docs respond, and even dramatically 
build upon an opening in Victorinus, is in the thesis that human noctic 
life is an image of the divine noetic triad, and therefore offers a via 
interior for the argument to God as trinity. 

That Augustine does not even understand the esse, vivere, intelligere 
triad is evident from his remarks about Porphyry in The City of God.20 

We know in general how clearly he found a doctrine of the Father and 
the Son in the •Platonic books:21 and it appears that the theme he 
so interpreted was the derivation of the Second Hypostasis, Nous, from 
the First One. When he considered the Porphyrian discussion of the 
noetic triad, which apparently included the designation of on, ztJe, nous 
as •three gods: he immediately assumed that the third term, nous, 
meant the Son, and was then perplexed by how ztJl signified the Holy 
Spirit. But from our glance at Victorinus we see that this reading is 
entirely off the track, since there vivere is the Son and intelligere the 
Spirit. It is barely possible that Plotinus, who did make ztJl the third 
and mediating term, is part of Augustine's confusion, but the noctic 
triad is so weakly thematizcd in Plotinus, compared to the elaborate and 
explicit application in Victorinus, that this seems to me unlikely. 

As I will argue, Augustine comes to a dialectical pattern in the 
•trinity which is God• analogous to the Neoplatonic noetic triad not
at all through a scholarly engagement of •the Platonists: but from a
direct intentional analysis of his own noetic experience. The schema of
his triad, memoria, intelligentia, voluntas, is too eccentric to be an
adaptation of any of Plotinus, Victorinus, or Porphyry: intelligentia is
Nous, and one can think of ways to make the voluntas be Life, but
Augustinian memoria is simply sui generis, an expression of his own
introspective genius, and even Thomas Aquinas could not understand
how it could be the first hypostasis or esse of the human mind.
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It was not the content of his noetic analysis that Augustine took 
from Victorinus, but instead the sheer invitation to explore such an 
analysis as an image of the divine trinity. As Victorinus wrote, 

our soul is •according to the image• [Gen. 1: 26) of God and of the Lord 
Jesus Christ. If indeed Christ is life and Logos, he is image of God, image 
in which God the Father is seen, that is, in life one sees •to be." For this 
is the image, as was said. And if Christ is life, but •to live• is the Logos, 
and if life itself is •to be,• and •to be" is the Father, if again life itself is 
•to understand: and this is the Holy Spirit, all these are three, in each one
are the three, and the three are one and absolutely homoousia. If then the
soul as soul is at once •to be" of soul, "to live• and "to understand,W
if it is therefore three, the soul is the image of the image of the lriad on
high.22 

In order to appreciate the innovation involved in this proposal, it is 
worthwhile to situate Augustine within the history of specifically 
Christian dogmatic trinitarianism. 

It is a remarkable fact, demonstrated at length by John Edward 
Sullivan,23 that no major theologian before Augustine had argued that
the image of God in man included an image of the divine trinity. To 
the contrary, since "image of God" meant preeminently the Son, man's 
being "in the image• meant being "in the Son,• called to participate 
in the Logos. Insofar as an avenue for argument to God was seen to be 
opened by Genesis 1:26, it concluded to the Son specifically, and then 
to the Father only •in the Son.• 

Augustine by contrast argues to the entire trinity, Father, Son, and 
Spirit, first "in an image in an enigma• (I Cor. 13: 12), and then by 
transformation into the image of glory (II Cor. 3: 18). In the pre
Augustinian Greek theology, the -Vision of God• in the consummation 
would be a human participation in the Son's vision of the Father; in 
Augustine the vision is of the entire trinity.24 

Coordinate with this innovation in Augustine is his shift in the 
identification of God the creator. In the New Tostament and even still 
in the Cappadocians, God the creator is the Father. Though he creates 
through his Logos, which by the Nicene creed is said to be not just 
equal to God but •God from God," it remains true prior to Augustine 
that the doctrine of creation is part of the article on the Father, who is 
strictly identified as the Lord God of the Old Tostament. But in four 
long exegetical books at the beginning of The Trinity, Augustine argues 
in detail that the Lord God and creator is the trinity itself, no longer 
the Father. 
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Compared therefore to the Greek Christian tradition, both the 
doctrine of God and of man the image of God have been trinitized with 
a new radicality in Augustine. One of the familiar sticking points in 
Augustinian interpretation, however, is the question of which of these 
innovations is the substantive discovery and which is epiphenomena!. 
The treatise On The Trinity itself is divided in two, with the exegetical 
prelude and the exposition of the logic of substance and relation 
occupying the first half (Books I-VII), and the argument via the 
unveiling of the trinity in the mind the second half (Books VIII-XV). 
Especially as the distinction between Reason and Revelation took on its 
medieval exclusivity and the trinity became a paradigm •datum of 
revelation: it was the first half that was regarded as authoritative 
doctrine, with the second relegated to the position of mere illustration, 
eventually no more privileged than images like spring, stream, water. 
In the spiritual theology that ran through Bonaventure the ascent 
through the interior triad was kept intact, but precisely as a spiritual 
itinerary, and not the foundation for the truth of doctrine itself. 

My own conviction is that the logic of relation in Augustine is 
consequent upon his breakthrough with the noetic triad, or better, that 
the two halves of his work in The Trinity comprise a single intuition. It 
is important first of all to note that the phenomenology of memoria, 
inte/ligentia, and voluntas which he drives to ever greater interiorily, 
transparency, and self-sufficiency is a noetic analysis and not, as so often 
expressed, a •psychology.• The three moments, especially when purged 
of all dependency on external being so as to be pure self-memory, sclf
understanding, and self-love, are the self-constituted life of the mens 
animi, the mind of the soul. They are not, in the medieval or modern 
sense, "faculties• of the soul, but instead the internal structure of pure 
spiritual self-disclosedness. The dialectical pattern Augustine finds in 
them makes the third term, the voluntas, the mediating or unifying 
moment. Mind for Augustine is always retention begetting attention in 
the unity of an intention. In the way this triad unfolds •in the image," 
the uniting intentionality on any given level of •conversion to the inner 
man• is already alive on the next higher level, and as the ascending 
meditation proceeds we reach at last the level where the freedom of the 
mind is the Spirit of God itself, as donum dei in the subjective 
genitive,25 and therefore the ground of participation in the trinitarian 
life. Within the divine life on the other hand, the unification of Father 
and Son in the one Spirit constitutes the •giveability■ of that life, its 
communicability as life. The noetic triad is mind given and mind 
received, alike the structure of creative exemplarity and of created 
imaging. 
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It follows on my account that God the trinity in Augustine subsists 
on the level of the Plotinian second hypostasis and is an on, nous, ztJl 
structure. This is confirmed in the classic Latin metaphysics for which 
God is summum ens, the highest being, spiritual substance in the sense 
of mind-like being. It is equally confirmed by the criticism of the 
metaphysical God in the apophatic tradition as it comes to a head, 
through Dionysius, in the Godhead beyond the trinity of Meister 
Eckhart and the author of the •aoud of Unknowing.• 

The effect of Augustine's original application of the noetic triad to 
the doctrine of the trinity was to claim the trinity for an emphatically 
kataphatic theology, a theology of •horizontal• self-constitution on the 
level of Nous. This theology not only broke with the old efforts to 
model the trinity in the vertical hypostatic series of Plotinus, but 
dissolved the hypernoetic and hyperontic One entirely into the mystery 
of noetic or spiritual freedom. To the Plotinian intuition that even in 
the perfection of its unity the freedom was derived, not aboriginal, 
metaphysical trinitarianism would counterpose the •causa sui.• If the 
apophatic mystic could not stop with this, he could no longer use the 
trinity against it. 

4. Concluding Observation

What then is the noetic triad about? I would argue that it is about 
that kind of being which is as it is revealed, whose very •to be• is 
disclosedness. In the New Testament Father, Son, and Spirit are the 
economy of revelation, and in no way speculation about the nature of 
the divine principle •in itself.• No one knows the Father but the Son 
and anyone to whom the Son reveals him; but no one can confess that 
Jesus is Lord, or in union with him pray as Son to the Father, except by 

the Spirit; and yet the Spirit does not speak for itself, but what it hears 
it speaks, and its presence brings the Father and the Son. This dialectic 
of revelation, given classic form in the Synoptic Jeon (the baptismal 
scene) and in the Last Supper discourse in the Fourth Gospel (John 14-
17), does not purport to unfold a divine substance, but only a divine life. 
If the Father in this scheme is invisible, if exposure to the Father opens 
an abyss, the abyss is here the revealed abyss, not the hidden one, the 
abyss experienced in finite and historical memory, not in the search for 
an ever more transcendently •first• First Principle. 

Because it developed in dialogue with the Neoplatonic form of the 
search for the transcendent First, the doctrine or the trinity has come to 
seem the most intemperate fruit of metaphysical positivism in theology. 
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But if, like the noetic triad which contributed so much to its historical 
development, the trinity is simply being, light, and life having dawned on 
itself, then trinitarian theology can be quite agnostic about Principles 
and still be faithful to the divine which approaches and withdraws. 
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"Plenty Sleeps There": The Myth of 
Eros and Psyche in Plotinus and 

Gnosticism 

Patricia Cox Miller 

It is proper, then, that I should begin with the first and most important 
head, that is, God the Creator, who made the heaven and the earth, and all 
things that are therein (whom these men blasphemously style the fruit of a 
defect), and to demonstrate that there is nothing either above him or after 

him.1

So Irenaeus begins his devastating critique of Gnostic theology, with 
special emphasis on its attribution of creation to a secondary God. As 
Rowan Greer has argued, I think persuasively, Irenaeus's theological 
critique is founded in the doctrine that the one God is to be defined by 
his creative act; he is the Maker, and all else that one might say about 
God flows from that primal characterization.2 From Jrenaeus's 
perspective, his opponents had deprived the One God of the very name 
that various Biblical texts uphold.3 It is a perversion of Scripture not 
to realize that to say •God• is to say •creator.•4 

My interest, however, is not to discuss lrenaeus's perspective, but 
rather to engage what I see as a - perhaps the - fundamental 
theological disagreement between lrenaeus and his opponents: how is 
God to be named, and what is at stake in that naming? 

That •fox: as lrenaeus so scathingly describes the Gnostic creator 
of the world, is variously imagined by Gnostic texts to be an •arrogant 
ruler: a •blind chief: foolish Saclas, the erring Samacl.5 This God 
is the •sinister laldabaoth• (to use a phrase of Hans Jonas's)6; he not 
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only creates the world but makes the "vain claim• that he is the only 
God who exists, thus revealing his ignorance of the greater divine 
powers within whose context he actually works. 7 

From Irenaeus's day to the present, readers of Gnostic texts have 
understood these derogatory names for the Creator-God to indicate a 
Gnostic revulsion either against the world that was created by this God 
or against that God himself. On the one hand, the Gnostics are 
pictured as a group of people nauseated by the miseries of life in this 
world; their derisive characterization of the Creator of the world is 
really an attack on the world itself.8 On the other hand, the Gnostic 
revulsion is imagined to be not so much against the created world as 
against the Biblical monotheistic view of God and in favor of two (or 
more) divine •powers•; the demotion of the Creator is really an 
attempt to save the upper echelons of divinity from blasphemous 
attributes like anger and jealousy which suggest that the Godhead is the 
source of evil as well as good.9 These explanations of the Gnostic 
portrait of the Creator agree that the portrait is evidence of some sort 
of alienation, whether existential or theological. Further, both place 
that alienation in a moral context: the Gnostic depreciation of the 
Creator and/or his creation is most basically an attempt to draw the line 
between good and evil more decisively. 

While I agree that the Gnostic picture of the Creator-God is 
evidence of a real revolt, I do not agree that the basis of the Gnostic 
critique is a moral one, nor do I agree with the conclusion usually drawn 
from that argument, namely, that Gnostic thinking is dualistic. Such 
explanations confine the Gnostic view of the Creator -and the creation 
- within the very set of assumptions that they were criticizing. The
Gnostic thinkers with whom this essay is concerned, the authors of the
Apocryphon of John, the Hypostasis of the Archons, and especially On the
Origin of the World, have not simply turned Genesis on its head. Rather,
they have placed it in an ontological framework whose vision of reality
has forced a radical reimagining of this revered picture of God and the
world.

My thesis is as follows: when Gnostic texts picture the Creator as 
blind, arrogant, and foolish, they are not objecting to the world that this 
God created, nor are they objecting to God as creator; rather, the target 
of their critique is the reduction of God to a single name, •creator," 
and thus to a particular understanding of his creative function. From 
the Gnostic perspective, the name •creator• does not exhaust divine 
being; indeed, to insist upon such a name as the dominant metaphor of 
one's theology constricts God, binding divinity to a particular model of 
making. Using the issue of the name •creator- as a mode of entrte, 



THE MYTH OF EROS A.ND PSYCHE 225 

I propose to explore the Gnostic attitude toward the naming of God and 
to place that fundamental theological activity within a Plotinian context, 
which provides a perspective on naming more akin to Gnostic thinking 
than Irenaeus's perspective does. 

* 

•Be sure that your theory of God does not lessen Goct.•10 

Precisely in the context of a discussion about how to name God in 
relation to all else, Plotinus utters this cautionary statement. Strictly 
speaking, no name is appropriate to this profound reality, although, 
since •name it we must,• Plotinus uses a variety of names, from the 
numerical •one• through the topological •There• to the familial 
•Father."11 More important than any particular name, however, is
one's attitude toward naming: unless one realizes that such names are
radical metaphors that •sting" one into awareness of overwhelming
presence, one will always be cut off from what Plotinus describes as an
•erotic passion of vision known to the lover come to rest where he
loves."12 Names, while they are signposts on the path and thus aid
one's understanding, do not constitute or in any way circumscribe that
Presence: •our teaching is of the road and the travelling. •lJ 

In the group of texts under consideration here, one of the most 
notable features of the Creator is his -Vain claim," a statement that 
does indeed "lessen God.• After this God makes heaven, earth, and 
various angelic beings, he •boasts•: •1 do not need anything. I am 
god and no other one exists except me."14 Precisely in the context of 
creation, the claim that the name •Creator" provides the only access 
to God's existence is shown to be an arrogant boast, a blind assertion. 
That assertion has immediate consequences. As theApoc,yphon of John 
tells it, the Creator's jealous guarding of his exclusivity provokes, not 
belief, but disbelief: •But by announcing this he indicated to the angels 
who attended to him that there exists another God, for if there were no 
other one, of whom would he be jealous?• The angels are not the only 
figures to be disturbed. For after the boast, the mother begins to 
•move to and fro,• repenting of the monster she has produced. As
recognition of her repentance, the pleroma or fullness of heavenly
powers pours holy spirit upon her and she is taken up •above her son.•
Finally, a voice •from the exalted aeon-heaven• announces the
existence of man, who has been given •perfect, complete
foreknowledge• by the "holy Mother-Father.• This revelation causes
the Creator and his minions to tremble and shake, for the man has
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intelligence •greater than that of the chief archon. •15 

The structure of the consequences of the Creator's arrogant claim 
is much the same in the Hypostasis of the Archons and On the Origin of 
the World: the claim is described as a sin •against the Entirety• or 
•against all of the immortal ones•u;; a feminine figure (Sophia or
Pistis) denounces the claim as a mistake17 and the existence of the true
man is revealed: • An enlightened, immortal man exists before you.
This will appear within your molded bodies. He will trample upon you
like potter's clay. •18 This latter statement is striking: turning the
•potter• metaphor of creation in Genesis back upon itself, it suggests
that enlightened human understanding rejects •creator• as the
presiding metaphor of theological reality and shatters the accompanying
artistic or plastic model of creating. What the true man sees when he
sees through the repressive dominance of •creator• is a theological
reality that is pleromatic - and organic.

The "vain claim• is a sin against •the entirety• of the immortal 
ones, and that claim is immediately countered by a feminine dimension 
of deity that is doubled (Pistis-Sophia), tripled (Pistis-Sophia-ZOC), 
almost endlessly multiplied.19 The feminine dimension of reality not 
only appears, but is intensified, underscored, by its multiplied form, 
setting the masculine world of laldabaoth atremble. Accompanied by 
metaphors or desire, erotic ecstasy, flowing and pouring, and watery 
rcfleclion, these figures carry a vision of reality that is organic rather 
than plastic, sexual rather than technological. 

This view of theological reality, characterized as authentic human 
understanding, is offered in the context of the creation story. To be 
enlightened, in other words, involves coming to terms with metaphors 
of divine making. Our texts do not deny the pivotal importance of 
•making• as a theological metaphor; on the contrary, meditation on
"making• provides the occasion for reflections on the nature of divine
reality as well as on the nature of human speech about that reality. Just
as, under the aegis of an explosive name, •Nous: Plotinus sees human
language to be a metaphoric fullness and reality to be an assembly of
•real beings,"20 so these Gnostic authors, by •exploding• the name
•creator: express a pleromalic vision. The figures who compose the
pleroma, like the •real beings• of Plotinus's realm of •Nous," are the
metaphors of divine reality; they are the collection of signposts that dot
the •road and the travelling• of human attempts to express in language
the profound mystery at the heart of things.

Like Plotinus and like Irenaeus, the Gnostic texts under discussion 
here do arrive at names for this mystery. For the author of On the 
Origin of the World, the name of names is •the boundless one: who is 
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•unbegotten• and dwells in a •kingless realm. "21 For the Hypostasis
of the Archons, it is the •Father of 'Iruth: also characterized as
"Incorruptibility," •Root. •22 Finally, there is the God of the
Apocryphon of John who, being •illimitable," •unsearchable,"
*immeasurable," •invisible," and "ineffable: is not surprisingly
•unnameable."23 "Not one of the existing ones," this God who has
no name is like Plotinus's God who plays or broods over all that is,24 

not incarnating meaning but presiding silently over a flow of meaning,
a pleroma of names. The realm of names - the mobile world of
language -is plenteous and bountiful, and when one's understanding of
reality is •structured" in this way, the ineffable One is a loving and
instantaneous presence everywhere.25 This One is "all things and no
one of them•; •seeking nothing, possessing nothing, lacking nothing,"
it •overflows,■ and what we know is what its •exuberance• has
produced. 2Ai 

The Gnostic pleroma is such an exuberance, and it is revealed to 
human understanding when exclusive focus on the plastic model of 
making signified by •creator• is shown to be a restrictive view of 
divine making. Gnostic language about God attempts to be faithful to 
the Gnostic vision of reality, and this dynamic is nowhere more 
forcefully shown than in the erotic, profusely productive qualities of 
both its conception of divine making and its language about that 
process. It is to Eros that we now turn. 

* 

Gnostic texts about making, which are also about the inner 
dynamics of the divine world, speak a poetry of the body that has few 
rivals in late antiquity. Expressed primarily in metaphors of desiring, 
love-making, and giving birth, Gnostic theological language has sensuous 
qualities that are striking. This did not escape Irenaeus, who at one 
point chooses to ridicule Valentinus's sexual vision of making with an 
equally organic and sensuous language, not from the human but from 
the vegetative world, envisioning fruit "visible, eatable, and 
delicious."27 Valentinus's •melons• might be •delirious: but 
Irenaeus's choice of metaphor is revealing; he seems to have ;realized 
that Gnostic thinking about making had placed "the intercourse of 
Eros• at center stage.28 Of course along with Eros come Psyche and
Aphrodite; indeed, as Turdicu has shown, the mythic constellation of 
Eros and his feminine companions provided a language with which to 
describe cosmology and anthropology that many Hellenistic and late 
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antique authors used.29 One of the most stunning appropriations of 
the sensuous imagery of the myth of Eros can be found in the Gnostic 
text On the Origin of the World, which will serve as the focal point of the 
present investigation of the Gnostic revision of •making.• 

Although On the Origin of the World had •companions• in the 
work of reimagining the creative process in terms of sexualized, 
feminized, and organic language, it was in this text that such language 
was intensified.30 Pleromatic making is here carried by a group of 
feminine figures: Pistis, Sophia, zoe, Pronoia, Psyche, Eve. It is 
tempting to view the successive appearance of these figures as a 
progressively articulate and ever more differentiated picture of woman, 
beginning with the cosmic Pistis and moving to the human Eve. 
However, the relationships among these figures cannot be plotted along 
such linear lines. Linear order is confounded in the first place by the 
fact that the names of these figures tend to flow together; thus in 
addition to Pistis, Sophia, zoe, Pronoia, Psyche, and Eve, there are also 
Pistis Sophia, Sophia zoe, and zoe -Who is called Eve."31 The 
biological or generational notion of successive pairs of mothers and 
daughters does not work either, since Pis tis is the source of both Sophia 
and zoe, Sophia is responsible for the •patterning• of Eve, and Psyche 
is given no mother at all. As we will see, the •order• of making that 
is set in motion by these feminine figures is a pattern of repetitions, a 
flow of likenesses, and not a hierarchical structure of fixed entities. 

It is significant that the apparently discreet figures of this feminine 
pleroma tend to flow together, for their stories are variations on a single 
motif. As Plotinus remarked, myths •must separate in time• things 
that fundamentally belong together because of the constraints of the 
narrative form of myths.32 In the mythic narrative under consideration 
here, the diverse feminine figures belong together because they express 
a shared vision of the erotic foundations of creating. Impelled by desire, 
they are figures in travail, and their making, which is their very being, 
is described in terms of movement. The •first reality" is a flow,33 not 
the work of a potter. 

When making is seen from the perspective of the metaphor of the 
potter, it is an action of forging. The maker shapes a reality other than 
himself and is related to the objects that he has forged from nothing by 
power rather than by nature.34 By contrast, our text envisions making 
under the banner of desire. It is the kind of desire that is set in motion 
when God is dead - that is, when God cannot be personified or finally 
characterized in understandable terms but is rather called •boundless," 
an unfathomable something that constantly eludes human categories and 
defies "objective• language that would distance the maker from what 
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is made. The "boundless" cannot be captured, as Plotinus remarks 
about the •one"; but it can be imagined. Indeed, it imagines itself as 
it "breaks into speech,• unleashing a flow of likenesses, a dynamic 
"middle" where maker and thing made, knower and known, come 
together in a bond of love.35 

It is this erotic "middle" in which the vision of On the Origin of 
the World is situated: 

After the nature of the immortals was completed out of the boundless one, 
then a likeness called "Sophia" flowed out of Pistis. (She) wished (that) 
a work (should) come into being which is like the light which first existed, 
and immediately her wish appeared as a heavenly likeness, which possessed 
an incomprehensible greatness, which is in the middle between the 
immortals and those who came into being after them, like what is above, 
which is a veil which separates men and those belonging to the (sphere) 

above.36 

In this text, the "middle" is a realm of likeness that has flowed from 
the desire of Pistis (or Sophia; the "she" is ambiguous).37 It is a 
"veil" that marks the paradoxical nature of the boundless one (the 
•aeon of truth") whose inside is light and whose outside is darkness.38 

Pistis, Sophia, and the other feminine figures in the text are creatures
of this middle realm; neither pure light nor pure darkness, they preside
over the watery flowing and pouring that mark the middle. Liquid
metaphors are prominent: thus Pistis "pours• light and is herself
visible as a watery reflection, a floating image, and Sophia casts a
"drop" of light that both floats on and patterns water.39 Impelled by
desire, these figures show making to be a fecund process of watery
reflection in which light is poured into receptive darkness.

The "middle" is erotic. The desirous flowing of Pistis is repeated 
and intensified by a later feminine figure, Pronoia, and it is in the 
context of her flowing that Eros, who is himself an intensification of the 
desire of the middle, appears. In one of the many watery appearances 
of Pistis, a human likeness is reflected.40 Pronoia falls in love with this 
reflection and, in her ardor, desires to embrace it but is not able to do 
so.41 Like Pistis, whose desire for the boundless one ended, not in a 
captivating grasp or an embrace but rather in a flow, Pronoia who was 
"unable to cease her love" "poured out her light upon the earth." At 
this point the text itself becomes a swirl of liquid metaphors. From the 
moment of this pouring of light, the human likeness is called "'Light
Adam,' which is interpreted 'the enlightened bloody (one).'" Also 
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at that time, all of the authorities began to honor the blood of the virgin. 
And the earth was purified because of the blood of the virgin. But 
especially the water was purified by the likeness of Pistis Sophia. . .. 
Moreover, with reason have they said, through the waters. Since the holy 
water gives life to everything, it purifies too."2 

The watery flow that is the medium of reflection is now imagined as 
feminine blood. It is out of this blood that Eros appears. 

The dynamic character of the •middle• is at this point revealed. 
It is Eros, love, who •appeared out of the mid-point between light and 
darkness• where his •intercourse" is •consummated. "43 The 
desirous making of Pistis and the other figures in the •middle• is 
founded in love, which, as Eros, is described as •Himeros.■ a 
"yearning• which is the •fire• of the light, and as psychic blood 
(•blood-Soul•). The blood of intercourse, or the flowing of organic 
connectedness, is what characterizes the erotic making •out of the mid
point between light and darkness!44 Eros, as the ambiguous uniter of 
two realms, the fire and the blood, dry and humid, male and female,45 

is a fitting embodiment of the middle. There is, however, another figure 
or name for this realm, and it is revealed in the course of yet another 
repetition of feminine flowing. 

Following the appearance of Eros there is a description of his 
gardens, whose plants reinforce the view of erotic movement as a 
•desire for intercourse• (epithymia tes synousias).46 This most basic
desire for •being-with" is then pictured again with yet another trope on
the liquid movement so characteristic of this text:

But the first Psyche loved Ero.5 who was with her, and poured her 
blood upon him and upon the earth. Then from that blood the rose first 
sprouted upon the earth out of the thorn bush, for a joy in the light which 
was to appear in the bramble. After this the beautiful flowers sprouted up 
on the earth according to (their) kind from (the blood of) each of the 
virgins of the daughters of Pronoia. When they had become enamored of 
Eros, they poured out their blood upon him and upon the earth.47 

This picture bears striking resemblances to the myth of Psyche and Eros 
written, in a more detailed form, by Apuleius.48 The Psyche of 
Apuleius's tale, who desires to pour light on her unseen lover, loses him 
(is unable to grasp or capture him), but that moment marks the 
beginning of her initiation into the realm of Aphrodite, the mother of 
love and primal mistress of flowing waters.49 

So also here, Psyche, in love with love itself, pours, and from her 
flow of blood comes the rose, the Aphroditic dimension of herself. 

i 
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Named after the flood of perfume that pours from it (rhodos: rheuma 
tes od0des),S0 the rose was Aphrodite's favorite flower and was said to 
have been born from the drops of blood that fell from her foot when 
she pricked it on bramble thorns.st An unspoken presence who comes
forth in this text in the "likeness• of a rose, Aphrodite is a crucial 
figure for the erotic •middle" where making is a flow of desire for 
synousia, connection, being-with. From the Aphroditic perspective, the 
picture of the "middle" is not a veil or a mid-point, but a garden full 
of flowers where the rose presides as a compact image of the bleeding 
that flows and creates. 

The flowing that characterizes this text's view of making might 
seem to indicate that creating is an irenic process were it not for the 
fact that flowing is characterized as bleeding as the narrative moves on. 
That the flowing of Pistis becomes the pouring blood of Pronoia and 
Psyche is surely an indication that the image is being intensely 
feminized, but it also suggests that the "desire for intercourse• involves 
a painful giving of life's very substance. Love is a "sting: as Plotinus 
remarked,S2 and this sentiment was given graphic - even gruesome -
shape in the Great Paris Magical Papyrus, where instructions for 
engraving an amulet (appropriately, on a magnet!) picture Aphrodite 
astride Psyche as on a horse, holding her hair as reins in her hands, with 
Eros underneath burning Psyche with a flaring brand.53 Aphrodite 
"rides" on the erotic yearnings of the soul, just as love •stands under• 
or gives the foundation for the Aphroditic dimension of psychic reality . 

• 

That there is a flow at the heart of things, rather than a creator set 
over against a thing created, seems to be the guiding insight of On the 
Origin of the World. The love of "being-with," the desire to connect -
the dynamic which is the •middle" - provides the basis for all 
distinction. The essence of making, in other words, is loving. This text, 
as its modern title aptly says, is concerned with origins. Where do 
things come from? However, as I have tried to show, by attacking the 
model of making signified by the name •creator," this text implies that 
the question of origins is not to be phrased as above, "where do things 
come from?• The question of origin is rather a question of the 
dynamic that empowers the coming-to-be of all things. By rejecting the 
dichotomy of creator and creation, On the Origin of the World has 
revisioned the question of origins. The insight that underlines this 
revision is, it seems to me, a Plotinian one; or, better, it is a perspective 
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on the issue of origins that informs both the Gnostic text and Plotinus, 
and I would like to move now to a brief consideration of Plotinus's 
thoughts on this topic. 

Generally more discursive than his poetic Gnostic counterpart, 
Plotinus poses the problem directly: "But this Unoriginating, what is 
it?"54 What is this principle, best defined as •undefinable,"55 which 
we imagine as father and source of all? 

The difficulty this Principle presents to our mind in so far as we can 
approach to conception of it may be exhibited thus: We begin by posing 
space, a place, a Chaos; into this container, whether conceived in our 
imagination as created or pre-existent, we introduce God and proceed to 
inquire: we ask, for example, whence and how He comes to be there; we 
investigate the presence and quality of this newcomer projected into the 
midst of things here from some height or depth. But the difficulty 
disappears if we eliminate all space before we attempt to conceive God.56 

As Plotinus continues his discussion in this passage, he develops a whole 
catalogue of terms that may not be used in conceiving of this Principle: 
space, environment, limit, extension, quality, shape, all these lead to 
erroneous ways of imagining the source. God is not a Being among 
other beings, nor the Thing of things, but rather their wcllspring.57 

Our problem seems to be that we place God within an objective 
category or frame and then posit God as the •subject• of that object; 
such a procedure is dualistic from the start and opposes maker to thing 
made.58 We should rather conceive of this principle "sheerly as maker; 
the making must be taken as absolved from all else; no new existence is 
established; the Act here is not directed to an achievement but is God 
Himself unalloyed: here is no duality but pure unity."59 This is an 
outright rejection of the view of origin that understands the maker in 
terms of a making of things. From Plotinus's perspective, making "is 
not directed to an achievement"; making is the very being of God, but 
it is not to be understood in terms of objects.ro 

What, then, is this •origin"? It is, says Plotinus, "the productive 
power of all things• (dynamis ton panton)61; it is the active force 
present to all things that enables them to witness the spectacle of their 
own unity, their own self-gathered center.62 The principle in which 
•an centers coincide," the "Supreme• contains no otherness; indeed,
it might be described as absolute connectedness: "Thus the Supreme
as containing no otherness is ever present with us; we with it when we
put otherness away.•63 Experienced by the soul as a drunken revel of
Jove, this dynamic "origin• is what makes of desirer and desired, seer
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and object seen, one: •Here is no duality but a two in one; for, so long 
as the presence holds, all distinction fades; it is as lover and beloved 
here, in a copy of that union, long to blcnd.■64 The One is an 
•allurcr,"65 and its magic is manifested in the experience of the •two
in one," the relatedness that allows things to be what they are.

The One is love,66 and the soul that experiences the relatedness
described above becomes love itself.67 John Rist has argued 
convincingly the possibility that •Plotinus regarded Eros as an all
embracing term• and has noted what he calls Plotinus's deliberate use 
of sexual metaphors to describe the relationship between God and the 
soul.68

There are indeed many erotic metaphors in Plotinus's discussions 
of the dynamic of the One, but what is specially striking in our context 
is the feminized character of Plotinus's erotic language. In the course 
of one of his discussions of •the making principle," Plotinus stops to 
question what he has been doing as an interpreter. As though reading 
over what he has just written, he asks: 

May we stop, content with that? No: the soul is yet, and even more, in 
pain. Is she ripe, perhaps, to bring forth, now that in her pangs she has 
come so close to what she seeks? No: we must call upon yet another spell 
if anywhere the assuagement is to be found. Perhaps in what has already 
been uttered, there lies the charm if only we tell it over often? No: we 
need a new, a further incantation.69

Here is a picture of the interpreter himself as a woman in travail, 
laboring to find a language appropriate to that •love-passion of 
vision"70 that he is trying to express. The problem is that the
experience of the One as love takes the interpreter beyond discursive 
knowing and writing: •Toe vision baffles telling; we cannot detach the 
Supreme to state it."

71 The interpreter must remember that his 
teaching is "peregrination"; it is "of the road and the travelling," and 
to forget that is to make of Love itself a •common story. •72 

Given this perspective on the travailing nature of language,73 it
seems fitting that, when Plotinus names what the soul always is, he turns 
to a feminine image. That the soul's •good" is with the One 

is shown by the very love inborn with the soul; hence the constant linking 
of the Love-God with the Psyches in story and picture; the soul, other than 
God but sprung of Him, must needs love. So long as it is There, it holds 
the heavenly love; here its love is the baser; There the soul is Aphrodite of 
the heavens; here, turned harlot, Aphrodite of the public ways; yet the soul 
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is always an Aphrodite. This is the intention of the myth which tells of 

Aphrodite's birth and Eros born with her.14 

As in On the Origin of the World, Aphrodite appears as image of the 
soul in love with love, and it is again an agonized picture. 

When Plotinus discusses love directly in a treatise devoted 
exclusively to that topic, he does so in terms of the myth of Eros, 
Psyche, and Aphrodite. What is significant here for the purpose of the 
present discussion is that the doubled Aphrodite gives birth to, and 
presides over, a view of loving that is remarkably similar to the 
perspective that guides the feminine flowing of On the Origin of the 
World. The first Aphrodite that Plotinus presents is shown as a figure 
directing her energy toward and feeling affinity with her source. "Filled 
with passionate love for him: she brings forth love. "Her activity has 
made a real substance: says Plotinus, and be goes on to describe that 
love as •a kind of intermediary between desiring and desired."75 The 
second Aphrodite is she whose birthday party provides the occasion for 
another story about the birth of love. The scene is a garden in which 
Poverty and Plenty make love and give birth to an Eros marked by a 
simultaneous fullness and emptiness.16 

In both of these pictures of the loving of the Aphroditic soul, 
Plotinus emphasizes the dynamic and productive qualities of loving. To 
be in love is to make, and the making is founded in achieving an 
experience of connectedness, of the •two in one• that is the flow 
between desiring and desired. There is, of course, an agony here. The 
•sting• of love is that "he is a mixed thing, having a part of need, in
that he wishes to be filled, but not without a share of plenitude, in that
he seeks what is wanting to that which he already has .• n The loving
soul is like the interpreter who cannot rest content with a single telling
lest he profane the mystery by pretending to have •grasped" what is
not •graspable.• Like the feminine figures of On the Origin of the
World, he is condemned to repetition; he must be alive to the Poverty
of his Plenty. Yet that awareness makes of his vision a continuous flow
which is both source and substance of all making.

That making is a loving that sees through dichotomous structures 
is the perspective that links the work of Plotinus and our Gnostic 
author. Creation is not, in this view, a single event that establishes 
distance between maker and thing made but rather a continuous process 
of the birth of the boundless One in the soul, and the erotic, sexual 
imagery of both texts serves, I think, to underscore this point. There is 
an Aphroditic rose blooming in these gardens. 
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"The Name of the Father is the Son" 
(Gospel of Truth 38) 

Raoul Mortley 

These striking words have aroused the interest of many, and there 
has been much effort expended on providing a background or context 
for them." It is the intention of this paper to press for Philo as a 
probably stimulus for much of what is said in the Gospel of 1ruth, and 
to offer a reconstruction of the philosophy underlying the words •Toe 
name of the Father is the Son.• There seems to be no doubt about the 
translation of these words from the Coptic: all translators agree, though 
their commentaries may differ.1 The Coptic text at this point makes 
use of the word ren, which is generally agreed to be the equivalent of 
the Greek onoma.

Attempts to explain the statement have varied. On the other hand 
the literary critics offer views formed by the application of a particular 
hermeneutic: Standaert seeks to lay bare the structure of the text, by 
pointing out the use of repetitions, and by analyzing the rhetorical forms 
deployed by the author. 2 Fineman uses a Lacanian hermeneutic to 
disclose the dynamics of the metaphors used, in response to the 
Freudian picture of father/son relations.3 On the other side, the 
methods traditional to scholars of antiquity have been pursued, through 
the finding of parallels and verbal reminiscences. The general tendency 
has been to situate The Gospel of 1ruth in the Valentinian tradition, 

• I owe particular thanks for her highly valued work in the
preparation of this paper to my research assistant, Anne Stark. 
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and it has even been supposed that Valentinus himself was the author.4 

There are undoubted affinities between the philosophical concerns of 
the Valentinian School and those of The Gospel of1tuth: the emphasis 
on the incomprehensibility of the Father, on error and ignorance in the 
constitution of reality, on the dependence of all reality on the Father, 
on the relation between knowing and being, on the Pleroma, and on 
self-knowledge as the route to knowledge of the All. But the central 
theme of the Gospel of 'rtuth is not particularly associated with 
Valentinianisrn: its philosophy of names is of crucial importance in the 
development of the Gospel, which is not so much about truth as its title 
would appear to indicate. Its theme is really the relationship between 
naming and being, and here it strikes an original note in the history of 
Christian philosophy. Apart from the novelty of this theme, other 
concerns may cause us to doubt the alignment with the Valentinian 
school. First, the Gospel has no mythical content: the saga of Sophia, 
or of the aeons, or of Jesus himsclf,S is absent. The Gospel is entirely 
conceptual. Second, the role of Jesus Christ is closer to center stage: 
God the Father and God the Son are the key figures in the Gospel, 
whereas in Valentinian thought Jesus Christ tends to become one of a 
whole series of performers. To this extent the Gospel is somewhat 
closer to orthodoxy than is Valentinian Gnosticism. A further remark 
which can be made is that it is unlike other Gnostic gospels, in that it 
docs not feature the teachings of Jesus. It resembles them in that it 
docs not focus on the deeds and the general historical enactment of the 
incarnation - the Gnostic gospels are more interested in teachings than 
the acts carried out on the stage of history - but it differs in that it 
offers a theological exposition of God and the Son, rather than 
attributing certain teachings to Jesus himself. However, it should be 
noted that Turdieu's addendum differs on this, in that he allows for the 
possibility of a Valentinianism, which developed markedly different 
perspectives from those of its founder. 

The problem of how to affiliate the Gospel of 'rtuth is. in the view 
of the present author, completely open. Clearly what we do with 
lrenaeus's evidence is crucial here: Irenaeus says that the Gospel of 
'rtuth was Valentinian, and that it was produced •not long ago.•6 I 
take this as meaning not long before the time of writing, and therefore 
the Gospel could be dated to some time in the 170s.7 It seems pretty 
hard to resist the conclusion that lrenaeus is referring to the Nag 
Hammadi Gospel of 1tuth: if there were several Gospels of 'rtuth, 
somebody would surely have said so. However one cannot help sensing 
that there is more to it than a simple identification of the lrenacus 
reference with the fortuitous discovery of that part of the Nag Hammadi 
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corpus. Perhaps there was an original Gospel of Truth, as known and 
referred to by Irenaeus, but subject to evolution, perhaps through 
repeated redactions. That Gnostic documents should evolve would seem 
to be consistent with the Gnostic taste for innovation, and with the 
Gnostic depreciation of authority and historical authentication. 
Orthodoxy, on the other hand, very quickly acquired a belief that the 
exact texts should be preserved for posterity. We should therefore allow 
for the shifting character of Gnostic texts, and this is probably a 
neglected principle, particularly by those who seek information about 
the very early form of Christianity from the Gnostic Gospels. In my 
view, the Nag Hammadi corpus should be taken as a collage of 
documents, with pieces dating from the second to the sixth century. We 
should suspect a variety of interpolations, and the study of late 
Platonism and later Arian philosophy will help pinpoint some of these. 

It is the suspicion of the present writer that part of the Gospel of 
Truth, at least in the form as given in the Nag Hammadi corpus, might 
be quite late. It could belong to the Arian period: the statement "The 
name of the Father is the Son• looks like a sophisticated entry into the 
'Irinitarian debate, an attempt to say the ultimately paradoxical thing, 
that God is both identical with, and different from, the Son. In other 
words, the Gospel of Truth is reacting to the philosophical problems 
generated by the Trinitarian debate. Now these problems were not 
dearly perceived until the impact of Arius was felt, and he lived from 
250-336 approximately. Though Clement of Alexandria and Justin had
a hand in creating the problems of subordinationism,8 neither of them
perceived them in the manner of people who lived after Arius. The
author of the Gospel of Truth, or at least of the version we have now,
seems to perceive the problem, and to offer a harmonizing solution,
since the Son is seen to share in the identity of the Father by being his
name (not having his name, but being it). The Arian Eunomius, Mte
noire of Basil and Gregory of Nyssa, discusses names over and over
again in his Apology.9 He lived roughly from 340-396, and opposed the
idea of likeness between the Father and Son: he saw the question of
naming and being as crucial, and chose to give the Father a negative
name, •the ingenerate• (agenni!tos). Eunomius bases his whole case for
dissimilitude on the separateness of names:

For similarity of being compels those, who hold this opinion about them, to 
name them with the same nouns.10 

Different names imply difference in being: this is Eunomius's principle, 
repeatedly advanced in his Apology.11 Now we are closer to the milieu 
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of the Gospel of 'Iruth; the philosophy of names occupies the same 
prominence, and the same concern to handle the problem of the 'Irinity 
through this approach is present. Perhaps the author of the Gospel 
even agrees with Eunomius's principle, whether he knew it from him or 
someone else, since with a bold stroke he solves the problem. There is 
no difference in names, but one is the name of the other. Christ is an 
onoma, a noun: his being is not material, or historical, but semantic. 

Let us now, having attempted to situate the problematic of the 
Gospel more exactly, return to the substance of the philosophy involved. 
Many scholars have attempted to find a context for the Gospel by 
exploring the name terminology. The commentary by Malinine et al.12 

refers to Clement of Alexandria's Excerpta ex Theodoto 26.1, and 3 1.4: 
the first of these identifies the name with the Son, and adds that this 
name is invisible. (The invisibility of the name is found in the Gospel 
of 'Iruth 38.17.) The second passage identifies the name and the Son, 
but adds that He is the "shape of the aeons."13 These parallels are 
two of the closest to have been adduced so far, despite the years of 
research which have passed since 1956, the date of the Malinine/Puech/ 
Quispe! commentary. Other attempts at parallels have been looser: 
those of the Puech/QuispelNan Unnik work are limited to the New 
Tostament. The expression onoma kainon is adduced,14 and in relation 
to Gospel 38.10 ( ... he begot him as a son. He gave him his name 
which belonged to him ... ), they cite Luke 3.2 2 (-ulos µmi EL ov, e:yw 
criJµ.epov "fE"fEVll'l'JKCX crE). Giversen15 takes up a hint of Van Unnik to 
explore the Epistle to the Hebrews as a possible background, but the 
identification of Father and Son is one case which cannot be shown to 
have a precedent in the Epistle to the Hebrews:16 Giversen however 
cites some Jewish sources which bear on the name as an independent 
hypostasis of God,17 and believes that the name theory of the Gospel 
must derive from an interpretation of Hebrews 1, 1-5. Giversen also 
describes what appears to be a rejection by the Gospel of certain claims 
made in the Epistle to the Hebrews, and indeed the phenomenon of 
negative parallels, or parallels which correct or revise existing tradition, 
would seem to be characteristic of Gnosticism. Menard's commentary18 

claims that the theology of the name is based on Judaeo-Christian 
sources, as well as on Thlmudic Judaism, referring to Daniclou, 19 and 
sees some expression of this Judaeo-Christian tradition in the Shepherd 
of Hermas. These passages, however, simply refer to the •name of the 
Lord " in a common-or-garden way.w Arai21 refers to the view of 
Quispe!, enunciated in "The Jung Codex,"22 that there may be here a 
play on words involving the meaning of Jahweh, but also to the texts of 
Clement mentioned above,23 to the Pistis Sophia CA 1 2, 1 1  and to 

I 
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various Jewish apocryphal sources. Lastly, J.D. Dubois2◄ has carried 
out detailed study of the background through a review of Menard's 
work, and in particular of the differences between his 1962 and 1972 
editions of the Gospel of Truth.25 Dubois emphasizes the early date 
of the Gospel, aligning it with Justin, or the Shepherd of Hermas, and 
this of course runs counter to the suggestion of the present article, at 
least in some respects. His inquiry into the background of the name 
theology is exhaustive, and covers virtually every lead possible. 

One difficulty with tracing the pedigree of the name theology is 
that almost every religious culture of the day attached some mysterious 
significance to names. Even Rome had a secret name, which could not 
be divulged except at secret ceremonies.26 Virtually every superstition 
or religion which graced the Roman Empire probably had some interest 
in the power of names, and in discovering the real precedents for the 
Gospel of Truth, we must try to limit the field somehow. It is useless 
to repeat here the list of possibilities compiled so thoroughly by Dubois, 
but it should be noted that the works of Quispel27 and Daniclou,28 

discussed by him, gave the study of the issue a great deal of impetus in 
their day. But one thing is crucial here, against which the validity of all 
parallels must be tested: it is the principle of the identification of the 
being of the Son with the name of the Father. That the name of Jesus 
should have some significance is scarcely surprising. That it should have 
come to acquire some magical properties is in no way astounding; 
indeed it would have been more surprising if it had not. The Judaeo
Christian background shows how this developed, but this is not 
important. What is important is the identification, Name of Father = 
Son, and the thought that a being can be a name for someone else. 
There is here a real conceptual leap, which is not explained by any of 
the parallels which limit the name to the sphere of the Son, and to 
Christological explorations. Quispel is probably on the right track when 
he develops the theme of the unpronounceable name, Shem 
Hammephorash, of Jewish mysticism.29 But we really need here is an 
unspeakable God, unknowable except through the Son, and the 
unpronounceable name of Judaism docs not only refer to the. highest 
principle. The problem being dealt with by the Gospel of Truth is much 
more akin to the Arian problem of the remote transcendent Father, 
coupled with the visible and knowable Son. And the Gospel uses the 
seemingly unusual idea of the name as existent, as having an on tic status 
of its own. 

On this basis, we should pursue the issue not through the 
Christological development of Jewish name theology, but rather through 
the study of Father/Name connections. A passage of Philo30 provides 
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a real precedent: in the Confusion of Tongues 145ff., Philo is discussing 
God in a Middle-Platonist vein, with much use of Platonic vocabulary.31 

Philo then refers to the intermediary principle. the Logos, who is an 
agent of meaning and reason in the world: 

And many names belong to [the Logqs]: for he is called ... the Name of 
God ••. and the Man after his image.32

Substitute •the Son• for •the Logos• and the precedent for the 
Gospel of 'Iruth is clear. It is clearer still when we reflect on Philo's 
understanding of the Logos: it is the -most senior• image of God,33 

and gives meaning to things, much like the Stoic logos spermatikos.34 

That the principle of reason and meaning should be called a •name• 
for someone else is at least comprehensible. Plato's intermediary is not 
a person but an hypostasis, and so it can more easily embrace abstract 
ideas. The logos/name identification can be readily understood, and it 
is the addition of Jesus Christ to the logos theme which leads to the 
Gospel of 'Iruth name theology. 

This is not a chance reference. There is as strong a philosophy of 
names in Philo as there is in the Gospel of 'Ituth. In Philo there is an 
aetiology of names: Adam is said to provide them for all creatures, as 
one of his tasks. Philo is aware of the Cratylus discussion of the value 
of names, but seems to believe that names are natural, or that they 
necessarily belong to the things of which they are labels. One passage 
suggests that if one knows the nature of things, one will be able to give 
them the right names.35 Philo also practices the science (or the art) of 
etymology,36 in the hope of finding truths about nature from the 
dissection of words into pseudo-derivations: he is not alone in this, 
since many of the late Greek thinkers toy with words in this manner, 
despite the elaborate jokes played on etymology in Plato's Cratylus. 

The initial names were given by God himself,37 but after the 
creation of day and night comes the creation of life. With the creation 
of Adam, the task of assigning names is given over to him.38 He 
carries out this task as far as he is able, but when he comes to himself, 
he falls silent. Why is Adam unable to name himself? Philo gives the 
following answer: 

And it must be asked why, when assigning names to all other creatures 
Adam did not assign one to himself. What can be said? Toe mind (nous) 
which is in each of us is capable of apprehending other objects, but is 
incapable of knowing itself. .•. It is likely, then, that Adam, that is the Mind 
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(nous), though he names and apprehends other things, gives no name to 
himself, since he is ignorant of himself and his own nature. 39

Naming and knowledge are thus intimately related. Philo docs not 
believe in the self-thought of Thought (noesis noeseas) at least on the 
human level. Such reflexiveness is impossible, and so self-naming is 
impossible. There is no doubt a reflection here on the ordinary human 
experience of name-giving: a child receives a name from its parents, and 
does not name itself. One receives one's name from that which is 
ontologically prior. Adam is the antecedent for the whole human race, 
but he must be named by his own antecedent, God himself. God only 
knows himself, and so he only can offer a name for himself. All this 
gives meaning to Philo's claim that the Logos is the name of God: it is 
his self-expression. It is an entity, an hypostasis, a thing, but also a 
semantic entity. It is a thing which signifies. 

This line of thought is quite close to the Gospel of 'Ihlth. There 
is an intimate relationship between knowledge and naming in the 
Gospel: The Father knows, gives form, and names in that order (27). 
But in the Gospel there is the variation that by receiving a name from 
God, one ceases to be ignorant: that is, by being known, one knows 
(21). If one receives a name (from above), one knows whence one 
comes, and whither one is going (22). But again, as in Philo, names 
reveal nature, and they have a real rather than conventional meaning. 

The culmination of this development comes with section 38. In 39 
the Philonic principle seems to be reiterated: •He gave a name to 
himself since he sees himself, he alone having the power to give himself 
a name.•40 The relationship of knowledge, being, and naming is 
preserved throughout this passage, aided and abetted by the Philonic 
identification of the logos as God's onoma. 

Now the name of the Rlther is the Son. It is he who first gave a name to 
the one who came forth from him, who was himself, and he begot him as 
a son. He gave him his name which belonged to him; he is the one to 
whom belongs all that exists around him, the Rlther. His is the name; his 
is the Son. It is possible for him to be seen. But the name is invisible 
because it alone is the mystery of the invisible which comes to ears that arc 
completely filled with it. For indeed the Rlther's name is not spoken, but 
it is apparent through a Son.41

One comparison with the last sentence is irresistible: that with 
Wittgenstein, who also believes in the category of that which is shown, 
but which is inexpressible: 
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There are, indeed, things which cannot be put into words. They make 
themselves manifest (Dies zeigt sich). They are what is mystical.41 

But the oddity of the Gospel of 'Iruth position is that this manifestation 
of the inexpressible is also a name, which is, on the face of it, an 
expressible entity. Nevertheless the author grasps the contradictions 
necessary to the maintenance of this view: God has a name, which is 
not spoken; this name is visible, but it is not seen. (We may compare 
the Gospel's •sons of the name• to Philo's •sons of the most holy 
logos. •43) The contradictions here seem to be deliberate, and this .
technique is not foreign to the Gnostic writings in general. The 
Gnostics are not great devotees of the law of the excluded middle, since 
they deliberately use contradictions. 

The closest Gnostic parallel to this theorizing may well be the 
passage of the Tripartite Tractate which refers to the aeons as names: 
they are said to •be• names, rather than have them.44 The aeons are 
all emanations of the Father, as well as names, and their existence 
makes speech possible. This passage also shows a tendency to reify the 
semantic, to make being itself significant 

Thus the background in Philo seems to provide some elements of 
the philosophical substance of the Gospel passage. This must be said. 
But we need not conclude that this is the only proximate text, nor that 
the Gospel passage is early by virtue of the link with Philo. 

Philo's influence was not limited to his century, nor to the second 
century. His thought was one of the major ingredients in the 
development of Christian philosophy, and cannot be contained in the 
early sphere of Christian development (see note 46). Indeed Gregory 
of Nyssa asserts that Eunomius borrowed from Philo (contra Eun. III, 
8 Jaeger), and so the apparent link with Philo need not detain us in the 
second century. 

For the fact is that the Arian controversy of Eunomius's time (i.e. 
the fourth and fifth centuries) provides an even more closely related 
context for this passage of the Gospel of 'Iruth. We have already 
quoted from Eunomius on the importance of names. But further, 
Eunomius makes the crucial step of assimilating names with being: that 
is, he regards certain specific names as existents. Names and being are 
identified, and the tendency to objectify language is the crucial part of 
our search, since this is what enables the Gospel of'Iruth to say that the 
Son is the •name-entity• of the Father. Scholars often find this part 
of Eunomius baffling, and the Gospel of 'Iruth causes the same 
puzzlement, for the same reason: language is given ontic status. 
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Gregory of Nyssa, in attacking Eunomius, could almost be 
attacking the Gospel of 1ruth: 

"For being is not the same thing as being uttered. ( ou -yup Tavrov r o"r1, ,.� 
Etva1, To >..E-yro8<:n) (Contra Eun. II, 161 Jaeger.) 

Or alternatively: 

God is not an utterance, nor does his existence consist in being voiced or 

uttered. (ou -yap 'pijµ.a o lkos ov& ol><i>v-fl Kal. ,j,Qoyyc, txa. TO E1va1.) (Contra 
Eun. II, 148 Jaeger) 

Gregory is of course attacking Eunomius, but his point is that 
language and being have been confused, and that there is a tendency to 
assimilate the linguistic with the ontological. His attack could equally 
well apply to this passage of the Gospel of 'Iruth. Names do not have 
existence (hypostasin echei), says Gregory (Contra Eun. II, 589). 

My claim is then, that our passage of the Gospel of 'Iruth belongs 
to this particular context of debate, and that it has drawn its inspiration 
from the same source which influenced Eunomius, and against which 
Gregory reacted at such length. Without this background, in which 
names can be said to •be: it is almost impossible to understand the 
Gospel of 1ruth, at least in this passage. 

Where does all this come from? We may consider the •divine 
names• of the Pseudo-Dionysius, those names which are statues 
(agalmata) before the contemplating mind (PG 3, 909B), and work back 
from here. The tradition that certain specific names have a privileged 
status, and that they exist as beings to the contemplative mind, can be 
traced back to Proclus.45 For Proclus certain names are products of 
the divine procession: they are strewn across the real as ichne (traces) 
of the divine (On the Cratylus, ed. Pasquali, pp. 29-35). In these pages 
Proclus provides an archaeology or names of all types (p. 34), and claims 
that conceiving and naming the gods is the same thing (p. 33). But the 
essential is the passage which suggests that names are part of 
transcendent being (-rov ... i.8puµ.iv(J)v ovoµ.c5m,w, p. 29; names arc 

tXVTt and avv0iy.i.a-ra, p. 30). For Proclus, names exist like forms: they 
ftx the mind, and guarantee language. Proclus's word may not be made 
flesh, but it is at least reified. 

Thus Proclus, though later, provides evidence or an interest in 
name-beings. It is probably that the Neoplatonist sources of Aetius and 
Eunomius already contained material of this kind, and that they also 
had some influence on Gnostic speculation. This interest in the 
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ontology of names is probably associated with a revival of interest in 
both Plato's Cratylus, and in some circles with a recovery of certain of 
Philo's ideas. 

It is suggested therefore, that Aetius and Eunomius were receptive 
of Neoplatonic influences, or Philonic influences, or both, on the subject 
of the ontological basis of certain privileged names. It is further 
suggested that the Gospel of Truth passage about the name of the 
Father can only be explained in terms of such a context as this: it is 
probably that it represents an interpolation intended to address this new 
phase of the Trinitarian debate. 

On grounds provided by intellectual history, therefore, the •name 
of the Father• passage appears to be a late addition to an early text. 
The onus is on those who believe this passage to be early to offer an 
"explication de texte" in philosophical terms, which allows us to 
understand its meaning. The adducing of loose parallels simply leaves 
it in limbo, an enigma to the reader. The philosophical substance needs 
to be drawn out of this text, in order for it to articulate clearly. 

It is not, of course, the first time that Trinitarian philosophy has 
been perceived in a Gnostic text. In relation to The Three Ste/es of Seth, 

Thrdieu comments on the triadic structure of the divinity in that writing: 

..• it can be said that the modalism of the monad-triad notion in the three 
steles of Seth contains in raw form some of the conceptual matter of the 
Arian crisis, which found its birth in Egypt, the land of the Gnostics, and 
which was in full cry when Codex VII was being written and bound •.• 46

In conclusion. The philosophy of names in the Gospel of 'Iruth 
begins with a familiar model: the family experience. Fathers give sons 
their names: in this way they create them, and give them something of 
their own identity. Names do create dynasties, traditions and realities, 
where there was previously nothing. They bring about being. The 
Gospel now proceeds, in a manoeuvre typical of the Via negativa, to 
cancel parts of the model. This family, or more exactly Father/Son 
relationship, differs in that normally two beings use the one family 
name. In this case, however, the Son becomes the name of the Father. 
He is nothing other than this name. 

The Gospel of 'Iruth also shows a tendency to reify the semantic, 
and this is not entirely unfamiliar in earlier Gnosticism. Marcus's 
system of thought has all reality generated from a word, and reality in 
its successive stages is composed or discourse. Whereas the Pythagorean 
view emphasizes number as the essential structure of reality, and the 
Neoplatonist emphasizes being, Marcus emphasizes language. For him 

I 
I 

·l 

f 



'THE NAME OF THE FATHER IS THE SON• 249 

the texture of the real is linguistic: the beginning is the word 
*beginning• (archl), and each letter of this word generates another
word (alpha, rho and so on). These words generate other words in a
proliferating series, and the most material or most mundane sounds are
the vowel sounds. These are more •sounded" than the consonants, and
so they are lower and more matter-like. The emanation and procession
of Marcus is entirely linguistic: it is a self development of language.47 

This tendency to objectify the semantic, to make a place for it 
within ontology, is therefore already present. We have it here in the 
Gospel of'Iruth, but deployed in a unique way, and in a unique context. 
The text seems to bespeak a sophistication in Thnitarian matters which 
is not characteristic of second century Christianity. The Gospel of 
'Iruth responds to a problem which has arisen, and belongs to a period 
in which the problem has been clearly identified. It offers a solution as 
Augustine's De Trinitate offers a solution, to the yawning gap between 
Father and Son that had been opened up by the Christian Platonists. 
It maintains the unity of the Father and the Son and at the same time 
safeguards both the incommunicability of the Father and the 
communicability of the Son. What closer relationship can there be, than 
being someone's name? As indicated earlier, the philosophy of 
Eunomius has a great preoccupation with names and their use in respect 
of the 1rinity, and it seems that Eunomius is responding to the same set 
of problems. 

It is possible that the Gospel of 1ruth was first written in about 
170, subjected to revision and development in later periods, and that the 
Nag Hammadi text constitutes a version which includes a response to 
the Arian debate, coming from the period 320-360 AD. The author 
may have used the ideas of Philo..s for the purpose of responding to the 
Arian problem, or he may have used contemporary thinking about the 
Cratylus, or both; but in any case he was able to build on the existing 
Gnostic tendency to reify the semantic. 

Addendum by Michel Thrdieu 

The thesis put forward by Mortley appears to me to be sound, on 
condition that two further arguments, which are fundamental and closely 
associated with each other, are brought forward. The first is a textual 
argument. 

The formula: pren de mpiot pe pslre (I.38, 6-7) is absent from the 
Sahidic version of the Ev. Ver. (Codex XII). The Akhmim version, 
Codex I 30, 27-37, 21 corresponds to XII 53, 19-60, 29; the two missing 
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pages in XII(= 55-56) correspond to I.32, 1-34, 4. Thus the beginning 
and the end of the Codex I text of the Gospel of lruth do not figure in 
Codex XII; strictly speaking, this does not allow us to say that the 
above-mentioned formula is an interpolation belonging to the Akhmim 
version. However it is odd that Codex XII stops exactly where the 
passage on the name of the Father begins in Codex I, so that the middle 
of Codex I 38, line 6 gives the impression of being the logical conclusion 
of the end of the early text (Codex XII), and it must have appeared at 
the beginning of the last page 61. 

A careful comparison of the two extant versions shows that the 
Sahidic version (Codex XII) is based on a short text, on which the 
Akhmim version (Codex I) appears to be a commentary. Moreover, in 
a thesis presented to the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes (5th section) 
in 1980 (page 31), M. Pezin has drawn this conclusion, on the basis of 
elements common to both versions: this view is still valid. 

Consequently, the Sahidic text (Codex XII) provides evidence of a 
non-glossed Ev. Her., that is, the writing of Valentinus himself; that of 
(Codex I) belongs to a later stage of development of a school which 
calls itself Valentinian, but whose theological interests were very 
different from those of its founder. Thus, not only the formula but the 
whole discussion on the name of the Father, which concludes the 
Akhmim version, involve additional material which reflects a 
contemporary debate, and I agree with Mortley that this is the Arian 
debate. 

At this point one may refer to a second argument of an historical 
kind, raised by me in another connection in the Bulletin de la Societe 
Fran�ise d'Egyptologie 94 (1982) 14-15. 

The first and foremost adversaries of Arius, Aetius and Eunomius 
were the Gnostics. The evidence of Arius himself, and that of the pro
Arian historian Philostorgius, is clear on this point. Further, I have 
found an unpublished fragment of a Nag Hammadi text, which is quoted 
and attacked in debate, and this is a fragment of Eunomius himself. 

Mortley's discovery must be upheld, in my view. It brings a new 
element to the Arian controversies, and gives an historical context to 
the recasting of the Ev. �r. given in Codex I. I further consider that 
careful comparison of the whole passage on the name of the Father in 
Ev. �r. I with Eunomius's Apology, confirms Mortley's view: a Gnostic 
response to the Arian debate. 

M.T. 12.03.1984.
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Theurgic Tendencies in Gnosticism and 
Iamblichus's Conception of Theurgy 

Birger A. Pearson 

1. Introduction

Toe theme of this volume, and the conference out of which it has 
emerged, focuses upon one of the most intriguing problems in the 
philosophical and religious history of late antiquity, that of the 
relationship between Platonism and Gnosticism in the early centuries of 
our era. It is therefore very significant that scholars from both sides 
have come together for discussion of this issue - specialists in 
Platonism on the one hand, and specialists in the "wild underworld" of 
the Gnostics on the other1 

- and I do not doubt that much new light 
has been shed on it as a result.2 

While much of the discussion has focused on setting up 
comparisons between various platonic systems of thought and language 
and the metaphysical-mythological systems of the Gnostic texts,3 
relatively little attention has been given in this comparative enterprise 
to the problem of religious ritual. In this paper, therefore, I have taken 
up some aspects of ritual in Gnosticism and Neoplatonism. This is 
admittedly a difficult task, and I hasten to state at the outset that this 
paper represents an experimental and highly tentative enterprise. Not 
least of the difficulties involved in this comparative project is that 
Platonists and Gnostics alike had various and sundry attitudes toward 
ritual.4 Not all Platonists appreciated religious ritual (to understate the 
case!), but then, neither did all Gnostics. If Plotinus (Enn. 11.9.14) 
could criticize the Gnostics he knew for their ritual activities - he 
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dismissed their recourse to strange chants and charms and other 
practices as goi!teia5 -some Gnostics could also adopt a critical attitude 
toward ritual of any sort, claiming that gnosis alone is what saves: 

One must not perform the mystery of the ineffable and invisible power 
through visible and corruptible things of creation, nor that of the 
unthinkable and immaterial beings through sensible and corporeal things. 
Perfect salvation is the cognition itself of the ineffable greatness: for since 
through "Ignorance• came alxlut "Defect• and "Passion,• the whole 
system springing from Ignorance is dissolved by knowledge. 6

As is well known, ritual came to occupy an increasingly important 
role in Neoplatonic circles from the time of Porphyry on, especially as 
a result of the appropriation and study of the Chaldaean Oracles.1 The 
most extensive and consistent defense of religious ritual by a 
Neoplatonist author is lamblichus's treatise On the Mysteries of Egypt.8 

On the Gnostic side, we have a number of primary texts which reveal a 
concern for ritual, containing references to baptism and other rites, as 
well as ineffable names and nomina barbara which doubtless had ritual 
significance. One of the problems in dealing with the ritual aspects of 
Gnosticism and Neoplatonism, and especially of considering them 
together under a common rubric, is that, on the one hand, the Gnostic 
material lacks a theoretical framework with which to understand the 
ritual elements; and, on the other hand, the Neoplatonist material, 
including Iamblichus's famous treatise itself, provides rather scanty 
information on the actual ceremonies utilized by the Platonist 
•theurgists.• Another obstacle, of course, is the difference in world
view between the Gnostics and the Platonists, high-lighted especially in
Plotinus's tract Against the Gnostics (Enn. II.9). However, it must also
be pointed out that some later forms of Gnosticism reflect a
temporizing of the original Gnostic anti-cosmism. Moreover there is a
disccrnable development in Neoplatonism which eventually brings it
closer to Gnosticism in certain respects.9 The question can, therefore,
be entertained whether the Gnostic and the Neoplatonic rituals are in
any way comparable, and whether they might have had some theoretical
presuppositions in common. This is what I propose to consider in what
follows, knowing full well that many pitfalls lie in the way; knowing, too,
that the entire enterprise might turn out to be a blind alley.

Specifically, what I propose to do is to apply Iamblichus's theories 
concerning ritual to some Gnostic ritual texts, on the hypothesis that 
some of our Gnostics. might have shared something of Iamblichus's 
theoretical assumptions. If, in addition, some of the Gnostics' ritual 
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activity sheds some light on actual Neoplatonic practice, so much the 
better. 

2. Iamblichus's Defense of Theurgy

lamblichus's defense of religious ritual in his DM is, more 
specifically, a defense of "theurgy: written in reply to some critical 
questions on the practice raised by Porphyry.10 As is well known, 
"theurgy• still has a "bad press• among scholars of late antiquity. 
E.R. Dodds, for example, refers to Iamblichus's philosophical defense of 
theurgy as •a manifesto of irrationalism."11 Now I do not wish to 
enter the debate for or against the practice of theurgy, nor do I wish to 
comment on theurgy at all as it was practiced by the Juliani, as reflected 
in the Chaldaean Oracles.12 What I do want to do is look at 
lamblichus's theories in his DM as possibly of use in understanding 
Gnostic ritual. (In any case, lamblichus's theories do not n�sarily 
coincide with those of the Juliani.) In doing so, I also here cheerfully 
acknowledge the work done on lamblichus and theurgy by my former 
student, Gregory Shaw.13 

The first and most important point to make is that, at least for 
lamblichus, •theurgy• does not mean •acting upon," or •creating• 
the gods.14 Theurgy involves, rather, the works (erga) of the gods 
(theoi); the emphasis is on divine, not human, activity. This is a central 
theme in Iamblichus's DM.15 The "work" done in theurgic ritual is 
the work of the gods, even though it is performed by human beings. 
Thus, for example, ritual invocations and prayers, and chanting of sacred 
words, ostensibly directed to the gods, really involves the gods "calling 
upward" (anakaloumenoi) the souls of the theurgists (DM 1.12). 

The locus classicus for lamblichus's position on theurgy, indeed his 
preference for theurgy (theia erga) over intellectual activity, is found in 
Book II of the DM: 

For it is not thought which joins the theurgists to the gods, since (if that 
were the case) what would prevent those who philosophize theoretically 
from having theurgic union with the gods? . . . For when we are not 
engaged in intellection, the synthlmata themselves perform by themselves 
the proper work, and the ineffable power of the gods, to whom these 
(syntMmata) belong, knows by itself its own images. ... 16

In other words, the divine rituals are effective ex opere operato. A 
comparison with Christian sacramentalism naturally suggests itself. 17 
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The synthi!mata which are here considered so powerful can be regarded 
as sacramental elements, consisting of such things as voces mysticae and 
nomina barbara, presumably chanted by the theurgists. 18 It is also
important to note that lamblichus considers theurgy to be superior to 
philosophical contemplation, and not a mere concession to the popular 
mind. 

lamblichus's view of theurgy is closely connected with his solution 
to a basic philosophical problem left unresolved by Plato himself, i.e. 
the problem of the soul's embodiment, and how this embodiment is to 
be understood. As Shaw puts it, 

This theme of embodiment, and of the descent of the soul, lie at the heart 
of understanding theurgy; depending on one's solution to this problem, the 
world and matter, all one's embodied existence, could be seen either as a 
punishment and burden or as an opportunity to cooperate in manifesting 
the divine. Theurgy &ovp-yi.«, as its etymology suggests, exemplifies the 
latter solution, for in theurgic rites man became the instrument and 
beneficiary of the gods.111 

From what has been said, it is clear that Iamblichus's 
understanding and practice of theurgy was not simply an aberrant aspect 
of his life existing alongside his philosophical work, but an integral part 
of his Platonic philosophy, based essentially on his interpretation of 
Plato's dialogues. This will be developed further in what follows, as we 
take up for discussion some examples of Gnostic ritual as reflected in 
three Coptic Gnostic texts. 

3. Three Gnostic Texts

The three Gnostic texts I have chosen to treat here are all found 
in the Coptic Gnostic *library• discovered near the upper-Egyptian 
town of Nag Hammadi in 1945: The Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC III, 
2; IV, 2); The Three Ste/es of Seth (NHC VII, 5); and Marsanes (NHC X, 
1).20 These documents are part of a group of Gnostic texts which are
considered to belong to the •sethian• system,21 a type of Gnosticism
which was known to Plotinus and his school in Rome.22 Gos. Eg. and
Ste/es Seth have been identified as of special significance for the study 
of Sethian ritual praxis.23 Marsanes is, in my view, the most 
*Platonic• of the Nag Hammadi texts,24 and contains some features
which appear to reflect a kind of Platonism very close to that of
Iamblichus. 25 
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a. The Gospel of the Egyptians.2f,
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The title by which this document is usually cited occurs in a 
secondary colophon (III 69, 6), to which is added yet another title: •the 
holy book of the great, invisible Spirit• (III 69, 18-20). In the body of 
the text, at the end, it is stated that the book was written by •the great 
Seth• (III 68, 2.10-11).27 The document is referred to by its editors as
•a typical work of mythological Gnosticism:28 consisting of the
following sections:

I. The origin of the heavenly world (III 40, 12 - 55, 16 = IV 50, 1 • 67,
1)

II. The origin and salvation-history of the race of Seth (III 55, 16 • 68,
8 = IV 67, 2 - 78, 10)

III. Concluding invocations of a liturgical character (III 66, 8 • 67, 26 =
IV 78, 10 - 80, 15)

IV. Conclusions, dealing with the writing and transmission of the book (III
68, 1 • 69, 17 = IV 80, 15 • 81, 2+ )29 

It would appear from this outline that the material in this 
document oriented to ritual is concentrated in the third section, 
containing the liturgical invocations. The first section presents a highly 
complicated heavenly world, beginning with the supreme God dwelling 
in light and silence, and featuring successive emanations from him down 
to the •seed of the Great Seth.• But H.M. Schenke has pointed out 
that Gos. Eg. is not simply a treatise developing a mythological system. 
Its main subject is not emanation, but prayer. As Schenke puts it, •the 
writing aims to demonstrate and teach how to invoke the super-celestial 
powers correctly and efficaciously, and which powers to invoke.• Gos. 
Eg. is therefore to be understood as •the mythological justification of 
a well-defined ritual of baptism including the invocations that must be 
performed therein. •30

Consider the following passage (unfortunately broken up by 
lacunae in the MSS.), dealing with a manifestation of God called 
•Dornedon Doxomedon•:31 

(The] Hither of the great light (who came] forth from the silence, he is [the 
great] Doxomedon-acon in which (the thrice-Jmale child rests. And the 
throne of his [glory] was established (in it, this one] on which his 
unrevealable name [is inscribed], on the tablet, ... whose name [is] an 
[invisible] symbol. [A} hidden, (invisible] mystery came forth: 
IIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIIII[III] HHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHHH[HH 0] 
000000000000000000000 YY[YYY} yyyyyyyyyyyyy. 
YYYY EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE AAAAAAA [MAA]· 
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AAAAAAAAAAA nnononnn[nnn)nnnnnnnnn,u1n (III 43, 
13 • 44, 9) 

Note that the ineffable name given to the Doxomedon aeon is 
made up of the seven Greek vowels written 22 times each (the number 
of the letters in the Hebrew/Aramaic alphabet, which, of course, has no 
vowels). The vowels are not given in order. The order presented here 
may conceal another divine name: llou e(stin) A (kai) 6. That is, 
Doxomedon may be identified with the being called •Yeou• in some 
other gnostic texts, such as the •Books of Jeu. •32 

However one construes the ineffable name hidden in the vowels, 
it is most probable that this name was meant to be chanted in a ritual 
context, in a language thought to be appropriate to the divine beings 
invoked, as revealed to the Gnoslics. lamblichus, too, knows of the use 
of ineffable names, including •unintelligible• (asema) names, and 
argues that they are not, in fact, without sense to the gods: 

But to us let them be unknowable, or known only to some (of us), the 
interpretations of which we have received from the gods. To the gods, 
indeed, all are significant (although) not in an effable manner, nor in such 
a way as that which is significant and indicative to men through their 
imaginations, but either intellectually, according to the human mind, itself 
divine, or ineffably, both better and more simply, and according to the mind 
which is united with the gods.33 

Iamblichus goes on to discuss the use of •barbarian• language in 
invocations of the gods. With special reference to the sacred nations of 
the Egyptians and the Assyrians, he says, 

We think it is necessary to offer our communication to the gods in a 
language related to them. . •. Those who first learned the names of the 
gods, connecting them with their own proper tongue, handed them down to 
us, that we might always preserve inviolate, (in a language) peculiar and 
proper to these (names), the sacred law of tradition.34 

Iamblichus's rationale for the use of unintelligible (asema) and 
foreign (barbara) names would surely strike a responsive chord with the 
Gnostics. The Gnostics undoubtedly had similar notions concerning the 
•appropriateness• of certain names or vowel-combinations to the
various heavenly beings invoked in their ritual. Such ritual not only
included chanting, but also the use of ritual devices. The text cited
above is a case in point: Reference is made to the name inscribed •on
the tablet (pyxos).• This tablet, as the Greek •toan-word• used for it



THEURGIC TENDENCIES IN GNOSTICISM 259 

suggests,35 was a piece of boxwood on which the name was inscribed. 
It is at least possible that the Gnostics would have considered a 
boxwood tablet to be an appropriate receptacle for the divine name, 
along the theoretical lines set forth by Iamblichus in his discussion of 
various •stones, plants, animals, aromatics: etc. deemed in some way 
to be "sacred• and •divine-like• (DM V.23). Iamblichus also refers, 
in his discussion of divination, to the use of •sacred inscriptions of 
characters• (DM lll.14; 134, 5-6). The ritual chanting of the divine 
names by the Gnostics, in any case, can easily be understood, along the 
lines suggested by Iamblichus, as vehicles by which man is •called up• 
to the gods (DM 1.12). 

The second section of Gos. Eg. (as delineated above) tells of the 
origin and salvation-history of the seed of Seth ( =the Gnostics). In this 
document Seth is the gnostic Savior who passes through three 
"advents• (Oood, fire, and final judgment) "in order to save (the race) 
who went astray- (III 63, 4-9). In his work of salvation Seth undergoes 
a "baptism through a Logos-begotten body which the great Seth 
prepared for himself, secretly through the virgin in order that the saints 
may be begotten by the holy Spirit, through invisible secret symbols" 
(III 63, 10-15). This section of the text culminates in a reference to the 
baptism which the Gnostics are to undergo, a ritual which involves 
"invocations,■ •renunciations• (of the world), •five seats• of baptism 
(presumably in water), and sacred instructions (III 66, 2-6). The whole 
process entails immortalization: "These will by no means taste death" 
(III 66, 7-8). 

It is, of course, clear that the kinds of rituals approved by 
Iamblichus in his DM do not specifically include baptism,36 but his 
general defense of ritual would surely cover such a rite. In any case, it 
is the invocations associated with baptismal ritual which receive 
prominence in Gos. Eg. Indeed, the climax of the book is the passage 
which consists entirely of prayer-invocations (III 66, 8 - 67, 27 = IV 78, 
10 - 80, 15). In this set of invocations the Gnostic ritually experiences 
the divine light, and feels himself purified and drawn upward to God, as 
the following excerpts surely imply: 

I have become light. ... Thou art my place of rest ... the formless one 
who exists i n  the formless ones, who exists, raising up the man in whom 
thou wilt purify me into thy life, according to thine imperishable name ... 
(III 67, 4.16-22) 

This experience could equally well be that described by Iamblichus, 
who speaks of invocations of the gods as really involving the benevolent 
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act of the gods in illuminating the theurgists and drawing their souls up 
to themselves (DM 1.12). In this experience the soul, 

leaving behind her own life, has exchanged it for the m�t bles.sed energy of 
the gods. If, therefore, the ascent through invocations bestows on the 
priests purification from passions, deliverance from generation, and unity 
with the divine principle, how then could anyone connect it with passions? 
For such (an invocation) does not draw the impassible and pure (gods) 
down to passibility and impurity, but, on the contrary, it makes us, who had 
become passible through generation, pure and immoveable.37 

Even more to the point are lamblichus's remarks on the power of 
prayer (DM V.26).38 lamblichus discusses three types of prayer: 
Synag6gon, leading to union with, and knowledge (gn6risis) of, the 
divine; syndetikon, eliciting the gifts of the gods even prior to the uttered 
prayer; and M arri!tos hen6sis, establishing ineffable union with the gods 
and causing the soul's perfect repose in the gods. He goes on to say 
that 

the first pertains to illumination; the second to a common effectiveness; and 
the third to the perfect plenitude of the (divine) fire ... 

Prayer, for Iamblichus, 

offers us habitual contact with the splendid stream of light, and quickly 
perfects our inner being for contact with the gods until it raises us to the 
very summit. ... 39 

Such observations, indeed, could be taken as a veritable 
commentary on the Gnostic passage cited. 

b. The Three Ste/es of Seth (NHC VII, 5).40 

The incipit of this document identifies it as a •revelation of
Dositheos41 about the three steles of Seth, the Father of the living and 
unshakable race.• The document consists essentially of three sets of 
prayer-invocations corresponding to three •steles"42 of Seth, 
addressed, in ascending order, to the three divine beings of the Sethian 
Gnostic Triad: (Ger-)Adamas (the Son, 118, 24 - 121, 17); Barbelo (the 
Mother, 121, 18 - 124, 15); and the transcendent Father (124, 16 - 126, 
31). The concluding section of the text (126, 32 - 127, 21) provides the 
key to understanding the function of the three •steles,• consisting, as 
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it does, of liturgical references and directions. Despite the similarities 
with other •Sethian• Gnostic texts in which the theme of mystic 
•ascent• occurs, especially Allogenes,43 Ste/es Seth stands apart as a
liturgical text. H.M. Schenke has drawn special attention to this feature,
referring to the concluding material as liturgical •rubrics,• directing
how the prayer formulae are to be used and what is to be achieved in
the ritual. Schenke concludes that •the Three Ste/es of Seth is the
etiology of a mystery of ascension of the Sethian community.•44 

The main thread running through the three sets of invocations is 
that of praise or •blessing.• The first stele begins, •1 bless thee 
Father, Geradama(s)9 (118, 25-26). The third concludes, •we have 
blessed thee, for we are empowered. We have been saved, for thou hast 
willed always that we all do this• (126, 29-31). In the course of these 
blessings and invocations, the three-fold nature of God is underscored 
with reference to the Neoplatonic triad of •Existence-Life-Mind," and 
language derived from Middle Platonism is found throughout. These 
details have been commented on before,45 and need not occupy us here. 
What we are especially interested in is the ritual use made of this text, 
and such light as might be shed on it with reference to Iamblichus. 

We have seen that Gos. Eg. is to be understood in relation to the 
Gnostic rite of baptism. In the case of Ste/es Seth, we presumably have 
to do with another rite, that of •cultic ascension.•46 The following 
passage from the concluding material in Ste/es Seth is crucial: 

He who will remember these and give glory always will become perfect 
among those who are perfect and unattainable from any quarter. For they 
all bless these individually and together. And afterwards they shall be silent. 
And just as they were ordained, they ascend. After the silence, they 
descend. From the third they bles.s the second; after these the first. The 
way of ascent is the way of descent (127, 6-21). 

From these rubrics one can see that the prayers in Seth's three 
steles are recited in ascending and descending order: 1-2-3-3-2-1, with 
an observance of ritual silence between the first and second recitations 
of the third stele, the invocation of the Primal Father. The efficacy of 
these prayers can easily be understood on the same terms as the 
invocations in Gos. Eg., discussed above, with reference to lamblichus's 
theories. These prayers can, in fact, be called •theurgic• prayers, and 
were probably chanted as hymns.47 In this case, we have a special 
ritual of •ascent: arguably comparable to the theurgic ritual of 
anagOgl reflected in the Chaldaean Oracles.48 Though the rituals of the 
•Sethians• and the •Chaldaeans• are not the same, their meaning and
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efficacy can presumably be understood on the same terms. 
Of special interest is this rubric: "ibe way of ascent is the way of 

descent• (127, 20). This enigmatic statement, with its allusion to a 
famous fragment of Heraclitus,49 has parallels in other Gnostic and 
mystical texts. For example, the (Valentinian) Marcosians are said to 
have claimed that their •Redemption• mystery "leads them down into 
the profundities of Bythos.•so The Jewish Merkabah mystics 
enigmatically referred to their mystical journeys as a descent to the 
Merkabah, i.e. the Throne of God.51 Perhaps phenomenologically
closer to the ritual use of the invocations in ascending and descending 
order in Ste/es Seth is Epiphanius's description of ritual intercourse 
practiced by the Phibionites, a •libertine• Gnostic sect (Haer. 26.9.6-9). 
At each act of intercourse the •barbarian name• of one of the 365 
archons is invoked. After 365 acts of intercourse, the acts and 
invocations are repeated in descending order. Completing the sum total 
of 730 acts, Epiphanius tells us, the adept boldly says, •1 am the Christ, 
for I have descended downward through the names of the 365 
archons. •52

The Gnostic understanding of ritual •ascent• as •descent• can 
be illuminated with reference to Iamblichus's understanding of the 
ascent and descent of the soul, and the place of ritual in effecting the 
soul's ascent. Iamblichus asserts that ascents and descents of souls are 
essentially two sides of the same coin, as the following passage in DM 
indicates: 

Toe works of sacred ritual have been determined from of old by pure and 
intellectual laws. Lower (states) are liberated by means of a greater order 
and power, and when we change from (the inferior) to a better lot, we 
abandon the inferior (states). And this is not effected contrary to the divine 
law (laid down) from the beginning, as though the gods were changed 
according to the sacred rite subsequently performed. But from the first 
descent God sent souls down here that they might return again above to 
him. Therefore there is no change (in the divine ptan)53 arising from such
an ascent, nor are descents and ascents of souls opposed to each other.54

Of course Iamblichus does not mean that •ascent• and •descent• 
are merely a mechanical process. Ascent can only be realized as the 
soul fulfills its responsibilities as a descended soul, specifically with 
recourse to the proper ritual, including, perhaps, even ritual re
enactments of the descent.55 For Iamblichus, every divine or demonic
power' governing the various levels of the cosmos, even the most base, 
must be appropriately honored. In this respect, the Gnostic ritual 



THEURGIC TENDENCIES IN GN0STIOSM 263 

ascent reflected in Steles Seth differs from lamblichus's theurgy, in that 
the prayers are addressed, not to lower, cosmic beings, but to the primal 
heavenly 'Il'iad of Father, Mother, and Son. The power of these prayers 
are nevertheless to be understood, with lamblichus, in his discussion of 
prayer and sacrifice, as •anagogic, effective, and fulfilling. •57 

Perhaps more clarity can be achieved on what is meant by •ascent 
as descent• in Ste/es Seth by turning to the last text to be taken up in 
this paper: Marsanes. 

c. Marsanes (NHC X, 1).58 

This tractate is unfortunately very badly preserved. It occupies the
entirety of the extant material in Codex X, at least 68 discrete pages, of 
which many consist of only small fragments.59 The first ten pages are 
relatively intact; here we encounter material relating to a Gnostic ascent 
experience, including discussion of the various levels of reality, 
symbolically referred to as •seals.• The middle portion of the tractate 
contains materials on the mystical meaning of the letters of the 
alphabet, and their relation both to the human soul and to the names 
of gods and angels. The rest is hopelessly fragmentary; the bulk of this 
tractate, therefore, is totally lost. This is unfortunate, for it must have 
been an important text in Gnostic circles, if one can judge from what is 
said of the prophet Marsanes in the Untitled Toxt from the Bruce 
Codex.60 

I have already indicated (above) my view that this text contains 
some features which reflect a kind of Platonism close to that of 
Iamblichus. The starting point for this observation is the surprising 
statement, very surprising for a Gnostic text, that "in every respect the 
sense-perceptible world is [worthy] of being saved entirely- (X 5, 24-
26). 

Such a statement coheres very well with Iamblichus's understanding 
of the Platonic tradition, both with respect to his view of matter and his 
understanding of the descended soul.�1 For Iamblichus, mattet is not 
evil per se, and the descent of the soul into matter is not regarded as a 
•rau: but as a demiurgic function. In this, lamblichus is following
Plato himself, particularly Plato's discussion of the psychogonio. in his
Timaeus (4la-42a).62 Indeed, such a view can even be brought into
conformity with other passages in Plato, including the famous passages
in which the body (soma) is referred to as a •tomb" (s�ma). In the
Cratyfus ( 400c), for example, it is said that the soul has the body as a
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•tomb,• i.e. an •enclosure• (peribolos), •in order that it might be
saved• (hina slJzltai).63 

In Marsanes, in the very next passage after the statement just now 
discussed, a figure called "The Self-Begotten One• or Autogenes is 
referred to. This figure, I think, represents symbolically the descending 
soul in its demiurgic function.64 Unfortunately the text is corrupt and 
riddled with lacunae, but his descent progressively (•part by part•) into 
the world of multiplicity is clearly reflected; the result of this descent is 
that •he saved a multitude• (X 5, 27 - 6, 16). Autogenes here plays 
the same role as •the demiurgic intellect• in lamblichus's discussion of 
Egyptian theology (DM VIII.3). There lamblichus describes the 
progressive unfolding of the divine from the Ineffable God prior even 
to the First God, down to the demiurgic intellect, and then down to the 
world of generation. In a summary statement he says, 

And thus the doctrines of the Egyptians concerning first principles, from 
above (down) to the last things, begins from One and proceeds into 
multiplicity, the many being governed by the One. And everywhere the 
indefinite nature is controlled by a certain definite measure and by the sole 
supreme Cause of all things. God produced matter by dividing materiality 
from essentiality. This matter, being living, the Demiurge took and 
fashioned from it the simple and impassable spheres. The last of it (matter) 
he ordered into generated and corruptible bodies.GS 

For Iamblichus, the soul, in order to ascend, must properly learn 
to descend. Ascent to the One is mediated through the Many,66 

specifically with recourse, in ritual, to the various levels of the cosmos 
ordained by God. The rituals themselves are appointed in conformity 
with sacred law: 

(Each ritual) imitates the order of the gods, intelligible and heavenly. (Each 
ritual) contains the eternal measures of beings and the wonderful deposits 
such as are sent down here from the Demiurge and Father of All. By 
means of them, the unutterable things are given expression through 
ineffable symbols. The formless things are mastered in forms; the things 
which are superior to any image are reproduced through images, and all 
things are accomplished solely through a divine cause.'7 

In a very important passage in Marsanes (X 2, 12 - 4, 23) dealing 
with the various levels of reality, from the material level to the level 
beyond being, each is symbolically related to a •seal• (sphragis). There 
are thirteen of these •seals,■ presented in ascending order. The first 
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three seals are •cosmic• and •material" (2, 16-19); the thirteenth 
expresses the unknown, "silent• God. The writer periodically reminds 
his readers (unfortunately!) that he has already taught them about these 
seals (2, 19-21; 3, 4-9). The question now arises as to the function of 
these •seals.• Though this passage is not a liturgical text, it is probable 
that our Gnostic author is enigmatically referring to a ritual praxis when 
he discusses the thirteen •seals.• Indeed, what may be reflected here 
is a theurgic ascent-praxis in which the various •seals" are to be 
understood as equivalent to what lamblichus calls the synthlmata.(,8 
The reference to •cosmic" and •material" •seals,■ indeed, reminds 
us of Iamblichus's use of material synthemata and his recourse to 
material objects in theurgic ritual, such as stones, plants, etc. (DM 
V.23). It is in such a context that we can understand another passage 
in Marsanes (unfortunately fragmentary), in which "wax images• and 
•emerald likenesses• are mentioned (35, 1-3).69 

It is also in this general theurgic context that we should understand 
the extended passage in Marsanes treating the various letters of the 
alphabet (pp. 19-39). This passage (unfortunately riddled with lacunae 
and textual corruptions) is not a model of clarity, to be sure. But in it 
there is a quasi-learned discussion of the nature of the letters of the 
alphabet, based, in fact, on the technical discussions of the 
grammarians?' But the discussion clearly has religious purposes, and 
resembles somewhat the speculations of the Valentinian Gnostic Marcus 
(Iren. Haer. 1.13-21). In Marsanes, however, the entire discussion is tied 
to the nature of the soul and its ascent through the spheres. The ascent 
of the soul presupposes knowledge of the •nomenclature• of the gods 
and the angels. The letters of the alphabet and their syllabic 
combinations are understood to have their counterparts in the angelic 
world of the Zodiac and the planetary spheres. The Gnostic adept, in 
order to ascend beyond these spheres, must know their natures and be 
able to chant the proper names. 

All of this is intelligible in terms of Iamblichus's theurgic theories, 
as discussed above. Just as God has •expressed" (ekphonein) the 
ineffable through mysterious symbols,71 so must the Gnostic/theurgist 
give utterance to the sounds consecrated to the various gods and angels. 
Iamblichus specifically mentions the motive power of music (DM III.9), 
and goes on to say, 

Sounds and melodies are consecrated appropriately to each of the gods, and 
a kinship with them has been assigned appropriately according to the proper 
ranks and powers of each, and (according to) the motions in the universe 
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itself and the harmonious sounds whirring72 as a result of these 
motions. 73 

The soul must adapt itself to these various sounds and thus be 
enabled to ascend, being drawn upward through the spheres to its divine 
root. In this connection we also recall what was said above concerning 
the efficacy of the divine names (DM VII.5). 

Before bringing this discussion to a close it is necessary to 
comment on the following passage in Marsanes, wherein the use and 
efficacy of the various vowel-consonant combinations is stressed: 

And [the] consonants exist with the vowels, and individually they are 
commanded and they submit (hypotassein). They constitute the 
nomenclature (onomasia) [ot] the angels. And [the] consonants are sel[
existent, [and] as they are changed <they> submit to (hypotassein) the 
hidden gods by means of beat and pitch and silence and impulse. (30, 3-
18) 

One of the problems here has to do with how the Greek 
•loanword,• hypotassein, should be translated. In terms of Coptic
grammar, it could be rendered either •subject• (v.t.) or -Submit.-74 

What appears to be said here, though, is that certain combinations of
vowels and consonants, properly intoned, bring various gods and angels
into subjection (even if the vowels, etc., are •subject to• the gods and
angels). On the face of it, this would be more •magical9 than
"theurgical,■ given what was said of theurgy at the beginning of this
essay. Yet even this passage can be understood in lamblichian terms.
At DM IV.1 Iamblichus takes up the problem, posed by Porphyry, how
superior beings, when invoked, can be commanded by inferior beings.75 

Iamblichus, of course, cannot grant such a thing, even though he docs
stress the ex opere operato character of the invocations. He solves this
problem by arguing that the theurgic practitioner acts both as a man
and as a god. By means of the synthlmata he is elevated to, and
conjoined with, superior natures (DM IV.2). The theurgist

invokes, as superior natures, the powers from the universe, inasmuch as the 
one invoking is a man, and again he commands them, since somehow, 
through the ineffable symbols, he is invested with the hieratic form of the 
gods.7"

It is in this way, I think, that our passage in Marsanes can be 
understood. 
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4. Concluding Remarks

267 

I have tried to show in the preceding discussion that Gnostic ritual
can be understood in terms of Iamblichus's ritual theories. Tu be sure, 
I have considered a very limited amount of evidence, both in terms of 
the Gnostic material and in terms of Iamblichus's total presentation in 
his DM. Indeed, I think much more can be done along these lines.n 
But I should clearly state what I have not attempted to argue: I have 
not tried to show that the actual rituals performed by the Gnostics, on 
the one hand, and by Iamblichus on the other, are the same in terms of 
content, though the •ascension• rituals in both cases are quite 
comparable. Nor have I tried to show that the mythological background 
is the same; on the contrary, the gods, demons, angels, etc. are different. 
As for world-view and ontology, Iamblichus's Platonism would not allow 
him to describe the Demiurge and the material world in the terms used 
by The Gospel of the Egyptians.16 It is nevertheless to be noticed that 
such typically "Gnostic• details are absent both from Ste/es Seth and 
from Marsanes. In fact, it is the latter document which comes closest 
to Iamblichus in its view of the world and matter. 

While I do not wish to refer to lamblichus as a Gnostic, or even 
a •crypto-Gnostic: I think it is worthwhile to point out, in the present 
connection, that Iamblichus's attitude to the Gnostics was undoubtedly 
different from that of Plotinus. This is indicated in what he says (and 
does not say!) about them. He refers to "the Gnostics• once in his De

anima, in a doxographical discussion of various beliefs that have been 
advanced concerning the activities of the soul, and sandwiches them in 
between Heraclitus and Albinus!79 While he would probably take issue 
with the views he attributes to the Gnostics concerning the soul's 
"derangement• and "deviation,-80 it is interesting that he even 
considers them worth mentioning. And, of course, he could not possibly 
have joined in Plotinus's criticisms of their ritual activity.81 

It has been the burden of this paper to show that, despite the 
differences that must be assumed between lamblichus and the Gnostics, 
they can be understood in similar terms when it comes to their use and 
understanding of religious ritual. Whether this implies, in the case of 
"divine Iamblichus," a degeneration of Neoplatonism, I must leave to 
others to decide. 



268 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

NOTES 

1. Cf. AD. Nock's reference to Gnosticism as "Platonism run wild"
("Gnosticism,• in Essays on Religion in the Ancient World, ed. Z Stewart
[Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1972) 2.949); and J. Dillon's use of
the term, "the underworld" of Platonism (The Middle Platonists [London:
Duckworth, 1977], pp. 384-396).

2 I would like to take this opportunity to express my thanks to Professor R.T.
Wallis and his colleagues for conceiving and organizing this event, and for
affording me the opportunity to contribute to it.

3. For my own modest contributions to this discussion see "The Tractate
Marsanes (NHC X) and the Platonic Tradition: in Gnosis: Festschrift fur
Hans Jonas, ed. B. Aland (GOttingen: Vandenhoeck & Ruprecht, 1978),
pp. 373-384; and "Gnosticism as Platonism: With Special Reference to
Marsanes (NHC X, 1)," HTR 11 (1984, Appeared 1986): 55-72.

4. On the varieties of Gnostic ritual and Gnostic attitudes to religious ritual see
e.g., K. Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and History of Gnosticism, English
translation ed. by R. McL. Wilson (New York: Harper & Row, 1983), pp.
218-252

5. See now H. Remus, "Plotinus and Gnostic Thaumaturgy," Laval
theologique et philosophique 39 (1983): 13-20. Plotinus himself has not
escaped criticism as a practitioner of magic. See esp. P. Merlan, "Plotinus
and Magic," Isis 44 (1953): 341-48; and AH. Armstrong's reply, "Was
Plotinus a Magician?• Phronlsis 1 (1955): 73-79. On the difference
between Plotinus's and Iamblichus's attitudes to the Gnostics see below.

6. Iren., Haer. 1.21.4, as rendered by H. Jonas, The Gnostic Religion (Boston:
Beacon, 1963), p. 176, in his discussion of Valentinian Gnosticism. He
refers to the Gospel of Truth and parallel passages therein (NHC I, 3: 18,
7-11; 24, 28-32); see Gnostic Religion, pp. 311-312 This anti
sacramentalism is clearly a minority viewpoint within Valentinian gnosis.

7. See e.g., R.T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (London: Duckworth, 1962), pp. 105-
10. On the Chaldaean Oracles see esp. H. Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and
Theurgy, ed. (with compl�ments and indices) by M. Tardieu (Paris: Etudes
Augustiniennes, 1978). For a new edition of the fragments, with English
translation and commentary, see Ruth Majercik, The Chaldaean Oracles:
Text, Translation, Commentary (SGGR 5; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1989).

8. De Mysteriis Aegyptiorum, hereafter cited DM. The standard edition is now
E. des Places, Jamblique: Les Mysteres d'Egypte (Paris: "Les Belles
Lettres," 1966). Still useful is Thomas Taylor's English translation:
Iamblichus on the Mysteries of the Egyptians, 2nd ed. (London: Bertram
Dobell, 1895).

9. See my articles cited above, n. 3.
10. In his •Letter to Anebo." The text of this letter has been edited by AR.

Sodano, Porfuio, Lettera ad Anebo (Naples: L'arte tipografica, 1958). A
translation is included in Taylor's English translation of Iamblichus (pp. 1-
16).
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11. E.R. Dodds, The Greeks and the l"ationa/ (Berkeley/LA: University of
California Press, 1951), Appendix II: "Theurgy,• pp. 283-311, esp. p. 287.

12. Cf. Lewy-Tardieu and Majercik, op. cit., n. 7.
13. A paper by him entitled, "Putting Theurgy into Perspective," was

presented to the section on "Platonism and Neoplatonism• of the
American Academy of Religion at its annual meeting in Dallas, December,
1983. A revised version of that paper was subsequently published:
"Theurgy: Rituals of Unification in the Neoplatonism of Iamblichus,"
Traditio 41 (1985): 1-28. Shaw was very helpful to me in the preparation
of my article, and I gratefully acknowledge his assistance. See now his
doctoral dissertation: "Theurgy: The Language of the Embodied Soul -
A Study of the Work of lamblichus of Chalcis," University of California,
Santa Barbara, 1987.

14. See Dodds, l"ational, pp. 283-284; cf. Lewy-Tardieu, pp. 461-466.
15. See F.W. Cremer, Die Chaldilischen Orakel urnJ lamblich de Mysteriis

(Meisenheim: Anton Hein, 1969), pp. 21-22.
16. DM Il.11; 96, 13 - 97, 8. Text: 0� -yap 'Tl hllOl4 U\llla'IITU TOLS !ko'i.•pous

!ko-up-yous i1tEl. ,i EK�A\lE TO'\JS !kCllp'IJTU<i.)S +i,Aoa*�VTas rxa.v 'MJV
!kO'Up'YU('l]V EVW<n.V ,rpos TO'\JS !kous; ••• Kal. -yap µ.iJ VOO\lVTWV 'T)µ.l.)v aina TU
allv&iJµ.aTa a,j,' EQ\lTi.)V 6pq TO OUCELOV fp-yov, Kal. 'Tl Ti.)v 8£1.)v, 'lrp<)S ous civijKEL
Tatna, app1]ToS 6iivaµ.LS avriJ a,j,' Eavr'ilS im-yL-yv�a. T<lS OUCWJS EUCOVa5.
English translations of passages from the DM in this paper are my own,
though I have found Taylor's translation helpful.

17. Indeed, J. Trouillard thinks that theurgy and Christian sacramentalism are
essentially the same ("Sacrements: La Thfurgie parenne,• in Encyclopedia
Universalis vol. 15, p. 582; cf. L'Un et l'Aine selon Proclos [Paris: •Les
Belles Lettres,• 1972], pp. 171-89). For criticism of this view see Majercik,
Chaldaean Oracles, pp. 23-24. Cf. Shaw's discussion in "Theurgy: Rituals
of Unification," op. cit., n. 13, p. 11.

18. Cf. Lewy-Tardieu, pp. 437-39.
19. Shaw, "Theurgy: Rituals of Unification," op. cit., n. 13, pp. 12-13. The

phrase "instrument and beneficiary" is derived from Trouillard's article,
•sacrements," op. cit., n. 17, p. 582. Shaw goes on to discuss lamblichus's
doctrine of the soul in the De anima, specifically Iamblichus's rejection of
the views of Numenius, Porphyry, and Plotinus that the descending soul
leaves a portion of itself in the divine world. Cf. also J. Dillon, "lamblichi
Chalcidensis in Platonis Dialogos Commentariorum Fragmenta,"
Philosophia Antiqua, Vol. 23 (Leiden: Brill, 1973), pp. 41-47 and 382-383.

20. For a convenient one-volume translation of all of the Nag Hammadi texts
(including also those from the Berlin Gnostic Codex) see The Nag Hammadi
Library in English, ed. J.M. Robinson, (Leiden: EJ. Brill/San Francisco:
Harper & Row, 1977, 1981, 1988). For bibliography on Gnosticism and the
Nag Hammadi Codices, see D.M. Scholer, Nag Hammadi Bibliography
1948-1969 (NHS 1; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1971), updated annually in NovT.



270 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

21. See H.M. Schenke, •Das Sethianische System nach Nag-Hammadi
Schriftcn," in Studia Coptica, ed. P. Nagel, (Berlin: Akademie-Verlag,
1974), pp. 165-172; and esp. Schenke, "The Phenomenon and Significance
of Gnostic Sethianism," in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism: Proceedings of
the Conference At Yale March 1978, Vol. 2: Sethian Gnosticism, ed. B.
Layton, (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1981), pp. 588-616. The Gnostic texts which
belong to the Sethian system, according to Schenke, are as follows:

The Apocryphon of John (NHC II, 1; III, 1; N, l; BG, 2) 
The Hypostasis of the Archons (NHC II ,4) 
The Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC III, 2; N, 2) 
The Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V, 5) 
The Three Ste/es of Seth (NHC VlI, 5) 
Zostrianos (NHC VIII, 1) 
Melchizedek (NHC IX, 1) 
The Thought of Norea (NHC IX, 2) 
Marsanes (NHC X, 1) 
The Tri.morphic Protennoia (NHC XIII, 1) 
Bruce COdex, Untitled Text 

For the last-named text, see C. Schmidt and V. MacDermot, The Books of 
Jeu and the UnJitled Text in the Bruce Codex (NHS 13; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 
1978). 

22. See Carl Schmidt, Plotins Stellung zum Gnosticismus und kirr:hlichen
Christentum (TU 20; Leipzig: H.C. Hinrichs, 1901), p. 63. Of course,
Schmidt did not know the Nag Hammadi texts, though he did know Ap.
John (in the Berlin COdex version). Porphyry (VII. Plot. 16) refers to
•apocalypses," used by the Gnostic opponents of Plotinus, attributed to
"Zoroaster and Zostrianos and Nikotheos and Allogenes and Mes.sos and
others.• We now have, in the Nag Hammadi collection, Zostrianos (VIII,
1) and Allogenes (XI, 3). The name "Messos• is given in the last-named
tractate to the •son• of Allogenes. • Allogenes• is another name for
Seth; see B. Pearson, "The Figure of Seth in Gnostic Literature,• in
Rediscovery, vol. 2, pp. 472-504, esp. p. 486. Nikotheos appears in the
Bruce COdex as an important Gnostic authority, associated in that capacity
with another prophet, Marsanes. We now have a revelation of the latter:
Marsanes (X, 1 ). Perhaps Marsanes should be considered as included in the
•others• left unnamed by Porphyry. On Marsanes, see below.

For an alternative identification of the Gnostic opponents of Plotinus 
as Valentinians, rather than Sethians, see F. Garcfa Bazan, Plotino y la 
gnosis (Buenos Aires: Fundaci6n para la Educaci6n, la Ciencia y la Cultura, 
1981); "Plotino y los tcxtos gnosticos de Nag-Hammadi," Oriente
Occidente 2 (1981): 185-202; and his contribution to this volume. 

23. Schenlce, Gnostic Selhianism, pp. 600-607.
24. See my article, •Gnosticism as Platonism,• cited n. 3 above.
25. Cf. the contributions to this volume by J. Turner and R.T. Wallis, pp. 427-

483.
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26. Tue standard edition of the two extant versions of this text is that of A. 
BOhlig and F. Wisse, Nag Hammadi Codices 111, 2 and W, 2: The Gospel
of the Egyptians (NHS 4; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1975). Their translation is the
one used in NIILE, 3rd ed., pp. 209-219; the version in Codex Ill is
presented there, except for missing sections where the Codex IV version is
used instead.

27. •Of the Egyptians" is restored in lacunae in the incipit (111 40, 12; IV 50,
1-2), but Schenke prefers to read the incipit as -Tue Book of the II[olJy
[lnvocation]9 and "[Tue Ho)ly [Book) of the [Invocation]s" in the
respective versions. This is relevant to the question of the genre of the
document, on which see below. Cf. Schenkc, Gnostic Sethianism, p. 601.

28. See their introduction, p. 24.
29. This outline is basically that of Bohlig-Wisse, p. 26.
30. Schenke, Gnostic Sethianism, p. 600.
31. Possible (mixed) etymologies for these names are •Lord of the House"

and •Lord of Glory"; see BOhlig-Wisse, p. 41. The full name, •Domedon
Doxomedon," occurs in the preceding context (lII 43, 8-9) of the passage
quoted here, where, however, only •Doxomedon" occurs. In the quotation
here, some material is omitted from III 44, 21-24. The translation is that
of BOhlig-Wisse. There arc many examples of the Gnostics' use of, and
probably chanting of, the seven vowels, which are probably understood as
associated with the seven planetary spheres. Sec e.g., E. Poirt�e, •Le chant
gnostico-magique des sept voyelles grecques: in Congres International
d'Histoire de la Musique (Paris, 1900); Documents, Memoires et Voeux
(Solesnes: Saint-Pierre, 1901), pp. 15-38; F. Dornseiff, Das Alphabet in
Mystik und Magie (Leipzig/Berlin: B.G. Teubner, 1922), esp. 126-133 (on
Marcus: Iren., Haer. 1.13-22). Iamblichus does not deal specifically with
this in his DM.

32. BOhlig-Wisse, pp. 43, 173. For the Books of llu see n. 21.
33. DM Vll.4; 254, 17 • 255, 6. Text: aU' -iu,i.tv µ.tv Q")'V(l)(J'TQ fo-ri.> ii Kai.

"fVCOO"Ta £111,Q, 1repi. lw 'ITapa&taJ1.E8a Tas avaMXJas 1rapix &ii>v, Tots JJ-£ll'l'OL
&ots 'ITCll/'l'a O''!}IJ.all'l'U((l iCM'I.V O\J KaTa p,J'!'OV 'l'J)O'lfOV, ooo' o?os la-n.v o &a Tii>V
cpall'l'aa!Z)v 1rap' all8pi.i'IT01,S ITTUJ,Clll'l'U(OS '!'E. Kai. IJ.'flVVT\KOS, aU' i)TOI, VO£pii>S
[Ka-ra TOV 0dov aVTOV all8pi.i'ITa.oV vo'uv] ii Kal. a4>1)E")'K'l't.>'.i Kai. Kpa.-rroV<,,>S Kal.
&1r>.0VO"T£P<IIS [Kal.] KaTa votiv Tots &ots avV'l)lltl)IJ.EV<JS.

34. DM VII.4; 256, 8-15. Text: TaS KOl,VOAO"fWS oi.oµ.E0a &tv T'il 0'1.l"f"iEVEL 'ITp<)S
TOVS &ovc; AE(a. 'ITpo<Tq>EpEW, ••• ol 1,1,«Eloll'l'ES 'l'<I -,rpii>Ta ovo1,1,«1a 'ITEpi. 'l'&v &li'>v
IJ,ET« T'i'\S OU<EWS 'YA6>ffl)S avra <T'UJ',µ.i.t«vres '!'lapa&6'>Kaaw 'TIIJ.LV, "5 ouccfos
Kai. 'lfpo<Tcl><>PoU 'ffp<)S avra Wap)(OV<n]S, aKtV'l)TOV &,aTIJP()�V 8£'upo CIEi. TOV
&aµbv -r'ils -,rapa6ooei.>s.

35. BOhlig-Wissc, p. 173; cf. Zostrianos (Nl!C Vlll, 1) 130, 2.
36. On •Scthian• Gnostic baptism see Schenke, Gnostic Sethianism, esp. pp.

602-607; and Rudolph, Gnosis, pp. 226-28.
31. DM I.12; 41, 16 • 42, 5. Text: T'TJV laUT'i'\S acj,Etaa ti.>'1\V TiJv 1,1,«KCXpu.>'l'<l'MJV

'!'o)V 8fi.ii)v iVEp"yEl.aV <lVT'l'lAAata,o. El &ii Ka0apaw -,raOO,v Kai. (X'ITQAAa.,,;iv
"fEWE!TEi.>S €vCOO'i.v 'l'E. 'lfl)OS T'TJV &i.av ap)('qV 'Tl &a 'l'iilV KA'IJ!TE(o)V iivooos 'ITUPf.)(El
To'i:s i.EpE��. Ti. O'YJ'ITOTE -,raihJ T�S aini) 1fpo<TCl'ITTH; OU -yap TOV'; a,ra&ts Kai.
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Ka8apo-uc; ElS 'fO 'lra9'1\'fOV Kal. aKa8ap-rov "q 'fOl,QVM} KO'faa'lr4, 'fO'UVOV'ri.oV � 
-ro-uc; Eµ.'lralki:s -yEvoµ.Evouc; -qµ.as &a 'MJV -yEVEm.v Ka8apo-uc; K«l. lx-rpE=ous 
tt'lrqryate-ra�. 

38. Cf. Dillon, Iamblichi Fragmenta, Appendix A, •Iamblichus's Theory of
Prayer,• pp. 407-411.

39. DM V.26; 238, 10-12 and 239, 2-4. Text: -ro µ£v ds E-nv.aµ4,1.v -rE'i:vov, -ro 6E
els K01.viiv a'lrqryaai.av, -ro 6E els 'MJV -ru.Eiav a'lrO'lr�,vic.,cn.v tt'lro -rot.I ,rupos- . .
avviilkwv 6E 'lrapExa 'lrJ)OS 'filS -rot.I ,j,c.,'fos µ.apµ.aPVYas. Ka'fa 13J>axi, 6E -re>.ew'i:
'f(I EV -qµ.'i:v 'lrp0S -ras 'fWV lkwv avvacl,as. Ec.>S av E'lrL 'fO ttKpo'TO'fOV -i,µ.as
E'lrava-ya-y-o.

40. See NHLE, 3rd ed., pp. 397-401. There is as yet no critical edition of this
text. For an excellent discussion, with French translation, see M. Tardieu,
•Les trois steles de Seth: Un ecrit gnostique retrouve ii Nag Hammadi,"
RSPhTh 51 (1973): 545-75. Cf. also K. Wekel (for the Berliner Arbeitskreis
filr koptisch-gnostische Schriflen), "'Die drei Stelen des Seth': Die f(lnflc
Schrifl aus Nag-Hammadi-Codex VII," ThLZ 100 (1975): 571-80
(introduction and German translation). I have not seen Wekel's
dissertation, "Die drei Stelen des Seth (NHC VII, 5): Text-Obersetzung
Kommentar" (Th.D. diss., Humboldt Universitat, Berlin, 1977).

41. 118, 10-13. It is debatable whether this •Dositheos• is to be identified
with one or more figures of the same name mentioned in some traditions
related to Samaritanism and Simonian Gnosticism. On this see esp.
Tardieu, Trois steles, p. 551.

42. Cf. the "tablets• mentioned in Gos. Eg., above. For the motif of
revelatory steles associated with Seth see e.g., Tardieu, Trois Steles, pp. 553-
555; cf. also my article, "The Figure of Seth," op. cit., n. 22, esp. pp. 491-
4%.

43. See e.g., J.M. Robinson, "The Three Steles of Seth and the Gnostics of
Plotinus,• in Proceedings of the International Colloquium on Gnosticism,
Stockholm August 20-25, 1973, ed. G. Widengren, (Stockholm: Almqvist &
Wiksell, 1977), pp. 132-142, esp. pp. 133-136. Cf. J. Turner, "The Gnostic
Threefold Path to Enlightenment: The Ascent of Mind and the Descent of
Wisdom,• NovT 22 (1980): 324-51, esp. 341-51.

44. Schenke, Gnostic Sethianism, pp. 601-602.
45. Cf. the articles by Robinson and Turner (above n. 43) and esp. Tardieu,

Trois steles, pp. 558-567; see also Turner's contribution to this volume.
46. See Schenke, Gnostic Sethianism, p. 602; also Wekel, "drei Stelen,• in

ThLZ, op. cit., n. 40, col. 571.
47. C. Colpe uses the term "theurgisch" in his brief reference to the prayers

of Steles Seth. See Colpe, •Heidnische, j0dische, und christliche
Oberlieferung in den Schriften aus Nag Hammadi," II, /AC 16 (1973): 106-
26, esp. 124.

48. On the Chaldaean anag0gl see Lewy-Tardieu, Chaldaean Oracles, pp. 177-
227; cf. also Majercik, Chaldaean Oracles, pp. 30-45.
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49. Fragment B 60 (Diels): Mos «1111> KUTIi> µi.a Kal. W""l• Cf. Rudolph, Gnosis,
p. 172 (but the reference to B 90 is a misprint). This fragment is also
(partially) quoted by Plotinus, Enn. IV.8.1 (baov «1111) Kal. KUT11>).

50. lren., Haer. 1.21.2, as translated in Gnosis: A Selection of Gnostic Texts, ed.
W. Foerster, English translation ed. by R. McL Wilson, vol. 1 (Oxford:
Clarendon, 1972), p. 218. Cf. AJ. Welburn, "Reconstructing the Ophite
Diagram,• NovT 23 ( 1981 ): 261-87, esp. 264, where he entertains and then
rejects the suggestion that the reverse order of the Ophite invocations of the
planetary archons given by Origen (Ce/s. VI.31) refers to a mystic
"descent.• He cites the Mareosian and Jewish parallels at n. 12 of his
article.

51. See G. Scholem, Major Trends in Jewish Mysticism (New York: Schocken,
1961), pp. 46-47. Cf. I. Gruenwald,Apoca/yptic and Merkavah Mysticism
(Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1980), esp. his chapter on the Hekhalot literature (pp.
98-123), wherein he describes the "lheurgic" elements in the ascent rituals
reflected in these mystical texts. The use of the verb yart'Id ("descend")
in an ascent context is reflected in the Valentinian etymology of the river
•Jordan," in the Valentinian Exposition, On Baptism A (NHC Xl,2): "The
interpretation of that which [is] the Jord[an] is the descent which is [the
upward progression], that [is, our exodus] from the world [into] the Aeon•
(XI 41, 32-38). G. Stroumsa, in his review of Gruenwald's book (Numen
28 [1981]: 107-109, esp. 108ff.) plausibly suggests that the "descent•
language in the Jewish mystical texts reflects influence from the Hellenistic
mystery initiations, in which a symbolic katabasis into Hades and mystic
visions are featured. There may be something of this influence in the
Gnostic examples as well.

52. l-y(.) ELµ.i. o Xpurros. E"lfa.6'1) avll>OEv KaTalx/311Ka &a Tii)V ovoµixTll>II Tii)v �
apxoVT11>11, Haer. 26.9.9. Cf. Rudolph, Gnosis, pp. 247-250. Rudolph
expresses some skepticism as to the accuracy of Epiphanius's descriptions
of such libertinist cults. er. n. 77, below.

53. Cf. des Places's ed., p. 201, n. 3.
54. DM VIII.8; 272, 2-12. Text: Noµ.01,s -yap axpixVTOLS Kal. VOEj)OLS �TaL

1ruAaL Ta fp-ya T'!ts i.Epas a-ywTEi.aS, TutEL TE �oVL Kal. &vvuµ.u AllETaL Ta 
KaTa&eaTEpa, ELS (3EATi.ovu TE µ.dli.aTaµ.£1111>11 -qµ.ii)v A'i)tLv a,rocrrams -yi.-yVF.TaL
Tii)v KaTa&EaTepc.w. Kal. OU ,rapa TOV lt apx'i)s TL lkaµ.ov Effl.TEAELTQL Ell TCjl
TOL� i'.va µ.ETaaTpa,j>ci\<nv ol lkol. KaTa TiJv ELS WTEpOV -yi.-yvoµ.eV'l]v
lEpovp-yi.av, aAA' a1ro T'qs 1rp{.)T'l]s Kallooov l1rl. TOVT\l KaTETEµ.if,Ev b lkos Tas
iJivxus. i'.va 1fUALV ELS aUTOII l1raviA8c.Knv. OvrE O�lll µ.ETa'3<>Ai1 TLS -yi.-yVETaL &a
T'!ts TOLaVT'l]S ava-yll>'Y'ls ovrE µixxoVTaL al KU8ooOL Tl.Iv lftvxii)v Kal. al avo&OL.
There may be a possible allusion to Heraclitus's fragment here (cf. n. 44).
Plotinus quotes Heraclitus frg. B 60, together with frg. 84ab, in his
discussion of the descent of the soul, Enn. IV.8.1. lamblichus quotes from
the same fragments in his De anima, apud Stob. 1.49 (1.378, 21-23,
Wachsmuth); cf. A-J. Festugi�re, La revelation d'Hennes Trismegiste, Vol.
3 (Paris: Gabalda, 1953), p. 219.
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55. G. Shaw refers to the •upside-down• state of the embodied soul taught by
Plato (Tim. 43e), and argues that theurgy, for Iamblichus, achieves the
rectification of the soul, its •turning around" (periagc'1gf; cf. Resp. 521c).
See "Theurgy: Rituals of Unification," op. cit., n. 13, 14-15.

56. He treats the various gods, demons, heroes, and souls in Book I of DM.
57. aVU"f6>"fOV Kai. TEAE(Jl.()'\lj)"fOV Ka'I. Cl1T011A"flpc.>TU<OV, DM V.26; 240, 4. Cf. the

previous references to DM V.26, above.
58. The only critical edition of this text is that found in B. Pearson, Nag

Hammadi Codices IX and X (NHS 15; Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1981), pp. 211-
352; cf. NHLE, 3rd ed., pp. 460-71. Cf. also my articles cited above, n. 3.

59. On these problems see my introduction to Codex X in Nag Hammadi
Codices IX and X. 

60. Ch. 7, in Schmidt-MacDermot, Books of Jeu, op. cit., n. 21, p. 235. Cf. n.
22.

61. Cf. my discussion above.
62. Cf. my discussion, with reference to the Marsanes pas.sage, in "Gnosticism

as Platonism," op. cit., n. 3.
63. See the penetrating study by CJ. de Vogel, •Toe Soma-Serna Formula:

Its Function in Plato and Plotinus Compared to Christian Writers," in
Neoplatonism and Early Christian Thought, ed. HJ. Blumenthal and R.A.
Markus, (London: Variorum, 1981), pp. 79-99.

64. Cf. the "Naasene• Gnostic system, in which "Autogencs-Adamas" is
interchangeable with "soul." Cf. e.g., Hipp., Ref. V.6.3-9 (the
"commentary") and V.10.1 (the "Naasene Psalm").

65. DM VIII.3; 264, 14 - 265, 10. Text: Kai. O\l'f""5 aV<ll6Ev axp,. Tcllv TEAEVTUl.6>V
'11 1TEpl. TcllV apxcllv Atyv,r'Ti.ol.s ,rpa-yµaTEi.a b.4>' EVOS «PXETUI., KU\ 1TpoELOW Ets
1r>..'i)8os, Tcllv 1ro>..>..cllv a�s i,,j,' lvos &aK'\,r.kpV6>).I.EV6>V Ka'I. ,rav...axo'l:i T'i)S
aopi.aTO\J 4'WE""5 E1TLKp«TO\J1J,£V"flS VlrO TLVoS Wjll,(7).1.EVO\J ).I.ETpo\J Ka 'I. T'i)S
ClVl,)'f(lTI,) lvwi.as 1T<XV'f6>V at'fi.as- "TX-riv 6E 1TUP'1J"fU"fEV o 9Eas a,ro T'i)S
OV<TLO'fTITOS inroaxLU9Ei.a-ris "UAO'fTITOS, lijv ,rapa>..al.¼v b &iJµA,O\JP"fOS t<,>Tuc-i]v
o\Jaav T<lS a1r>..as Ka'I. a,ra9Eis atl>ai.pas a,r' avr'i)s E6TjµA,O'Up"fTIO"E, TO lie
EO"XUTOV a'\J'f'i)5 EtS TQ "fEVV"flTCl KUL 4>8ap,-a ac;iµ.aTa liw<OOµ.TjO"EV,

66. See Shaw's excellent discussion in •Toeurgy: Rituals of Unification,• pp.
14-16.

67. DM 1.21; 65, 4-12. Text: µ.i.µ.EiTai. 6E T-i]v Tcllv 9Ecllv Tatw, 'MJV TE VO"flT-iJv Ka•
'r-i]v lv o-upav�. ''Exa 6E ).I.ETpa Tcllv OV'f6>V ai.&a Kai. lv&ijµaTa 8a\Jµ«O"Ta, ota
a,ro TO'u 6TjµA,O"P"fo'u Ka "i. 1raTpos Tcllv oA<,>v &'l)po K«Ta1TE�VTa, o ts Kai. Ta
IJ,f.V acj,8E"(KTU &a O"\Jµf3oA6>V Cl1Topp11T6>V EK4>6>VELTUI., Ta 6E aVEL&:a KpaTELTUL
lv E'C&ai., Tix 6E 1T<lln]S EtKovoS Kpu,.,-ova &' EtKoV6>v a1TO'f'IJ1To'u'fa1., ,r{xv,-a 6E
&a 9Ei.as atTLaS µ.ov-ris E'IMEAELTUL.

68. Cf. Majercik, Chaldaean Oracles, pp. 44-45. She points out that Synesius
(hymn. 1 [3], 539.620) uses the termssyntMma and sphragis interchangeably
in an anagogic context. Cf. her notes to fragment 2 of the Oracles (p. 141).
Cf. also my notes to Marsanes, in Nag Hammadi Codices IX and X, pp. 2.'i3-
6 t.

69. Cf. my notes in Nag Hammadi Codices IX and X, p. 315, where references
to magical texts are also given.
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70. In my notes to the text (Nag Hammadi Codices IX and X, ad loc.) I refer
to the theories of Dionysius Thrax and his later commentators. Cf. also the
classic monograph on the use of the alphabet in magic and mysticism: F.
Dornseiff, Das Alphabet, op. cit., n. 31.

71. Cf. the passage from DM 1.21, quoted above.
72. Sec p. 109, n. 2, in des Places's edition, on rhoizownenas.
73. DM IIl.9; 118, 16 - 119, 4. Text: �xoi. TE Ka1 µil"IJ Ka!Mp<.>v-raL Tots 9Eots

OUCEL<l>S lKaaT�S, avy-yEVEW TE av-rots Cl'ffOOEOOTaL 1rpoaclx>pc.,s KaTa TCXS
OUCEi.aS lKaaTWV TatELS KaL 6\lvaµELS KaL TCXS EV avrcj) <Tcj)> 1rav-r\ KLV"1jaELs
Ka\ Tas a1ro Ti.'lv KLV1JaEwv �o"µivas Evapµovi.o'US cl><a,vas.

74. See my notes to the text.
75. This question is already implicit in Plotinus's polemic against the Gnostics

(Enn. II.9.14).
76. DM IV.2; 184, 9-14. Text: ws KpEi.TTovas KaAEt Tas a1ro Tou 1rav-ros

6\lvaµELS, Ka8ooov EaTLV b KaAo'lV av9p<,,'lros Ka\ E'ffLTCITTEL av-rats ate..s,
E1rEW'1J 1rEp43CIAAETai. 1rws &a To'lv a1roppi]Tw11 a\lµl3oAwv TO i.EpaTLKov To'lv 9Ei.'lv
1rpoox"IJµa.
Iamblichus makes a similar point in DM VI.6.

77. It would be especially interesting, I think, to look at the ritual activities of
the so-called "libertine• groups, e.g., those Gnostics described by
Epiphanius in his Panarion, chs. 25-26 (including the "Phibionites•
mentioned above), in terms of what Iamblichus says about the ritual usc of
obscene objects, gestures, and words (DM 1.11 ).

78. Esp. III 56, 22 - 60, 2. Cf. Plotinus's criticisms, Enn. II.9.10-11.
79. De anima, apud Stob. I.49 (I.375, 9); cf. Fcstugi�rc, revelation 3, p. 210.

owe this reference to Michel Tardicu.
80. Paranoia and parekbasis. While I have not found these specific terms used

in any Gnostic sources, they might be applied in general to what is said of
the fallen soul in such Gnostic treatises on the soul as Nl/C II, 6: T1ie

F.xegesis on the Soul and Nl/C VI, 3: Authoritative Teaching. The latter
treatise has been referred to, however, as more of a "Platonist• writing
than a "Gnostic" one! See R. van den Broeck, "The Authentikos Logos:
A New Document of Christian Platonism,• VigChr 33 (1979): 260-86.
Plotinus ascribes to the Gnostics a doctrine of the soul's "declination•
(neusis, Enn. II.9.11 ), but this is a term he uses himself of certain souls
(Enn. l.6.5)!

81. Enn. Il.9.14, referred to above.





Beauty, Number, and Loss of Order 
in the Gnostic Cosmos 

Pheme Perkins 

The Nag Hammadi codices have provoked as many questions about 
the relationship between Gnosticism and the philosophical speculation 
of the first three centuries of our era as they have answered. Some of 
these tractates appear to be those read in Plotinus's circles or those 
referred to in Christian authors. Others appear to reflect adaptation of 
Gnostic speculation to meet philosophical objections.1 However, it has 
been much more difficult to argue that Gnostic speculation, itsel,f, had 
a major influence on the development of Neoplatonic tho'ught.2 

Dominic O'Meara has suggested that the turn away from demiurgic 
production of the lower world toward a contemplative process in 
Plotinus's middle period may have been partially provoked by his 
polemic against the Gnostics.3 However, O'Meara also points out that 
Plotinus's polemic is not dictated by the Gnostic agenda. He develops 
themes from his own thought which might lead those inclined toward 
Gnostic views to reject them. The explicit condemnation of Gnostic 
teachings in the reduction to absurdities of Enn. 11.9 is predicated upon 
the independent metaphysical arguments of the earlier treatises.4 

Prof. Armstrong's survey of possible contacts between Gnosis and 
Greek philosophy reaches the same conclusion. He points out that it 
is necessary to distinguish between occasional ideas taken from a 
particular tradition and the shaping of a person by a tradition in such 
a way that one would never think otherwise.s Not only are the 
Platonists of the second century consistently •anti-Gnostic• in the 
structure of their thought; the Gnostics are only marginally influenced 
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by Platonism. Some of the rnonistic Gnostic writings have adapted 
elements of Platonic cosmology to their systems, but their structure 
remains that of a foreign faith and feeling.' Even for the most negative 
of the second century Platonists, this world reflects the intelligible world 
and remains "well-ordered.• That order is based upon the conviction 
that matter, space and time are limited. 

The consistency of the Platonic reading of the cosmos makes the 
intellectual attractiveness of Gnostic •disorder• all the more puzzling. 
Armstrong points out that one must beware of presuming that the myth 
of the Gnostic generates a particular mystical experience. Myth may be 
used to describe such experiences but it is not their source. The 
Gnostic treatment of its own mythology suggests a secondary, literary 
exercise quite unlike primary expressions of the human psyche.7 Anti
Gnostic polemic of the second and third centuries provides some 
indication of bow their contemporaries viewed Gnostic thinkers. Both 
Ircnaeus and Plotinus address a monistic Gnosticism, which claimed to 
provide its adherents with a "philosophical" reading of the world. 
They both ridicule the gnostic •melodrama of terrors• (Enn. II.9, 13) 
- particularly, the myth of Sophia and her passions.8 They both
attribute arrogance to the Gnostics, a desire to be superior to the
"heavenly world,• to step above their place in the hierarchy of beings.9 

They both presume that this arrogance is correlated with a lack of moral
purpose, an unwillingness to undergo the harder discipline of
"becoming good oneself. •10 

The principles on which Plotinus and Ircnaeus proceed to reject 
the Gnostic cosmology are quite different. Irenaeus argues from the 
Biblical account of God as creator, an account which he has apparently 
also read in an anti-Platonist vein.11 Plotinus, on the other hand, 
speaks from the Platonist position. Both thinkers reject the multiplicity 
of beings in the Gnostic cosmogony. Irenaeus insists that multiplication 
of creators can only lead to an infinite (unlimited) series. Consequently, 
the unity of the single Creator is the only reasonable account of the 
origin of the sensible world.12 In the process, he rejects the view that 
creation is patterned after •forms• in the intelligible world. Such a 
pattern, he insists, would require infinite forms and would introduce 
into the intelligible world the disharmony and tension evident in the 
material world.13 Plotinus, on the other hand, even with some 
inconsistency in his own thought, finds the living diversity of this world 
expressed in the intelligible realm.14 However, the Gnostics have failed 
to recognize that a tendency toward unity governs the intelligible realm. 
They have thought that they would gain understanding by giving names 
to a whole multitude of intelligible realities. All they have done is to 
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reduce the intelligible world to the level of the sensible.15 However, as 
lrenaeus recognizes, this irrational positing of beings has its roots in a 
tendency that was fostered in Platonic circles, number speculation. 16 

Both Irenaeus and Plotinus reject such Neopythagorean 
speculation in principle as well as the association of numbers and 
sounds with certain magical elements in Gnosticism. Plotinus was 
generally not interested in mathematical speculation.17 Gnostic magic 
is predicated on the absurd premise that incorporeal beings could be 
affected by sounds. 18 Irenaeus's argument against number speculation 
proceeds from two principles: God as creator and the presumption of 
"disharmony• in the lower world. Both were part of his argument 
against the Forms. Number systems, he points out, are purely arbitrary. 
They can be arranged to suit any speculation. The truth is that numbers 
spring from a system (regula), which has God as its origin. Further, one 
should not be deceived by looking at the intervals h.:1twecn notes. The 
melody as a whole is the work of an artist and arises from opposition as 
much as harmony. Listening to music is not based on ratios but upon 
the tension between some notes; the sound of some, and the loudness 
or softness of others.19 

Irenaeus and Plotinus thus differ on a fundamental principle. 
Irenaeus presumes against theories of Forms and of mathematical ratio 
that the material world contains within it clements of disharmony, 
discord, irrationality, which arc overcome in the larger perspective of 
God as the creator of all. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that he 
docs not reflect Plotinus's final case against the Gnostics, their failure 
to perceive the true nature of Beauty. Armstrong suggests that third 
century Platonists, especially Plotinus, recovered in Beauty an clement 
in perceiving the world that had been neglected in the second century.20 

The "disharmony• presumed by Irenaeus may represent a view of the 
cosmos that was held widely enough to provide some plausibility for 
Gnostic arguments. On the other side, we find a few references to the 
beauty of the intelligible world in the Nag Hammadi writings. These 
references suggest that Gnostic thinkers would have been influenced by 
objections such as those raised by Plotinus. 

The Beautiful and Order in Middle Platonism 

Before investigating the Nag Hammadi material, a brief survey of 
the treatment of "the Beautiful" as an ordering principle in the first 
and second century Platonic tradition is appropriate. Th what extent is 
Beauty lost as an ordering principle? Th what extent is Irenaeus's 
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presupposition of discord in the sensible world shared ,by the 
philosophical tradition? That the second principle is common in some 
circles may already be obvious from surveys like Armstrong's. Second 
century accounts of necessity, multiplicity and irrationality in the lower 
world tend to exegete Plato in such a way that an •evil• soul is 
operative in the material world. This interpretation is based upon a 
combination of Tim. 52-53 and Laws 896E-897D. Plutarch, Atticus and 
Numenius provide examples of such interpretation.21 

Emphasis on the •disorder• to be found in the lower world and 
the consequent decline in use of the argument from its •beauty• 
appears to originate in anti-Stoic argument. Toe Stoic argument for an 
immanent divine Providence turned on three points: (1) the cosmos is 
the structure best suited for survival; (2) the cosmos is complete in 
itself; (3) the cosmos is one of consummate beauty and contains every 
kind of embellishment.22 Toe order, perfection and beauty of nature 
prove that it is produced by a divine reason, which guides all things for 
the benefit of humanity.23 Toe Platonic tradition insists on God's 
transcending the •ordering principle of the lower world." This 
transcendence is often expressed in the conviction that the highest God 
transcends the Good and the Beautiful.24 

Philo's treatise on the creation of the world demonstrates the 
eclectic tendencies of first century Platonism. Its speculation about the 
numbers involved in the creation account is indebted to Pythagorean 
traditions.25 God, the active cause of all that is, transcends virtue, 
knowledge, the Good and the Beautiful (Opif. 8). Philo agrees with the 
Stoic of Cicero's De Natura Deorum that Providence is the most 
beneficial and necessary incentive to piety.26 The Beautiful applies 
most properly to the paradeigma of the sensible world. Philo concludes 
that a god-like, incorporeal pattern was created prior to the production 
of the sensible world. He concludes that the number of types of object 
in the two worlds must coincide and that the •ideas• are in the divine 
Logos, since nothing else could contain God's power.27 The substance 
which receives the Forms has nothing but the capacity to change, to 
become all things. It contains inconsistency and disharmony because it 
is without any qualities. It has no soul, beauty or order. However, its 
capacity to receive the Good is limited. Consequently, the beauty, 
harmony and order of the material world is not equivalent to that in the 
intelligible world.28 

However, Philo's account of the elements suggests a further source 
of discord in the lower world. "Light" the noetic paradeigma, the 
surpassingly beautiful, is not only dimmed in the material world, it 
meets the void and darkness. God puts •air" between the two, which 
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are naturally in conflict, so as to keep discord and perpetual warfare 
from arising. Evening and dawn function as boundaries in the heavenly 
spheres. (Opif. 30-33). Not only is there a natural enmity between 
primordial elements, but God is not entirely responsible for creation. 
Those things which are Good of themselves or those which are neither 
Good nor Bad are attributed to God. Deeds of a contrary sort are 
attributed to subordinates (Opif. 74-75). 

According to Philo, the human soul is particularly suited to 
perceive true beauty. It was not constructed according to a pattern such 
as those for the visible world but in the likeness of God's Word. What 
has been copied from a beautiful pattern will be itself beautiful. The 
Word of God surpasses any beauty to be found in nature. Consequently 
the first human surpassed any human who now exists. The descendants 
of that first human, like successive copies of work of sculpture or 
painting, have grown weaker and inferior to the original, (Opif. 139-45). 
Such decline helps explain the acknowledged difference in the return of 
individuals to the vision of God. Fug. 91-99 distinguishes three types of 
piety. The noblest reaches to the divine Word, the image of God. The 
next grasps God's creative power and comes to love the one to whom 
the person owes his or her being. Finally, the last form grasps God's 
ruling power and gains life through obedience to divine decrees. Only 
the person who is free from even unintentional offense possesses God 
himself. Others must take refuge in the three cities, the Word of God, 
his creative power and his kingly power. Humans need these three 
refuges because they are by nature prone to intentional and 
unintentional sin. (Fug. 102-105).29 Philo's description of the fall 
equates Eve with the senses through which reason becomes ensnared 
(Opif. 165).30 While hardly the beginnings of a Gnostic system, Philo's 
account does presume that the sensible world contains certain elements 
that are not harmonious and not reducible to reason or order. Philo's 
monotheism and his doctrine of divine powers holds these elt::ments 
within the bounds of a "good" creation. However, one also finds in 
the doctrine of God's double act of creation, first the intelligible world, 
then the sensible one, a way of removing the creator from the ills of this 
world. The perfection of divine power and beauty can only be expressed 
in the intelligible realm. 

Plutarch is less tentative than Philo in attributing discord in the 
sensible world to a principle other than God. Against the Epicureans, 
he argues that matter alone will never produce life, since matter is 
inanimate. Against the Stoic identification of God, Providence, the 
Logos and the creative Dcmiurge, he argues that nothing bad could ever 
be engendered.31 But, and here we find the image exploited by 
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Irenaeus, the harmony of the universe is like a lyre. It rebounds from , 
being disturbed. Good and bad are not kept apart in the universe. This 
fact is evident in the dualistic myths of both barbarians and Greeks. It 
is also evident in our own experience of life. We find that Nature 
constantly mingles good and bad, success and failure. The most logical 
conclusion from both ancient wisdom and our experience of the world 
is that there are two •souls" at work. Nature as we know it requires 
both, intelligence and reason and the irrational and destructive soul.32 

However, the struggle between the two is not equal. Fundamentally, 
Nature inclines toward the good and has an innate tendency to reject 
evil. The divine Word cripples the destructive force in the universe and 
creates concord out of discord.33 

Plutarch's rather idiosyncratic exegesis of the World Soul in the 
Tunaeus attaches this doctrine of two principles to Plato. 34 It would 
be absurd to suppose that the universe could come into being merely 
out of the incorporeal, since God would not turn what is incorporeal to 
body. Nor could he turn the inanimate into soul. Both are fitted 
together in a living being which is as beautiful and perfect as possible. 
Plutarch rejects the view that matter could be the source of evil and 
disharmony, since it is a substrate without any qualities. It cannot be 
spoken of as •ugly,• maleficent, subject to excess and deficiency. 
Therefore, the principle of what is disorderly and maleficent must be the 
soul itself. The material principle needed beauty, shape and the regular 
geometric figures in order to give birth to creation (De An. Proc. 1014B-
1015E). This disorderly soul only becomes the soul of the cosmos when 
it partakes of intelligence, reason and harmony. Plutarch claims that 
this principle is evident in the dual motion in the heavens, that of the 
fixed stars (the same) and the contrary motion of the planets (the 
other), (1015A). The discord inherent in this principle is removed by 
harmony, proportion and number. They become inerrant (aplant) and 
stable (stasima) in a way that is similar to those things which arc 
invariably the same (1015F). Plutarch finds other examples of the unity 
of same and other. Within the soul, for example, one encounters both 
what belongs to the intelligible world, the objects of knowledge, and 
what belongs to the perceptible one, the objects of opinion. They are 
combined in mental images and memories.35 Plutarch combines 
psychological and cosmological examples of the same/other antithesis. 
(De Proc. An. 1026DE). The divine and impassive soul longs for what 
is best, while the mortal and passible part has an •innate desire• 
(epithumia emphuton) for pleasure. He suggests a periodic alteration in 
the heavens between the period in which the •same• dominates and 
that in which •discernment• has fallen asleep and forgotten what is 
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proper to it. The soul's association with body puts a drag on the •right 
hand• motion and pulls it back without being able to disrupt it entirely. 
The period of the •other• ends when the better part recovers, looks up 
to the intelligible paradeigma and is aided by God's turning and 
guidance, (De An. Proc. 1026EF). 

The cosmos as we experience it provides evidence for both 
principles. However, Plutarch insists that the portion of evil in the soul 
has been arranged by God. The commingling of same and other shows 
order and change, difference and similarity, so that as far as possible 
everything has come into being in friendship (philia) and fellowship 
(koinania).36 The basis of this concord in harmony and number is 
demonstrated by extensive numerological speculation that Plutarch has 
apparently taken over from earlier sources.37 This emphasis on 
number, harmony and concord contains the establishment of disharmony 
and evil as cosmological principles. Plutarch's lost treatise on Beauty 
appears to have included a defense of the bodily as part of the definition 
of a human being.38 "Desire• is attached to the irrational soul and 
not to matter in any case. But one cannot escape the insistence upon 
an account of the world which includes disharmony and evil among its 
principles. For Plutarch, this account demonstrates the superiority of 
Plato to the Epicurean or Stoic accounts. It also demonstrates that the 
true source of order lies in the intelligible realm. 

The myth of the sleeping World Soul also appears in Albinus. It 
cannot be found directly in Plato but may represent a tradition that is 
earlier than both thinkers. It suggests a view that the interweaving of 
the irrational and rational souls is responsible for maintaining a 
constant cosmic tension.39 Atticus, according to Proclus, agreed with 
Plutarch's view that prior to the divine ordering of the cosmos, the 
disorderly soul was responsible for its chaotic motion."° Thus, one may 
presume that much of Plutarch's account would have found a ready 
hearing among second century Platonists. 

Numenius can be read as standing in this tradition of Platonism. 
Yet, where Plutarch and Atticus sec harmony, he finds constant 
struggle.41 Numenius also appears to have associated evil more closely 
with matter, the unorganized, infinite Dyad than did Plutarch. As a 
result, the material character of the heavenly bodies suggests that they, 
too, fall under the influence of evil.42 Numenius also appears to have 
divided the Demiurgic figure into two. The Demiurge forgets itself and 
is distracted out of concern for matter. However, the Demiurgic figure 
remains •good• and contemplative. The world which comes into being 
as a result of the action of the demiurge is one which participates in 
beauty.43 
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Even at its most negative, second century Platonists presumed that 
the sensible world reflected the beauty and order of the intelligible one. 
If they emphasized the elements of discord and evil, it served a polemic 
on behalf of transcendent divine order against the Stoic version of an 
immanent providence to be identified with the divine Logos. It appears 
likely that the few references to intelligible beauty in Gnostic writings 
reflect the influence of such Platonic topoi. 

Intelligible Beauty in the Nag Hammad! Codices 

The rupture between the Pleroma and the material world in 
Gnostic mythology permits an antitype of numerical order in the 
heavens created by the Demiurge, but not continuous reflections of the 
Beautiful. Plotinus concludes his work against the Gnostics with the 
charge that they are impervious to the beauty in the world. A person 
who cannot be moved by beauty is incapable of contemplation, he 
argues. Therefore, such a person cannot claim to attain to God, (Enn. 
II.9, 17). This charge strikes at the foundation of Gnostic piety.

Plotinus preceded the charge with the argument that the Gnostics 
have abandoned the providential ordering of the lower world. Disputes 
over providence were common in the second century. Several Gnostic 
writings construct their own accounts of providence.44 The Gnostic 
response to Plotinus's charge that they have abandoned the providential 
ordering of the world and fail to see its beauty can be exemplified in 
Eugnostos.45 The lower heavens are constructed according to an 
ordered sequence of powers of ten in androgynous pairs.* However, 
Eug. argues, the perfect and good aeons created in the heavens also 
reveal the defect of the female.47 The aeons which come to be from 
the Immortal Man and his consort Sophia provide the types for what 
appears in the sensible world.48 This region of ineffable joy, rest and 
glory is apparently the realm which the Gnostic reader of the tractate 
is summoned to contemplate. The cosmological speculation in Eug. 
apparentJy formed the basis for the writing which follows it in the 
collection, Sophia of Jesus Christ. The Christian Gnostic revelation 
dialogue combines the cosmology with a myth of the fall of Sophia's 
•drop• into the material world and the rescue of her offspring from the
•powers• by the Gnostic revealer.49 Although it repeats much of Eug.
word for word, SJC lacks the speculation on numerological order and
the origin of time. It retains the reference to the defect of the female
in the heavens, which is clearly interpreted to refer to the Sophia myth.
It presumes that the Gnostic is to "shine more than• the glorious
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heavenly powers with which Eug. concludes.50 SJC has a different 
image of heavenly resting place of the soul derived from the Sophia 
myth. Those who know the Father in pure knowledge depart to be with 
the Unbegotten. Those who know him defectively are in the Eighth. 
Others become a light in the spirit of silence or attain the Eighth 
through their knowledge of the Son of Man.51 Eug. apparently 
proposes some form of contemplation of heavenly order as a key to the 
knowledge of the divine received by the Gnostics. They apparently 
become participants in the joyous, immortality of the heavenly aeons. 
Perhaps the defect of the female evident in the heavens motivates this 
turn toward knowledge. However, SJC reflects quite a different pattern 
of redemption. It depends upon a salvation gained through the revealer, 
who is finally identified with Christ. Such Gnosis has no interest in 
contemplating the order of the heavens. It is possible that the present 
version of Eug. is as much a redaction of an earlier cosmological treatise 
as is SJC. The two writings reflect a diverging path in Gnostic piety. 

The path of spiritual ascent and contemplation is clearly evident 
in those tractates which are also reputed to have circulated in Plotinus's 
circles. Allogenes assures its readers that the Invisible One, God, 
transcends all things. He is even spoken of as •non-being.• The One 
is a triad, Life, Mind and Existence, of unsurpassable greatness and 
beauty. It is the source of all things.52 Ascent takes the form of a 
heavenly journey through the spheres to the One. The author concludes 
that the transcendence of the One, which includes its perfection and 
beauty, implies that He is •unknown• to the lower powers. There is 
no activity in the One; no concern with what is below. Yet, the One 
contains all things. The paradoxes of •non-being existence• and 
unknowability, suggest that the One cannot be known directly. A/log. 
rejects the claims of those who might say they have done so. Only 
Gnostic revelation provides access to the One.s3 Against Plotinus, 
then, A/log. holds that beauty, goodness and the other attributes 
attached to God have nothing in common with their use in this world. 
Claims to a contemplative ascent without revelation are mere self
deception. 

Marsanes also contains a vision of the ascent of the soul through 
the various grades of being. It includes correspondences between the 
sounds of vowels, diphthongs and the shapes of the soul, which might 
address Plotinus's argument against the influence of sounds on 
incorporeal entities.54 Speculation about the monad, dyad and 
subsequent numbers attaches beauty to the number seven.55 The 
fragmentary nature of the work makes interpretation of its cosmological 
structure difficult. The visionary claims to seek the Three-powered One 
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and to understand "what really exists.• This claim is attached to a 
sketch of the levels of being, which suggests that knowledge of the 
intelligible world leads to the conclusion that the sensible world is to be 
saved completely.56 What survives of Mar. does not permit us to
reconstruct the argument for that conclusion. Unlike Allog., Mar. does 
not appear to emphasize the radical transcendence of the three-powered 
One or its relationship to the Good and the Beautiful. It would appear 
that the numerological correspondences and the correlation between 
sounds and shapes of the soul are the foundation of its understanding 
of ascent. The soul has to be summoned out of its infatuation with the 
sense-perceptible world that is the result of embodiment. Mar. suggests 
that contemplation of the celestial order of the seven planets, the twelve 
signs of the zodiac and the thirty-six decans are the beginning of the 
turn away from the sensible world toward the intelligible.57 The 
affirmation of the sensible world in Mar. represents one of the strongest 
in any Gnostic text. This affirmation appears to have been attached to 
an equally strong conviction that the heavenly spheres reflect the order 
of the intelligible world. 

The Gospel of Truth stems from a monistic form of gnosis, which 
appears to be closely related to that opposed by Irenaeus in Adv. Haer. 
II.58 It presumes a close identification between the story of ignorance 
among the aeons and the situation of the Gnostic.59 We have already
seen hints of such coordination in Plutarch's parallels between cosmic 
and psychic reflections of the •same and other.• Irenaeus's reading 
presumes that Gnostic statements are to be read on the cosmological 
level simply. Gos. 1ruth presupposes that ignorance of the Father 
occurs within the divine pleroma. For A/log. such "ignorance" was an 
expression of the transcendence of the Father. Gos. Truth on the other 
hand, ties the incomprehensibility of the Father to the story of the 
emergence of the sensible world. The drama of salvation unfolded 
around the figure of Jesus leads to the overcoming of that condition of 
ignorance.60 Since the Father contains all things, this entire drama 
takes place "within" the pleroma.61 

The coordination between a story of the •rau• as the origin of a 
world that is ignorant of the Father and the pleroma as the place in 
which the story is enacted, appears in the peculiar role played by beauty 
in Gos. Truth. Ignorance of the Father leads to anguish and error which 
set about making a creature, •preparing in beauty a substitute for 
truth.1162 This assertion is immediately followed by an affirmation that 
error and ignorance are no humiliation to the Father. The Father is 
established, immutable truth, which is perfect in beauty.63 Therefore, 
the Gnostic should despise error. This argument follows the image of 
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transcendence set out in A/log. Nothing which happens in the lower 
world can be of concern to the transcendent, self-sufficient One. 
Therefore, those, like Irenaeus, who might argue that the Gnostic 
account of the lower world is somehow unworthy of God, simply fail to 
understand that God's perfect Truth is beyond such concerns. 

The correlation between the beauty in the material world and the 
true beauty of the Father is unclear. Since the Gnostic requires 
revelation to turn away from error, Gos. Truth does not appear to hold 
that the former can direct the soul to the latter. M�nard observes that 
Philo has a similar contrast in Opif. 139. The true beauty of the divine 
Logos is contrasted with that found in the cosmos.64 According to 
Gos. Truth, the lower world is characterized by a •deficiency• which 
will come to an end with the revelation of the Father. Both matter and 
the •form of the world" will be consumed by the knowledge of God 
and all will exist in unity. Thus, nothing remains outside the Father.� 
The exhortation to the Gnostic is to sec to it that •the house" is 
purified and silent for the Unity. Awakening to gnosis means that the 
Gnostic recognizes that he or she is •in the Father• and is thus able 
to come forth from error and ignorance and ascend to the Father.'° It 
would appear that material beauty could only be a deficient substitute 
for the true beauty of the Father, since it is characterized by a 
deficiency, which is to be overcome. Unlike Irenaeus, who must also 
agree that the material world comes to an end, Plotinus insists upon the 
permanence of the sensible world. (Enn. Il.9, 3). He insists that one 
who thinks that the universe will end would have to argue that matter 
itself is dissolved, which Gos. Truth does appear to hold. Such a 
doctrine is philosophically incoherent, he argues, because whatever 
comes into being as the result of the operation of a spiritual principle 
must always remain so. Indeed, A/log. appears more consistent than 
Gos. Truth in its account of the •necessary• ignorance of the Father 
without revelation. 

The alternation between cosmic and psychic metaphors continues 
in the dream sequence. Existence in the world prior to the awakening 
granted by revelation is like persons suffering a series of nightmares. 
When one awakens, all the terrors of the dream vanish.67 Plutarch 
used the image of the "slumbering World Soul" to describe the cosmic 
alteration of principles of the •same and other.• Plotinus comments 
that the Gnostics create their own terrors through ignorance. If they 
understood the true nature of the cosmic spheres, they would not fear 
them. They cannot be treated as tyrannical rulers but are set over the 
universe as givers of beauty and order.68 

Gos. Truth would appear to reject any claim that the ultimate truth 
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can be known through philosophical reflection. The work consistently 
returns to revelation through the activity of the Son as the way in which 
one comes to know the Father and so attain stability and rest. For one 
who has awakened to the Ttuth, the drama of salvation has been played 
out. That person is no longer living in the nightmares of the ignorant. 
However much Gos. 1ruth owes to philosophic speculation, the author 
never supposes it to be a substitute for revelation.o9 In the end, as 
A/log. and Mar. also contend, philosophy must give way to revelation of 
the Father. 

The Tripartite Tractate presents an even more elaborate 
systematization of Gnostic traditions. Instead of an errant Sophia, we 
find the logos as the aeon responsible for the creation of the lower 
worlds.70 Trip. Trac. opens with an elaborate exposition of the 
transcendence of the Father in categories drawn from the Platonic 
traditions of negative theology.71 The demiurgic mode of creation had 
been seen to be inappropriate for the highest God. Plotinus rejects the 
idea that the World Soul could have engaged in any activity that might 
require deliberation to create the universe. Trip. Trac. shows a similar 
concern in its insistence that the Father does not create on the basis of 
a Form or have to overcome any obstacle. Indeed, the Father does not 
create from any external matter or generate the lower aeons from any 
internal substance.72 

Like the other Gnostic writings in this group, Trip. Trac. finds an 
•ignorance of the Father• to be characteristic of the lower aeons.
Several explanations are offered to make that view more acceptable.
The unity of the entire system is one of love and longing for the Father,
which stems from the fact that he is not perfectly known. Instead, the
names provided for the Father by the Spirit provide knowledge through
a •divided unity.• The Father will graciously grant knowledge of
himself, but withholds it so that the aeons will be perfected through the
process of searching. Had they not gone through that process, they
would think that such knowledge came through their own powers and
would be arrogant. Had the Father revealed himself all at once, the
aeons would have perished.73 

Ignorance of the Father also guards his incomprehensibility. The 
devolution of the lower world results from the attempt of the Logos to 
grasp the incomprehensibility of the Father. Quite unlike many Gnostic 
myths, Trip. 1rac. insists that this attempt was good. It was the result 
of great love for the Father and according to the will of the Father.74 

The world which the Logos begets is the realm of shadows and 
likenesses, of division, doubt, deliberation and the two opposing 
movements of the •same and other: of ascent back to the pteroma and 
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descent into deficiency. As in Philo, the lowest world is the one in 
which the desire for power and command represents the fundamental 
principle of order. Association with this world of division means that 
the Logos must be awakened and turned toward the pleroma and its 
likenesses.75 Trip. 'Irac. uses the dream image in a cosmological sense 
to describe the two types of powers: some are like forgetfulness in a 
heavy, troubled sleep; others like creatures of light looking for the rising 
sun who dream pleasant dreams.76 

Even the hostile powers in the lower order are ultimately subject 
to the administration of the Logos. The Logos creates and administers 
the world through the intelligible world of Forms, which is an image of 
the Pleroma and is superior to the strife in the material world.n 
Throughout its account of the devolution of the lower world, Trip. Trac. 
emphasizes the elements of beauty which belong to the various realms. 
Things in the lower realm are divided between those due to discordant 
powers, which are shadows and will ultimately vanish, and those which 
are images of the Pleroma. The latter have beauty derived from the 
things of which they are images. 78 When the repentant Logos turns 
toward the higher world, he gives honor and praise to the Pleroma and 
is able to generate images of •the living Forms, beautiful in that which 
is good, resembling them in beauty, but unequal to them in truth."79 

The administrative function of the Logos is reflected in a process of 
beautification. This process does not extend to all of the lower world, 
but to the creation of •spiritual places" in which those who belong to 
the aeon •church" belong.l!O 

However, Trip. 'Irac. also operates on a threefold division of 
humanity, pneumatics, psychics and hylics. It appears to claim that both 
the pneumatics and psychics attain salvation. Like Gos. Truth, the story 
of the aeons becomes that of the Gnostic soul. Consequently, a further 
division is introduced into the same/other, right/left, dualism of the 
account. The distinction between beauty and thought provides the 
vehicle for this development. The realm of thought, the plcroma, the 
world of the things which pre-exist, is separate from the world of images 
which have come into being from the Logos. We find a triple division 
in the cosmos. The truly beautiful are the things which belong to 
thought and represent the pleroma. The middle realm, generated by the 
repentant Logos, is the realm of conversion. Finally, the lowest realm 
is that administered by law, the region of condemnation and wrath. 
Even the things which come to be there are images, those images are 
phantasies. No knowledge is associated with what comes into being 
through phantasies of arrogance and power.81 However, the sensible 
world and its images are ruled by an Archon established by the Logos 
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after the pattern of the Father of the pleroma. The Logos uses the 
Archon as a •hand• to beautify the lower regions, as well as to 
prophesy and to administer that world.82 

Trip. Trac. suggests that the action of the Logos differs with regard 
to each of the three types of person. Those who belong to thought are 
drawn into a material union with the lower Logos, so that they cease to 
be attracted by evil or by the glories of the world. Instead, they love 
and search for the one who can heal them from deficiency. Those who 
belong to the •likeness• are set under the "word of beauty• so that 
the Logos can bring them into a Form. The final group falls under 
judgment. Their lust for power is used by the Logos to administer the 
world.83 The distinction between the process for those belonging to 
thought and those belonging to beauty is not clear. Later in Trip. Trac., 
we find that the •spiritual• receive salvation immediately in the 
revelation of the Logos. The •psychics,• apparently a category which 
includes Gnostics, require instruction. They are said to receive forms 
resembling the images and archetypes until the whole church can be 
assembled. Trip. Trac. appears to associate this process with the Gnostic 
sacraments, though it also presumes that Christians are rewarded for 
their faith, good deeds and good dispositions.84 

Trip. Trac. introduces this section on salvation with the 
cosmological image of the cyclic alteration between the powers on the 
right and on the left. When those on the left dominate, the "wise• 
powers on the right appear like them in using force. When those on the 
"right" dominate, the powers of the left seek to copy them in doing 
good. This shifting alteration of powers provides an explanation for the 
diverse philosophical accounts of the origins of the cosmos that have 
been offered by the philosophers. However, Trip. Trac. argues, none of 
the philosophers have been able to advance a true explanation of the 
cosmos. Their arrogance and confusion reflects the •fighting• that 
takes place among the powers of the lower world. Philosophical systems 
depend upon imagination and speculation. Consequently, they mistake 
the realm of images for reality.as Much of this attack on the 
philosophers could be paralleled in Plotinus's polemic against the 
Gnostics. It clearly reflects conventional inter-school polemic. 
However, it also shows that Trip. Trac.'s debts to philosophic 
speculation are not aimed at philosophical analysis for its own sake. Its 
revelation entails a conversion away from philosophy. Similarly, Trip. 
Trac. speaks of a conversion away from the gods sparked by the coming 
of the Son of the unknown God.86 Trip. Trac., at least, would agree 
with Armstrong's conclusion. Gnosis is fundamentally a different mode 
of faith from Platonism, however much it may have learned to express 
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the transcendence of God and the ordering principles of the world in 
Platonic terms. 

Plotinus and Gnostic Christianity 

Much of the cosmological speculation in Trip. Trac. can be 
paralleled in Plotinus. Even the introduction of division and 
multiplicity into the Logos as part of the generation of the lower world 
can be given a good Platonic reading.87 But the contemplative 
structure of the world by which even •unconscious nature• can be said 
to engage in a sleeping movement toward the good is impossible in. the 
Gnostic cosmos.88 The Gnostic thinkers have appropriated a second 
century Platonism, which had already pointed to the disharmony and evil 
in the sensible world to counter Stoic cosmological speculation. Trip. 
Trac. points out that while some philosophers are impressed with the 
harmony and unity of all things, others are equally influenced by evils 
and discord. The conventional Platonist argument insists that the 
imperfections of the sensible world merely serve to turn the soul toward 
the reality of the intelligible. However, Irenaeus uses an anti-Platonist 
argument that the theory of sensible things as the images of •Forms• 
requires that disharmony and discord characterize the intelligible world 
as well as the sensible one. In a milder vein, the second century 
Platonists like Plutarch who exegeted Plato to provide a •disorderly 
World Sou)• as a cosmic principle answered that objection while 
granting it in principle. Trip. Trac. has used that theme to provide a 
monistic reading of early Gnostic myths of the devolution of the lower 
world. 

But for all of the Gnostic systems the transcendence of God and 
the disorder in the sensible world combine to indicate the necessity of 
revealed knowledge of the Father. Plotinus lays hold of another 
fundamental difference between his vision and that of the Gnoslics when 
he objects to the •temporality• of the Gnostic stories, (Enn. II 9, 3-4). 
Principles of generation in the intelligible realm must always be 
operative. The Gnostics, on the other hand, constantly speak of things 
coming to be in a way that implies change in that realm just as much as 
they presume that the material world will ultimately be dissolved. For 
the Platonist, beauty and order in the sensible world are images of 
eternity. For the Gnostic, disorder bespeaks the illusory character of a 
world that is not eternal. Unlike the philosophical image of an eternal 
alteration of the two opposing powers, the Gnostic view is incoherent. 
Plotinus protests that if this world is destined for destruction, its creator 
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should have done so. If the Gnostic protests that not all the souls have 
been liberated, one should respond that there has been more than 
enough time for them to reject this world in favor of their true home 
(Enn. 11.9, 4-5). Fundamentally, the Gnostic is trapped by categories of 
time and space that belong to the sensible world. These categories arc 
mediated in stories which depend upon their applicability. Thus, 
Plotinus concludes his refutation of the Gnostics by contrasting the 
contemplation of the philosopher who knows what it means for the soul 
to be •outside• this world with the claims of the Gnostics that they will 
ascend beyond the stars. Whatever happens in this world, the 
philosopher can withdraw into the untroubled contemplation of the 
intelligible realm. The Gnostics, on the other hand, must finally 
dissolve this world, its order and beauty, in order to transcend it (Enn. 
II.9, 18).
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Theories of Procession in Plotinus 

and the Gnostics 

Jean Pepin 

Introduction 

The pages which follow are intended as a preliminary study of 
some aspects only of the generation of hypostases in Plotinus and 
among certain of the Gnostics. My study will be a comparative one. By 
that I mean that it will be almost entirely descriptive, and that the 
possibility of influence, positive or negative, in either direction, will only 
very occasionally be brought into the discussion. A further limitation 
on my study will be that the Gnostic systems that I shall here take 
account of will be almost invariably those that are recorded by the 
Christian writers against the heretics: Irenaeus, Clement of Alexandria, 
Hippolytus, Epiphanius, and the like. They will therefore be theories 
that these writers thought of as Christian theories, belonging for the 
most part, but not exclusively, to that brand of Valentinian Gnosticism 
which Plotinus had very likely come into contact with at Rome, whether 
or not the theories in question are identical to the system which 
Porphyry writes of in the sixteenth chapter of the Vita Plotini. I shall of 
course occasionally allow myself to bring in original Gnostic texts to 
illustrate and to complete the accounts of Gnostic beliefs which are 
preserved for us by their Christian adversaries; but it is these latter 
documents which will constitute the primary evidence that I shall draw 
upon. 

My study falls into three parts. Parts two and three concern 
questions of detail. Is the Logos thought of or not as a fully active 
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hypostasis, with its own proper place in the general movement of 
procession? How much truth is there in the way of looking at the 
procession as the interrelationship of images? The first part of my study 
tackles a more general question: namely the whole unfolding of the 
procession from its first beginnings to its final working out at the level 
of matter. It would obviously be a hopeless undertaking to attempt, in 
these few pages, to deal with the whole length of the movement of 
procession and with all the problems which that entails. I shall here be 
concerned with only three points, each of which will be introduced by 
a close reading of a Gnostic doxographical text drawn from Hippolytus's 
Refutatio. These three texts are already well-known; but the use which 
I shall make of them here I believe is new. 

l. The First Unfolding of the Procession

A. A Valentinian Doxography

The following text tells us, on the evidence of Hippolytus1/2, how
it was that the Valentinians thought of the first stirring of movement in 
the procession. 

The Father was alone (µ.ovos), unborn, having no place, no time, no 
counsellor (11vµ.!3ovAov), nor any other substance which one might possibly 
conceive of in any way at all. He was, instead, alone, "becalmed" 
('fJPEµ.ii)v), as <the Valentinians> say, and at rest (ava1raooµ.Evos) within 
himself, alone. Now, because he was able to bring forth {-yolll.µ.os), it 
seemed good to him one day (1ro-rE), since he contained within himself 
whatever is most beautiful and most perfect (-ruEw-ra-rov) to bring this to 
birth (-yEvvi)aaL) and to lead this forth into the day (1rpoa-yEiv); for he was 
not fond of being on his own ( clM,Aep'flµ.os -yap ouc �v ). For "he was," says 
<Valentinus>, "all love (' A-yci1r'IJ [ •.. ] �v oAos), but love is not love if there 
is no object that is loved. The Father, who for his part was alone, sent forth 
therefore (1r�AEv) and gave birth to (l-yEvV'IJaav) Intellect (Novv) and 
Truth, that is to say a dyad (6006a), which became sovereign, principle and 
mother of all the Eons which <the Valentinians> reckon as being within 
the Pleroma. Sent forth in this way (1rpol3A'IJ8E'i.s) in company with Truth, 
by the Father, a fertile son sprung from a fertile Father (a1ro -yoviµ.ov), 
Intellect sent forth (1r�AE), in its turn, Logos and Life, imitating thereby 
the Father (-rov Ila-repa µ.i.µ.oilµ.Evos)."3
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B. Connections with Plotinus 

The Valentinian vocabulary of procession, such as we find it in the 
sentences I have quoted from Hippolytus, is found again, whole and 
entire, in Plotinus. Toke, for example, -yevviiv, which I have translated 
as "bring to birth.• The Enneads apply this same verb to the 
procession of the Intellect, which is exactly the use of the verb that we 
have seen in the passage from Hippolytus. Thus in Ennead V, 1 [10) 
7.5, the One "brings to birth (-yevvq) an Intellect.• Or again, 5.3-4. 
In V, 3 [49) 12.29-30, Plotinus writes of "the Intellect which was 
brought to birth (-yevVT(8evras)." The same verb is, however, no less 
common when Plotinus describes the procession of Soul from the 
Intellect. For example, in Ennead V, 1, 2.37-38, where Soul is said to 
"resemble the Father which brought it to birth (-yevviJ<ravn)," the 
generating principle being, in this case, the Intellect. There is the same 
thing again in 7.36-37: "for the Intellect generates (-yevvQ) Soul.• The 
verb ,rpoa-yetv, which I have translated as "lead forth into the light of 
day, and which is joined with -yevviiv in the evidence from Hippolytus, 
is used less often by Plotinus, but it docs occur, for example in IV, 8 [6) 
4.40-42. Plotinus is here dealing with an idea found frequently among 
the Platonists, whereby Plato uses various images in order to attribute 
an origin in time to beings that arc in truth eternal (in this instance: 
souls). This is how Plotinus weighs up the descriptions that arc given 
in the Timaeus of the procession of souls: "<Plato> decides to bring 
to birth (-yevvQ) and to produce things that belong to the nature of the 
universe; he docs so, by leading into the light of day (,rpoa-yo'\KJcx), one 
after the other, in order to make them clearer, the realities which 
become and which are eternally what they are.• Another verb, which 
we have twice found in the passage I have quoted from Hippolytus, is 
"send forth," ,rpol3aUav. This verb also crops up, with the same 
meaning, in Plotinus. Thus in I, 6 (1) 9.37-39: since beauty belongs to 
the level of the Intellect, -What is beyond this beauty, we say that it is 
the nature of the Good, which has before her the Beautiful which the 
Good has sent forth (ir�A.1],Levov)." Of the three verbs which arc 
used by Hippolytus, only the last -with the corresponding substantival 
form: ,rpo�A.iJ, "sending forth" - is to be found in the parallel 
passage of Irenaeus.4 This writer against the heretics5 also mentions, 
in relation to Valentinus, and to an unknown Gnostic and to Mark the 
Magician, another verb which means •send forth": ,rpou;a9CXL. The 
same word, and the same use of the word, is again found in Plotinus. 
For example V, 1, 3.9: Soul is the act by which Intellect "sends forth 
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(1rpo(ETaL) Life in order to make there exist another being- (probably 
the sensible world).6 Finally, in V I, 8 (39] 17.3, the participle 
11'poi:Eµ.EVOS, •sending forth: is used to de.scribe the production of the 
sensible universe by its author. 

Let us move on from words to ideas. Plotinus would not have 
disowned several pieces of doctrine which are attributed by Hippolytus 
to the Valentinians. This is true, for example, of the thesis (I) whereby 
the First principle brings to birth because it is, to the highest degree, 
perfect. Thus we read, for example, in Ennead V, 4 [7] 1.26-27: •When 
any one of the other beings reaches its perfection (ets TE>..EWm:v), we 
see it bring to birth ('YEvviiv) and not able to bear being left on its own, 
but having to produce another being.• How can what is true of these 
beings not also be true of the First principle which they imitate? •How 
then could what is most perfect (TEAEUl)TaTov) the first Good be in itself 
without movement, as though it were jealous7 of itself or powerless 
... ?• (1.34-36). The treatise V, 1, 6.38-40 is no less clear and to the 
point: •au beings, once they have become perfect, bring to birth 
(TEAELa -yevvq); the being which is eternally perfect brings eternally to 
birth an eternal being .... What then must we say of the being that is 
most perfect (TEAEUi>TaTov)?"8 In these two passages (as also, mutatis 
mutandis, in the case of the Valentinians), the point at issue is the 
generation of Intellect by the One, a generation which is linked to the 
transcendent perfection of the One. In Plotinus, however, there is the 
same connection to be observed in the generation of Soul by Intellect: 
•for Intellect gives birth (-yevvq) to Soul, when it is perfectly Intellect
(Te>..ELO');). It had to be, you see, that, being perfect, it should bring to
birth, and it had to be that so great a power should not stay sterile
(ci-yovov, compare Valentinus: -y6lll.fJ,OS)9 (V, 1, 7.36-38).

The same observation holds good for the Valentinian idea (II) 
whereby the sending forth by the Father of the first linked pair of 
Intellect and Truth ( = subject and object) leads to the passage from the 
monad to the dyad.9 That is just how Plotinus secs things. For 
example in V, 1, 5.3-8: •What is it then which has brought to birth this 
<Intellect>? [ ... ] for number is not first; before the dyad (11'po 
8-oo&s), there is the one, the dyad is a second reality and, born from
the one, the dyad has the one for limit, although it is, in itself, a thing
unlimited.• This setting out of the one and of the unlimited dyad is a
well known feature10 of the way in which Aristotle and writers of the
Old Academy thought of the Platonic theory of principles. This is the
Platonism of the Schools which must have influenced, in parallel ways,
the Valentinians and Plotinus.11 
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Gnostic texts often contain the observation that such and such an 
entity which is of an inferior rank imitates such and such a principle 
which is superior to it. For example, in the Gnosticising theology of 
Numenius, 12 the demi urge, second god, is the imitator (µ.1,µ:fyrrr.;) of the 
F irst god. In the continuation of the Valentinian doxography from 
Hippolytus,13 we see that, when Sophia wants to have a child by herself, 

without a partner, it is in order to imitate (µ.1,µ.ijaaoi}m) the Father. 
The same configuration of ideas can be seen in the text translated 
above: (III) once it has been sent forth, the Intellect sends forth itself 
Logos and Life; it does so, by way of an imitation of the Father. 
Plotinus will himself work imitation into the procession, as we discover 
in his treatise against the Gnostics. At the beginning of this treatise (II, 
9 [33] 1.26-27 and 33-34), Plotinus fiercely takes issue with thinkers 
opposed to himself who invent hypostases other than the familiar three, 
and who, in doing so, distinguish between one Intellect which is at rest 
and another which is in movement, or again between an Intellect which 
thinks and another which thinks that it thinks. Not so, he replies: 
•there is one and the same Intellect which stays as it is, which escapes
from every kind of instability, and imitates the Father (µ.t.µ.ouµ.evov Tov
1l'aTepa), in so far as it is possible for him to do so• (2.2-4). A
coincidence, or more than mere coincidence? The reader will certainly
have noticed that the expression which Plotinus uses when he talks of
the Intellect imitating the Father reproduces exactly the expression
which is used by Hippolytus.

C. The Solitude of the Father

As we have seen, Hippolytus's evidence brings out two 
characteristics which the Valentinians saw in the Father. In the first 
place, the Father is alone (µ.61/0S repeated), solitary (EP'fll.LOS, which can 
be extracted so to speak from q>I.Aep'TJµ.OS)- And second, he is becalmed 
(-ipeµ.wv) and at rest (ava11"a'U6µ.e110S)- These two features arc a 
common enough element in Gnostic theory, one which can be found in 
other Gnostic texts. Thus the first characteristic I have mentioned can 
be found in the Tripartite treatise of Nag Hammadi (I, 5).14 The 
Valentinian declaration of Nag Hammadi (XI, 2) goes so far as to 
combine the two ideas, that is to say it conjoins solitude and rest. 15 At 
least in the version of the myth which Hippolytus has chosen to record, 
the solitude of the Father comes in part from the fact that the Father 
has no principle joined with him, a point which Hippolytus also 
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expresses by saying that the Father is sufficient unto himself, that he has 
no need. Some Valentinians, he tells us, •think that the Father has no 
female, has no partner, is alone .... We, for our part, cling for the 
moment to the Pythagorean principle, which is unique, has no partner, 
has no female, has no need (&,rpoa&'TJ)-•16

It is interesting to compare these statements of belief with ideas 
that were current at the time among the philosophers. Numenius also 
calls his First principle Father, and frees him from all labors so as to 
vouchsafe for him a state of rest.17 There is one especially surprising 
passage where Numenius compares the knowledge which one can win 
of the First principle (called the Good) with the fleeting vision that one 
can have of some tiny boat lost in the immensity of the ocean. In either 
case, if we think of the object perceived, there is uniqueness, isolation, 
solitude. The ship is said to be µ.ux, µ.6V1l, ep-qµ.os; the Good allows of 
no relationship except that of •an alone with an alone• (µ.6V01. µ.6vov). 
The Good rejoices in •a wonderful solitude (E()11µ,l,(X), which no man 
may speak of nor tell of.• Its epithet is •the Calm" 'TO i'JpEµ.ov).18

The Father's solitude, the Father's rest: the recurrence of these two 
Valentinian ideas in the philosophy of Numenius bears witness to the 
presence of a theological orientation common to Valentinus and to 
Numenius. 

How does Plotinus stand in relation to these same ideas? At first 
blush, he does seem very close to sharing these same points of view. 
We have seen19 

- but this terminology is a commonplace - that 
Plotinus too calls the F irst principle •Father.• It is rather more to the 
point to bring home that in Plotinus's eyes this principle is again 
without need. In at least one passage, V, 9 [5} 4.8, this characteristic is 
expressed, as it is in Hippolytus, by the adjective a'll'poa&ft<:;. More 
often we find its equivalent &VEv&ft<:;. The most detailed text on this 
point is perhaps VI, 9 [8] 6.34-39: 

A principle has no needw of things that come after it; the principle of all 
things has no need of any one of them. For when something has a need, 
its need is to search for its principle. But if the One has need of something, 
then obviously it must be searching to be not one. Therefore its need will 
have for object the agent of its destruction. And yet whenever one says of 

something that it has need, its need must be directed towards its good and 
towards its own preservation. 

This argument could have been put with greater lucidity; the essential 
point in it is this: -1° for every object, its need is directed towards its 
principle; the universal Principle, the One, could therefore have no 
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need; 2-0 if it did have a need, its need would be directed towards 
something other than the One, which would thus be reduced to wishing 
its own destruction; and yet the very function of need is to safeguard, 
and not to annihilate. A host of other Plotinian texts have to do with 
the same idea; the student of Plotinus should read in this light VI, 9, 
6.16-26; V I, 7 [38] 23.7-8; I, 8 [51] 2.4-5; III, 8 [30] 11.41; V, 6 [24] 4.1. 

The idea that the One should be thus totally sufficient to itself is 
certainly related to the solitude of the One,21 an idea which Plotinus 
embraces, even if the solitude of the One is not, as it is for the 
Valentinians, the absence of a female mate. He often associates, in the 
same way as do the Valentinian whose views are recorded by Hippolytus 

and by Numenius, the two words µ.ovos and ep'Tjµ,OS• But Plotinus's 
association of these two words is related rather to Philebus 63B, where 
Plato has the "kind" of pleasures voice its refusal to stay "alone and 
solitary," µ.ovov Ka1. ep'T]µ,Ov (and hence its desire to join itself to 
wisdom). Plotinus does not take over wholesale the position put 
forward by Plato in the Philebus. He makes much of the difference that 
he thinks there must be between human good, which is the subject 
under discussion in Plato's dialogue and which can indeed be mixed, and 
the first Good. The difference is such that the formula which Plato had 
rejected in his ethic of pleasure, "sole and solitary," is picked up by 
Plotinus and applied in a very positive way to the Good as first 
principle. That is more or less the burden of V I, 7, 25.12-16. The same 
two Platonic adjectives arc brought up in a rather different context, in 
V. 5 [32] 13.1-7. Herc, the Good has nothing in itself which would be
good, or which would not be good. "If therefore it possesses neither
the good nor its contrary, then it possesses nothing; if therefore it
possesses nothing, it is 'alone and solitary,' cut off from other things.•
These ideas recall those of the Valentinians (and of Numenius) on the
solitude of the Father, and the same observation may be made on the
rest which the Father enjoys, since Plotinus teaches that the Good is
"inactive," cx-yevepyrrrov (V, 6, 6.1-3).

D. The Solitude of the One

There is, however, this difference between Plotinus and the 
Valentinians: the solitude of the Plotinian One does not disappear 
when the procession has been completed. For Plotinus, the solitude of 
the One is definitive, and even constitutive of the One. It is not a mere 
state which comes from without and to which the One is subjected. It 
is a natural disposition which meets with total acceptance. That is the 
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meaning of one particularly clear and striking sentence in the treatise 
VI, 8 [39) 7 .38-40: 

We shall not say either that the solitude (To µ..ovaxov) of the One is a 
suppres.sion of its freedom, once it does not owe its solitude to some 
obstacle intervening from without, but instead to the fact that it is itself of 
such a kind and that in some way it is well-pleased with itself.22

The solitude of the One is thus neatly joined to this appearance of 
narcissism23 and continues in conjunction with the lack of activity 
which ensures it. The formula which was borrowed from the Philebus, 
as we have just had occasion to observe, makes even better sense when 
it is expressed by a future indefinite: •the absolute One has nothing to 
which to apply its activity, but absolutely 'alone and solitary' it keeps 
itself at rest• (V, 3 [49] 10.16-18). The One of Plotinus is thus poles 
apart from the Father of the Valentinians. The Father of the 
Valentinians is, to start with, plunged into a solitude and a lack of 
action which is difficult to bear and not meant to endure. The One of 
Plotinus clings fast to the same double condition, with no inclination to 
sec it draw to a close. 

We arrive here at a critical parting of the ways, which brings to a 
head the whole reason for the procession.24 Several explanations, not
necessarily exclusive the one of the other, are put forward in 
Valentinian Gnosticism. The Eons have been sent forth with a view to 
the glorification of the Father.25 Since the creation of the universe is
comparable to the painting of a portrait, the cause of the universe is in 
like fashion the majesty of the model, •so that the artist may be 
honored (tva 'T'I.JJ-(1>0il) by means of his name.•26 The Father was
unknown, but wanted to be known by the Eons, and he sent forth the 
Only-begotten, since it is by the Son that the Father was known, etc.27 

In the Valentinian doxography recorded by Hippolytus, the answer to 
the same question is different from those that have been listed above. 
It consists of the following two points: 1-0 the Father wanted to break 
a solitude that he found oppressive; 2-0 he sends forth out of love, to 
rouse up an object of his love. (This second idea is Christian in origin; 
witness the God agape of the First Epistle of John 4.8 and 16.28)
Plotinus's position is different on both these points. 

1-° The beginning of the treatise V, 2 [11 J 1.7-16 falls happily into 
place here. The procession from the One is described by the images of 
overflowing (inrepeppVT)), of over-full (inrEp1TATJPES), of pouring forth 
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('11'poxecxs. 'ITpoEXE'fl). We have seen29 that the perfection of the One 
leads it to bring to birth. It is nonetheless true that "this very 
perfection consists in searching for nothing, in possessing nothing, in 
desiring nothing• (lines 7-8). The Plotinian procession must thus be 
seen, from its very origin, as a spontaneous movement, and not as some 
process deliberately embarked upon in view of some aim or end. And 
in that perspective, it is plain that the very idea of a motivation of the 
procession, such as is claimed by the Valentinians, is deprived of all 
meaning. Plotinus himself has been careful to point out, against his 
Gnostic adversaries, how empty such a question must prove to be. 
Plotinus applies his mind rather to the manner of creation of the 
sensible world, and would have us no longer ask the question "why?" 
That is the attitude Plotinus would have us adopt for the stages of 
procession prior to the creation of the sensible world, and even for the 
first beginnings of procession. 

To ask why <Soul> has produced the world is tantamount to asking why 
there is a Soul at all, and why the demiurge is productive. That is, first of 
all, the question of those who allow that there is a beginning of what has 
always existed; and it is then to imagine that there has had to be a complete 
turnabout and a change of mind for there to be a cause of this making 
{lhnu.ovp-yi.as) (II, 9, 8.1-5). 

Plotinus, we see here, discards the problem of motivation by making out 
that it is all of a piece with temporality and with change. The same 
argument would work against the Valentinian way of thinking of the 
Father, to whom "it seemed good one day ... • Plotinus's hostility 
towards this idea comes even more sharply into focus when the 
motivation that there is thought to be is held to stem from the desire 
of the Principle to break out of its solitude. We have shown30 how, 
even after the proccssion,31 the One stays alone. Quite unlike the 
Father of the Valentinians which relics on the Eons which he sends 
forth in order to be no longer alone, the Plotinian One, in a comparable 
situation, does not look for anything from the offspring for which it is 
responsible. "He is by himself, solitary, with no need of the beings that 
are sprung from him" (VI, 7, 40.28-29). Or again: 

He had no need of the beings that were born from him; he was, instead, 
whole and complete at the moment when he let his offspring issue forth 
from him, because he had no need of it, but instead stays the same as he 
was before he had given birth to it. The reason is that he would not have 
had the slightest anxiety that it might not be born (IV, 5, 12.41-44).32 
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2-0 The word and the concept of agape are not missing from the 
Enneads in relation to the One. The difference is that the One is not, 
as the Father of the Valentinians is, the subject, but the object of the 
love which is lavished on him by the Intellect. It is a general principle 
that "Every being desires the principle which has given it birth and 
loves it (a-yair11)"; but the continuation of this same passage shows that 
Plotinus has his eye on the relation of the Intellect to the One: •and 
especially when the begetter and the thing begotten are alone; if the 
begetter is the best of principles, <the object begotten> is necessarily 
one with him" (V, 1, 6.50-53). There is the same doctrine and the same 
vocabulary in VI, 7, 31.5-6: "Thus <the Intellect> was transported into 
the higher world and stayed there, overwhelmed with the love 
(ci-yairiJcras) of finding himself close to the One.• If it turns out that 
the One is the subject of love, that is because he is also the object of 
love, in a kind of caritas sui ipsius. That is what is described for 
example in VI, 8, 16.12-16: 

he transports himself, or so one might say, within himself, he is in some way 
loved (a-ya·n .. ,1cras) himself, he has loved his 'pure shining-forth,'33 he is 

himself that very thing that he himself has loved ( '11-Yix'IMJcrE); that means that 
it is he who has given existence to himself, if it is true that he is a stable act 

and that the highest object of his love (To a-ya,ro1'0TaTOv) resembles an 
intellect. 

We hardly need to insist any further, to avoid any lingering suspicion 
that this love turned upon itself is as far removed as can be from the 
Johannine li-ya,r11, restless to have something to whom it can give itself 
- as is also true of the Valentinian Principle.

The parts of Hippolytus's treatise which immediately precede the 
passage we have quoted contain other ideas, no less important than 
those we have been discussing, but which do not so easily lend 
themselves to comparison and to contrast with Plotinus. Before the 
procession, the Father had no •counsellor," oiJ criiµ.(3o'll�ov. That is 
a feature which comes from the Old Tostament, where the same idea, 
and the same Greek word, are found twice at least in Isaiah 40.13 
(quoted in the Epistle to the Romans, 11.34): "who was the counsellor 
of the Lord?," and in the Wisdom of Sirach 42.21: "he had no need of 
any counsellor.• I cannot here dwell upon this point. I merely observe 
that this denial of the existence of any •counsellor• for God fits in very 
poorly with the doctrine which is present in several books of the Old 
Tostament,34 whereby a pre-existing Wisdom, or at any rate a Wisdom 
which is the first being to be created, fulfills just this role. There is a 
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virtual acknowledgment of this idea in Theophilus of Antioch,35 who 
associates Wisdom and Logos so closely as almost to identify the two, 
and who writes, exactly the other way round from his Valentinian 
contemporaries that: "Before anything was born, <the Father> had as 
counsellor (ai>µ.(3ouAov) the Logos, which is his intellect and his 
thought."36 Some twenty years later, in one of his treatises against the 
Gnostics, theAdversus Hemwgenem, XVIII, 1, Tortullian uses the same 
words to confirm the role which is thus conferred upon the transcendent 
Wisdom: Haec denique so/a cognouit sensum domini [ . . . ] Haec illi 
consiliarius fuit. Theophilus and Tortullian arc thus united in claiming 
that there must be a •counsellor" for God; their agreement clearly 
points to the fact that Hippolytus's Valcntinians had deprived the 
Father of any such aid. 

2. The Stability of the First Principle

Hippolytus37 describes as follows the procession according to the 
Naasencs: 

Thus therefore, <the Naasenes> say, of the substance of the seed 
(a'lrepµaTos) which is cause of all things that are born ('lraVTwv 'Tii>v 

'Y',Vc.>µEvwv aL-ri.a) that it is not any one of these ('ToVTwv E'.a'Tl.v oii8Ev), but 
that it brings to birth and produces all that is born. Here are the very 
words they use: I become what I wish and I am what I am• (-yi.voµm o 
8£Xw Ka1. ELµ1. o ELµ1.). That, <the Naasene> says, is why the mover of all 
things is unmoved (aKLV'IJ'TOV Elva� 'TO 'lraVTa Kwotiv); for it stays what it is, 
producing all things, and it becomes no one of the things that are born 
(µivE� -yap 6 EU'TI. 'lr�tlv 'Ta 'lraVTa Ka'i. o{,Stv 'Tii>v 'Y',Voµivwv -ytvE'Tm) He 
alone is good (a-yaOov), says <the Naasene>. 

This doxographical extract provides us with a universal generating 
principle, which is called in turn seed, good, and the, a few lines after 
the sentences quoted above, Father. For the moment, Jct us consider 
only the name of a-yaOov. Tho important things are said of this 
principle: 1-0 it becomes what it wants, in other words it is endowed 
with free will; this idea is expressed in a way which calls to mind the 
famous definition of Exodus 3.14: elµ.l. o wv. 2-0 To speak as Aristotle 
does (Metaphysics 7, 1012b31; Physics VIII, 5, 256b24; On the movement 
of animals l, 698a9, etc.), the principle sets in motion without itself 
being moved, in other words it itself stays as it is and does not become 
any one of the things which it produces. 
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The whole of this doctrine is resonant with echoes from Plotinus. 

1-0 The thesis of the free will of the principle makes us think of 
the title of treatise VI, 8: •on the liberty of willing and on the will of 
the One.• Plotinus takes issue here with, among others, the authors of 
•a certain bold ( TO>..µ:n,pos) discourse whose case of ideas comes from
the other side.• Among these authors we shall probably not be wrong
in seeing some of the Gnostics.38 Their views are in any case quite
different from, and opposed to, those of the Naasenes. Plotinus tells us
that, for them, the nature of the Good

turns out to be by chance what it is; it is not master of what it is; it does not 
draw from itself what it is; it cannot therefore have liberty, nor the freedom 
to produce, or not to produce, what it is forced to produce, or not to 
produce (VI, 8, 7.11-15). 

Against these authors, Plotinus shares the opinion of the Naasenes, and 
indeed uses the very words that they had used. 

Everything turns out as though <the One> produced itself. Quite certainly 
he does not exist by chance, but as he himself wants to be (iaiiv [ ... ] � .. 
airros 8u.EL) ( ••• ). It is just by himself and of himself that he has being. 
He is certainly not what he is by accident; instead, he is as he himself has 
wished to be (�s "lau.'IJaEv avri>s f<rn,v) (VI, 8, 16.21-22 and 37-39). 

2-0 As for the idea of the Naasenes whereby the principle stays 
what it is and does not become any one of the things which it produces, 
the Platonic tradition is quite at home with such an idea. Admittedly, 
there are only one or two places in the dialogues where the origins of 
this thesis39 can be more or less made out. In the Symposium, 21 lB, 
the Forms do not suffer anything as a consequence of the birth and 
destruction of things which participate in them. In the Timaeus, 42E, 
once the demiurge had arranged all things, he stayed in the condition 
which was normally his, eµ.evev Ev Tii> fovroi> KaTa Tpc>1rov ij0eL. It 
seems that, after such modest beginnings, the idea passed into Middle 
Stoicism and there became rather more firmly delineated. By this route, 
the idea reached the author of the Wisdom of Solomon (second half of 
the first century AD.). This writer did not, it is true, bring out the idea 
to the fullness which it will later enjoy, but does nonetheless give it a 
certain definition. 'Iranscendental Wisdom, he tells us, •staying in itself 
(µkllO'OOa EV airrii) renews all things• (7.27). Numenius, who has many 
points in common with the Gnostics, unfolds this doctrinal nucleus as 
follows: 
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the divine gifts are such that, carried from above to reach us here below, 
they are not removed from above, and such that, once they have reached 
us here below, they have brought benefit to the recipient without detracting 
from the giver [ ... ]. This fine gift is the good knowledge from which the 
recipient has drawn profit without the giver being deprived of it. Thus can 
one sec a lamp, lit up by another lamp, gaining light without depriving the 
other lamp of it [ ... ]. That is the nature of the gift which is the science, 
which, given and received, stays ( 1rapaµ.ha.) with the giver even while being 

united with the receiver, and with both giver and receiver is the same.40

The repetitious redundancies of this passage and the comparison with 
the lamp are obvious clues to the text-book nature of this passag�. But 
if we are willing to raise our eyes above the particular case of the 
•knowledge• which is no other than the knowledge revealed by God,
we will easily come to appreciate that few ancient writers have so
forcefully given us to understand that the processional movement, while
calling forth subsidiary entities which are sprung from a superior
principle, in no way detracts from the originating principle. The
Naasenes may have expressed themselves differently; but what they had
to say was no different from this.41 

What shall we say then of Plotinus? Let us take first of all the 
Naasenes: on their theory the principle, throughout its generative 
activity, stays what it is. We have glanced at a few of the ways in which 
this theory has been expressed, more or less consistently, from Plato to 
Numenius. The Naasenes have shown a certain distinctiveness in their 
using, in this respect, the two concepts of immobility, 00<.i:vrrrov, and of 
permanence, µ.EllEL These two concepts recur frequently in Plotinus, 
harnessed to the same general idea. It is doubtless true that, in one of 
his earliest treatises, IV, 8 [6] 6.2-6, Plotinus has not quite succeeded in 
integrating this idea into his philosophy, since he there tells us that 
•there would not exist any one of the things that do exist if the One
had kept itself motionless in itself," and that in that eventuality there
would be no procession (1rpoo6o11) of souls or of sensible beings. In a
treatise which comes slightly later, V, 1 [10) 6.6-7, 12-13, 22-27, one can
actually see the transition from the old way of looking at things to the
new. Plotinus first tell us: •Toe One has not stayed (ow eµ.a.11£11) in
itself." But he then expresses himself the other way round, or at least
adopts a point of view which is very different: the One

is in itself, it stays (µ.ivov-ros) quiet beyond all things[ ... ]. Thus therefore, 
what is born from above is born, or so we must say, without there being any 
movement (oi, Kwi18Ev-ros) <of the One>; if there had been any movement 
of the One, in order for something to be born, what is born would then 
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have been born a third after the One, subsequently to movement, and not 
the second. If therefore there has to be a second after it, it is necessary for 
it to exist without the One ceasing to be motionless (lxKw,1,.ov), without it 
bending itself, without it having wanted it; in a word, without there having 
been any movement on its part.42

If we turn to the Naasenes' other formulation of the same thesis, 
in terms of the principle's permanence in itself, then there are, as we 
have seen, two examples of this in Plotinus. And we could have quoted 
a hundred others. Plotinus often draws here on the ideas that we have 
already noted from Timaeus 42E43

; for example, in V, 4 [7] 2.19-22, 
where the permanence of the One in itself is put forward as the 
necessary condition of procession. 

If therefore it is when the One stays (µ.evoVTos) in itself that something is 
born, then this being is born from it when the One is at the highest point 
what it is (6 ta-n.). It is therefore when the One 'stays' in its own 'condition' 
that there is born what is born from it, and it is because it stays that the 

other thing is born.44

The Naasenes' second assertion, whereby the principle does not 
become any one of the things of which it is the cause, is a corollary of 
the preceding point. Numenius, it is true, has no mention of this 
second assertion. But it is often found in Plotinus, in terms that arc 
very close to the Naasenes' expression of the idea. For example, in VI, 
9 [9] 3.39-40: "Since it is productive of all things, the nature of the 
One is not any one of them (oi'6e11 ea-11.11 airro>11)." Later in the same 
treatise Plotinus writes, in 6.54-55: "The cause of all things is not any 
one of them" (To 8e 1Ta111'(1)11 at'11.011 oi'6e11 ea11. EKELll<Jlv) for the reason 
that the case is not identical to its effect.45 There are, finally, at least 
two chapters in Plotinus where the two aspects of the Naasenes' theory 
are present jointly: the principle's permanence in itself and its lack of 
assimilation to its products. This is first said to be the case in VI, 9, 
5.36-38: the nature of the One is to be •a power productive of beings, 
which stays (µ.e110'\JCJa11) in itself, which does not grow less, nor is within 
the beings which are born by its action (oiJ8e ev Tots "fl.llOJJ-EllOLS inr' 
airriis ofuav)." The same ideas recur in III, 8 [30) 10, where Plotinus 
starts off a long comparison46 between the universal dynamic of the 
One and the living principle of a great tree. 

Or take the life of some enormous plant. The life permeates the plant from 
end to end, but the principle of it stays (µ.E110W'l'ls), without spreading itself 
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out, right out to the extremities, with its seat somehow or other in the root. 
Without doubt, the principle has furnished to the plant all the multiple life 
of the plant, but it has stayed itself without multiplicity (lines 10-13). 

So much for the permanence of the principle. A few lines later (28-29), 
Plotinus dwells on its resistance to assimilation. "It is certainly not any 
one of the realities (ecrn. µ,tv µ.T16ev Toirrwv) of which it is the 
principle.• 

At the conclusion of our analysis, the impression which remains 
uppermost is that the properly philosophical footings of the Naascncs' 
system (at least in so far as they can be perceived in the condensed 
version which Hippolytus has given of them in the passage translated 
above) agree more often than not, and arc sometimes couched in the 
very same language, as the views of Plotinus on the working out of the 
procession. We can check on this idea with the help of one final 
Plotinian text, where the principal character is no longer the One, but 
the Good, where however virtually all the ideas which we have noted 
from the Naasenes, including the allusion to the unmoved Mover and 
the title of First principle, are gathered together in a quite remarkable 
unison. It is absurd (Plotinus tells us) to deny freedom to the being 
which comes the closest to the Good itself; 

even more absurd would it be to deprive the Good itself of freedom, on the 
pretext that it is the Good (a-ya8o11) and that it stays in itself (tel>' amo'u 
µ.i11E�), without needing to move (KwEto-9m) towards any other thing, since 
it is these other things which move towards it, and without having need of 
anything (VI, 8, 7.43-36). 

3. The Constitution of the Material World

A. The Material Model and Eschatology

We may learn most about the way that Plotinus thinks of the 
beliefs of the Gnostics and the attitude that he has towards them from 
Ennead II, 9 [33), chapters 10 to 12. There are some features in the way 
that Plotinus thinks of the Gnostics which coincide with what we can 
learn from Irenaeus, from Clement of Alexandria or from Hippolytus 
and other witnesses, direct or indirect, about Valentinian beliefs or even 
about the Gnosticism which is called Sethian. Sophia is not descended 
(to the world below from the Pleroma) (III, 9, 10.24-25; 11.1; cf. 
Ircnacus, I, 2, 4). The dcmiurgc is cut off from the Mother (III, 9, 10.3; 
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cf. Excerpta ex Theodoto 49.1). Although the demiurge is thought to 
remember, for his productive activity, the beings which he has seen, he 
was not there to see them, any more than his mother was (II, 9, 12.1-3; 
cf. Irenaeus, I, 5.347 and perhaps the beginning of I, 7, 4; Hippolytus, 
VI, 33 and 34.8).48 Fire is the first created being (II, 9, 11.28-29; 12.12-
13; cf. Hippolytus, VI, 32, 6-8: soul-substance, drawn from the first of 
the passions of Sophia, from the world without and from which the 
demiurge is made, is fire). The demiurge is identified with Soul (II, 9, 
6.61; cf. Irenaeus, I, 42; Hippolytus, VI, 34.1). Plotinus, II, 9, 10.27-29, 
attributes to the Gnostics an indiscriminate use of the nouns •matter: 
uX11, and •materiality,• iJX01"11S· In Hermetic Gnosticism one finds a 
trace of the association of these two words, when eternity and the 
substantiality of the iJA01"11S appear to be distinguished from the 
immortality of the tiXTJ. 49 

There is however another feature which Plotinus attributes to the 
Gnostic doctrine and which obviously held for him a considerable 
importance, given the place which he keeps for it. This is the point that 
Sophia, without being descended (to this world from the Pleroma), lit 

up the darkness (II, 9, 10.25-26: t>..Xaµ.ljlcraL µ.ovov Tlfl C1K6T1p; the same 
message in 11.1-2; 12.30-31). Plotinus tacks on to this central dogma a 
number of reflections and questions; it is difficult to tell exactly whether 
they come from his own meditations or from his source. In the role she 
plays here, Sophia is close to Soul, possibly even identical to her (10.19-
21; 11.15 and 19-20; 12.39-40 and 43); the darkness is none other than 
pre-existing matter (10.26-27; 11.14-16 and 24; 12.22 and 39). There is 
finally the question whether Sophia or Soul, which we know has not 
•descended• in order to bring about the illumination of the darkness,
has or has not •inclined• towards the darkness. In chapters 10 to 12,
Plotinus never fails to return to this point, bringing in the technical
terms of VEixns (noun) and VEOOV (verb). Although the point is never
quite cleared up, it appears that the Gnostics did profess belief in such
an •inclination•;50 and Plotinus advances several arguments against
this belief (cf. again 4.6-11). However that may be, the illumination
does require a rational feature (Xo-ywµ.os) of the world to be. This
rational representation appears to have been designated by the Gnostics
as the •stranger land,■ and to have been called by them the work of the
higher powers (11.8-13). It is probably again a question of this rational
representation when Plotinus speaks later of the eventuality that the
Gnostic demiurge, or even his mother, exercises a rational activity (To
Xo-yitecrOm, 11.23), conceives the intelligible realities (e11fh,µ.e81}vaL
EKei:m, 12.9-10), conjures up a thought of the (sensible) world and of
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he intelligible world (Kooµ.ov A.af3et11 El/VOi.ali KUL KOOJJ,01' EKeillO'\J, 
2.11). 

The truth is that the question of the intelligible model ordained to 
he measure of the sensible world is one which takes up most of 
1lotinus's treatise against the Gnostics. Plotinus spells out his own 
hesis in 4. 7-17: if Soul produces the world, it is because it remembers 
he beings of the world on high, not, it is true, because Soul then 
,ractices discursive thought, but because, by doing so, she fulfills her 
·ery nature. This inevitable recall of the sensible realities implies, for
>Jotinus, that Soul is not "inclined." Hence the justification of
>Jotinus's criticism, directed against the Gnostics on this point later in
he same chapter, as we have seen. Further, Plotinus claims that the
1rinciple which is productive of this world can act only by recalling the
ntelligible realities which he has seen; Plotinus thus at once takes up a
msition contrary to, and even expressed in the same terms as, the point
>f Gnostic doctrine which we have already had occasion 'to allude to.
rhe model of the world is brought back into the ring in 5.23-27. Here
ve see that the Gnostics did allow for such a conception, which went by
he name of •reason of the world," A.6-y<>s KOOµ.ou, and which Plotinus
1t once identifies as the model of the world, '11'apa8a:yµ.a. Kooµ.ov.
rhere follows a passage where Plotinus binds together the theses
>pposed to his own which he has already made mention of and his own
nsidious questioning of the same. We thus learn that the author of the
vorld had previously "inclined," and that he was very concerned to
>roduce another world after the intelligible world, µ.eTa -rov Kooµ.ov ,-011
,o,yr611, but that the possibility is not ruled out whereby the constitution
lf an immaterial plan might have followed the fashioning of the sensible
vorld, instead of preceding it.

In any case, the importance of this final text lies in the Gnostic 
dea whereby the •reason of the world," in other words its intelligible 
nodel, is also an eschatological resting-place, whither the faithful will 
·etire when they depart from this world below (S.25-26). The whole
,assage is marked by a certain ambiguity (between ideas and souls, and
,etween the subject and the object of thought, what knows and what is
mown) which is common in the Platonic tradition, and especially in
::hristian Platonism.51 Such ambiguity perhaps enables one to grasp
ust how it is that these thinkers could have envisaged the intelligible,
,ut also eschatological, model, as subsequent to the sensible world. In
my case, against such an assimilation of ideas, Plotinus brings up, with
1 certain maliciousness, the anti-world attitude of his adversaries, the
3nostics. How (he asks) can they hope to derive any profit for
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themselves from the model of a world which they hate (5.26-27)? Still 
more remarkable is the name which the Gnostics of whom Plotinus 
speaks here gave to their intelligible paradise. They called it a •new 
earth: KOO.Vfl yq, (5.24), which should perhaps be brought into line 

with the •stranger land: feVTI yq, of 11.12, and which in its turn, as we 
have seen, corresponds to a rational model of the world, or at least to 
a resting-place to come. •New earth• is a biblical formula, always 
associated with •new heaven• or •new heavens.• It turns up twice in 
Isaeus (65.17; 16.22), in his description of the renewal of Jerusalem on 
the return from the exile in Babylon. The same formula is taken up, 
and given an eschatological sense, in the Second Epistle of Peter, 3.13, 
and in the Apocalypse, 21.1. We have known for a long time that the 
expression •new earth• occurs in a Gnostic document, called The 
Anonymus of Bruce,52 which thus links up significantly with what we can 
know from Plotinus. We must however also point out that the Gnostics 
drew on other formulae of the same kind (though without any origin in 
Scripture) to give concrete life and meaning to their notion of a model 
of the world. For example, in a text from Nag Hammadi (VIII, 1), 
Zostrianos, mention is made in this way of •airy earth."53 

B. Reflections and Antitypes

Let us return to the information which we can glean from Plotinus 
on the illuminating activity of Sophia. First of all, Sophia herself, as we 
have seen, is not descended; on the other hand, the souls which are 
parts or members of Sophia have descended together 
(avVKaTe>..11>.'UOevm) and have put on bodies (10.21-23). And yet, the 
consequence of the illumination is that, 

come from on high, a reaection (f.t&>>..011) forms itself in matter. Then, 
from this reflection, <the Goo.sties> have made a reOection (Toti f.Loo>Aou 
11.t&>>..011 'lfAaa«VTf.S), somewhere here below, through matter[ ... ] and <by 
this means> they give birth to what they call the demiurge. After having 
cut the demiurge off from its mother, they have drawn forth from him the 
world, going forward right to the last of the reaections (r 1T i:ax«Ta f.Loo>>.<,w) 
(10.26-32). 

The same theme crops up later (11.14-16), accompanied by a Gnostic 
formula: •matter, illuminated, produces soul-like reflections.• 
Plotinus, failing to recognize the properly Gnostic meaning of the 
adjective employed here, objects, but all in vain, that the reflection of 



THEORIES OF PROCESSION 315 

a soul has no need of matter in order to be able to be formed. 
Can there be any reader of the Enneads bold enough to hope that 

he has managed to draw together what Plotinus tells us into a clear and 
coherent conception of this system of reflections brought about in 
matter by illumination? To get anywhere, we need to make use of an 
idea which Plotinus brought into play a short while before (6.1-6) as 
being of Gnostic origin. This is the idea of clnninnr()l., •replicas: 
which we have to contend with -When the soul in some way perceives 
the images (d.Kovas) of beings, but does not yet perceive the beings 
themselves.• •Antitype,• like •new earth: is a word from the New 
Thstament (Hebrews 9.24; First Epistle of Peter 3.21), where it is tied in 
with the exegesis of types. But we cannot here, as we could for •new 
earth.■ properly persuade ourselves that the use which the Gnostics 
made of this other term has its origins in Scripture. For there arc 
several distinct pieces of evidence which father onto the Gnostics the 
use of this word, most often in order to single out a reality of an 
inferior degree which is the homologue of a reality of a higher degree. 
Thus, for the Valentinians, Man, which occupies in the second tetrad of 
the Pleroma the same place as does the Ungenerated in the lirst tetrad, 
is said to be the antitype of the Ungenerated, and in a more general 
way, the new tetrad shows up as the antitype of the initial tetrad.54 A 
further example: the seed of Sophia which is deposited in the demi urge 
constitutes the Church, which is the antilypc of the Church above.55 

So Basilides too.56 Thus the idea of an •antitype• is worked out, as 
one may see, to take account of and to explain the vertical projection 
of an entity, from above to below, through various different levels. The 
idea of an •antitype• is in this way very close to that of a •reflection• 
of Sophia, which the illumination makes appear, from above, in matter. 
Once we have grasped that much, we can the more easily see how, in 
this latter context, there works out the proliferation of et&.>>..cx which 
imprint themselves further and further lower down in matter. There is 
no call to try to trace Gnostic antitypes in lrenaeus or in Epiphanius, 
since they are already to be found in The Anonymus of Bruce and in 
Zostrianos. As we have seen already/7 the first of these texts makes 
mention of an "airy earth." This in its turn is, on the one hand, a 
•resting place,• in the world beyond; but it does also contain, somehow
locked into each other, the various different entities which include two
kinds of •antitypes," one lot •airy" and the other lot
•autogenous."58 There is the same ambiguity here as that which we
have noted earlier: the ambiguity of an eschatological resting place
which could also be a kind of model of the intelligible world. (Should
one come round to seeing in the airy antitypes the intelligible model,
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while the autogenous antitypes are replicas of these at a lower level, or 
is it the other way round?) What is certain is that the word and the 
idea of antitypes, in conjunction with the airy earth and the model, also 
have a place in Zostrianos.

59 This point of intersection between the 
two Coptic treatises raises a difficulty.ro It does however establish the 
place occupied by the antitypes in this form of Sethian Gnosticism. 
Presumably, a.vtiT'U'll'OI.. are not et&l>.a. We can however entertain the 
belief that the two concepts, which have in common their cosmological 
function and their being spread over several levels, are not wholly 
foreign the one to the other. 

C. The Painter and the Portrait

Not everyone understands in the same way the final words of 
Plotinus's chapter 10. Here is a word for word translation. Plotinus has 
announced that, as a last consequence of the illumination, the Gnostic 
demiurge produces the world right down to its ultimate reflections. He 
continues: •so that he who has written that insults with force: L'IICC 
a<f,o8pa AOlOOP"lO'E.TaL o Tomo -ypfofias (II, 9, 10.32-33). With the single 
exception of Br6hier, all twentieth-century translators appear to have 
followed the footsteps of C. Schmidt.61 This means that they have, one 
and all, seen in these final words of the Greek text an allusion to the 
author of the Gnostic writing whence Plotinus has taken his 
information. But even apart from our ignorance about the existence of 
a writing which would be such as to make sense of chapter 10, this 
interpretation, though hardly a dissenting voice has been raised against 
it, cannot be wholly satisfactory. For example, in the whole of the 
preceding text, the Gnostic adversary has never once been singled out 
except by a plural; why therefore would there be, all of a sudden, this 
change to the singular? Or take the purposive meaning of the 
conjunction 'C1.1« which several translators simply pass over in total 
silence: what meaning has it here? How or why should the production 
of the world by the demiurge, by means of images which grow steadily 
more degraded, -why should such an idea have as its aim (or even as 
its result) to provoke the Gnostic author to burst out into insults? And 
insults against whom? The verb, which is in the middle mood, has no 
object. 

Is it possible that we can make better sense of the passage in 
thinking of the other meaning of "'(pac!>a,11, which is •to draW- or •to 
paint,-62 and which is the meaning which Br6hier has preferred? What 
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is certain is that the idea of •painting• does have a place in the 
cosrnogonical theories of a number of Gnostic schools. There is no 
dearth of examples. Hippolytus attributes to Perates a theory of the 
creation of the sensible world, according to which the Son imprinted on 
matter the forms which came to him from the Father. Here is the 
comparison which illustrates this passage from the one to the other: 

just as a painter (tw-ya4><a)v) copies from living things, without taking anything 
away from them, all their shapes and transfers them with his brush onto the 
painting which he produces, in the same way the Son, by the power which 
is His, takes from the Father the paternal characteristics and transfers them 
onto matter.63

So it is also in The Anonymus of Bruce.64 The author employs the
metaphor of the painting (t11>-ypacj>Et11) in order to describe the 
constitution of the universe according to what seems to be a rational 
model. But the most positive Gnostic text for the assimilation of the 
cosmogonical process to the act of painting must be the fifth fragment 
of Valentinus. As quoted by Clement of Alexandria, this fragment runs: 

in so far as the portrait (d.Ko>v) is inferior to the living face, to the same 
degree the world is inferior to the living eon. What then is the cause of the 
portrait? It is the majesty of the face, which has provided the painter (-r� 
Ct.>-ypa�) with his model, so that he may be honored (',va -r1.11-'118il) by the 
means of his name. 65

The essential point in this fragment is the setting up of a 
comparison between the relation of the picture to its living model and 
the relation of the world to its model, which is no less a living;model.66 

The fact that the cause (or exemplar) of the portrait should be identified 
with a face enables us to understand that the world also has its cause or 
exemplar. The end of the text leads us to suppose that, in either case, 
there is a final cause. It is true that, once we have said so much, there 
do remain many obscurities, obscurities which the context of the 
quotation may eventually dispel.67 The way in which Clement 
introduces the remarks from Valentinus63 shows that he is going to 
deal with Valentinus's ideas on the God who is creator of the world, if, 
as seems probably, he is somewhere around, must be referred to by 
another name. And that is what we discover from the sentence which 
follows Clement's quotation of the fragment. Clement continues: 

For the Demiurge, in so far as he was called God and Father, he it is that 
<Yalentinus> has called the portrait {d.Kova) of the true God and his 
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prophet, while he has given the name of painter (t�+i->v) to Sophia,, 
whose portrait is a making (1r>.aaµa), for the glory of the invisible, since 
from a conjunction there proceed ('lfPOEPi(E'TQ�) only 1r>.�'TQ, while from 
a unique principle there proceed only portraits.69 

The usefulness and significance of this commentary from Clement 
of Alexandria was earlier called into question,70 but that is no longer 
the case today. Its essential contribution is to bring out, and to 
emphasize, the two figures of Sophia and the demiurge, which had been 
only implicit arises from Sophia is described by the artistic metaphor, 
the metaphor of the portrait made by the painter. The linking of ideas 
which Valentinus conceived is far from coinciding with the ideas of 
Perales as they are recorded by Hippolytus; and both these sets of ideas 
are again very different from the theories of The Anonymus of Bruce, at 
least in so far as one can make out the latter. The feature which they 
have in common is their representing, with a certain forcefulness, the 
production of the sensible world following the model of a picture. Can 
we draw on this idea to shed light on the last line of Plotinus's chapter 
10? The ideas we have mentioned do at the very least stir us to try out 
for the participle -ypalt,as the meaning of •paint.• It would be 
overdoing things to want to understand, in a line that is tightly and 
strictly Valentinian, •Sophia who has painted the dcrniurgc.-71 But
we can imagine, in a Gnostic perspective, that the principle which had 
intervened as a painter, whether of the demiurge, or of the model, or 
even of the sensible world, at the sight of the calamitous result of the 
creative enterprise, should have been overwhelmed with insults for 
having participated in such an enterprise. We may therefore suggest, as 
a mere working hypothesis, the translation: •so far as for the author 
of this picture to be laden with violent reproaches.■72 

D. The Quest for Honor

Is it possible that the text of Plotinus might be useful, if we 
attempt, so to speak, to tread the path backwards and to understand the 
fragment from Valentinus? We have seen 73 that the treatise II, 9 twice 
brings up, and twice rejects, the supposedly Gnostic idea whereby the 
producer of the sensible world has been inspired in his activity by "the 
intention of being honored: tva 11.JJ,ii>-ro. The exact identity of the 
formula in the two cases, and the way in which it is brought forward by 
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Plotinus74 show that we have to do with a literary quotation, which 
should be put into inverted commas. And yet, the entity to whom one 
attributes this desire for honor is not quite the same in the two 
chapters. In II, 9, 4.2-15, it is a question of the universal Soul, which 
Plotinus tells us does not •incline•; translated into terms of 
Gnosticism, this will be Sophia.75 But in II, 9, 11.15-21, Soul seems to 
have yielded place to its "reflection• (ljluxfls et8w>..011) , which is also 
its product (-rii> 1rCM.iJaavn) that is to say, as we have already seen in 
10.26-31, that we have to do here with the demiurge, son of Sophia.76 

We must look now at the almost identical formula of Valentinus, 
fragment 5: 'Cva. n.µ,w9il .... It must at once be granted that the subject 
of this verb does not emerge clearly from the text. Scholars generally 
think77 that we have to do here with the •face,• to which the •name• 
also belongs. Without wishing to enter into the very considerable 
theological problems which are implied by these words, and which have 
been very cleverly disentangled by A Orbe, one may say that this option 
has very little persuasive force, whether we consider the ideas involved 
or the grammar. In the comparison 01rooov ... , Tocroirrov ... which 
opens the fragment, what is important is naturally the apodosis, i.e. the 
inferiority of the sensible world in relation to its model. How is ii 
exactly that the production of a debased world would be conducive to 
the honor of "the majesty of the living face; an expression wherein 
one can dimly discern, whatever may be its exact meaning, a reference 
to a principle of a very high rank? Things are so unclear, that flotinus's 
Gnostic doxography may here be of some use. No-one would claim that 
Valentinus's fragment is the source of Plotinus's passage. But how can 
one exclude78 the possibility that there may be more than a simple 
coincidence between the formula which is certainly Gnostic 'i:va -rLµ,ti>To 

and the Valentinian formula '.:va n.µ,-riOil? Plotinus could read; if he has 
given a subject of the verb •to be honored" once Sophia, and once the 
demiurge, there can be no doubt that that is because his source 
authorized him to do so. We know from Clement's commentary that 
Sophia and the demiurge are present, under different names, in 
Valentinus's fragment. How can we refuse to credit one or the other, 
or one and the other, "the intention of being honored• by the 
production of the sensible world? As much as, and even more so than, 
his model, and especially if the model is of a preeminent •majesty; the 
painter can lay claim to the honor due from a successful portrait, and 
the portrait itself can hope to share in the glory of the living Face. 
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E. The Illumination of the Darkness According to the Docetists

Chapters 10 to 12 of Plotinus's treatise against the Gnostics still 
contain numerous points of detail where the interpretation is uncertain; 
nonetheless these few pages contain a body of doctrine, succinctly 
expressed and relatively coherent in its main outlines. The essential 
feature is undoubtedly the illumination of the pre-existent darkness by 
Sophia and the ensuing appearance, within matter, of a series of 
reflections, leading up to the constitution of the sensible world. That 
is the main picture which one can discern, enmeshed of course, as it is, 
with Plotinus's own criticisms of and objections to the theory. 
Compared with this, there is nothing of quite the same calibre in the 
Valentinian doxographies of Irenaeus or of Hippolytus.79 It is true, 
however, that Hippolytus does bring to our attention a conception of 
things which is certainly related to what we find in Plotinus. This 
Hippolytus attributes to a different current of Gnostic opinion, which 
he describes as being that of the Docetists. Here is a part of the 
description which he gives:80 

All intelligible nature had been arranged in good order, with nothing 
lacking to it, and all these intelligible and eternal realities were light 
(KEK00!-1-'IJTO µ.tv (l\lEV8E'IIS ,riiaa '11 VO'IJT'II cl,001.s. cl>ii)s 6E �v li,rav,-a EKEtva Ta 
vo'IJT<X Ka• aU>lll.Cl), but a light which was not without form, nor inactive, nor 
which had any need, of any kind, of a further intervention. It had, on the 
contrary, within itself, ideas infinite in number, like the fig-tree: of an 
infinite number, an infinite number of times; living beings from the world 
yonder, in their multiple diversity. It shone forth (KaTEXaµ.if,Ev) from on high 
into the underlying chaos. The chaos, illuminated (cl><,>T1.0"et11) and at the 
same time endowed with form by the action of the ideas come down from 
on high in their multiple diversity, took on consistency and received within 
itself all the ideas from one high, which came from the third Eon, which was 
itself split into three. 

But this third Eon saw the characters (xapaKT'i)pas) which belonged 
to it, all together held down in the lower underlying darkness (aKo-ros). It 
did not fail to know the power of the darkness, nor the innocence of the 
light as well as its generosity (a4>8ovov). It therefore did not allow for long 
the luminous characters (cl><,>Ta.vo½ xapaKT'l)pas) from above to be pulled 
down below by the lower darkness. Against that, it established beneath the 
Eons the firmament of heavens, from below, and it separated81 [ ••• ). 

Thus therefore, as I have said, all the ideas infinite in number, from the 
third Eon, were captured in the darkness of the lowest region. Right up to 
the Eon itself, there is nothing that has not had its imprint stamped 
( tva1rEacl>pa-yurra� [ ••• ] To EKTVffwµ.a) with the others, a living fire born from 
the light ( m,p Clilv a1ro cl><,>Tos -yEvoµ.Evov ). From there is born the great 
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Archontes, of whom Moses says82 [ ••• ] "Thus therefore the god in form
of fire, fire born from the light, has produced the world in the manner 
which Moses recounts. It is itself without substantial existence 
(avvrroo-ra-ros), since it has darkness for substance (oixria), and it is a 
ceaseless offence to the eternal characters of light which have come down 
and which arc held in the lower region (i.�t&>v «El. -rois Ka-rEi.>.11µµkv01.s 
liV<o>8Ev Kimi> -roti 4><,,'Tl>s awvi.Ol.s xapaK'Ti')p<n ). Thus therefore, as far as the 
manifestation of the Saviour, the god of fire born from the light, the 
demi urge, was cause of there being a great wandering ( 1rAixV1J

) of souls -
for the ideas are called souls (ili"xal. -yap aL l&aL KaAotiv-raL) because they 
were exhalations (a1roili""fEia8aL) from the upper regions, so as to pass their 
life in the darkness, exchanging their bodies for other bodies, kept under 
close guard by the demiurge ... but, starting from the Saviour, the 
transmigration (µE-rEvawµix-r11><ns) has come to an end, the faith is 
proclaimed [ ... ].• 

This great myth is a wonderful support of the Gnostic mentality in 
general. Still more, it has several distinctive features which support the 
comparison with certain doctrinal points that Plotinus attributes to the 
Gnostics who are under attack in II, 9, especially in the three central 
chapters which we have been studying. 

1-0 A considerable place is given in the myth to the description of 
the well-ordered intelligible world, which contains the innumerable ideas 
of innumerable living beings (in the way that the fruit of the fig-tree 
produces countless seeds). This is the analogue of the rational model 
which the Gnostics of whom Plotinus speaks thought of implicitly as 
underlying the sensible world beneath the different names of Afryos 
KOOµ.O'U (II, 9, 5.26), AO"'(I.O"f.LOS TO\I KOOµ.O'U (11.11), KOOj.1,0V EVVOUl 

(12.11), •new earth" (5.24), •stranger earth" (11.21), etc. We have 
already highlighted, in the expressions just quoted, the ambiguity 
between an objective and a subjective meaning, between an intelligible 
model and an eschatological place. We are, in the present passage, 
confronted with the same sort of lack of determinacy, since the ideas arc 
also souls, and since their intelligible totality is identified with an Eon, 
said to be the "third." 

2-0 The most obvious point these passages have in common is the 
one which relates to the illumination of the darkness. There is hO\yevcr 
a difference of content and of approach: in Plotinus's description, the 
model precedes the illumination and stays distinct from the illuminating 
power; whereas here, it is the light itself, the light which acts by itself 
and which is credited with an eminently active quality which is 
generosity, or more exactly the lack of jealousy.83 The upshot is that 
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the three terms which are kept separate by the Gnostics whom Plotinus 
criticizes, namely Sophia, the model, the light, join together now in a 
light which is also intelligible world and agent of illumination. Apart 
from that, the process of the illumination of the lower darkness is more 
or less identical in both accounts, and is spoken of in the same words: 
Ka-raAaµ:1mv (II, 9, 12.40), cl><i>'liteLv (11.14), <JKOToS (10.26, etc.), KaTw 
(10.19). 

3-0 But the luminous intelligibles of the Docetists are also 
"characters" belonging to the third Eon, characters which stamp their 
"imprint" on the darkness. The image of the seal is missing in 
Plotinus's account. But one can scarcely fail to associate these 

EKT1Y1Twµ.a-ra with the et&>Aa that in a similar way are stirred up in the 
shadowy matter by the illumination which comes from on high, and also 
with the aVTLT'\YITOL, a word with the same root and whose use by the 
Gnostics we have already noted. 

4-0 The figure of the demiurge, at least as he is seen by the 
Docetists, is defined fairly precisely. He is also called •great archonte• 
and "god of fire born from the light."84 He is the creator God of 
Genesis. In the same way as the demiurge that Plotinus denounces is 
a •reflection• of Sophia, so the demiurge of the Docetists is an 
"imprint" of the third Eon. The fire which it is made from comes from 
a lowering of the light. But in the illumination accomplished by Sophia, 
fire appears first (II, 9, 11.28-29; 12.12-14). After criticizing his 
adversaries with "introducing other hypostases• (6.1), Plotinus, we have 

seen, brings in the possibility that their demiurge is a substance (el µev 
-yap owi:a, 11.18-19), in order to show up the contradictions inherent 
in this thesis. We can hardly not have all this brought to mind, when 
we read in Hippolytus's evidence that the demiurge has no other 
substance than that of the darkness and that, notwithstanding this, it is 
"stripped of hypostasis.• A final feature peculiar to the demiurge of 
the Docctists: he insults the characters of light imprisoned in the lower 
place. The aggressiveness suits the psychology of the other demiurge, 
the one who is thought to have produced the world "by bravado and by 
boldness• (11.21-22), which is as much as to say by provocation and by 
impiety. 

5-0 But the ideas are also souls, which have therefore descended 
into the darkness in order to undergo a •great wandering.• This point, 
which is laid to the account of the Docetists, recalls the "migrations• 

('ll"apou<.fio"as)as which were brought in by Plotinus's adversaries (6.2). 
Condemned to live in the darkness, the souls travel from body to body 
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by "metensomatosis.• The word and the idea which it conveys ;were 
current in other Gnostic schools, for example in the circle of Simon 
Magus,86 of Basilides,87 of Carpocrates,88 and also among the 
Gnostics of Plotinus (6.13). There is hardly need to add that Plotinus's 
Gnostics also professed belief in the descent of particular souls and in 
their dwelling in bodies that were not always human bodies (10.21-23), 
prisoners in a world from which only a very small number of them will 
ever escape, and even then only with the greatest difficulty (12.3-7). 

The grandiose conception of these characters of light, transcendent 
beings stamping their imprint on the dark shadows of matter, is 
noteworthy for another reason. A very similar set of ideas is found in 
the Chaldaic Oracles. Several fragments from this collection speak of 
divine epiphanies which are produced in the aether and which mark the 
faithful believer with an imprint. The localization of these phenomena 
will be a puzzle for Simplicius. In his Corallarium de loco, Simplicius 
presents the difficulty thus: 

If we turn to the point that the imprints of the characters and of the other 
divine apparitions (Toi>s Tinro-us T<i)v TE xapaK'MJP<l>V Kai. T<i)v aAAWV lki.wv 
.i,auµ.aTwv) are manifested in place, then the chief issue is that all that can 
hardly be adapted to the Oracles, when they say that these phenomena are 
manifested in aether, but not in light.89 

Simplicius has taken his information on the Oracles from Proclus.90 

One is therefore hardly surprised to see that Proclus, drawing probably 
on the same Oracles,91 alludes to "characters of light (<l>u>Tos
xapaKT"'lPES) by means of which the gods show themselves to their own 
offspring. •92 This same way of looking at things, which goes back to 
the Chaldaean Oracles, crops up again, via Proclus and what Proclus 
says on the characters of light, when Denis the Areopagite writcs93fl 
that the holy symbols of Scripture arc "the offspring and imprints of the 
divine characters" (Twv Seiwv ovi-a xapaKTipwv eK-yova Ka,-· 
a'ITOT'\nl"wµ.aTa). The similarity of content and of vocabulary is striking, 
if we bring together, on the one hand, the three parallel formulae of 
Simplicius, Proclus and Denis, and, on the other, the cosmogonical myth 
of the Docctists. If we plump for the end of the second century as the 
date of origin of the Chaldaean Oracles, and if we put Hippolytus 
Refutatio shortly after 222, then we might properly wonder whether 
there were not ultimately some kind of relation between Hippolytus's 
source on the Docetists and the first glimmerings of theurgical 
speculation. 
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NOTES 

1. These texts are transcribed, in whole or in part, in a number of collections.
Tuey are briefly analyzed by A. Hilgenfeld, Die Ketzergeschichte des
Urchristenthums (Leipzig, 1884), pp. 465-466 (Hippolytus on the
Valentinians), p. 255 (on the Naasenes), pp. 549-550 (on the Docetists).
There is a German translation in W. Foerster, Die Gnosis I, in the collection
"Bibliothek der Allen Welt" (Zilrich-Stuttgard, 1969), pp. 244, 344, 395-
397 (in the same order as that given above); an English translation in the
English version of the same work by R. McL Wilson (Oxford, 1972), pp.
186, 267-268, 309-310. Toe text on the Valentinians has been reproduced
by W. VOiker, Quellen zur Geschichte der christlichen Gnosis, in the
collection "Sammlung [ . . .  ] Quellenschriften,• N.F. 5 (Tilbingen, 1932),
p. 128.6-17; the text on the Naasenes is reproduced ibid., p. 14.14-18.

2. Refut. VI 29, 5-7 Wendland, p. 156.9-21.
3. I have put within single inverted commas the words which Hippolytus seems

to give as being directly Valentinian. There is a more or less parallel
passage in Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I 1.1, where it is said in particular that the
First principle has stayed "in a great rest and in a great calm" (iv 'TJU"XL<!
Ka'i. iu>Eµ.tq 110>.>.t) for an infinity of centuries. Cf. Tertullian, Adv. Valent. 
7.4, ed. Kroymann, p. 184.11-12: "in maxima et altissima quiete, in otio
plurimo.• On the parallelism (and on the divergences) of the Valentinian
evidence from Irenaeus, I 1.1 and from Hippolytus VI 29, see F.M.M.
Sagnard, La gnose valentinienne et le temoignage de saint Irenee, in the
collection "Eludes de Philos. medievale,• XXXVI (Paris, 1947), pp. 146-
148.

4. Adv. Haer. I 1.1-2; cf. also Clement d'Alex., F.xcerpta ex Theodoto 29.
5. Ibid., I 4.4; LL 3; 14.1-2.
6. Cf. M.l. Santa Cruz de Prunes, "La gen� du monde sensible dans la

philosophic de Plotin,• in Biblioth. de /'Ecole des Hautes Etudes, Sc. relig.,
LXXXI (Paris, 1979), p. 70.

7. 4>8ovttiaav. The lack of jealousy (cl>8o�) in God is a theme which comes
to Plotinus (cf. also V, 5 [32] 12.45; II, 9 (33] 17.16-17) from Timaeus 29E.
But the Gnostics, who shared Plotinus's belief on this point, very probably
took their idea of it from the same source; cf. Tripartite treaJise (Nag
Hammadi I, 5) 57 .30-32, translated by H. W. Attridge and D. Mueller in The
Nag Hammadi Library in English, ed. J.M. Robinson, (Leiden, 1977), p. 59:
the Father having given birth to the first-begotten Son, "He revealed the
unsurpassable power and he combined with it the great abundance of his
generosity (a,t,0ovi.a)"; cf. H.-Ch. Puech and G. Quispe!, "Le quatrieme
ecrit gnostique du Codex Jung,• in Vigil. christ. IX (1955): 76.

8. M. Atkinson, Plotinus: Ennead V. I, On the three Principal Hypastases, "A
Comment. with Transl.," in the collection •Oxf. Class. and Philos.
Monographs" (Oxford, 1983), p. 148 ad loc., sees a biological pattern in the
idea that the attainment by a being of its completed state releases a
reproductive activity.
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9. For the word •monad," cf. Hippolytus, Refut. VI, 29.2, p. 155.22-25 = W.
VOiker, Quel/en . . .  , p. 127.19-21: for Valentinus and others, disciples of 
Pythagoras and of Plato, "there is as principle of all things a monad
(µ.ovas) unborn[ . . .  ) to this monad they give the name of 'Father.'" We
know that there are two versions of the way in which Valentinus is supposed
to have thought of the Pleroma, cf. G.C. Stead, "The Valentinian Myth of
Sophia,• in The Journal of Theo/. Studies XX (1%9): 77-79. In one of the
versions, the so-called B version, which is the one which we have just read
as recorded by Hippolytus, the supreme Principle has no partner. But
Hippolytus himself knows of another version, the so-called A version, which
he pays scant attention to as being less authentically Valentinian (Refut. VI,
29.3-4, pp. 155.25-156.8 = W. VOiker, pp. 127.21-128.6); this version is
however the one which Irenaeus prefers. On this A version, the Principle
of the Valentinians has a partner called Thought, Grace and Silence (Adv.
Haer. I, 1.1 ); and from this way of looking at things, it is the original couple
which is the dyad (ibid., I, 11.1). But what then is the monad? Probably
the Father, before his joining up with Silence. That at least is what seems
to be the purport, not of Irenaeus's description, but of a writing from Nag
Hammadi (XI, 2), entitled a Va/entininn declaration, 22.18-26, translated by
J.D. Turner (NHL), p. 436: "the Father [ . .. ], the Ineffable One who
dwells in the Monad[ . . .  ] he was a Monad and no one was before him. He
dwells in the Dyad and in the Pair, and his Pair is Silence.•

10. Cf. K. Gaiser, Platons ungeschriebene Lehre (Stuttgart, 1968), texts n-°8, p. 
453; 23 b, pp. 481-482; 30, p. 493; 32, 277, p. 501; 50, p. 530; 60, p. 541;
L. Taran, Speusippus of Athens, in the collection "Philos. antiqua,• XXXIX
(Leiden, 1981), testim. 45 ab, pp. 132 and 225-226; p. 326, n. 133; fgt 40,
pp. 147 and 329-330; fgt 48, pp. 152 and 351-356; fgt 59, pp. 156 and 380-
381.

11. The reference to Aristotle is obvious in Enn. V, 1 5.14 and V, 4, 27-8.
12. Fgt 16 des Places, 6-7 and 14-15, p. 57.
13. Refut. VI, 30.6-7, p. 158.1-3 = Volker, p. 129.18-20.
14. 51.8-11, translation p. 55: "The Father is a unity, like a number, for he is

the first and is that which he alone is.• The association of these texts has
been made by H.-Ch. Puech and G. Quispe!, art. cit., pp. 72-77; see also A
Orbe, Hacia la primera teo/ogia de la procesion de/ Verbo (Estudios
Valentinianos I/1), in the collection "Analecta Gregoriana,• XCIX
(Romac, 1958), pp. 186-188; J. Zandcc, The Tenninology of Plotinus and
of some Gnostic Writings, mainly the Founh Treatise of the Jung Codex, in 
the collection •Public. de l'Institut . . .  n�erlandais de Stamboul," XI 
(Istanbul, 1961), p. 8.

15. 22.21-22, translation p. 436: (the subject is the Father) •He dwells alone
in silence, and silence is tranquility.•

16. Refut. VI, 29.3-4, p. 156.1-8 = VOiker, pp. 127.23-128.5; Hippolytus means
that he chooses to put forward the theory of the Father which will be the
closest to Pythagoreanism, which is the system that he links up most closely
to Valentinianism. In fact, our basic text starts almost immediately
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afterwards. 
17. Fgt. 12.12-13, p. 54: the Father is &05 «P'Y<>S, deus otiosus.
18. Fgt 2.7-16, pp. 43-44; there is an excellent commentary by AJ. Festugicre,

La revelation d'Hermis Trismegiste, W: Le Dieu inconnu et la gnose, in the
collection •Etudes bibliques• (Paris, 1954), pp. 128-132.

19. Above, p. 299; the treatise in question was II, 9, 2.4; one may add V, 8 (31]
1.3; V, 5 (32} 12.37.

20. 'Apx:11 6E. oiiK Ev&is; a feminine subject and a neuter adjective, agreement
ad sensum with the forward-looking noun -ro h (line 36). The Plotinian
One, deprived of all need in so far as it is a principle, may be associated, in
the last text quoted from Hippolytus, with the mention of the Pythagorean
principle, the monad, which is also without need.

21. Cf. V, 4 [7] 1.12-16, where the One is said to be totally self-sufficient and,
immediately afterwards, to be •atone.•

22. It is interesting to realize that this statement is part of a series of arguments
which Plotinus brings up against a mysterious "bold speech" (line 11 ),
which is perhaps Gnostic in nature.

23. I, 1.2. It goes without saying that this utterance is of course only a fa�on
de par/er, and that no reality is further removed than the One is from
narcissism properly so-called; cf. P. Hadot, •Le mythe de Narcisse et son
interpretation par Plotin: in Narcisses, Nouvelle Revue de Psychanalyse
XIII (1976): 98 sq.

24. Very close to this problem is that of the "why" of creation. On this
question, cf. the monograph of Kl. Kremer, •Das 'Warum' der SchOpfung:
'quia bonus' vel/et 'quia voluit'? Ein Beitrag zum Verhllltnis von
Neuplatonismus und Christentum an Hand des Prinzips 'boruun est
diffusivum sut "' in Parusia, Melanges J. Hirschberger (Frankfurt/Main,
1965), pp. 241-264; pp. 243-254 on Plotinus, who gave three answers to the
question, or so the author believes.

25. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I, 1.2.
26. Fgt 5 of Valentinus, VOiker, p. 59.2-5 = Clement of Alex., Strom. IV, 13,

89.6-90. (I shall come back later, below, to this difficult text and I shall then
try to justify the translation that has been given above.) Clement himself
rejects this idea by means of a pseudo-Platonic quotation: •For it is not
with a view to profiting from it that God has produced the world, in order
to gather honors (tva 'Tl,µ.as [ ••. ] KUP"lfot-ro) from men and from other gods
and demons• (Strom. V, 11, 75.3, ed. Stahlin, p. 376.22-24, a passage which
is probably the source of Theodoretus, Graec. affect. cur. IV, 34 and VII,
48). It has long been remarked upon that the Valentinian motivation of the
creation is touched upon in Enn. II, 9, 4.13-15, where Plotinus attributes to
his Gnostic adversaries what he takes to be the ridiculous idea that the Soul
which produces this world would have been motivated by the wish to •be
honored• (ha "fl.Jl4'To ), as is the case with people who make statues in this
world. In II, 9, 11.21, exactly the same formula crops up, and is again
presented as a piece of Gnostic theorizing, but applied this time, or so it
would seem, to the demiurge. This coincidence obviously helps the
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hypothesis whereby Valcntinians had their place among the Gnostics; cf. H.• 
Ch. Puech, •PJotin ct Jes Gnostiques: in Entretiens de la Fondation llardt, 
t.V: Les sources de Plotin (Vandocuvres-Geneve, 1960), p. 162 (taken up
again in En quete de la Gnose, I: La Gnose et le temps (Paris, 1978], p.
84).

27. Clement of Alex., E.xcerpta ex 171eodoto 7.1. A very similar explanation of
the sending-forth of the Son (the Father, unknown because of his
transcendental greatness, wanted to be known) is to be found in the
Tripartite treatise 57.25-30, the translation already quoted, p. 5?: •is
unknown because of its surpassing greatness. Yet he wanted it to be
known, because of the riches of his sweetness. And he revealed the
unsurpas.sable power.• An analogous intention is attributed to the Father
in Hermetic Gnosticism, to justify not the sending-forth of the Son, but the
production of visible beings: from the one who is invisible, •it is just for
that reason that he has created, to make himself visible (ti,a lipaT<>S ii)"
(Corp. Henn. XIV, 3, ed. Nock, p. 223.4, translated by Festugi�re in the
French version of this article; the same thesis is stated in XI, 22, p. 156.16-
18).

28. There is a comparable motivation, not for the p�ion, but for creation,
in Origen, De princ. IV, 4, 8 (35), ed. Koctschau, p. 359.11-13: "Huoens
deus, qui natura bo,uu est, habere quibus bene faceret et qui adeptis suis
beneficiis laeterentw; fecit se dignas creaturas.•

29. Above, p. 299.
30. Above, pp. 300-301.
31. And for which, incidentally, there is no before. We know that, for Plotinus,

time is a property of Soul. Beings in the world beyond, i.e. the intelligibles,
have eternity, not time (II, 5 [25] 3.8; IV, 4 [28] 1.12-13), from which it
follows that they are all at once (oµ.oti) (V, 9 [5] 10.9-11), which removes
them from time as well as from place and implies that for them there is no
after nor before: true Being "does not have in itself one thing, then
another; one cannot subject it to separation, nor to development, nor to
advancement, nor to extension; one cannot conceive of anything which
would be before it or after it• (III, 7 [45] 6.15-17). A fortiori that proves
to be true on the level of the One; for, as Plotinus has said, Tun. 37D,
•eternity rests in the One,• and it is by resting close to the One that Being
benefits from eternity (III, 7, 6.1-12); on Plotinus's use of the quotation
from Plato, sec W. Bcicrwaltcs, Plotin, Ober Ewigkeit und Zeit (Enn. III, 7)
(Frankfurt am Main, 1967), ad 2.35, pp. 154-155. In a word, one cannot
imagine for the One a state prior to the starting-off of the procession.
There is here a fresh difference with the Father of the Valentinians,
according to what we read in Hippolytus, in a passage translated above:
although "having no time,• this principle is said to have decided to give
birth at a certain moment (pote).

32. Cf. V, 1, 6.42-43: the Intellect has need of the One, but not the other way
round.

33. Two words borrowed from the Phaedrus of Plato, 250C.
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34. Prov. 8.22-31: Wisdom of Solomon 7.21-29, 18 (especially 9.17); Sirach 1.1-
10; 24.1-22, etc. In her role as collaborator to God, Wisdom is identified
with the Thora, cf. Sirach 24.23 sq.; as also in Palestinian Judaism, cf. H.F.
Weiss, Untersuchungen zur Kosmologie des hellenistischen und paliistinischen
Judentwns, in the collection •Texte und Untersuch.," 97 (Berlin, 1966), pp.
294-300; p. 318 for Sirach 4221.

35. Ad Autolycum II, 22; probable date of the work: shortly after 180.
36. It was the "inner" (i11&a8£-rc,s) Logos, before it was brought to birth as

Logos "given forth" (�oS) (ibid.); cf. M. Mohl, "Der >.iryos
tu&a8£-ros und 11'flO<l>opuc05 von der lJlteren Stoa bis zur Synode von Sirmium
351," inArchiv ftJ.r Begrifsgeschichte 1 (1962): 25-27.

37. Refat. V, 7.25-26, p. 84.14-19.
38. This idea is from E. Brehier, Notice of VI, 8, pp. 119-121 and 126. It is

probably right, despite R. Beutler and W. Theiler,Anmerkwtgen, Bd IV b,
ad VI, 8, 7.11, p. 372, who want to see in the tolmeros logos a mere working
hypothesis ("Gedankenexperiment") thought up by Plotinus himself. But
a number of arguments could be brought in which would be favorable to
Brehier's way of looking at things. Thus the presence of the idea of
"boldness,• -roA.µ.a, in the passion of Sophia according to the Valentinians
(cf. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I, 2, 2: -roXµ.11) and in the psychology of the
Gnostic demiurge (ibid., I, 29.4: Audacia), as well as in the idea which
Plotinus has of it, cf. II, 9, 11.2: the demiurge has produced "by
boldness"; &a -roXµ.au II, 9, 10.14: the Gnostics "have the boldness,"
-roXµ.t,w-ras, to mock the words of the god-like men of old. On the other
band, we may see in VI, 8, 7.38-39 lhat the believers in the '\'oXµ.-qpos A<>'YoS
attributed to their First principle a solitude which it did not consent to; now
that is a Valentinian opinion, which we have already met above, pp. 300 and
301. All the same, I do not really see how Brehier can properly attribute
to the "bold discourse• the thesis whereby "the One, not having its being
from itself, is not free and makes of necessity whatever it makes• (p. 11 ),
nor how, more generally (p. 121), Brehier can find for such a thesis
"obvious counterparts• with the fact that "the Naasenes' principle says of
itself: 'I become what I wish'"; the truth is rather that there is a complete
opposition on this point between the "bold discourse• and the Naasenes,
who are here on the side of Plotinus.

39. I draw here on information given by E.R. Dodds, Proclus, The Elements of
Theology (Oxford, 1963), note on 26-27, pp. 213-214. Most evidence is to
be found in late Neoplatonism, pagan and Christian. Given the nature of
my study, I do not here go beyond Plotinus.

40. Fgt 14.6-16, pp. 55-56. See the notes added by des Places, pp. 108-110, and
cf. E.R. Dodds, •Numenius and Ammonius," in Les Sources de Plotin.

41. To be precise, a part of this thesis. The other part, which Numenius does
not go into, is that the principle does not become any one of its products.
One may wonder whether there were not other correspondences between
the doxography quoted for the Naasenes and the fragments of Numenius.
Among the latter, see, for example, fgt 13.4-5, p. 55. In this fragment, the
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first God is called •He who is," in obvious dependence on Exodus 3.14, cf. 
J. Whittaker, •Moses atticizing," in Phoenix 21 (1967): 196-201, and
•Numenius and Alcinous on the First Principle,■ ibid., 32 (1978): 144-154
(= J.W., Studies in Platonism and Patristic Though/ [London 1984J VII and
VIII). It has turned out, that the same Biblical quotation must have
inspired the definition which the Naasenes' principle gives of itself.
Furthermore, in the same fragment 13, the First God •sows the seed
( a'lrtpµa) of every soul in all the beings that participate in him"; an obvious
reference to Timaeus 41C-42D on the •sowings of soul" {it is immediately
after having finished these sowings that the demiurge, as we have seen,
•stayed in its condition•; there is there an indication of the thematic unity
between fragments 13 and 14 of Numenius, two fragments which are
juxtaposed in Eusebius, as must also have been the case originally in 
Numenius's own De bono). This 111r�µ.a of Numenius makes one think of
the seed which is the Naasenes' universal cause, with the difference that, for
the Naasenes, the principle is the seed itself, while for Numcnius (as for
Plato) it is the sower. Another point which they have in common: the First
God of Numenius is motionless, iaT(.)s (fgt 15.3, p. 56), and is thereby
related to the principle of the Naasenes, said to be aKi"'IToc;. Another
similarity: the Naasene's principle has the exclusive right 10 the qualification
of &-ya8oc;; Numenius's First God is constantly called T'a-ya8ov (fgts 2, 16,
19, 20, etc.). Finally, the last line of fr. 13 of Numenius refers to what
appear to be the seeds scattered by the First God as being -ra lKEi.8w
1rpo1<aTa13£13>.1Jµ.Eva •realities sent forth from the world above•; as E. des
Places has recognized, n. 5 ad loc., p. 109, that is a technical verb, which
even if it does not come from the Naasenes, does at least belong to
Valentinian Gnosticism.

42. There is no contradiction between this lack of will on the part of the One
in the procession and, its will in its constitution of itself. Later on, in V, 1,
6, Plotinus uses the comparison of the light spreading out and of the
motionless sun, which recalls that of Numenius. We find a thesis similar to
that of V, 1, 6 and therefore, indirectly, similar to that of the Naasenes, in 
Porphyry's Phi/osophiae historia IV, fgt 18 Nauck, p. 15.3-4: "it is not
because the Good sets itself in movement (Kwovµ.evov) in view of the
generation of the Intellect that the procession (1rpoo&c;) takes place.•
There is an excellent commentary on this point by A•Ph. Segonds, in the
appendix to Porphyry, The Life of Pythagoras .•. , ed. des Places, p. 194,
and in J. Whittaker, •Self-Generating Principles in Second-Century Gnostic
Systems,• in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, ed. B. Layton, in the collection
•studies in the Hist. of Religions,• XLI, t. I (Leiden 1980), p. 177 ( =
Studies in Platonism •. . , XVII); both writers note the comparison with
Plotinus. It appears however that there is no Plotinian parallel for the
principal idea in Porphyry's fragment, namely the idea of the self-generation
of Intellect. Toe idea is nonetheless much earlier than Porphyry, since one
can find it already, in its essentials, present in Philo of Alexandria, De
opijicio mundi 33, 100: "what does not bring to birth nor is brought to
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birth stays motionless (ixKtV'll-rov µ.eva ); for bringing to birth is in movement, 
since both what brings to birth and what is brought to birth are not without 
movement, the one so that it may bring to birth, the other so that it may be 
brought to birth; the only being not to move, and not to be moved: the 
venerable Sovereign and Governor <of the universe>." The logical (but 
unexpressed) conclusion of this text which looks back to Pythagorean origins 
must be the self-generation of what comes after the First; hence the 
comparison with Porphyry established by J. Whittaker, "The historical 
Background of Proclus's Doctrine of the AT8TilOIT AT A," in Entretiens 
de la FondaJion Hardt, t. XXI: De Jamblique a Proclus (Vandoeuvres
Geneve, 1975), pp. 220-221 (= Studies in Platonism ... , XVI). But Philo 
foreshadows, even in the words he uses, Plotinus's doctrine in V 1, 6, and 
therefore to a certain extent the doctrine of the Naasenes. 

43. Above, p. 308.
44. There is a very similar text, which includes the quotation from Plato, in a

much later treatise V, 3 [49] 12.33-36. See also V, 2 [11) 1.17-18; 22.5-26;
III, 4 [15] 1.1 ("It is when the higher principles rest, µ.evoV'l'(l)V, that there
are born the 'hypostases'"); V, 5 [32) 5.1-7; in N, 9 (8] 5.1-5, we realize
that the same is true of universal soul, which gives itself to the particular
souls only by staying what it is.

45. For the same meaning, see V, 1, 7.18-22; V, 5, 13.19-20.
46. This reappears in III, 3 [48) 7.10-11: "But you see that each of the

realities proceeds ( "ffpoELO"I,) from the principle - while the principle remains
inside - as from a single root, firmly fixed in itself,• etc.

4 7. The obvious connection between these two texts of Plotinus and of Irenaeus 
allows us perhaps to gain a better understanding of both: 1-0 Without any 
doubt, Plotinus says that neither the demiurge nor its mother ovre amos 
ovrE it ll-'TJT1JP, have seen the hypothetical models of creation; he cannot say 
that the demiurge has neither seen these models nor seen its mother. On 
the other hand, Irenaeus's Greek text as well as the Latin translation which 
we have of it can be understood in both senses: •the demiurge, they say, 
did not know the models of the beings which it made (-rixs !.&as :Ov ,'!fol.a), 
it did not even know its mother• (sic F.M.M. Sagnard, op. cit., p. 182; 
more recenlly Rousseau-Doutreleau in •sources chret,• 264, p. 83), or that 
"they say that the demiurge and the mother herself did not know the 
beings which it made;" it is obviously this second translation which would 
very neatly account for Plotinus's evidence, and which, for that reason, I 
prefer. It is in any case admitted that Plotinus has his aim fixed on 
Valentinian Gnosticism; cf. for example V. Cilento, Plotino, Paideia 
antignostica. Ricostruzione d'un unico scritto da Enneadi III, 8, V, 8, V, 5, 
II, 9, in the collection "Testi con commento filol," IX (Firenze 1971), p. 
257. 2-0 The text of Plotinus has itself been translated in roughly two
different ways, at line 2: 'A))..' oM>c.; ouc =liv, tvu av Ka\ e.t&v. (a) •But in
a general way there existed nothing that the demiurge could have seen;"
(b) "But, to say everything, the demiurge was not there where he could
have seen;• the translation {a), which is in any case not really satisfactory

I 
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grammatically (we have to add the word •nothing"), is that of Harder; it 
comes round to denying that there were models for the creation, which goes 
against the direct evidence of Irenaeus, however one understands it; we 
should therefore prefer the translation (b), which is, by the way, except for 
a detail or two, that of Brehier, of Armstrong and of lgal. 

48. One could also bring in here theApoc,yphon of John, a text from the Berlin
codex, ed. Till, p. 46.1-6 (translated by Tardieu, pp. 118-119): "The
impudent <demiurge> understood nothing of the beings which were above
its mother. For it said that its mother was the only thing to exist." This
quotation agrees, I believe, with the substance of the preceding note.

49. Corpus hennet. VIII, 3 and XII, 22; this latter text seems to mean that
•materiality• is the •energy of God" in •matter•; Nock-Festugiere, n.
71 ad loc., p. 191, compares Iamblichus, De Myst. VIII, 3, p. 265.6-7
(materiality is a part withdrawn from substantiality in view of the production
of matter by God), to which Proclus alludes, In Plat. Tim. comment., ed.
Diehl, I, p. 386.10-11; the idea common to these different pieces of evidence
seems to be that materiality is a principle above matter and used as an
intermediary in the production of matter. We may add that a duality of the
same kind, that of "life" and of •liveliness,• appears in some texts from
Nag Hammadi, such as Zostrianos (VIII, 1 ), 15.4-17, and Allogenes (XI, 3),
49.28-35; 59.14; 60.19-20; cf. J.M. Robinson, "The Three Steles of Seth
and The Gnostics of Plotinus,• in Proceedings of the International
Colloquiwn on Gnosticism (1973), in the collection "Filol.-filos. serien," 17
(Stockholm, 1977), pp. 135 and 137. In another of these texts, The Three
Ste/es of Seth (VII, 5), we find, besides the distinction between "life• and
"liveliness: that between •substance• and •substantiality•; see the
references given by M. Tardieu, "Les Troi.s Ste/es de Seth. Un ecrit
gnostique retrouve A Nag Hammadi," in Revue des sciences philos. et theol.,
57 (1973): 566-567; this last point stand out, once one has seen in the
Hermetist and in lamblichus substance/substantiality cheek by jowl with life/
liveliness.

50. At least they take into account the look which Sophia has directed below.
The idea is found, for example, in Pistis Sophia 31, translation by Schmidt
Till, p. 27.36-37, where Sophia discovers thus her illuminating powers in the
lower regions: "blickte sie nach unten und sah seine Lichtkraft in den
Tei/en unterhalb"; in Zostrianos, 27.9-12, translated by J.H. Sieber (NHL),
p. 376, who aswciates the same look with the descent of souls: •Other
immortal souls are companions with all these souls because of Sophia who
looked down"; and finally Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I, 29.4, taking account of
the myth of the Barbelognostics, shows Mater Sophia, hard up for a
husband, stretching her neck down below: •extendebatur et prospiciebat ad
inferiores partes.• These texts have been drawn to the attention of scholars
by S. Petrement, Le Dieu separe. Les origines du gnostici.sme, in the
collection •Patrimoines• (Paris, 1984), pp. 146, 555-556, 581.
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51. I may perha� be allowed to refer here to my work •Ex Platoniconun
persona.• Etudes sur /es lectures philosophiques de saint Augustin
(Amsterdam, 1977), pp. xxvi-xxvii, chapters III and V.

52. Chap. 12, translated by Schmidt-TIU, p. 352.9-10: (the subject under
discussion is a city by the name of Jerusalem, made of the purest of matter)
•sie wird auch 'das neue !And' gennant, und sie wird auch 'unabhlJngig'
(amO'l'EMts) genannt," etc. The text of Scripture made use of here isApoc.
21.1-2, where are found the •new earth" and •Jerusalem," and also, what
editors of this text have not seen, Gal. 4.26, where "the Jerusalem on
high," •our mother,• is said to be •free," whence aUTO'l'EA"IS of the
Gnostic treatise. These two passages of the New Testament, to which
should be added Gen. 3.20 on Eve, •mother of all living things," combined
in different ways, have often inspired the Gnostics; for example the
Naasenes who appear in Hippolytus, Refut. V, 7, 39, and above all the
Valentinians, who look upon Sophia as •mother of all living things,•
•Jerusalem on high," •earth" (ibid., VI, 34.3-4; Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I,
5.3); cf. A Orbe, La teologia def Espiritu Santo (Estudios Valentinianos IV),
in the collection "Analecta Gregoriana," 158 (Romae, 1966), pp. 481-484
(on the illumination accomplished by Sophia as it is presented by Plotinus,
cf. ibid., pp. 260-269). But the Anon. of Bruce is (so far?) the only witness
for the formula •new earth"; it is this fact, with some others, which makes
one think that the Greek original of this Coptic text was known to Plotinus;
a thesis recently taken up by L. Abramowski, "Nag Hammadi 8.1,
Zostri.anus, das Anonymwn Brucianwn, Plolin Enn. 2, 9 (33)," in
Platonismus und Christientwn, Festschrift H. Dorrie, Jahrbuch f. Ant. und
Christ., Erganzungshand 10 (Milnster, 1983), p. 7.

53. 8.10-12, translated by J.H. Sieber (NHL), p. 371: •Concerning this airy
earth - why it has a cosmic model?" Cf. H.-Ch. Puech, En quete de la
Gnose, I: La Gnose et le temps (Paris, 1978), p. 113.

54. Apud Epiphanius, Panar., haer. 31, 5, 5 = VOiker, p. 61, and 31, 5, 7 = p.
61.17-18.

55. Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. I, 5, 6.
56. Ibid., I, 24, 3. This text and the two preceding texts are taken account of

by F. Garcfa Batiin, Plotino y la Gnosis (Buenos Aires, 1981 ), p. 286, n. 36.
57. Above, p. 314.
58. Chap. 20, translated by Schmidt-TIii, pp. 36L'15-362.3; see also the

translation by C. Baynes, p. 180, and the notes on pp. 181-184, as well as
H.-Ch. Peuch, "Plotin et les Gnostiques: pp. 168-169 and 181-182 = La
Gnose et le temps, pp. 90 and 101.

59. 5.17-18; 8.10-14; 12.3-6, etc., translated by J.H. Sieber, pp. 370-372, etc.
60. Within a short space, both take account, not only of the antitypes, but also

of the two other "hypostases• whose use Plotinus criticizes in II, 9, 6.1-6,
i.e. the •migrations• and the •repentances.• There remains the problem:
which of the two treatises should one choose as Plotinus's probable source?
Zostrianos, according to J.H. Sieber, "An Introduction to the Tractate
Zostrianos from Nag Hammadi," in Novum Testamentum 15 (1973): 237-
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238 and H.-Ch. Puech, La Gnose in le temps, pp. 113-114; theAnonymus 
of Broce according to L Abramowski, art. cit., pp. 2, 7-8. Toe fact that the 
Anonymus mentions the •new earth," missing from Zostrianos, cf. above, 
n. 45, tells in favor of the second hypothesis; but we shall see later, that
another important set of ideas in Plotinus is found exclusively, unless I am
mistaken, in Zostrianos, and that leaves the two opinions equally balanced.

61. Plotins Stellung zum Gnosticismus und kirchlichen Christentum, in the
collection "Texte und Untersuchungen," N.F. V 4 (Leipzig 1900), p. 36;
the same point of view, but with individual nuances, in Harder, Armstrong,
Cilento, op. cit., p. 251, and Igal.

62. Toe two meanings turn up in Plotinus with almost equal frequency, cf. J.H.
Sleeman and G. Pollet, Lexicon Plotinianum (Leiden-Leuwen, 1980), col.
220.221.

63. Hippolytus, Refut. V, 175, p. 114.31-34; a few lines earlier, we see that the
Perales called in the same way upon the famous episode of Gen. 30.37-41
on the trick which Jacob used to get hold of striped or spotted sheep.

64. 21, ed. Schmidt-TIii, p. 364.16-18: one may add 8, p. 144.20-21, where play
is made on •painting (C"''Ypacl>Etv) in oneself the spark of light as a man of
light and of truth." On this, cf. the edition of Baynes, p. 96, n. 4, and M.
Tardieu, "'l'TXAIOl: :tmN9HP, Histoire d'unc m�taphore dans la
tradition platonicicnne jusqu'a Eckhart,• in Revue des Etudes
augustiniennes, XXI (1975): 240.

65. Apud Clement, Strom. IV, 13, 89.6-90.1, ed. Stahlin, p. 287.22-2.'i = VOiker,
p. 59.2-5.
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Titus of Bostra and Alexander of 
Lycopolis: A Christian and a Platonic 

Refutation of Manichaean Dualism 

Gedaliahu G. Stroumsa 

Plotinus and Mani probably never met on the battlefield.1 

Dispelling such a pregnant image d'Epinal as the physical 
encounter of the two masters should not mean ignoring the conflictual 
intercourse between Neoplatonism and Manichaeism in the Roman 
Empire. Ultimately, both movements were losers in the grand struggle 
for souls and minds, which the Christian bishops and theologians won 
in the fourth century against pagans and heretics alike. The extent to 
which Christian theologians assimilated philosophical - and in 
particular Platonic - concepts and ideas is better known than the exact 
limitations of Platonic influence. And the Christian and Neoplatonist 
ultimate rejection of Gnostic and dualist patterns of thought is more 
readily recorded than accounted for accurately. 

Among the various spiritual trends in the Roman Empire - as well 
as under Sasanian rule - few seem to have been so powerful, and none 
has aroused such hatred, as Manichaeism.2 Indeed, this hatred was 
fueled by the eccentric behavior of Manichaean ascetics, and lead to 
slanderous accusations.3 More importantly, however, it is the very basis 
of Manichaean theology and mythology, its radical dualism, which 
elicited the most profound repulsion - from both pagan philosophical 
and Christian theological quarters.◄ A reflection upon this repulsion 
and the arguments with which it was propounded might shed some new 
light on a particularly complex chapter in Late Antique intellectual 
history. In attempting such a reflection, I have concentrated upon the 
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two leading figures to have refuted Manichaeism in Greek: Titus of 
Bostra and Alexander of Lycopolis. Titus, Bishop of Bostra, a highly 
Hellenized Syrian city on the limes, wrote in the second half of the 
fourth century, a few years after Julian's reign, one of the first, and 
certainly the most comprehensive Christian theological refutation of 
Manichaeism.5 Mainly through Epiphanius of Salamis, who not only 
refers to it but also makes generous use of its argumentation, Titus's 
work was to have the most profound impact on later Christian literature 
adversus Manichaeos.6 

As with Titus, Alexander's title of fame rests upon his tractate 
against Manichaeism - his only extant writing, published about 300 -
one of our earliest documents on the propagation of Manichaeism in 
Egypt.7 (The work itself has survived only due to the fact that it had 
been incorporated into a corpus of Christian anti-Manichaean texts, 
since Alexander was thought to have been a bishop.)8 The city where 
Plotinus was born had become a major center for the implantation of 
Manichaeism already in the second half of the third century.9 Like the 
bishop of Bostra - or Cyril, the bishop of Jerusalem - half a century 
later, the philosopher of Lycopolis is deeply concerned by the new 
movement, which had even seduced some among his fellow 
philosophers. 10 

Alexander is rather sympathetic to Christianity; although he thinks 
the Christians incapable of precise philosophical thought, he praises 
their elevated ethics.11 Titus, on his part, while no philosopher, is the 
bearer of a good rhetorical education, and shows a certain knowledge of 
koine philosophical vocabulary and arguments - both Platonic and 
Stoic.12 I could not find in his work, however, any indication to suggest 
a direct borrowing from Alexander. 

A comparison between these two refutations of dualism might 
therefore add to our understanding of the common ground and specific 
differences between Christian and Neoplatonist fourth-century literati.

A further question raised by such an inquiry is the extent to which the 
need to argue at length against the dualist challenge influenced the 
structures, or at least the emphasis, of their own thought.13 One might 
point out here that anti-Manichaean literature has been mainly 
scrutinized by students of Manichaeism for the information it could lend 
about details of Manichaean mythology, or quotations from Manichaean 
writings. 14 Thus, although Titus and Alexander are well-known to 
scholars in the field, very little attention seems to have been devoted to 
their actual argumentation. The following pages can do no more than 
arouse interest in this direction. It is hoped that further studies will 
reveal more fully the impact of the Manichaean challenge amidst late 
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antique intellectuals. Besides the ludicrous details of their mythology, 
the Manichaeans were able to develop very early a highly sophisticated 
theoretical argumentation in support of their dualism. This important 
point, which cannot be overemphasized, is proved precisely by the 
character of Titus's and Alexander's refutations: although neither 
ignores Manichaean mythology, it does not stand for them at the core 
of the seductive powers of Manichaean thought.15 Similarly, in 
Justinian's Constantinople, it is with a very abstract refutation of 
dualism that Zacharias "Rhetor,9 of Mytilene (who has also been 
traditionally attributed the authorship of a pamphlet against 
Manichaean mythology), decided to respond to a Manichaean tract 
found in a bookstore in the capital.16 

For both Alexander and Titus, Manichaeism presents itself, first of 
all, as an attempt to solve the problem of evil.17 This is not surprising, 
of course, although one might call attention, in this respect, to the fact 
that Plotinus himself, who had argued against the Gnostics at length and 
with great vehemence, does not refer to them even once in his tractate 
"On what are and whence come evils" (Enn. I.8). One should ponder 
this point. It is indeed from the various Gnostic trends of the first 
Christian centuries that Mani inherited his attempt to answer the 
question unde malum?18 His highly organized mind, however, seems 
to have given the question a new urgency, and to have set it at the very 
core of his mythological theology, with a consistency unknown to the 
more fluid - should one say to the somewhat amorphic? - Gnostic 
mythologies. 

Titus begins the first book of his refutation by stating that 
Manichaeism is born from the desire to discharge God of any 
responsibility for evil, thus postulating another principle, opposite to 
God from all eternity and solely responsible for evil in the universe. 
Titus devotes the first two books (out of four) of his work to a rational 
refutation of such a dualism. Books III and IV, which are extant in full 
only in Syriac, deal respectively with the Manichaeans' rejection of the 
Old Tostament and their misunderstanding of the New Tostament. The 
argumentation in these last two books is purely scriptural, and therefore 
they will not concern us here, since they can in no way be parallel� to 
Alexander's work. The thorough refutation of Manichaean dualism in 
Book I is followed by a lengthy argument against the Manichaean 
conception of evil. Book II of Titus's Adversus Manichaeos is actually 
the most comprehensive theodicy in all Patristic literature. In these two 
books, Titus claims, he will argue only according to the koinai ennoiai, 
and does in no way establish his argument upon the Scriptures, so as to 
give his refutation universal value - since the notiones communes are, 
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or should be, by definition common to all men.19 But what are the 
koinai ennoiai? The term is unmistakenly recognized as Stoic in 
origin?> In Stoic doctrine, it refers to those imprints left on the 
human mind by common experience. Plutarch had written a whole 
treatise on the topic,21 and Origen had referred to the concept in the 
Contra Celsum.

22 Thus, its use by Titus is not surprising, since our 
author shows other signs of philosophical education, both Platonic and 
Stoic. Like other Christian theologians, however, Titus refers to the 
koinai ennoiai in a broad rather than in a technical way. •Le bon sens 
est la chose du monde la mieux partag�•; Descartes is as much, or as 
little, a Stoic as Titus, who only wants to show that Manichaean 
doctrine is unconvincing and should be rejected on rational grounds 
alone. For him, these rational grounds are common to all thinking men, 
and in particular to philosophers and Christians. Titus argues that the 
idea of two principles, as conceived by the Manichaeans, stands out of 
this consensus.23 

Similarly to Titus, Alexander argues that Manichaean conceptions 
are not rational, that Manichaean thought is established on false 
principles, and therefore cannot perform its self-assigned main task: to 
solve the problem of evil.24 At the outset of his work, Alexander 
complains that arguing against the Manichaeans' conceptions is rendered 
particularly difficult by their propensity for mythology, and hence 
shunning of rational thought.25 The philosopher is ill at ease 
developing dialectical arguments against a protagonist who does not 
accept the rules of the game. For Alexander the Christians, too, are not 
very good philosophers, although he concedes that they do not share 
with the Manichaeans - whose origins he sees, rightly, in Christian 
sectarianism - the latter's infatuation with mythological patterns of 
thought.26 The genre of Alexander's writing is that of a professional 
philosopher, hence very different from that of Titus. His arguments arc 
usually of a much more technical nature than those of the educated 
bishop. Yet, the fact is striking enough to be noted: for both, 
Manichacan dualism appears to be fundamentally illogical, irrational, 
stepping out of the bounds of common sense. Both also insist on the 
misleading consequences entailed by such a false epistemology, in 
particular in the field of ethics. 

Alexander's argumentation against Manichaean ontology gravitates 
around the status of matter and of the First Principle. He insists that 
matter cannot be considered evil since it is generated by God.27 In his 
emphatic denial of any evil in connection with matter, he stands rather 
lonely in the Platonic tradition. His conception is at the antipodes of 
that of Plotinus, despite the ambiguities of the latter's attitude.28 It is 
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also markedly different from that of the Chaldaean Oracles and of 
Porphyry, for whom matter, although "born from the Father," remains 
evil or linked to evil. For Alexander, too, matter is derived from the 
First Principle: a Pythagorean rather than a Platonic doctrine.29 

Daringly enough, Alexander is willing to reject Platonic conceptions of 
matter too close to those of the Manichaeans. For instance, he objects 
to the definition of matter as ataktos kinesis, which had become too 
closely connected to the identification of matter with evil in Middle 
Platonism.30 Due to the polemical nature of his writing, however, 
Alexander rejects and refutes much more explicitly than he propounds 
his own views. Thus he does not expose at any length his personal 
opinion on the origin of evil. One is led to speculate that it is free-will, 
rather than matter, which lies at the core of evil, but this is not stated 
explicitly. One may postulate that the clear departure from school 
traditions in the conception of matter is due �o the seriousness 
presented by the dualistic challenge for Alexander - not a very original 
thinker in other respects. 

Since matter itself is derived from the First Principle, the 
Manichaean idea of two original principles, Alexander argues, is not 
logical. For a Platonic mind, the very idea of arche involves its 
unicity.31 Moreover, in order for the two original principles to mingle, 
a third, intermediary element or principle is needed.32 Incidentally, the 
opposite argument had been used by Methodius of Olympus in his De

Autexousio, where he argues against a Platonic, rather than a Gnostic, 
thesis directly linking matter to the origin of evil.33 Alexander also 
makes the point that Mani's insistence on the physical conception of the 
two realms of light and darkness entails a corporeal conception of God, 
a conception which Alexander rejects as ludicrous.34 For him, the 
arche is by nature incorporeal. The same argument is made by Titus, 
and will also be given a prominent place by Augustine in his anti
Manichaean writings.35 

Altogether, it would seem that Alexander conceives Manichaeism, 
in its insistence on the materiality of God, as a kind of crypto-Stoicism, 
as his translators duly note.36 

Although Titus agrees with Alexander on many points in his 
refutation of Manichaean ontology, his standpoint is sensibly different. 
It is not enough for Titus to argue that matter is in no way connected 
with evil. Since the world was created by God, who is good by 
definition, none of its parts can be evil.37 Evil, therefore, has no real 
objective existence, besides sin (Alexander for his part, recognizes the 
validity of the Platonic conception according to which it is matter which 
does not really exist).38 From Basil the Great and Augustine, this 
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negative conception of evil was to become the standard solution for the 
problem of evil in both Greek and Latin patristics.39 In due course, it 
also became the Neoplatonic official standpoint, best expressed by 
Proclus in his tractate on evil.40 It would seem, however, that Christian 
theology was quicker to develop and lead to its radical conclusion a 
notion only potential in Neoplatonic hierarchical thought. 

Like Alexander, Titus insists that the concept of archl implies 
unicity, and that dualism is a logical impossibility.41 He also develops 
the argument also found in Methodius about the third principle which 
should exist from all eternity in order for the two opposites to remain 
separate.42 Like Alexander, he shows that the Manichaean conception 
denies of God some qualities inherent to Him by definition. According 
to the koinai ennoiai, for instance, God is at once immaterial, 
uncircumscribed and all-powerful. In particular, Titus pokes fun at that 
most scandalous of Manichaean conceptions according to which the 
Divine principle was overcome, or even eaten by the Evil principle, and 
is conceived as suffering.43 

While Manichaeism originates in an attempt to disclaim for God 
any responsibility over evil in general, and men's sins in particular, the 
Manichaeans fall into an even greater sin by their denial of God's ever 
present providence. In the very first chapter of his work Titus states -
without a specific reference to Plato, of course - that it is the first 
doctrine of the Catholic Church that God is not responsible for human 
injustice. As noted above, however, it is in the second book that Titus 
fully develops his theodicy. Polemics are not absent, and Titus attacks 
various aspects of Manichaean theology and mythology, such as 
Manichaean encratism and hylopsychism, and in particular reverence 
offered to the sun - after all a material, not a spiritual entity, Titus 
points out.44 In the first chapter of this book, Titus states very clearly 
that there is no evil whatsoever in God's creation, and that only the 
sinners' injustice is really evil. This evil, moreover, does not stem from 
a matter without beginning. In the end, everything has a place in the 
cosmic order and a role to play in the realization of divine plans. The 
next chapters spell out that free will was given to man through natural 
knowledge of good and evil. Had man been led by instinct to perform 
evil, judgment on lfuman actions would have proved impossible. 
Moreover, only a jealous God would have deprived man of freedom; 
human freedom is the very image of God in which man was created. If 
so, sin cannot be natural or necessary, as the Manichaeans argue, but 
only deliberate and voluntary.

45 
Responding to the Manichaean 

anguish about violence and death, Titus further argues that war is a fruit 
of sin, while death itself, far from being an evil by nature, belongs to the 
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order of salvation and is therefore invested with a positive role.46 The 
same is true, for instance, of such phenomena as earthquakes, night, 
illnesses or beasts; indeed, all aspects of creation were made for our 
good, in virtue of God's providcncc.47 The "Stoic flavour• of these 
chapters, which describe cosmic harmony in a rather verbose language, 
was noted long ago by K. Gronau.48 Yet, the overall impression 
emerges that Titus's major philosophical frame of reference remains 
Platonism. This is particularly due to his insistence on the fact that 
Mani deprives God of immateriality, an essential quality, and on the 
unicity implicit in the concept of archl. It might be recorded here, 
however, that Irenaeus had already made a similar point, when he 
argued against the Gnostics that the existence of a First Principle 
outside the Divine pleroma contradicted the very idea of a pleroma.49 

Similarly, Alexander is rather close to the Christian attitude when 
he rejects the idea of a separate principle of evil (in this he will be 
followed by Hierocles in the Alexandrian school),so when he argues 
that matter cannot be evil since it is generated by God, or when he 
insists on divine providence's ruling of the world. 

Yet, if Titus and Alexander remain so far apart, this is not only 
due to the much more technical level of Alexander's argumentation. 
Titus's long developments on theodicy, and Alexander's emphasis on 
matter, aptly characterize the core of the Manichaean challenge to 
Christianity and Neoplatonism respectively. In a creationist ontology, 
the problem of evil demands a justification of the demiurge; in an 
emanationist ontology, the problem is immediately reflected by the 
status of matter (and by the nature of the intermediary powers). 

Besides their abhorrence for ontological dualism, both 
Neoplatonist and Christian thinkers strongly rejected Manichacan 
anthropology and ethics. Herc again, the emphases of the 
argumentation reflect the differences of standpoint. Like their ontology, 
the Manichaeans' anthropology and ethics are organized along dualist 
patterns. The soul belongs to the world of light, to the Divinity, to 
which it seeks to return after its separation from the body and its 
purification; the inner core of the Manichaean community, the encratic 
electi, are clearly set apart from the auditores - and not only from the 
non-Manichaeans. 

Alexander states at once his interest in ethics. Christianity, he 
says, owes its early reputation not so much to the quality of its 
metaphysics as to the excellence of its ethics, readily recognized even by 
non-Christians.51 But this ideal Christianity was unfortunately broken 
up at an early stage by the emergence of sectarian trends, which can be 
characterized precisely by their lack of interest in ethics - or even by 
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the outright unethical ways in which they were established. 
For him, Manichaeism is but the latest, and the worst, of these 

sectarian trends.52 One may recall here that one of Plotinus's main 
grievances against the Gnostics was their inability to propound an 
ethical doctrine, or, rather, the totally a-ethical character of their 
elucubrations.53 Alexander is shocked by Manichaean limitation of the 
path to salvation to the elect. For him, this directly contradicts the idea 
of a Providence, by definition equally caring for all. Moreover, he 
argues that the Manichaean doctrine of salvation precludes the idea of 
moral progress - although he also expresses doubts about the existence 
of such progress.54 For him, Manichaean doctrine abolishes the need 
for education, only possible, like the acquisition of virtues, under the 
assumption that "what is possible for one (i.e., the practice of 
Manichaean precepts) is possible for everybody."55 In somewhat 
anachronistic terms, only a universalizable attitude may be called ethical. 
Although Alexander is not overly troubled by the Manichaean 
dichotomy of body and soul, he recognizes that Manichaean 
anthropology entails the suppression of freedom of choice, and hence 
the possibility not only of education but also of punishment.56 He has 
a final grievance against the Manichaeans: their encratism is 
condemnable because it contradicts both the hierarchy of being (in the 
case of food taboos) and the idea of God's omnipotence (in the case of 
sexual asceticism).57 

As a Christian, Titus is more at ease in condemning Manichaean 
anthropological dualism, and notes that according to Mani the human 
person remains a composite never to be unified. For Christian doctrine, 
it is in his whole self, body as well as soul, that man was created in 
God's image.58 Thus the body cannot be considered the locus of evil 
any more than matter in general.59 Evil, Titus repeats, is nothing but 
sin, or human injustice. And it is not only in his body, but first of all 
by a free decision of his soul, that man sins.00 Although habit renders 
sin omnipresent, it is not inevitable, or necessary.61 God is the giver 
of Natural Law, which seeks an equilibrium of all things existing in the 
world, and in particular between soul and body. Thus, the encratist, 
whose attitude is one of extreme despisal of the body, of total rejection 
of its needs, commits a sin against Natural Law. Manichaean encratism 
is thus condemned not only because it attributes the means of salvation 
exclusively to the elect, but also since it docs not recognize the 
legitimacy of pleasure for the body. Sexual relations are natural since 
they are intended for procreation. God has thus planted sexual desire 
in us in order to permit the reproduction of the human race. Thus, the 
legitimacy of a sexual pleasure obtained in compliance with Natural 
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Law.62 Similarly, the pleasure of eating and drinking is natural, when 
following the creation's order and measure.63 

In giving such a central place to the human body in his work, Titus 
reflects a concern present in many of the Patristic anti-Manichaean 
polemics since the earliest such document (from about 300 C.E.) where 
an unknown Egyptian bishop argues against the Manichaeans for the 
legitimacy of marriage.64 

In modern political jargon, the Ncoplatonist philosopher; and the 
Christian bishop would have been called "objective• allies. By their 
respective standpoint, they are too far apart from each other to do more 
than join a cause ad hoc. Against a common enemy, their arguments 
can be only partially similar. If there is one central tenet, however, of 
both Neoplatonist and Christian We/tanschauung which they felt was 
directly threatened by Manichaeism, I daresay it was Providence.65 For 
both, the only conceivable world was that ruled by a single good ruler, 
caring for each of its parts and indwellers. For both Alexander and 
Titus, dualism meant anarchy;66 both were bound to reject a doctrine 
so pessimistic as to deny this world any respectability. 

NOTES 
1. We know from Kephalaia, I, that Mani joined Shapur in one of his

campaigns against the Romans. This happened probably in 2.'i6-260, in the
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Saint Augustine (London, 1972), pp. 94-118. For the legal aspects or the
repression, sec E.I I. Kadcn, "Die Ediktc gcgcn die ManicMcr von
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Le Nombre et son Ombre 
(Resume) 

Ara Alexandru Sismanian· 

By paraphrasing and turning against the Valentinians the famous 
argument of •the third man" used by Aristotle in his refutation of 
Plato's theory of Ideas, 1 Irenaeus put his finger on the very heart of 
Gnostic thought.2 For the question is not only one of pointing to one 
of the major doctrinal sources of Valentinian Gnosis - as far as the 
Gnostic •emanation" could have drawn its principle, mutatis mutandis,

from the Platonic doctrine of participation - but also of implicitly 
revealing the entire methodology allowing this development of Platonism, 
which the Gnostics could have derived from the Aristotelian argument 
itself. It would not be the first time that a polemical argument in fact -
functioned as a descriptive model;3 and, ironically enough, by 
theologizing Aristotle and by Aristotlizing the Gnostics, lrcnaeus was 

• The original paper, Le Nombre et son Ombre. Cosmodicie et cosmogenie dans
le Veda et dans la Gnose, was published in two parts in the Orientalia Lovaniensia
Periodica, no. 16 (1985): 205-235, no. 17 (1986): 169-207. It is practically
impossible to say in a few lines what the present author owes to Mis.\ Lilian
Silburn, both to her immense work and to her personal influence. It goes without
saying that the present analysis, good or bad, would have been unthinkable
without her Instant et Cause, one of the three absolute books of the French
indology and, most certainly, of Indology in general. The present summary in
English is published according to an arrangement entered into with Professor R.T.
Wallis.

This essay is dedicated to Richard Wallis. 
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even more right than he thought he was, in this endlessly moving 
allegory of heresy and of its image, orthodoxy. 

Indeed, Aristotle's regressus ad infinitum changes from a reductio ad 
absurdum into a positive method in the paradoxical logic of the 
Gnostics. For this infinite recession in search of causality by steps of 
archetypes and degrees of Ideas - or, as the heresiologist says, of 
•figures of figures and images of images" - does not give an aleatory
variable, but a teleological hierarchy of superposed values, where every
degree, though preserving its functional identity, is at the same time the
monadic sum of a whole series.

In fact, it is to the dialectics of the One and the Multiple, 
conceived as an inextricable warp and woof of logically insoluble 
contradictions in Plato's Pamienides,4 that the Gnostics intended to 
bring a solution, and the originality of this is not to be ignored. The 
relation between the One and the All - the latter, subtly reanalyzed 
from the outlook of a •mass of plurality," and not any longer of a 
multiplicity of parts - is regarded holographically. It differs from an 
actual identity by nothing more than a functional modifier (horos/nous), 
making intelligible axiological differentiation and, thereby, ontological 
degressivity: the emanation is a deficiency of consciousness - and one 
can see the Holographical All or the Totalities in the Gospel of Truth 
deambulating round about the One in which they arc, without knowing 
it, the ignorance of the Father - that is, the subjacent substance -
generating the anguish, the terror and, by the solidification of the 
anguish, the error, i.e. the Demiurge (the interesting thing is that the 
mythological nomenclature of other texts is transformed here in a kind 
of psychogonical substance or conceptual coagulation, producing 
psychological seriality, an eerie Aristotelian concreteness). 

Having its starting point in an inferential geometry, by which one 
goes up a rebours the gnoseological stairs, as one climbs in the rite the 
sacrificial pole, i.e. axis mundi, the cosmogonical logic of Gnosis does 
not limit itself to making from Platonic participation the principle, in 
a reverse and reiterative way, of the deficient antic emanation. The 
methodological inversion is double, for the more one derives the origin 
from the concept, the more one infers the salvation from the fact of 
emanation itself.5 

The soteriology always gains a step over the cosmogony, of which 
it is both the aim and the cause - and it is only the anthropogony that 
is intended to put an end to this spacing and emptying decay by which, 
for reasons of salvation, one invents new degrees of existence.6 The 
man, shadow of the Pre-existing Man, is the turntable of Gnosis, since 
the last image, and consequently the most complete, of the cosmic 
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becoming, a holographical summary of the nihility. The noetic void, 
which had made possible the on tic plenum, is to be filled up with gnosis, 
the unconscious is to be made conscious, the real is to dissolve into the 
'True, the Umber is the gain again its Number. •Tous will the last be 
first, and the first last• (Mt 20:16): perhaps nowhere else than in 
Gnosis does the precept of Christ find a more exact correspondent. So 
the Untitled Text of Codex Bruce ends as the Gospel of Truth begins -
with the Return of the totalities to the Eternal One. 

Now, the consequence following for the exegete of Gnosis from 
this paralogical logic, based formally on what may be called the principle 
of the third man, actually consists in the Gnostic textological use of the 
coincidentia oppositorum. 

Indeed, the problem to cope with lies in a kind of antinomical 
projection of the metaphysical once in the textological hie et nunc, in a 
flashing transposition of massive absolute in the relativity of moving 
tracks and signs of the text. The plasmatic support of factitious verbal 
tracings converts itself into a sort of written consciousness, paradoxically 
truer than the oral one, into a pneumatic perplexity through which, as 
on a void path, man discontinuously returns to his instantaneous 
identity. 

For man is the coming back of all things, as all things are man's 
verbal coming out- that is, the imaginary contraction of his will, ichnos, 
logos, and thelema being metaphysical and textual synonyms,7 existing 
by this double cessation, only where his presence is denied and his 
absence asserted: in the syntax of the intermediate space. 

The presence is the inverse ratio of existence. In this syntactical 
distance of holographical letters, the absence appears to itself in its 
image, paradoxically projecting its own retention and contracting itself, 
correlatively to its centrifugal conception, like the hollow heart of the 
bewildered phenomena. The serial monadology is a syntagmatic 
phenomenology of alphabetical totalities in synecdochal progression -
or rather the monadological phenomenology itself is a hypostatical 
syntax of the imaginary using an amphibological technique in a 
mythopoetic degressive digression, a rhetoric functioning as a syntax. 

So the pronominal ambiguities in referring to different entities8 

(masculine/feminine and singular/plural, with the mention that the 
feminine is the plural of the gender and the singular is the masculine of 
the number - cf. the Platonic dialectics of the One and the Multiple -
the feminine representing, in the emanative process, the series, segment
identity, and the masculine the monad, point-identity), the deliberate 
confusion of names, appellations and attributes at distinct degrees of 
emanation, the indistinction between the grammatical subject and the 
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appositional predication, the repetitions, redundancies, paradoxes and 
•illogicalities• of which the Gnostic treatises are full - too frequent
and significant indeed to be reduced to the eternal •errors of
transcription or translation: •interpolations• or •contaminations• -
are nothing but facts of style, for which it is not textual criticism that can
provide the intelligence but a literary one.

Or maybe we should invent another discipline. At least, another 
logic; most certainly, the Gnostics had already done it, and we shall 
always find it impossible to interpret, with our •kenomatic" 
instruments, this atypical thought which wanted itself pleromatic. This 
is a deeper dilemma than mere hermeneutizing. Paradoxically, the 
plenitude of the modern exegesis lies in its lacks, that is, in its 
misleading correctness -and in trying to obliterate the Kenoma, the 
Gnostics had devised the apparently sophistic technique of enticing away 
the intellect upon para-logical quicksands, where the error could not 
find support, of luring it, by means of Lobachevskian nets of analogical 
hazard and allogeneous parodical logic, from comic captivity to 
parodical logic, from comic captivity to parodical freedom -for freedom 
is always a parody-and from the Kenoma of the Aristotelian logic, into 
a Pleroma of perplexity. For, logically, the Gnostic Demiurge is 
Aristotle: witness, the reversal of the argument of "the third man• 
into a hypostatic principle owing to which the phenomenal man is 
endowed with an infinite tail of archetypal Adams.9 

Folded and deployed like a synecdochal accordion, the monads arc 
series and the series are monads; the attributes coagulate around a 
Name and autonomise themselves, in a metonymical manner, into new 
onomastic nuclei; the grammatical categories or gender, number and 
person are loose and floating; the outlines of the gnoseological 
distinctions subject/object, attribute/essence, accident/substance, agent/ 
patient, cause/effect, signifier/signified, glide and dissolve thanks to a 
technique of functional interchangeability rendering the equations of the 
mind reversible: the Gnostic text is a writ rite where the novice, 
initiated by the "implicit reader• postulated by Todorov, which finds 
in Gnosis one of its first applications,10 is plunged, head first, into the 
abyss of seismic revelation (thauma), in order to dissolve his logical 
idiosyncrasies and wake him up to another mental syntax. 

This technique of navigation on the naught, which describes, by 
means of the Word, a double ascensional movement to the Origin, being 
nothing in fact but a logical strategy towards the nihility, an attempt to 
bypass it so as both to derive the world and to deduce salvation, is not 
an invention of Gnosis, but rather a symbological scheme subjacent to 
all sacrificial mentalities and more especially to Vedic thought, the 
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difference being not so much one of method as one of end. Whether 
the sacrificer unglues the cosmic order, even at the risk of annihilating 
it, so as to be able, by actualizing the cause, to assure the perpetuity of 
the effect, the Gnostic, no less ritualist in fact, re-enacts the Creation in 
order to unlegitimate the Demiurge. 

The methodological affinity can be seen particularly when we 
analyze the language of these two hermeneutics, typologically parallel. 

We are dealing here with a symbolic language, of course, generally 
derived from a mythological background, best represented by the archaic 
aquatic cosmogonies. But, upon these primary nebulae and mytho
biologically fecund physics, Veda and Gnosis perform an operation of 
metaphysical re-signification, not foreign perhaps to some psychological 
deep presupposition or rather to a psycho-physiological one. The 
symbols function as concepts or are substituted by concepts functioning 
as symbols ontologically charged; the cosmogonical symbolism is used 
as a cognitive instrument, and upon the archaic scheme of the Igneous 
Embryo's emersion a gnoseology is built. 

Denoted by the complex notion of abhu, the void-oneself lying 
hidden in the waters, hardly distinct from the aquatic inertia which 
impregnates it like the subjunctive subjaccnce of an image, the Vedic 
concept of origin is understood not so much as a non-existence as rather 
as a non-consciousness - fact partially justified by the compact 
indistinction between logical and physical and apparently contradicted 
by a sharp tendency to personify notions - since the effects of abhu's

tapasic calorization are, in a psychological order, the desire (kama) and 
the mind (manas); a Genesis of the Consciousness therefore, symbolized 
by the Cosmogonic Egg - the reified naught - i.e. the Golden 
Embryo11 as a hypostasis of the unbegotten Spirit in its passage from 
a non-manifested to a manifested state. 12 

The same hermeneutical process is to be found in Gnosis. To 
Hiranyagarbha-manas corresponds here, mutatis mutandis, Nous, 

designating the Son - appositionally, the first Form and the first Name, 
but also the Eye and the Word - who emerges from Abyss and whose 
Father is nothing but the indistinct state in which the Totalities are, 

potentially, as unconscious of their deeper self as they will actually be 
after the pleromatic emanation.13 

Metaphysically, the Son is a substance of pleromatic relations, 
linking together the moments of the moving identity, a definite 
subjacence defining the indefinite as a One, or, synecdochally, a 
paradigm configurating an origin (for Bythos is the qualitative part of 
Nous, as Nous is the quantitative part of Bythos). Analyzed 
extrinsically, the Son is the double difference of four terms: negation 
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and projection, signifier and signified (the negative, i.e. retroactive, 
signifier of the abyssal cause being the prime mover of the projective 
signified of the Pleroma), while the Father appears as a privative 
identity transformed, by the negating Son, into a productive cause. 
Analyzed intrinsically, the Son could be described as a configuration of 
four astants - cohesive-distributive (strength, goodness), noetic (nous), 
verbal (logos), and visual (for, generally, the intellect is the eye) - each 
of them implying two aspects according to their retroactive or proactive 
orientation. The immediate scope of all these pleromatic actants is, of 
course, cognitively projective, the noetic one absorbing and supporting 
the others and, by this very fact, calling them back. The visual and 
verbal knowledge of the Father - viewed as suppressed Object of the 
Subject-Son, with the Pleroma as by-product of the gnoseological 
process - translates itself in a kind of transcendental sensorium; organ, 
function and perception compenetrated together in the synesthcsical 
absence of a monad. 

Thus the Son is nothing but an integrating dissociation within a 
dissociating integration, equivocal synthesis of the manifestation, and 
analytical principle of its conservation, a polymorphism preceding a 
series; related retroactively to the Father, the Son is a prolonged 
identity, considered in progression, he is the first identity of the non
entity, limit and symbol, mode and rule. We must emphasize once more 
this double aspect of the pleromatic subjacenccs, of progressive 
substratum and regressive indication, as if in the Pleroma, really and not 
artificially, all the signs were suddenly reversed; paradox quite apparent 
after all, for, the true meaning being the naught, it is perfectly natural 
for each element to be successively the signifier of its antecedent and 
the signified of its consequent, therefore, infinitely limited towards the 
interior and indefinitely illimited to the exterior - that is, in an eternal 
situation of fall. 

So the hypostases are simply differences in position of a 
hierarchized identity. And it is the tragi-comedy of Limit that Nous, 
and with him, all the consequently antecedent syzygies which weave the 
Pleroma with boundaries and images, reveal themselves logically co
extensive exactly in so far as they are not co-intensive to the abysmal 
Father, substituting strangely enough its depth by a metaphysical 
measure of the lack, like the compounded orbit of an asymptotical sun 
glowing in the void of the disappearing moment in which it ceases.14 

Nous and Manas, Horos and Hiranyagarbha are aspects in fact of 
the same psychogenetical identity - for their identity is predominantly 
aspectual - like a fourfold janitor Janus scribbling four items on his 
metapsychical grocery list. There are of course some differences in the 
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script, as there is a huge cultural and temporal discordance between the 
Gnosis and the Veda, but these latter items, if they should not be 
ignored, shouldn't either be oveivalued: thaumatic enough, the 
dissimilarities act rather as the historical screen of the typological 
picture, syntagmatical concordia-discors stressing its paradigmatical 
clashing-identity. 

Probably, the main morphological difference between 
Hiranyagarbha and the Gnostic Nous lies in the mythological context or, 
more precisely, in the different types of space where each of them 
operates. Hiranyagarbha's Leyden jar are the primordial waters, as that 
of the Nous is the Pleroma, and furthermore, what might seem a total 
heresy from the Gnostic point of view, the Golden Embryo of the Vedic 
hymn epiphanizes himself as radically pancosmic (giver of breath -
atmadah, literally, donor of atman - and of vigor, baladah). Suiveyor 
of the air, support of the celestial vault and of the light, identified in the 
Atharva Veda X.7.28 with Skambha, the Vedic axis mundi, 
Hiranyagarbha is the Sun, not empirical but transcendental, whose 
revolution is Time, whose splendor is space, who creates by rising and 
destroys by setting, a terrifying photon to whom the waters look 
tremulously - an imponderable stare whose fixity freezes the brownian 
movement of the hydrous matter where he was hatched - and the 
shadows of this Gorgonic Eye are, strangely, immortality and death. 

In fact, the discrepancy is less striking than it seems to be, the 
pleromogony being a metaphysical pantheism, governed pythagorically 
by an Eleatic Nous as metapsychical Sun, a liquid emission of catoptrical 
metapsychemes - and the connection of the entire Gnostic psychogenic 
secretion, both pleromatic and kcnomatic, with the old aquatical 
cosmogonies is more than probably. 

Now, despite its obvious naturism, which is, however, symbolical, 
the Vedic aquatic cosmogony appears less as a geminative exuberance 
(though this aspect is not to be ignored) but rather as a measuring 
activity, a weaving, an exact adjustment tending - synonymously to the 
sacrificial texture itself, with which it is in fact identified - to thwart 
Nirrti ( = Vedic Kenoma15/16) by means of the matricial metric magic 
- maya, significantly derived from ma •measure.•

Polytechnically archaic, Hiranyagarbha shares with the Nous the 
cohesive and the limiting functions - as cosmic pillar (skambha), the 
auriferous embryo delimits as much as he supports, being besides the 
separator par excellence of the aqueous abyss (in Veda, as in Gnosis, the 
waters are "chthonic") a surgeon embryo who performs himself its own 
Caesarean, and the fixed fascination of the trembling waters at the sight 
of this alchemical nightmare points precisely to their stabilization.17 
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So, if from the standpoint of the cosmogonical physics 
Hiranyagarbha plays quite obviously the part of a Vedic Horos (in 
Horos's assimilation with the Cross within the Ptolemaic milieu - "the 
flower of the Valentinian school," as the heresiologist says 18 

- one 
may discern some eclectic remains of the old axis mundi, in its necessary 
connection with the "positional ontology"19 of the cosmic directions), 
psychogonically, he is the visual mind (manas) of the Vedic magical 
mythology. In Hymn X.129, after an extremely difficult incubative 
impregnation - in quite clear-cut synonymy with the Gnostic sturr2° -
manas rises from Desire (kama), and, since in R.V. X. 121 
Hiranyagarbha emerges from the binomial waters (Samudra and Rasa: 
the copulation - mithuna - is implied by the opposite grammatical sex 
of the algebrical partners), the permutation is limpid: Hiranyagarbha 
of X.121 is the perfect equivalent of the manas of X.129, the difference 
between the two hymns being due to the abyssal causalistic approach of 
the latter, which marks, on the Vedic territory, the passage from what 
should be called a mythology of the spirit, to the first conceptualistic 
research.21 

Quantic contraction of the aquatical quantity, Hiranyagarbha is an 
inner resorption opening an outer emission, and his ascension, which 
coincides with the primordial separation, is a doubly double look, or 
rather an indistinct visuality hypostatizing itself in the void of four 
distinct co-actants, two igneous (Agni-Hiranyagarbha) and two liquid 
(Samudra-Rasa); for the cosmogony is a sudden intensity in a gradual 
density, an instant of perplexity in the duration of a traumatical cause. 
In fact, nature looks for its identity, the dyadic shadow made up of 
amrtah and mrtyuh - the liquid immortality and the fluid death, 
contextually and symbolically identified with Rasa and Samudra -
thickening into the projective hotness of the primordial igneous germ, 
Agni, in X.121.7, just as the formlessly frozen dyad of the void, 
tuchyenabhu, coagulates "by the great power of Warmth" (tapas) into 
the determinate potency of the One, ekah, in X.129.3 (Hymn X.121 
being besides entirely constructed from typologically parallel triplets: 
the first term, igneously definite, the two others, forming obviously a 
dyad, hydric and indefinite). 

Hiranyagarbha is the instrumental psycho-hypostasis of this One 
(the same which rests •upon the Unborn's naval," ajasya nabhau, in 
RV. X.82.6), a zenithal center functioning as an imaginary middle term 
and splitting, by his suppressive transparence, the plasma of massive 
hydric contemplation. Strangely enough, it is in the process of the 
catoptrical rejectional ascension of Hiranyagarbha that the informing 
light finds room to morphologize the sensitive chaos of the 
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indiscriminated waters, filling the physical Jack with the perplexed vision 
of the bright bark of their phenomenal mind revealed in the depth of 
their own traumatic spirit.22 For Hiranyagarbha is an eye which sees 
by being seen and a mind which minds by being minded, and in the use 
of the instrumental (manasa) one may discern the Indian ambivalence 
in considering the status of the agent-handle for the handled patient -
ambivalence here enhanced by the eminently causative position of 
Hiranyagarbha, the Eternal Embryo (gold connoting immortality), the 
subsisting inciter of the Vedic cosmogony. 

In a way, the Waters constitute a kind of undulatory or melodical 
system of articulation, a dumb image of the Verb, in regard to whom 
Hiranyagarbha is the first sonorous vowel, the first syllabic of the 
imaginary. That makes the Primordial Waters, at least by symbolical 
connotation, a kind of Pleroma, but a Pleroma which would precede the 
Nous, without knowing yet the Logos, or rather a kind of Sige, the first 
subjacence and the pleromatic essence par excellence. The plenitude is 
a container contained at the top and containing its bottom-essence as 
Bottom contains dreamy Titania, a void heart full of its hollow and 
remorsefully aspiring to its hollow's brilliant projection - a shadow, in 
fact, or an artifact. Shadow of its shadow's liquid shadow (for the 
essence is the stain of its plenitude), Aja, the Unborn, technically the 
naught, is a connotative co-absence subtly manipulating its hypostatic 
co-presence - for being is another thing than seeming or, as Griffith 
quite aptly translates the verse, •Ye will not find him who produced 
these creatures: another thing (antara) hath risen up among you" -
and the parallel with the Gnostic Father, who can be known or can 
imaginarily subsist only through the shining of his noetic Son, is 
peculiarly evident. Like, in fact, the Primordial Waters, the Pleroma is 
a reciprocal implication perceived as a univocal progression, a chain of 
perceptions, that is, of recognitions, each of them mediated by hazy 
hesitation and falling in the identity of another contraction. 

But the sinuous coincidence between the Vedic semeiology of the 
vision and the Gnostic psychology of the imaginary can be best realized 
and maybe best denied through the concept of (ichnos = skr. pada). 
For, more than a simple metaphor depending upon an ancient ritualistic 
and magical mentality - besides, quite living both in Veda and Gnosis 
- the track is the efficient figure of thought of what may be called a
cynegetic metaphysics or, rather, an inferential mystic. The footprint of
the Father is his Will,2.3 which the Gnostic adepts
phenomenologically identified with the paradigmatic Totalities - scent,
through the fragrances emanated from the paternal face, in order to find
acosmical salvation, - and functionally, the psych=analogical footprint
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corresponds, though with an inverse intention, to rasmi, the string or 
transversal line drawn by the Vaidic Rsis in order to institute the 
cosmos of salvation (i.e. to build the sacrificial area: corroborate RV. 
X. 129.5 and X.130.1). But rasmi is nothing but the ritual equivalent of
the maricinam pada - lit. the trace of the rays or sparks (specks) - the
radiant wake of the mayic Bird whom the technicians of the vision
follow in their heart and in the depth of the subtle Ocean.24 

Viewed on the symbolical smoothness of the sacrificial area, the 
things distinguish themselves quite neatly. Indeed, in the Satapatha 
Brahmana IIl.5.1.1-11, describing the construction of the Great Altar 
(mahavedi, that is the sacrificial area conceived as a •great• maha -
•altar• vedi), the first line drawn by the Vedic officiants is the South
North transversal, the mystical channel uniting the symbolical nadir and
zenith, and the ulterior development of the area represents precisely the
extension of this first trajectory.25 

So mahavedi, and inductively the whole sacrificial system, is but a 
trace aggregated of traces, an image of the repetition accumulating 
differences in identities and extracting an identical substance from every 
scattered difference. Bricks or steps (pada), the matter is always of a 
symbolic arithmology26 subordinated to a projective teleology, of a 
correct worship aimed to correct - by what may be called a magical 
breaking-perspective - the distorted transcendence in the cracks of its 
terrestrial image.27 

In a way, both the trace and the altar are the ordered 
decomposition of the Father - Prajapati in the Brahmanas, the Hiding 
Father in the Gospel of Truth, where ichnos is the cloud of identity of 
a discontinuing entity, a permanent lack of position in an evanescent 
fullness of disposition - the precise haphazard of his presence, the 
suburb of a connecting shadow between the looked for and the looking 
for, suppressed in the identity of both. 

In not quite another way, this reconstructed alteration constitutes 
the semiological projection of an aniconic portrait,z.s a convention in 
fact, based on esoteric appositions, the convention itself being nothing 
but a partial connection completed with projection, a participation of 
two protractive levels with rupture implied. The existence hollows itself 
out under a point,29 and the connecting convention traces the passage 
from the state of connotation to the void-instant of an annihilating 
denotation, as a troubled superposition of lacunae complemented with 
a pantheistic influx of hypostases. 

For the sacrifice represents a conglomerate of prints aiming to heal 
the hollow, a superposition of signs configurating, by a technique of 
analytical distribution of the symbols, not a mimetic but an aniconic 

I 

I 
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image - the difference in aspect or rather the not of ironical 
resemblance pointing to the transition of plans.30 Compenetration is 
suppression, and through the quantic image of disjointed noetic 
sediments traversed by the metaphysical fixity of the nocric speed, the 
Father finds himself in the trace of his retention, supplying his 
projective identity with an elective fuel of lack, changing his free falling 
depth in the substance of truth of an inward connection.31 

So, the identity is splitting; or rather, the identity is its own 
ubiquity, containing in one whirl the entire immanence of Nature in the 
vertex of its own transcendence: that is why the concept of ichnos is 
central and total for the whole Gnosis, readily including and equalizing 
such reciprocal adunata as the Hidden Father, the hiding Nous, Limit 
(horos), Wisdom (Sophia), the Abortional outflow of non-being, and the 
Demiurge, the egoistic temporal becoming of space and soul.32 

In fact, the identity is a conflict, an antagonistic contradiction, 
compressed in one point, between its conceptual determination and its 
conceptual content; for the absolute indetermination is the true 
conceptual content of the identity. What is determined can't conceive 
itself as undetermined, and seems to migrate in itself as in an 
allogeneous substance; so, by appearing, it's caught! Its inside wanders 
outside in the image of its outside wandering inside, and, though 
perfectly compenetrated, the two seem divided into a form and a fool. 
The identity splits by compacting itself, emerges and by this very fact is 
submerged. By being determined, the identity is the transcendent of the 
undetermined; but by being identity, it is the ubiquitous immanent of all 
that it determines. By looming out and modulating itself in an intensity, 
the identity converts the aperatic compenetration of the indetermination 
into the infinite extension of a substance. The conceptual nature and 
natural self-relation of the identity coagulate in a nature opposed to the 
concept; thus, the identity appears void in its transcendental concept and 
full of the blind immanence of the conceived, as a trace total in its 
chase. 

The identity as identity is a One, but by being identity, it has no 
limit and no alterity; therefore, it is an All. As a One, the identity is its 
own limit, as an All, the identity is its own substance; its own synthesis 
dissociates it, and its own analysis unifies it by aliening it, so as, finally, 
to break it into pieces. The identity is a Chaos of contrary forces. 

For Nature is a beginning of structure, that is, of concept, the 
How-it-is preceding the What-it-is, but coming into being only after it; 
so the indetermination is the accomplice of the identity, in a way 
obscure.33 A deep vibration foregoes, by following, its own epiphany, 
in a wake of streaming connotations, and this absolute of agglutination 
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reveals itself thereby as a One. The concept is the substance of thought, 
so the substance is the concept of being, and the streaming subjacences 
are the psychical subsoil of the abyssal subbottom; this implies a 
confused connotative contradiction, an imbecile plenitude of the void, 
a semi-hostile entanglement unable to achieve a system of oppositions. 
But nevertheless this leviathanic annotation flowing out of its aniconic 
annotation is the only One conceivable, mostly because besides it, there 
is none, and, paradoxically, the definite comes forth from the obscure 
monad of its indefiniteness like an atomic bomb defining itself in the 
massive explosion of its inner fissional contradiction. 

Thus, from the very beginning the contradiction appears as the 
invasion of the connotative in the denotative growth, as a gradual 
concentration in an already saturated monad. In absolute, nature is 
pure nothingness, but in the relativity of its concept nature is tendency, 
the larval state of notation. In its transcendent unity, nature is 
absolutely not, but in the immanent indetermination of its naught, 
nature tends to be something; it connotes being rather than denotes it. 
That's why the nature of nature is suffering. By having a concept, 
nature is its own subject; but it can't conceive itself as a subject, but as 
a concept. Without its concept, it has no life and meaning, not the 
sheerest existence, but without it, the concept is form for the naught. 

So nature with concept is subject, but the concept in itself, taken 
in its own transcendence, is spirit. For the Spirit, Nature or rather 
Matter is an embarrassing implication, a leviathanic link in which, 
despite his transcendency, he feels himself somehow swallowed, and 
which he is burning to get rid of. As a concept - almost a logical 
phenomenon -he cannot help but determining and thus supporting the 
matter he hates, and this is his threnos. But as Spirit, the concept has 
no existence, no other reality than that furnished by its own content and 
its own repulsion - and this is its chaos. In the mass of his disgust, he 
cannot recognize any more his own identity, and in his almost self
annihilating refusal he appears a priori absurd, but that is the heroism 
of the Spirit. His ecstatic ignorance is a kind of aesthetics, his eternal 
but not real defeat - his irrational freedom. For the Spirit there is no 
necessity in liberty but only agony in victory, no necessity simply 
understood, but necessity understood and denied; incidentally, here lies 
his greatest cunning, almost his hypocrisy, because the Spirit is the 
blackmailer of lost battles, who wins by threatening to Lose, as a 
Napoleon forced to vanquish his own Grande Arm� and conquer Paris 
barcbosomcd, or rather like an Achilles compelled to fight the Achaean 
army by his very absence, for what army can subsist to a dead or absent 
Achilles, and which world, to a wounded spirit! In fact, this cunning is 
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his true deep trap. There is a necessity in poetry, perhaps there is no 
other necessity but poetry! 

By eternally jumping out of Matter and picking up his heels, the 
Spirit loses himself as a metaphor and finds himself as a dictator, for 
Matter has no choice but to follow. Moreover, flight is impossible; the 
point of light which soars asymptotically above the cosmos carries with 
it the entire growth of the space beneath, like the volatile top of an 
elastic pyramid bounded in height by its base. 

In all frankness, the Spirit catches a glimpse of the dramatic 
situation of Matter, possesses a kind of quantic intuition, a stuck 
sensation of her painful semantic metabolism - for Matter is his 
damnation - and in his repulsion fights a lapse, the blurred 
remembrance of the lost concept; a logic amnesia with some other depth 
in addition. He goes on fulfilling somehow his determining function -
without which, both Spirit and Matter would cease instantaneously to 
exist - but he can't conceive any more, his pure intensiveness cannot 
comprise, can not accept itself as the concept of clumsy infiniteness of 
the clumsy matter; and so, by loosing his concept, he's barren. 

From now on, the Spirit can give free rein to his pathological 
tendency to hiding, to his ontological avariciousness, to his idiotic mania 
of accumulating himself like a transcendental Harpagon grabbing 
himself only for himself and hiding himself in a place known only to 
himself. Hunted by his own contrariety, he runs towards his own 
identity, and in his running inhibition or rather in the contraction of his 
flight he puts on his inside like an outside Pleroma, falling down 
through his annihilating-self as some Aeon melting in the sweetness of 
his center. 

Thus, by losing his concept and blocking himself in the outer 
interiority of his inhibition, the Spirit finds himself, he finds indeed his 
abyssal essence, but as an alien. That is, the Spirit finds an alien, a 
reified naught! This is the normal outcome of an initial dualism: from 
the very beginning of the logic cosmogony, the identity contained itself 
in itself as its own contradiction, a massed dualism of the identity and 
the indetermination, which tended by definition to split; the connotation 
invades its denotation, identifies for a moment with it, trying to forget 
its lower origins, then jumps once more into the nil - for, once started, 
the contradiction cannot be stopped. 

This is in a way a kind of correction and a kind of return. By 
abandoning the indetermined to its damnation, by rejecting it as a sheer 
exteriority, as the empty peel of the eaten banana, the determination 
provides the fuel for burning itself, destroys itself but in an outer way; 
for the determination of nothing else is nothing but else, that is, the else 
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of the nothing! Paradoxically, the Pleroma and implicitly Nous appear 
from this very destruction as a sign of an a priori fallen essence, 
subsisting however in its correct intensity. The identifications refused 
from within realize themselves always from without - but an 
identification from without is never complete! 

With its denotative substance torn and thrown away or rather 
dialyzed by the stubbornness of the Spirit, the concept plunges, only 
through its connotation, into its conceptism, as into an alien matter. 
For both spirit and matter are false representations, pseudo-morphemes, 
and by this very fact the Spirit appears quantically within the matter, is 
quantically immanent - the quantic being the logic immediately 
represented, the logic immediately physical. His within is killed in his 
without, his solipsism makes of him a kind of double alter-ego. 

So the Spirit is blocked! Totally depreciated, he looms out of the 
fog of his mass-annihilation as a substance of stupefaction personified 
by Error. As simple connotation - for, for having refused to denote, he 
lost in punishment his denotative aspect - the Spirit is not different 
from the matter, he is not anymore a concept, not even a substance, but 
a liquefied nil, an Abortion, a non-being. More exactly, his stupefaction 
is the suspension of an impossibility, the interdiction- i.e. the alienated 
essence, one's own essence as one's own taboo - coiled in the 
subsistence of a kind of embryonic consciousness. So in his thauma 

which is nothing else but his exterior identification with matter, the 
concept hammered, not the concept conjunct - the Spirit surges as 
potential Nous. In both directions the Intellect is destruction, which fits 
quite well with the Gnostic soteriogony. 

Perplexity is the synthesis between recognition and refusal; caught 
in the vortex-concept of his amnesia, the spirit bubbles its chaos and its 
loss. Conserved inwardly, its residual contradiction is altered and 
infected from without. He is nothing more than a connotation, but this 
is already a regression, a dissolution into the waste land of the 
immanence, his concept putrefied. The Spirit dies, and in his death 
there is the danger of his essence. That puts him in an agonic empathy 
with all the levels of the split existence. His death is the naught, his 
error, the deepest knowledge, and an enormous alarm freezes the Light 
and the Darkness. All the levels of the potential beings concert 
themselves, as it were, planning their own escape in the salvation of the 
moribund Spirit. The Intellect, the usurper of his fall and the son of his 
destruction, manifests itself as a limit34 and this boundary thrown in the 
bubble of his deep sleep and abyssal dissolution awakes him from his 
slumbering identity. It awakes him, but it awakes him as another! For 
now, the Spirit is mad, he's a Demiurge. 
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In fact, the Spirit is not yet so much a Demiurge as a creature; by 
being aphronic, he's amorphous. He's not even a being, but rather the 
blindness of an intuition, unconscious intention measuring its own 
potency by its own inexistence; for to create, he lacks the form, and to 
be a Demiurge he lacks a subject. 

What is the Subject then? Earlier in this paper we stated that the 
Subject was the nature in possession of its concept, but this is only 
partially true, or rather it is the truth in its demonic abstraction. For 
the Subject gathers and co-masses the entire process, the whole 
mythological development of which Spirit and Matter arc just the 
players; indeed, in this play the Subject is a stage. That is, the Subject 
is substance, the substance being that stage, that cavern where things arc 
but shadows; it is an involuntary substratum, strangely unrelated to the 
relations which, in a way, make him be. 

The Subject is an absolute, but only in a relative sense; a globality 
which transcends perpetually its unity, a gigantic amoebical trace 
stepping in itself to the limits of nothingness, a drop of All over an 
abyss of not. Thus the Subject is substratum: he determines himself in 
the process, but the process too may be looked at as the simple auto
determination of the subject. Viewed in this perspective, the Subject is 
an All abyssal and substantial, an universal compriser whose parts arc 
its own processes, a huge synecdoche: for there exists, in the famous 
pars pro toto, an inertial-processual implication, the process appearing as 
the part of inertia!35 

Thus, taken in the development and the determination of his 
process, the Subject is a notation of itself or, more precisely, the self as 
notation, because the source of the determinations of the Subject is the 
notation of the self as mediated concept of the naught. Caught in its 
true galvanic signification, the play of the determinations functions 
eliminatorily, i.e. the determinations in their play are a kind of tests, of 
definitions on trial, the substratum and the result of which is the subject, 
as positive accumulation; while the negative accumulation of the 
determining process is the self. For if the subject is the place where all 
the determinations coexist, the self is the locus where all the 
determinations cease, and this white void essentially objectual is the 
closest image of the naught: the self: the naught as imaginary 
retention. On the contrary, closed in his huge solitude as in the walls 
of some moving prison of the omnipotence, bound as some fabulously 
growing transatlantic in the midst of an ineffable, inescapable Sca,36 the 
Subject is an anxious giant eroded secretly - the very substance of 
interrogation - an All growing and guzzling the convulsive procession 
of its own stupefactions, roaring and swooning and growing and looking 
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for itself as a monstrous cavity where ends all totality; for the substance 
is craving for the essence, and the Subject is roar for the naughL 

But, if the Subject is an agonic inherence isolated in the desert of 
its empty transcendences and blind immanences, a triumphal march over 
the void, leaning on its hypostatic moments as on some instantaneous 
crutches - for, in his run after the transcendence, the Subject is Time 
- then the self, Subject's obsession and double, is an impassable
dichotomy, or rather an object which puts the surrounding totalities of
the others as a void mass of lack-objects. Thus, in this curious system
of oppositions realized through the strict autarky of each of its terms,
an infinite and, up to a certain point, an indefinite auto-transcendence
is indirectly confronted with a radical auto-immanence in which,
paradoxically, the former finds its concept and its end. Whether the
Subject is a dynamical trace, a chaser chased by his angustia through the
labyrinthian without of its progression to itself - for the Subject is a
subjacence out of itself to itself, and out-0f-itself-to-itself-in-itself - the
self, contrary to Subject's additive negation, denies by subtraction, and
though this subtraction is but the substance of his own impassibility,
caught in it, the self appears as Willi For, in a sense, the will is exactly
the negative dialectics of the self.37 

Now, the subjectivation of this subtractive Will, is the Spirit. 
Submerged in its interior-in-exterior immanence, the Spirit coincides 
positionally with the auto-immanent self, but the immanence of the 
Spirit being completely exterior, being in other words a fall, the Spirit 
is greedy of the subject, this dynamic avidity reversing the impassability 
of the self. In other terms, the Spirit is a repulsive system coagulating 
its own interiority as a seed of obscurity, for, as an aggregate of 
darkness, the matter is Spirit's error. 

Hence the spirit-in-matter is the interior turned inside out, and 
transformed into a consistent obscurity, that is, into an ego, for the 
obscure does not become real but as an individual. Because the ego is 
the atom of the exterior being. What is for the Spirit a kind of vis-�-vis 
relationship - the Spirit being entirely an interiority uncomprehended 
- becomes at Ego's level the indivisible unity of the exterior. The Spirit
was the matter expelled, the Ego is the matter included. In the Ego it
is not any more the Spirit who is immanent in the matter, but,
perplexingly, the matter which is immanent in the shape of the spirit.

For, like the Subject, who is a kind of global bark himself, the Ego 
is the husk of the spirit, the spirit turned into its own crust, not any 
more the crust of something but a crust in something, a crust in its own 
interior-vomited - and thus, containing the immanence in which it is 
contained inside a crust never actual but in its withdrawal; the matter 

,! 
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determined by the Ego as his informily is Ego's vomiting emanation, a 
vomiting fission, in fact, of Ego's misshapen will, the Ego himself being 
the hunchbacked caricature of the spirit. That is why between the Ego 
and the Subject there exists a deep analogy, or rather a situational 
affinity; and it is for this very reason that the Ego, as a hybrid-all, and 
hybris-all, receives his subjective shape from the Subject, as from his own 
abyss. For, in a way, the Subject resorbs itself totally in the Ego, but 
not in its quality of subject; indeed, the Ego is not the Subject, but only 
a quality-of-subject. 

So the Ego appears as Subject's quality, that is, in his dynamis he 
is quality-of-subject. As hybrid-all and hybris-all, the Ego is the 
battlefield of all the analytical hypostases; in his mediated concreteness, 
the Ego is discontinuously cyclic, he is in these very words a cycle and 
a repetition, and, contrary to that of the spirit, his own repulsion is 
derived. For the Ego is a perverse innocent! 

Compared to the spirit, who functions as a system, the Ego is a 
world, not simply a system of oppositions - nay, the Ego is the world, 
and there is no other world but the Ego. In a sense, the Ego is an 
intensity deeper than the Spirit, an obscurity built on Spirit's 
annihilation, a personal naught and an anxiety. His own self is a hunger 
and a thirst, his repulsion, a voracity. In his instinctiveness, the Spirit 
wants to be, but the Ego wants to be the Master; and by this will he's 
God. His thirst of light is digestive, and the light, as his apophatic 
exterior, represents nothing else but the spirit of contradiction of his 
own repulsion; a postulated prey! For the Ego is an intensive whole; 
bereft of its concept and of its contradiction, the Spirit projects itself as 
an inert image, a phantom and a corpse, that is, it appears as a converted 
spirit. A void of light! But the Spirit also represents, by his imaginary 
inertia, for the decomposing Ego, a deep temptation; an investment for 
his biggest asset, the quality-of-subject. If the Ego owns, the Ego aspires, 
and the aspiration is a kind of guilt. 

The quality of subject is the sudden, and in the heavy and calibanic 
melodrama of existence it functions like a kind of gremlin, an arlecchino, 
an Ariel or a Puck with a quantic biography of its own. The quality-of
subject is in fact the Subject taken in its moments as holographical 
parts, and as such, in this system of parallel pulses of being, the quality 
of subject represents a much earlier occurrence than the Ego. 

More precisely, the quality-of-subject is the residual emanation of 
the Subject himself as looking for himself in something else than 
himself, the freedom of this abortive determination keeping the anxiety 
as a serial attribute. As projection of surpassed limits or rather as a 
quintessence of these, the quality-of-subject is a Multiple of 
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determination in an ubiquitous One, and as a limit, it is of course an 
imitation. She transcends the Subject's global transcendence, 
analytically; to his globalism which is spatial, she responds by chaos of 
unforeseeable occurrences which arc temporal. 

So the Quality-of-subject is both quantic and simiesque. In a 
sense, the discontinuity is possible because it is imitative, that is, 
identive. Now, the discontinuity implies the instantaneity, the 
instantaneity configurating itself as an exact imitation without duration. 
The exact imitation is chaotic, because its lack of duration translates 
itself by an omnivocal occurrence: all the space is quantically identic, 
the epiphanic disorder being provoked by, and provoking, the intensity 
of the message. For as global, the subject is space, and as subject, this 
space is identical. That is why the Quality-of-subject projects herself 
thaumatically, appearing without wandering and disappearing without 
lasting, caught in the paranoia of her own determination. The Spirit 
expressed the identity by the fixity, for the Spirit is always the center; 
infinitely monadic, the Quality-of-subject expresses the center potentially 
in every point and actually in none of them, instituting the being as a 
cacophonous run, an open circulation in which everyone is one 
Moment's king and the other Moment's nothing, and the existence, a 
segment of bewilderment. 

In fact, the Quality-of-subject is an approximation, exact enough 
to appear only instantaneously, but approximative enough to appear. 
Her spontaneous nature resides in a searching amnesia, a kind of erotic 
unhappiness very much similar to that of a Woman looking for the Ideal 
Man; for her frailly is a failure, a non-achieved identity. That explains 
why her existence is a perpetual passing and dancing, an impulsive 
bumping - with a kind of staccato effect - against an immediate limit, 
an impulse cut by a limit implied. Being instantaneous, the Quality-of
subject is always surprised by her appearance; the limit of her impulse, 
which we may call subconscious, and its annihilation are a state of 
consciousness, with that difficulty that, hardly actualized, the state of 
consciousness is immediately dragged or rather projected, by the force 
of the impulse, to some other explosive illumination. Thus, the anxiety 
comes forth as vitality. But if the limit is the visibility of the impulse, 
and the impulse the potency of the limit, its intense essence is in neither 
of the two, but in the loophole of its extinction, in the pure 
instantaneity of the naught. For the Unconscious is the real possessor 
of the quality of subject, and the unconscious is the identity. 

The Quality-of-subject is in her occurrence an error and in her 
essence, a potency, actual only in its disappearance and manifesting itself 
only through the channel of the impossible, in the shape of surprise of 
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something eternally else; for the soul-movement of the Quality-of
subject is her alter-non-ego. So, formally, the Quality-of-subject is 
nothing but illusion, a nothing of form defined defining the form of 
nothing; but in her function, the Quality-of-subject is nothing but 
hazard. Her showing is a center of interest and a compensation, her 
vanishing, a kind of boredom; for the quality of subject is just curiosity. 

Of course, the Quality-of-subject's immediate partner is the Spirit; 
for her thaumatic curiosity there is no better match but his aesthetical 
absurdity: the Spirit is absurd, but from the Quality-of-subject's point 
of view this absurdity is le beau. In fact, the Spirit interforcs with her 
as her surprise, that is, her limit; in him, she appears, but she is 
vanishing beyond him. He becomes present only with her, and she 
becomes existing only without him. In the Spirit, the Quality-of-subject 
is actual, because never can the spirit be actual but through the Quality
of-subject; so they are both annihilated. For the Spirit, the Quality-of
subject appears as matter, as an obsession and a repulsion, that is, as an 
intention; for the Spirit, the Quality-of-subject is always a necessary 
danger, but for the Quality-of-subject, the Spirit appears as a kind of 
fatherland. Blocked in him, she is his falling; lost outside her, he is her 
image. With her, the Spirit finds his substance and fills the space, 
everything is spirit; without her, the Spirit finds his essence in his 
emptiness, the Spirit is nothing. 

Caught in her capricious ubiquity, the Quality-of-subject is a 
Pleroma, a plenitude; but by getting, from her absolute lack of concept, 
a kind of acephalous universality, the Quality-of-subject emerges as a 
polymorphic Kenoma. If in his substratum the Spirit is space, in her 
form the Quality-of-subject is time- her form being precisely the Spirit. 
On the contrary, in her impulse, the Quality-of-subject is pneuma; and 
that spirit which appears to himself as immanent in this pneuma is the 
Ego. 

The Ego is the Spirit void in the infinite emptiness of the matter, 
because the matter, accepted only from its indefinite exterior by the 
Spirit, is an emptiness and a void. Thus, the matter refused by the 
Spirit becomes his internal void and the empty space in which he finds 
himself! The Ego rises in the world at the same time with this 
emptiness and with this void, and so, the Ego raises the world, and puts 
himself in determined being, together with it! He comes out and opens 
his eyes over the infinity of the matter, which is his shade and in which 
he recognizes only his power, an indefinite plasticity confirming his 
unicity and tranquilizing his fear. 

So, by catching his essence as his power and not recognizing 
himself in his naught, the Ego is blind, his blindness being exactly this 
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waste land of his exteriority, and consisting in the fact that the Ego puts 
himself rightfully as the empty concept of this empty matter, veiling, by 
that exaltation, his total inexistence and "sinning• consequently against 
the All. For the All is his inner naught. Thus, by being the all of his 
blind exteriority, the Ego is a part of his naught, and by being blind, he 
lies. The matter is Ego's intuition, in which the I lives like in a space, 
the I-in-the-space being Ego's individualii.ation; but by being an 
intuition, the Matter is indeed Ego's lie, for in her, the truth of his 
naught is not so much lost as refused and reversed. The Spirit was, 
after all, a refusal of the matter in behalf of the naught, while the Ego 
is the refusal of the naught in behalf of the matter. 

In a way, this lie is the truth incorrectly translated, the naught's 
notation of nothing-else transmitting itself, in the course of the 
determinative process, into the spirit's repulsion to be something-else, 
and finally into the Ego's rage-to-be, masked by his will to be the 
master. From this point of view, the Ego is doubly hypocritical; 
however, the matter being unreal, through his lie the Ego becomes her 
adequate concept, the Matter herself becoming the adequate substance 
of this adequate concept.38 

But on the other hand, Ego's lie is nothing but his quality of 
subject; by having it, he is in the center of the stage, and so he is alone. 
But by uttering it, he puts himself as another than his essence who is 
the Spirit, and so he loses it. It is true, stripped of its concept and of 
its quality of subject, this essence, this spirit, is dynamically only a 
corpse, a simple inertia appearing as the difference between the 
omnipotent pseudo-universal ego, from now on definitely damned in his 
exteriority, and the nihil of his interior; but noetically, this caught 
essence of the Spirit destroyed is a sign, the imaginary signifier of the 
naught - its limit and symbol, phenomenologically, the deeper double 
of the Nous, and ontologically, Man and Light. 

What however prevents the Ego, in spite of his indignity, from 
really losing his quality of subject, is the fact that the Ego does not 
represent simply a metaphysical or metaphysical hypostasis, like for 
instance the Spirit, but a being. Knotted in his knobbing exteriority, the 
Ego is living, he is the First Being par excellence, and only as such is he 
a Demiurge, the pragmatical God. Knitted with him and definitely 
immanent in the spatial matter, the Quality-of-subject is, in her 
factitious-deep egoistic root, his potency and his will, i.e. his 
omnipotence, and in her trajectory, his act and his becoming, his 
omnicomprising energy through which he imposes himself as the 
concept of his power, making of all the metaphysical hypostases his 
faculties and his pantheon. It is probably the first quotation of the 
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argument of authority; for the Demiurge is the Ego authoritarian! 
Not only! Far from being a passive demiurgic concept, the lie of 

the Ego is in fact the synthetic unity of his entire exterior meros, the 
conductive compactness of the whole semantic dispersion determined by 
the moving system of the hypostatic isolations. The fact that the lie is 
something subjective puts her as quality of subject; through her, the 
matter gains concept and substance, and so the lie is primordial space; 
dynamically, the lie is the cosmogony, the pseudo-logos by which the 
Ego asserts himself as Demiurge and thus as cosmogonical agent. What 
is more, as demiurgic concept, concept of demiurgic action, and concept 
of demiurgic space, the lie is the principle of truth, an agent acting in 
itself, an exteriority operating in its own interiority and tending 
asymptotically to it.39 Curiously, the analysis projects the lie as 
splitting between false action and static noetic light. Of course, her 
truth lies only in her transformations - but in absolute, the Lie lies; 
because in this relativity which docs not surpass her boundaries there 
exists a certain cohesion and a kind of exactitude en gros. So, as lie, the 
Quality-of-subject is splitting! 

In her absolute substratum, the lie is all-comprising-all-comprised 
space, and overflow overflowing its flow, for flowing-lie is always 
pantheistic; but in its relativity, the space is Ego's species, and all 
species are spaces for their specific egos. In absolute, the space is the 
species of the naught - the synthetic symphany of the subjacen� - in 
transcendent, the space is the species of the Spirit, in relative, the space 
is the species and the power of the Ego, but in the specific, the species 
are the temporal spaces of the individual egos. 

On the other hand, from a transcendental outlook the lie is Ego's 
will of plenitude. The Ego wants himself an all-full, and this will is his 
lie and his act: so, in his lie the Ego is his own act, and as an act, the 
Ego is his own space; if the lie is his concept, the Ego is nothing but a 
lie. But in his aspiration and in his destination, the Ego is quality of 
subject. His whole becoming amounts to one moment's polarity. The 
Ego's substance is a completing lack - for the Ego is the mounting 
growth, the Ego grows in his determinations, and his growth is a 
cohesion and an ascension, the cohesion of an ascension in fact! But 
the Ego's concept - his "lie"! - is a synthetic dialectics of infinite 
realization, an Irrational-Informulable-Incommensurable dimension! 

As a whole, the Ego is the one gigantic moment of the Quality-of
subject, is the Quality-of-Subject massively static, a synthetic massively 
static polarity; for, as a whole, the Ego lies, and by lying he becomes his 
own part, his own scission, his own alter-alter-ego! By being a whole, 
the Ego is a hole, a solid center, a solid point of inertia - or rather, the 
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inform bubbling abortional indetermination surrounding this point - a 
mass of uncertain inert subjacences plotting to capture the outer image 
of their essence; for in his ambition, the Ego is his own abolition, and 
if sinning against the all makes the Ego a part, his losing of his quality 
of subject makes the Ego a hardly aggregated matter. So, by his very 
substance-of-lie, the Ego loses and gains determination, he loses by 
gaining it and gains it by losing it. 

But as a part, the Ego is his own cosmogony, his own dynamis and 
his own series of qualities of subject, his own mass of multiple 
projecting itself in his own mass of solitude, for, for the autarkically
depressive-paranoiacally-perplexed-ego, the cosmogony is an apocalyptic 
nature, a self-revealing destruction and a plot! Caught in the nature of 
his plotting cosmogony, the Ego is almost a Personal God, who lacks 
only a name = a situation = a world. Ego's nature is a growth of acts, 
a mass of actualization growing in a mass of annihilation, a growing 
substance which massively appears and massively is destroyed, for the 
growth is the perpetual destruction of the massive appearance filling 
geometrically its massive disappearance. 

Thus, the Ego is a magnet which by perpetually attracting the iron, 
seems to project itself; the attraction explains itself as an impulse, the 
indefiniteness of the impulse glosses itself as a multiple of series, a 
multiple of holographical impulses in relation to which the indefinite 
impulse appears as their immanence and their subjaccnt content, 
comprised in its parts as in its forms: an All determined in its parts and 
intensified in its forms, a synthesis analyzed in its hypostatic totalities. 

Caught in its immanence, the quantic flight of the qualities of 
subject loses its transcendent freedom, configurating itself as a system 
of vital pneumas, a plasma, a work. They become, so to speak, cold, for 
coldness is only immanence. What is more, their ubiquity grows limited, 
as acts, the qualities of subject gathering themselves in objects - for the 
objects are massive sums of acts, and, phenomenologically, the objects 
are absolutely prime illusions: subjacences and naught. So, as collective 
limits, these Prime Objects arc closed powers, closed fields of forces, 
vortices of decomposing latences, modal in their nadir and formal in 
their zenith; formed from without as voiding from within, like a deep 
touch justified from above by an imaginary limit, their dissolution 
becomes the function of their imaginary. 

As immanent, the Quality-of-subject is act, and as act, she splits 
into an object and an idea, their difference and the partial identity of 
their participation being the a priori troubled consequent of the a 
posteriori antecedent of her extinction: a spontaneously synchronic 
paradigm-a-priori informing a diachronic origin-a-posteriori. Thus, the 
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idea does not appear except because the object vanishes. But this 
appearing from the depth of the disappearing puts her as his a priori 
principle, and puts him as her a posteriori origin, and in this tension 
both are saving and saved. 

Thing and archetype form a paradigmatic unity, whose synthetic 
syntagm is Man. For Man is a collection of centers in a plasma of 
circumferences, a thing vanishing in all his points and full of imaginary 
light. An epiphany of the extinction closed in a mass of ideas, a 
glorious void precarious in all his masks! So in him there is always 
something disappointing, for Man is the absolute uncertainty. 

Rising with the world in his new determined world, Man inherits 
God and substitutes, as a recipient of the quality of subject, the ego; for 
Man is not God's creation but Ego's mutation. In him, Matter tries for 
the firs time to put herself as Spirit's concept: indeed, Matter's greatest 
and most confused ambition is to be a genius - that is, growing spirit, 
the immediate ego of the spirit, Spirit's fast! If Ego's vocation is 
cosmogonical, Man's is soteriological, for Man is, not only in his 
essence, but also in his appearance, nothing but naught. His deepest 
soul is the flesh, i.e. the typified non-being of the non-being; his body 
is his soul - the synthetic spirit. Thus Man is an archetype-in-object 
unveiled as originary paradigmatic synthesis; for in Man both a priori 
and a posteriori are all-subjacence and naught-equal. 

But as for the destiny of man - this delicate monster of boredom 
and hypocrisy - the present paper remains totally unconcerned, as well 
as Man's latest incarnation, the author of the present paper - this 
gloomy solitude of sound and fury, and the implicit reader of you all; for 
Yaldabaoth, the subtle Begetter of Powers of the Gnostics, is nothing 
- but the empirical consciousness of the reader, that fellow and brother
of Charles Baudelaire! Or, as Zostrianos so democratically puts it, •In
short, all of them are the purification of the unbornness . .. • (Z.75.23-
24).

NOTES 
1. Aristotle, Metaphysics l(A) 9; the argument had been already used by Plato

in Parmenides 132d-133a. According to Alexander Aphrodisiensis, the
argument was invented by the Sophist Polyxenes, disciple of Bryson.

2. lrenaeus, Adversus Haereses IV.19.1.
3. See our Le Nomhre . .. I, p. 205 and n. 1.
4. Plato, Parmenides 137c-d.

5. See Le Nombre . .. I, p. 2 10 sq.
6. Ibid., p. 217 sq.
7. See the Gospel of Truth 1.3.37.4-7, 25-26.
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8. For analogous remarks see Joel Fineman, •Gno.tjs and the Piety of
Metaphor: The Gospel of Truth: in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, I
(Leiden, 1980), pp. 295-296.

9. To the finite and up to a certain point pragmatic logic of Aristotle, the
Gnostics seem to have opposed what we may call a logic of the inf mite. It
would be tempting to analyze, from this outlook, the possibility of
considering the Aristotelian •logical errors• (tautology, contradiction,
regressus ad infmitwn, etc.) as the very principles of this new logic, neither
descriptive nor normative but fundamentally axiological. It goes without
saying that the immediate, and so to speak naive, application of this logic of
the infinite in finite conditions remains on the side of error; but the problem
is - as the Gnostics conceived it - that the true error consists in the logic
of the finite itself taken as a whole.

10. For the function of implicit reader in the Gnostic texts see Le Nombre . . .
I, pp. 212, 214.

11. Annotating the verse 7 of the A. V. IV.2 (the parallel and possibly the
paradigm of the R.V. X.121), Whitney observes: "The comm. understands
hiranyagarbha as «the embryo of the golden egg».• To this Lanman adds:
"Kirste . .• reviewing Deussen, suggests that the golden embryo is the yolk
of the mundane egg.• (Atharva Veda Samhita. Trans. by W.D. Whitney.
Revised by Ch. R. Lanman. First Half [C3mbridge, Massachusetts, 1905},
p. 14 7). See also in this respect Satapatha Brahmana XI. l .6. 1.

12. For the equivalence Hiranyagarbha-manas, corroborate R.V. X.121.1 with
X.129.4; see below n. 22.

13. As dialectical manifestation of the Father, the Son integrates and
hypostasizes the negative dialectics (for an analytical reconstruction of this
idea in theApoc,yphon of John II.1.2.2.'i-4.26, see our Le Nombre ... II, no.
30), substituting it by what we may call a negative semiology, in which the
sign vanishes immediately in its identity with the sense and the sense subsists
mediately through its subjacent distinctive sign. Thus the sense is the
infinite causal depth of its own semiological effect which is itself, and
through which it is as purport of its sign. In other terms, the passage from
negative dialectics to negative semiology closes in its opening the pure, that
is, the unlimited transformation of an absolute deduction into an absolute
induction of the absolute (see below n. 14).

The best example of this total semiotical feedback is probably to be 
found in the Gospel of Truth I.3.38.7 sq. (beginning with the famous "The 
Name of the Father is the Son"), curiously analogous with the Gospel of 
John 1.1 sq., fact apparently less observed (see however Harold W. Attridge, 
Nag Hammadi Codex, l [The lung Cadex], Vol. II [Leiden, 1985), p. 118, 
who cautiously develops an observation made already by Jacques E. 
Mt!nard, L'Evangile de Verile [Leiden, 1972], pp. 177, 178). 

14. The first level of the analysis would imply a unique signified (the Father)
and a theoretical infinity of axiologically unequal signifiers (the pleromatic
hypostases; compare for instance Apoc,yphon of John II.1.2.25-4.26 with
4.30-6.10), marking the passage from what we may call a semio.5is of
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insertion, mainly exegetical, to a semiosis of rupture, as radical isolation of 
the signifier from its signified in the compact depth of the latter. Thus, the 
semiosis of rupture would correspond to the semeiotica/ transfomuuion of
the semeiology into the ontology as deficient distortion of the former. 

The negative dialectics - itself semeiotical only inasmuch as 
semeiotogically unsaturated - patterns the "being• as axiologically void, 
that is, as psychological subject psychoanalytically born. It is interesting to 
note that the pleromatic incomprehensibility of the Father - the first motor 
of the negative dialectics - is in kenomatic terms substituted by the 
pathological incomprehension of the Demiurge, just as the Limit (Horos) 
seems to translate itself as Destiny (Heimarmene); in the Gospel of Truth 
I.3.41.19•20, the concept of Horos, contrary to its Valentinian acceptation,
has the meaning of destiny - cf. Menard, op. cit., p. 186). See also
Fineman, art. cit., p. 291 and n. 5, with however the difference that
Fineman, following Lacan, points to the loss of the signifier rather than of
the signified, which is after all quite secondary, as the initial deficiency
fractures an original auto-signification in which signifier and signified are
reciprocally transparent and know themselves as reciprocally identical (sec
above n. 13).

15. R.V. X.121.2.
16. 
17. 

18. 
19. 

20. 

21. 

22. 

H. Grassmann, Worlerbuch zum Rigveda (Leipzig, 1873), col. 773.
InR.V. X.121.5, the fixed (drlha) hermcneutical entity is the earth (prthivi), 
which points already to a myth that will become common in the Bra/1mana. 
This is interesting if we take into consideration that Jdmh (the root of 
drlha) is a quasi-synonym of Jdlir, from which the Yogic concept of dhrana 
- •roong of the thought" - developed (for Yogic structures in the Rg
andAtharva-Veda, see Le Nombre ... II, pp. 170-174). 
Irenaeus, Adv. Haer. 1.2.4, I.3.5. 
The term belongs to Paul Mus, Barabudur, I (Hanoi, 1935), p. 159 (note),
p. 459.
See for instance Ap. Joh. ll.1.4.25-30, where the Desire (Woshe) is the
catoptrical seed of the Father, which determines his hypo.statical sclf
awareness, Ennoia (Me'ewe). See in this respect Michel Tardieu, <;odex de 
Berlin (Paris, 1984), pp. 2.'i5-256, and Le Nombre ... II, nn. 29, 30. 
In his Histoire des croyances et des idees religieuses, I (Paris, 1980), p. 239,
Mircea Eliade rightly recognizes in the metaphysical cosmogony of the R. V. 
X.129 •un des germcs de la philosophie Samkhya-Yoga et du
bouddhisme. •
The question is always of a transcendental phenomenon. The best example
is R. V. X.82.6 above quoted, though in this hymn Hiranyagarbha is not
directly mentioned. Also, in A. V. IV .2.8 a distinction is drawn between the
Embryo itself (garbha) and its golden foetal envelope (u/ba •.. hiranyayali). 
Consequently, and despite persistent ambivalence, Hiranyagarbha seems to 
represent the outer structure (the transcendental bark), the inner one 
getting the mystic appellation of Prajapati (R.V. X.121.10; see also Le 
Nombre .. . II, p. 186 sq.). We are confronted here with the paradoxical 
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syncretism between embryology and catoptrics. On the Vedic field, Elba 
could be roughly identified, from a phenomenological and hermeneutical 
outlook, with the Gnostic concept of eikAn (see for instance Ap. John 

Il.1.4.21-25, 34-35). 
Another interesting parallel for Hiranyagarbha, besides the Gnostic 

Nous, would be the Hermetic Aion (see for instance Corpus Henneticwn 
Xl.2), and possibly the Aion-Nous of the Chaldaean Oracles (see fr. 3-7, 49, 
and two fragments of Porphyry's On the Philosophy of the Oracles, apud 
Hans Lewy, Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy, Nouvelle�dition par Michel 
Tardieu [Paris, 1978), pp. 9-10, 18). 

23. The Gospel of Truth 37.26-27.
24. R. V. X.177 .1; the equivalence is also philological: rasmi "string, cord,

trace," but also •ray of light.•
25. For more details see Le Nombre ... I, pp. 232-235; II, pp. 170-175.
26. See Abel Bergaigne, La Religion Vedique, II, Ch. V: L'aritlunetique

mythologique. Also Paul Mus, Barabudur, I, p. 151 (note).
27. For the Indian (in fact, general) ritual principle of "the jar broken here,

whole beyond" as a magical inversion or passage of plans, see Paul Mus,
op. cit., I, p. 51 sq.: •un vase� en ce monde est un vase entier dans
l'autre monde. De meme, un homme inverst devient, sur un autre plan,
dieu ou P�re, tant que dure !'inversion magique. Observons bicn le
procede. II suppose deux ordres d'existence et un passage de l'un � l'autre,
deux objets, et une projection de l'un dans l'autre, de telle mani�rc que
l'!trc ou l'objct place dcvant nous en ce monde et qui semblc n'cn pas
bouger, le quitte toutefois mysterieusement, se depasse et aille s'idcntifier
� l'!tre ou � l'objet surnaturel qui lui correspond dans l'au-dcl�. Nous ne
cessons pas de le percevoir, mais ce n'est plus lui: ii n'est desonnais qu'un
signe. II constitue la trace en ce monde-ci de l'!tre transcendant et cc
dernier, par raison inverse, peut etre considere comme sa projection sur le
plan superieur, tant que dure ('operation magique• (our emphases).

It is not difficult to remark that from a magical outlook, both Gnostic
icnhos and Vedic pada reveal themselves as signs, that is, as negations.

28. For the numerological aniconism of the Brahmanical ritual, see Paul Mus,
op. cit., I, p. 52 sq.: •on saisit mieux ainsi ce qu'a pu signifier l'aniconismc
des traditions cuttuellcs dans l'lnde des brahmana. En nc rcpresentant pas
lcs dicux par des statues, on ne s'intcrdisait pas de lcs connaitrc
personnellement, et on ne leur deniait pas unc apparcncc
anthropomorphique, que dans la plupart des cas les textes obligent � lcur
attribucr. Mais on ambitionnait un contact plus intime que cc qu'aurait
permis leur vision sous forme d'images. Par des transpositions bien reglees,
c'etait l'autel, c'etaient les hymnes, c'etait la personne meme du sacrifiant
qui devenaient la statue du dieu, ou mieux que sa statue, le dieu lui-mtme,
qu'un bloc de pierre taill�e n'e0t pas ete" (p. 55).

It is probable that the Brahmanical aniconism had an acosmical
implication, which will become more explicit in the Upanishad and especially
in the three major systems of the Indian philosophy, Samkhya-Yoga,
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Vedanta and Buddhism. 
29. The expression belongs to Paul Mus, op. cit., II, Appendice, p. 745:

•Mettre le Buddha en son essence derni�re, au-dessus de Brahma, au
dessus des Akanistha, au-dessus des plans !es plus elevts de !'existence
abstraite ... c'etait s'orienter vers sa mise en serie avec !'existence qui se
creusait sous le point supreme ou on l'installait.• But the supreme point
under which the existence hollows should be understood in the light of
another Musian passage: "Cettc quintessence d'espace n'est pas etcndue,
mais c'est en eUe que se developpe l'etendue, au-dessous de son concept,
comme, au-dessous du concept d'etendue, la creation se repand dans
l'etendue: et c'est ainsi que le nirvana peut etre monne un lieu (sthana,
thana) indestructible, supreme et immortel. .. • (ibid., pp. 788-789; our
emphases).

30. "A ce niveau de la croyance, representer directement le dieu supreme,
autrement dit sculpter la transcendance, serait un vain reve. au contraire,
la dissemblance trop evidcnte d'une masse de briques et de ce que
Prajapati, quel qu'il soil, peut etre en lui-meme, tourne !'objection et
permet, en ne prejugeant pas de cette nature ultime, de croire qu'un certain
contact est acquis, pourvu quc !'on sache reconnaitre dans la structure a la
fois !'essence magique de l'homme et celle du dieu fixees l'une et l'autrc
dans des schemas geometriques et dans des nombres appropries. Pcrc;u a
notre niveau, l'autel nous fait atteindre Prajapati, a son niveau sublime,
commc tout a l'heurc le bris d'un vase sur la tombe etait la condition
neccs.sairc d'une projection dans un autrc mondc. Ca� ici, cnticr la-bas.
Nous dirons de memc: briques ici-bas, dieu dans l'au-dcla" (Paul Mus, op.
cit., I, p. 54).

31. Sec Joel Fineman, art. cit., p. 306: "In the Western religious tradition,
Gnosticism is a singular theology because it continually speaks of God as a
phenomenon present precisely by virtue of His absence, as a trace which
witnesses to what is no longer there. In the Gospel of Truth the most
explicit figure for this strange absent-presence of God is the footprint-trace
(ichnos) of the Father's will ...•

32. The subsequent conceptual myth interrogated through the figure of ichnos
must be understood in the context of the Gospel of Truth, the Apocryphon
of John, and, in a lesser degree, the Untitled Text of Codex Bruce (the same
texts which archetypizcd Le Nombre . . .  I, II). To these an •outsider• -
the Paraphrase of Sem - was added; in this way all the major trends of the
Gnostic System (in which the Gospel of Truth) must be functionally
integrated) were represented.

33. For the ontological consubsistence between identity and indetermination,
under Pythagorean conceptualization, see Iamblichus, Theo/ogwnena
arithmetica (apud AJ. Festugi�re, Revelation d'Hennes Trismegiste IV, pp.
43-44), where the Pythagorean monad is described both as intelligible
number and as matter, being even identified with Hesiod's Chaos. In fact,
Iamblichus paraphrases speculations already existent in Nicomachus of
Gerasa, where the monad is analyzed as Nous, Theos, Hyle, Chaos, etc.
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(ibid., p. 45). 
We should remember that the Gnostic Father is called both abyss 

(Bathos/Bythos) and monad (Monas) - see for instance Hippolytus, Ref. 
VI.29.2 & 30.7 - and described in negative terms (cf. Irenaeus,Adv. Haer.
1.1.1. & 11.3; seeAp. John 11.1.2.33-3.36). The conclusion could therefore
be drawn of a structural ontological syntagmatization of the Kenoma, as
double semeiological horizon of the Father.

34. If the •unequivocal dualism• defined by Hans Jonas ("Delimitation of the
Gnostic phenomenon - typological and historical," in Origins of Gnosticism
[Leiden, 1967] p. 93) is simultaneous with the constitution of the cosmos as
self-awareness of the Ego, the •equivocal" one, corresponding to "the
original stages of the metaphysical genealogy,• is functionally and
structurally identical with the Intellect.

35. In fact, there is an inertial dimension implied in the nature of the process
itself, which, by being mechanical, appears noetically as cadaverous, while
the abyss of knowledge is ontically void. The problem which confronts
consequently the subject consists in its being that kind of totality for which
the incomprehensibility of the absolute appears not in terms of negative
dialectics but as its own absolute incomprehension of the all (see for
instance the Gospel of Truth 1.3.17.5-20, 21.27-33 or the Untitled Text 1.5-9,
where the subject configurates itself as the structure of the teleology and the
error, as the structure of the search: cf. Gospel of Truth 42.21-27).

We stumble here upon Hans Jonas's definition of the Gnostic 
ontological whole as one grand movement of "knowledge, in its positive and 
its privative moods, from the beginning of things to their end" (art. cit., p. 
92). 

36. "It is as sure, he was wont to say, when any doubt was entertained of his
veracity, as sure as there is a sea where the ship itself will grow in bulk like
a living body of the seaman .. . • (E.A Poe, Ms. Found in a Bottle).

37. If the negative dialectics is univocally dependent of some a priori principle,
that is, of some a prior judgement, it is itself a necessary, universal and a
priori judgment.

It is, however, a psychological difficulty that any truly a priori 
judgment tends to present itself as an a priori hypostasis and even as a 
transcendental personification; consequently, the necessary judgment is likely 
to shape itself as transcendental will. 

For the same reason the negative dialectics as descriptive impossibility 
will tend to conligurate itself both as an almost personal interdiction, that 
is, as an act of will, and as an expositive structure of the transcendental 
psychology (we should infer from this that the transcendental psychology is 
also based on an interdiction); see above n. 14. 

On the other hand, in the field of the sensible (the Gnostic Chaos) 
this universality of the necessary judgment implied in the negative dialectics 
corresponds quite paradoxically to the Destiny (see also n. 14). 

Finally, the same analysis applies to the concept of Self, which is the 
psychological transcendental function of the a priori judgment. 
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38. This ontological dismissal of the Gnostic Dcmiurge, Yaldabaoth,
corresponds quite well to that of the Buddhist one, Brahma: "Unc
constatation sur laquelle on ne saurait trap insister est que, dans ce systeme,
Brahma est conserve et le brahmanisme absorbc: ceci justifie toutcs lcs
analogies ct fixc en ml!mc temps !curs limitcs. La cosmogonie est
progressive, de haul en bas. Jusqu'au moment ou elle descend au niveau
de Brahma, lcs verites qu'elle enferme sont uniquement accessibles par la
revelation bouddhique. Mais apres avoir atteint, ct produit, le mondc de
Brahma, le processus se poursuit au-dessous de ce dieu avcc, en quelque
sorte, une double verite. En verite absolue, Brahma n'a aucune
personnalite. II est une consequence des tcrmes qui l'ont logiquemcnt
precede, un instant du karman: ii reste aussi irreel et creux que la creation
inferieure, bien qu'il s'imagine l'emettre, du plein au vide. En verite
relative, cette emission est ccpendant vraie. Brahma est le centre, le
principe de tout ce qui va naitre autour et au-dessous de lui, et tout ce
qu'enseignent les brahmanes est exact dans ces limites, qui sont celles du
monde reellement concevable. Mais toutes leurs doctrines sont suspendues
a un point: l'idee que Brahma se fail de lui-meme. II s'attribue l'l!tre
absolu. Celle id-ee, son Grand Orgueil, est l'erreur qui mine tout le reste.
Brahma en personne n'est qu'un passage de la retribution. II a sa place sur
l'echelle des creatures. Sans remonter jusqu'au Buddha et au Dharma
suprl!me, ii existe au-dessus de lui des dieux qui lui sont anterieurs, et qui
lui restent superieurs. II est l'un d'entre eux, dechu de sa pure idealite. II
a revl!tu un corps plus grassier en absorbant la terre ou ii emit naitre a
l'origine des teps, ou ml!me l!tre anterieur au temps. Toutefois, sous
reserve de cette irrealite foncierc, que la revelation bouddhique lui faira
apcrccvoir, ii est fonde a croirc qu'il engcndre par delegation de lui-ml!mc
l'csscncc secrete de toutcs lcs creatures, depuis son monde jusqu'aux etapcs
les plus bas, c'est-a-dire dans le champ entier de sa vision. La nature de
Brahma, relativement pure, est a l'origine commune a taus les l!tres des
nivcaux infericurs; elle sc charge de matiere, a mesurc quc ccs l!tres
lambent du plan de Brahma et s'alourdisscnt de sens nouveaux pour eux,
jusqu'au total de 18 dharma. Ces nouvelles composantes recouvrcnt
progressivcment le theme initial. Ainsi Brahma, ou le brahman, rcstcnt-ils
le noyau de taus lcs l!trcs fictifs vcnus a leur suite dans le developpcmcnt
cosmique. Le brahmanisme atteint par la une verite partielle et provisoirc,
lorsqu'il s'imagine que !'essence de toutcs lcs creatures animecs repose en
Brahma. Le schema impersonnel de l'Aggaliiia Sutta dispose le mondc
d'accord avec cette notion: par la mystique alimentaire, chaque l!tre portc
en son centre, sous des apports nouveaux, la structure qui avail etc la
sienne au niveau precedent, avant la chute. Chaque fois, on pourrait dire
que le rapport due terme anterieur (et interiur) au terme posterieur est
comparable a celui d'une ame et d'un corps. C'cst en ce sens, et �n ce sens
seulement, que Braham, l'illusoire Brahma, est rame du monde qu'il emit
regir" (Paul Mus, op. cit., I, pp. 292-293).
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39. Ignorance, to the Gnostics, is not a neutral state, nor simply a privation,
the mere absence of knowledge, but a positive affect of the spirit, a force
of its own, operative in the very terms of man's existence and preventing his
discovering the truth for himself, even his realizing his state of ignorance as
such• (Hans Jonas, art. cit., p. 98).

Any accomplishment is a collective act. Deficient or not, the present 
paper makes, in this respect, no exception. 

Our first thanks should have gone to Professor Richard Wallis, and 
if articulated speech is useless now, neither our gratitude nor our feelings 
are diminished by their silent enunciation. 

We must also acknowledge our debt towards Dr. Denis O'Brien, who 
by his careful, stimulating and patient suggestions helped us to avoid at least 
our most characteristic idiomatic errors. 

Special thanks are due to Professors John Dillon and Jay Bregman 
who expurgated our allogeneous English of what French turns had trickled 
in, thus contributing decisively to the adequate expression of the ideas 
involved. 

Our final thanks should be silent; and if we dare to express them it is 
because we believe that in final terms the unmanifested and the manifested 
thought are identical, and also for the simple reason that even these thanks 
belong to Him, the hidden Author of our paper, as of everything else. 



Mani's 1\vin and Plotinus: 
Questions on "Selr' 

Leo Sweeney, S.J. 

Some autobiographical data will help to indicate the occasion of 
my interest in Mani's "1\vin" and the limited scope of this paper. 
Since that occasion concerns the Cologne Mani Codex (hereafter CMC), 
let me first speak briefly of it. The CMC is a miniature parchment of 
the fifth-century AD. and is a biography of Mani up to his twenty-fifth 
year.1 A Greek translation of a Syriac original,2 it was rendered legible 
in 1969 by A. Fackelmann3 and its 192 pages were edited with a 
German translation and commentary by Albert Henrichs and Ludwig 
Koenen in ZPE, 19 (1975), 1-85; 32 (1978), 86-199; 44 (1981), 201-318; 
and 48 (1982), 1-59.4 An English translation of pages 1-99 of CMC had 
been made by Ron Cameron and A.J. Dewey.5 

According to its English translators the importance of the CMC 

cannot be overestimated for the history of religions. For the Codex provides 
the only Greek primary source for Manichaeism. Now we have not only 
new reports and accounts of the early life of Mani, but even additional 
evidence for a Gospel of Mani. Indeed, many of the excerpts resemble a 
proto-gospcl in a raw state, along with apocalypses and aretalogical material. 
Moreover, the origin of Manichaeism becomes quite complex, since we now 
possess convincing ·evidence of the connection of Mani's baptists with 
Elchasai, the alleged founder of a predominantly Jewish-Christian sect. 
And, most of all, we are privy to new and unparalleled information on the 
organization, ritual practices, and theology of the baptist sect in which Mani 
was reared.° 

381 
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Now let me turn to autobiography. Aware of the importance of 
the CMC, Dr. James G. Keenan of the Department or Classics, Loyola 
University of Chicago, invited Ors. Henrichs and Koenen to give papers 
on the Codex at a colloquium in March, 1977. Dr. Henrichs spoke on 
•Mani's Elchasaites: Manichaeism and Jewish Christianity" and Dr.
Koenen on •Manichaeism and Judea-Christian Gnosticism.• As

commentators on their papers Dr. Keenan chose John Baggarly and
myself.7 In my commentary I concentrated upon Mani's "1\vin• for
two reasons. I had little prior acquaintance with Mani's positions (other
than as the founder of the sect to which Augustine belonged and then
rejected after nine years) but initial reading suggested that there might
be a possible parallel between what Mani wrote on his *1\vin" and
what his contemporary, Plotinus, remarked on man as entailing higher
and lower levels of existence.8 Second, Henrichs and Koenen
themselves gave considerable attention to Mani's 1\vin both in their
Loyola University papers and in their publications (as will be clear
later).

My current paper is, obviously, a return to that suggested parallel 
and the methodology used will be similar to that in my presentation at 
Loyola, where I attended primarily to Henrichs's and Koenen's 
descriptions of Mani's 1\vin and, more precisely, to the questions which 
their exegesis raised when they identified •twin" with •self" in 
seemingly some contemporary sense. Here, then, I shall also 
concentrate upon their identification of "twin" and •self." The 
second part of my paper will be devoted to Plotinus's conception of man 
and to the questions which result when some scholars find a doctrine of 
•self" also in Plotinian texts.

The "'Iwin" of Mani 

Let me, then, attend primarily to the questions which Henrichs's 
and Koenen's description of Mani's 1\vin as •self" suggests, since their 
understanding of Mani on other doctrinal points is basically accurate, as 
one would expect and can verify from their intelligent editing, 
translating and commenting upon the CMC. But I am puzzled on what 
•self" means when applied to Mani's 1\vin. This application may prove
correct but it needs (in my opinion) to be discussed.

But before starting that discussion let me reproduce (in translation 
or paraphrase and with commentary reduced to footnotes) key passages 
from the CMC on the "1\vin:9 which may serve as the context within 
which to appreciate and evaluate Henrichs's and Koencn's exegesis. 
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I A] 'Iwice (Mani states early in CMC) the voice of the 'Iwin (Ms syzygos 
phtJnl) said to me: "Strengthen your power, make your mind strong 
and submit to all that is about to come upon you• (13.2).10 (BJ In 
order that he might free souls (tas psychas) from ignorance [as the 
Father of Greatness intended],11 Mani became paraclete and leader of
the apostleship in this generation.12 Then [Baraies now purports to
quote Mani]13 •at the time when my body reached its full growth,
immediately there flew down and appeared before me that most 
beautiful and greatest mirroring of (who I really am - namely, my 
twin)"14 (17.1); the Greek for lines 12-16: lii<l>(hJ eµ.:rrpocr8£v µ,ov 
EKetvo -ro E'UEL8ea-ra -rov Ka 1. µ,E')'l,O''TOV KllTO'Tl'Tpov Toii 11'poaw Tov µ,ou 

[C] Yes, at the time I was twenty[-four] years old, the most blessed
Lord was greatly moved with compassion for me, called me into his 
grace, and immediately sent to me [from there my] 'Iwin, who appeared 
in great glory and who is mindful of and informer of all the best 
counsels from our Father (18.1 and 19.2; also see 72.20-73.7). [DJ 
Baraies continues to quote Mani: "When my Father was pleased and 
had mercy and compassion on me, to ransom me from the error of the 
Sectarians [ the Elchasaite baptists], he took consideration of me through 
his very many revelations and sent to me my 'Iwin" (19.8), who 
"delivered, separated and pulled me away from the midst of that 
[Elchasaite] Law in which I was reared" (20.8). 

(E] Baraies now quotes Mani on the instruction given him by the 
'Iwin on "how I came into being; and who my Father on high is; or in 
what way, severed from him, I was sent out according to his purpose; 
and what sort of commission and counsel he has given to me before I 
clothed myself in this instrument and before I was led astray in this 
detestable flesh, and before I clothed myself with its drunkenness and 
habits, and who that one is, who is himself my ever-vigilant Twin" 
(22.1).15 [F] Yes, the Twin showed Mani "the secrets and visions and
the perfections of my Father; and concerning me, who I am, and who my 
inseparable 'Iwin is; moreover, concerning my soul, which exists as the 
soul of all the worlds, both what it itself is and how it came to be" 
(23.1).16 

[G] The result was (Mani continues to speak) •that I acquired (the
'Iwin) as my own possession. I believed that he belongs to me and is 
mine and is a good and excellent counselor. I recognized him and 
understood that I am that one from whom I was separated. 1 testified 
that I myself am that one who is unshakable"17 (24.4); the Greek ror 
lines 6 sqq.: E1TLO'TEUO'a 6'airrov tµ,ov / inrapxoVTa TE Kat ov/Ta Kat 
avµ.So>..011 li-ya8ov Kat XP1l0"1"0V OVTa. / E'lrE'Yl)(l)ll µ.EV airrov Ka.l/ 
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CJ'UVT)Ka on EKEtllOS E/-yw etµ.i. et o{, &e.Kf)Uh\v./ E1rEµapT{,p-rpa 8E on 
eh� EKE(t)vos airr6s a.µ.l/aKA.ov(,rro)s inrapxfJ>v./ •.• 

The Codex continues in the same vein,18 but enough samples have 
been taken to illustrate how prominent a role the 1\vin plays in Mani's 
life, as well as what the nature of the Thin himself is. He prepares 
Mani for the revelations which will establish him as an original religious 
leader by advising him to be strong and yet receptive (#A).19 Sent by 
the Father that Mani might save souls from ignorance and darkness, the 
1\vin - the most beautiful and greatest duplication of who Mani really 
is (#B) - brought counsels from the Father to Mani in his twenty-fifth 
year (#C). Through the many revelations the Father entrusted to him, 
the 1\vin freed and separated Mani from the errors of the Elchasaites 
(#D).20 The information which the Thin communicated opened up to 
Mani not only who the Father is and what his mission for Mani is, but 
also what Mani's soul is, how it came into being and how it came to be 
associated with body, as well as the fact that the 1\vin is an ever-vigilant 
and inseparable factor in his life (#E and #F). The Thin belongs to 
Mani as a good and excellent adviser - in fact, Mani is the 1\vin, from 
whom he was separated when his soul entered into matter but whom he 
has now rejoined through the initiative of the Father (#G).21 

The "'lwin• as •setr 

But important as the preceding key-texts are on the 1\vin's 
function and nature, they also serve as the context within which to 
evaluate Henrichs's and Koenen's identification of •Thin• with •self.• 
Although this identification occurs within their commentary upon the 
German translation of CMC,'12 let us for the sake of convenience turn 
to their other publications. 

According to Albert Henrichs, •Mani and the Babylonian Baptists: 
A Historical Confrontation," HSCP, 77 (1973), 24, a duplication of 
Mani was an essential factor in his theory of salvation. 

In terms of Manichaean soteriology, the notion of a duplicate Mani was, in 
fact, not at all unheard of, but was a well-established doctrine, propagated 
time and again by Mani himself. Mani's double, though his steady 
companion on earth, his counselor and helper in times of hardship, and his 
consoler in moments of despair, was not a creature of flesh and blood, but 
an incorporeal and celestial being, not subject to the terrestrial limitations 
of time and space. As the pre-existent and eternal Twin of Light, he is the 
mirror-like reflection of Mani's inner self, the heavenly embodiment of his 
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spiritual essence, bis true identity, from whom he was separated when his 
soul put on the garment of a mortal body and with whom he was reunited 
at his death. 

Here Henrichs appears to be making these relevant points. Mani's 
existence entails two main levels, one of which is his status as a creature 
of flesh and blood, subject to limitations of space and time and 
separated from his true identity when his soul put on the garment of a 
mortal body. The second level is occupied by his double - steady 
companion, counselor, helper and consoler -, who is not material, 
spatial and temporal. Rather he is an incorporeal and celestial being -
namely, the pre-existent and eternal Twin of Light, who mirrors, reflects, 
duplicates Mani's inner self and is the embodiment of his . spiritual 
essence and is his true identity. Comments. On the first level Mani 
consists of body and of soul, which is his inner self and spiritual essence, 
reflected and duplicated by his Twin on the second level. This latter, 
then, is Mani's true identity, from which he was separated when his soul 
became incarnate and which he will regain at death by escaping from the 
body. Question: Mani's soul is his spiritual essence, yes, because it 
makes him be what he really is and continues to be even in matter. But 
what is meant by saying Mani's soul is his inner self! What exactly is 
meant by saying Mani's soul is his inner self! What exactly does the 
word express? 

But let us turn to another passage from Henrichs, now commenting 
upon the stress Mani puts on his uniqueness as the final god-sent 
messenger to the world. 

Mani's awareness of, and insistence on, his own singularity is the basis 
of his self-conception, and any attempt to penetrate into Mani's complex 
personality has to start from that point. But ... Mani's self-understanding 
has little to do with the awareness of one's own individuality or terrestrial 
historicity, notions which would have been much less meaningful and 
important to Mani than they are to us. The fact that Mani possessed an 
alter-ego in the form of the Twin of Light makes him a split personality in 
the literal sense of that term rather than an individual: his human existence 
was nothing but a briefly reflected image of its true and eternal counterpart 
(ibid., pp. 39-40).23 

What is Henrichs saying here? Mani's awareness of his singularily 
allows him to understand himself and lets us penetrate the complexity 
of his personality. His true self-understanding consists not in his being 
aware of himself as an individual existing in history (i.e., in such and 
such a place, at such and such a time) but of his personality as split: his 
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existing here and now contrasts with his true and eternal counterpart -
namely, the alter.ego who is his Thin. His human status of mortal body 
clothing immortal soul or self separates him from his true self - the 
Thin. That separation results in his split personality: one self (Mani's 
soul in matter) is apart from the other self (the 1\vin). Psychological 
wholeness and religious salvation are achieved when the two come 
together and become one, either on earth when the 1\vin visits Mani or 
in heaven. Question: Is the contemporary notion of •split personality: 
if taken technically, applicable to Mani's situation?24 Again, what does 
"self" signify when predicated of Mani and the 1\vin? 

Let us turn now to Ludwig Koenen, • Augustine and Manichaeism 
in the Light of the Cologne Mani Codex,• ICS, 3 (1978), 170, who 
speaks of Mani's 1\vin while discussing the larger question of identifying 
the "paraclcte• mentioned in John's Gospel, 14.16 and 16.17. For 
Baraies (see CMC, 17.1) Mani's Nous is the paraclete. "His Nous, like 
that of all men, descended from the heavenly realm of Light and was 
imprisoned in the body. The real Mani was the Nous of Mani• and is 
identified with the paraclete. But according to other evidence the 
paraclete was identical with Mani's "alter.ego who brought him the 
revelation. This is the syzygos, the '1\vin,' a gnostic term• (ibid.). 
Koenen then sums up the discussion (pp. 173,74): "Mani identified (1) 
himself or rather his Nous and (2) his 'Tuin' with the paraclctc of 
John.• Despite what some scholars (G. Quispel, K. Rudolph, P. Nagel) 
think, there is no contradiction here. The contradiction disappears 
upon 

consideration of the gnostic concept of the Twin. When Mani, i.e., the 
Nous of Mani, was sent into the world, a mirror image of the Nous, i.e., his 
alter•ego, remained in heaven. The one ego, the Nous, was imprisoned in 
the body and, consequently, forgot his mis.sion. Then the Thin, the alter• 
ego, was sent to him from heaven. He brought Mani the revelation by 
reminding him of bis divine nature and mis.sion and, like an angel, protected 
him. The Nous of Mani and his Twin are the two complementary aspects 
of Mani's identity. The first represents him as incorporated in the body; the 
second represents his being as it is outside the body. Together they are the 
one complete Mani. When Mani looked into himself, he found his Twin 
approaching him from heaven; or, vice versa, when he looked at his Twin, 
he found himself. The story of the Thin bringing him the revelation relates 
what in abstract terms may be called the rediscovery of his identity and 
mission.25

In this passage Koenen offers considerable information. Every 
man consists of body and of intellect.1-o This last constitutes his divine 
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nature, reality, ego. Mani is no exception: he too consists of body and 
of intellect or ego. But in addition he also has another ego, called his 
•nvin: who mirrors and duplicates his real and divine nature ( =
intellect and ego) and who is sent to Mani to recall his authentic nature
and mission and to guard him. Consequently, the single and complete
reality of Mani consists of his terrestrial intellect or ego and of his
celestial ego, the 1\vin. By awareness of his intellect imprisoned in
matter, he knows his 1\vin and thereby his true identity as a complete
self and, also, as the paraclete of John's Gospel. The account of his
1\vin's bringing him heavenly messages is merely a figurative and
concrete way of expressing the fact that he rediscovered his identity and
mission. Questions: In light of the last comment should one conclude
that the 1\vin, as well as other emanations and factors in Mani's
doctrine, is a figure within a story that is not literally true? Should one
infer that the 1\vin is not an actually existing intellect and ego (whatever
the last term may mean) but the projection of Mani's belief in his divine
call, coupled with an awareness of his needing help in gaining freedom
from his sinful material condition and from his previous religious
adherence and in promulgating his gospel?27 

Before moving on, let me turn to another respected scholar, whose 
book antedates Henrichs's and Koenen's papers and who also gives great 
prominence to the 1\vin as •self": Hans Jonas, The Gnostic Religion. 
The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity (2nd ed.; 
Boston: Beacon Press, 1967). The crucial sentences occur when Jonas 
is commenting upon this passage from •The Hymn of the Pearl" (p. 
115):28 

My robe of glory which I had put off and my mantle which went over it, my 
parents . • . sent to meet me by their treasurers who were entrusted 
therewith. Its splendor I had forgouen, having left it as a child in my 
Father's house. As I now beheld the robe, it seemed to me suddenly to 
become a mirror-image of myself: myself entire I saw in it, and it entire I 
saw in myself, that we were two in separateness, and yet again one in the 
sameness of our forms ..• 

His commentary runs as follows. 

The garment has become this figure itself [of light] and acts like a person. 
It symbolizes the heavenly or eternal self of the person, his original idea, a 
kind of double or alter ego preserved in the upper world while he labors 
down below .... The encounter with this divided-off aspect of himself, the 
recognition of it as his own image, and the reunion with it signify the real 
moment of his salvation. Applied to the messenger or savior as it is here 
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and elsewhere, the conception leads to the interesting theological idea of a 
twin brother or eternal original of the savior remaining in the upper world 
during his terrestrial mission. Duplications of this kind abound in gnostic 
speculation with regard to divine figures in general wherever their function 
requires a departure from the divine realm and involvement in the events 
of the lower world (pp. 122-23). 

Next comes a section to which Jonas gives a striking title. 

THE TRANSCENDENTAL SELF 

The double of the savior is as we have seen only a particular 
theological representation of an idea pertaining to the doctrine of man in 
general and denoted by the concept of the Self. In this concept we may 
discern what is perhaps the profoundest contribution of Persian religion to 
Gnosticism and to the history of religion in general. The Avesta word is 
daena, for which the orientalist Bartholomae lists the following meanings: 
"l. Religion; 2. inner essence, spiritual ego, individuality; often hardly 
translatable.• 

In the Manichaean fragments from Turfan, another Persian word is 
used, grev, which can be translated either by "selr or by •ego.• It 
denotes the metaphysical person, the transcendent and true subject of 
salvation, which is not identical with the empirical soul. In the Chinese 
Manichaean treatise translated by Pelliot, it is called "the luminous 
nature," •our original luminous nature," or "inner nature,• which recalls 
St. Paul's "inner man•; Manichaean hymns call it the "living selr or the 
"luminous self.• The Mandaean "Mana• express the same idea and 
makes particularly clear the identity between this inner principle and the 
highest godhead; for •Mana• is the name for the transmundane Power of 
Light, the first deity, and at the same time that for the transcendent, non

mundane center of the individual ego (pp. 123-24).29

The parallels between the 1\vin of "The Hymn of the Pearl" and 
that of CMC which stand out from Jonas's exegesis are so clear now 
from our previous pages as to need no explanation: The 1\vin 
remaining above and its counterpart descending below; the identity 
nonetheless between the 1\vin and its counterpart; the 1\vin as the 
eternal self, original idea, alter-ego contrasted with the selfhood in its 
terrestrial duplicate. Yet puzzlement still persists. •Perhaps the 
profoundest contribution to Gnosticism and to the history of religion in 
general" (to repeat Jonas) is "the concept of the Selr (p. 124), which 
he illustrates by "daena," •grev• and terms from other sources. But 
what meaning are these words attempting to express in the original? Is 
•self" a helpful translation of them? Is •self" synonymous with
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•inner essence,■ •metaphysical person,■ •transcendent subject of
salvation,■ •luminous, inner nature,■ •inner man•? Or does not
Jonas intend it to be taken as in contemporary philosophical and
psychological writings?

This last question explicates what is for me the problem underlying 
all else: the contemporary notion of •self" is multiple and ambiguous. 
In fact, it has no commonly accepted meaning. In order to realize this, 
let us look at the article on •Self" in the New Catholic Encyclopedia. 
I choose this not from any sectarian motive, but because of the 
surprising fact that among recent philosophical encyclopedias in English 
it alone provides such an article. The Dictionary of the History of Ideas 
has none, nor has the Encyclopedia of Philosophy, which gives the topic 
a single, short paragraph in its article on •Personal Identity• (V. 95-
107), where indeed •self" is set aside, because of its restriction to the 
mental and spiritual, as misleading in a discussion of the problem of 
personal identity. 

Also the Encyclopedia Britannica offers no full-scale paper on 
•self" but only a definition in its Micropaedia, IX, 41:

Self is the subject of successive states of consciousness. In modern 
psychology the notion of the self has replaced earlier conceptions of the 
soul. According to Carl Jung the self is a totality comprised of conscious 
and unconscious contents that dwarfs the ego in scope and intensity. The 
coming-to-be of the self is sharply distinguished from the coming of the ego 
into consciousness, and is the individuation process by which the true self 
emerges as the goal of the whole personality. 

Obviously, that brief description discloses mainly that •self" has largely 
become an area of study for empirical psychologists. And the 
impression given there, as well as in the paragraph from the 
Encyclopedia of Philosophy, is that •self" in contemporary literature has 
varied and divergent meanings. 

That impression deepens when we open the New Catholic 
Encyclopedia to Margaret Gorman's article (XIII, 56-60). Descartes is 
there credited with introducing •the word self as it is currently used" 
and with identifying it with •spiritual substance• (p. 57A). Disagreeing 
with him, Locke doubted that the self always thinks or that it is 
substantial. The self, understood as one's consciousness of continuing 
the same now as in the past, is distinct from soul or spiritual substance. 
By analyzing consciousness Hume challenged the view that any 
permanent self exists in man, who may be merely a •congeries of 
perceptions" (p. 57C). To Spinoza self is the substance which is at 
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once the world and God; for Leibniz it is a thinking substance, where 
"thinking• includes "little perceptions• also. Kant speaks of "self" 
in several senses: phenomenal, noumenal, transcendental, ethical (pp. 
57D-57 A). Fichte opposed self (whose reality consists in its action of 
self-positing) to nonself, thereby laying the foundation for the dialectics 
of Hegel and Marx (p. 58A). In America Josiah Royce distinguished 
between the phenomenal self (a group of ideas) and the metaphysical 
self (a group of ideals; p. 58B). Husserl speaks of both an empirical and 
a transcendental self, the second of which constitutes the meaning of the 
world (58D). To Kierkegaard self is the right relationship one has to 
God and to himself; for Gabriel Marcel it is incarnate consciousness (p. 
59B). A modern psychologist such as Jung believes that self comprises 
both the conscious and the unconscious (p. 59C). 

Although one could excerpt other examples from the article in the 
New Catholic Encyclopedia, the above suffice to suggest how complex 
and divergent •self" is among modern philosophers and psychologists. 
That complexity is mirrored in Gorman's conclusions from the historical 
survey. 

Toe term self does not supplant the older concept of soul, nor is it the same 
as ego, mind, or person. It is a concept used to designate functions that 
philosophers felt were not included in soul ••. [which) had become for them 
a term designating the static thinking substance revealed by the Cogito of 
Descartes [and which was replaced by •mind.") With the advent of the 
philosophers of the will, mind became inadequate to represent the human 
person in his dynamic growth and development. Person referred to the 
individual substance of a rational nature - a definition that ... seemed to 
ignore the concrete individual development in the world .•.. Self then began 
to be used to suggest all those aspects of man thought to be left out by the 
terms soul, mind, person, and nature - and to designate the unifying, 
purposeful, growing, and interacting aspect of man's activities. It included 

also the notions of alienation and of encounter (pp. 59D-60A).30 

What has been our purpose in surveying what •self" signifies in 
modern literature? To realize that it is an extremely ambiguous notion 
and, thus, one can use it to translate or interpret Mani only after 
carefully reflecting on whether it helps or hinders getting at what he 
himself had in mind in CMC and other canonical or semi-canonical 
treatises (see above, n. 10). Part of that reflection must be that each 
interpreter decides for himself what exactly •self" signifies in his own 
position before inquiring whether it is applicable to Mani's. 

Let me illustrate by setting forth what •selr has come to mean 
within my own philosophical position, which is influenced mainly by 
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Aristotle and Thomas Aquinas and which is (I hope) an authentic 
existentialism. Within a unique and individual human existent what 
constitutes •selr? It is not solely my soul, which is merely a part of 
me; nor does it consist solely in individuation, which comes from matter, 
nor in my state of being a supposit, which issues from existence. 
Rather, self is my entire unique and individual being but especially and 
precisely as I am conscious of who and what I am, as I freely determine 
who I am and yet as I am also determined by outside forces (other 
human existents, environment, culture, etc.). Thus, my sellhood 
concerns me in my uniqueness and individuality as a psychological agent. 
In sum, my self is my-soul-actually-existing-within-this-body but 
considered not so much entitatively (i.e., in the parts which constitute 
me) as operationally (i.e., as dynamic, as active and passive, as the 
source and recipient of unique and singular activities).31 

Manifestly, "selr interpreted in this fashion cannot validly be 
predicated either of Mani's 1\vin (who is soul or mind solely) or of 
Mani in his earthly state (whose true reality consists also of intellect or 
soul only). But one may also doubt whether •selr in other 
contemporary philosophical settings may be legitimately predicated of 
Mani and of his counterpart. At least such predication should (I am 
proposing) occur only after the meaning of •self" in those 
contemporary positions is clearly isolated and after Mani's writings arc 
studied on his own terms, within his own third-century cultural and 
religious milieu. 

Perhaps studying Plotinus on man will give further insights. 

Plotinus on Man 

If we are successfully to compare Mani with Plotinus, at least two 
points need to be recalled. For the former the true reality of a human 
existent on earth - whether he be Mani or someone else - consists 
solely of intellect or soul.32 Second, Mani, as specially designated by 
the Father of Greatness (see above, n. 11) to be a new channel of 
revelation, also involves another and higher dimension - a •lwin: 
who is a more powerful intellect or soul, sent on occasion by the Father 
to communicate knowledge to Mani, to advise and console him, to free 
him from errors. Mani, then, entails two levels of reality - one higher, 
the other lower. 

Does a human existent as Plotinus conceives him entail similar 
levels of reality? If so, might the higher level serve as his •1win•? Let 
us renect on some texts in the Enneads.
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Text A: IV, 1 (21), 1 

In the single chapter which constitutes the entire first treatise of 
Enneads IV, Plotinus investigates the nature of souls and, thereby, their 
relationship to lntellect.33 

[ll •nue being is in the intelligible world and Nous is the best 
of it. But souls are There too, for they come here from There. [2] That 
world contains souls without bodies; this one contains souls which have 
come to be in bodies and are divided by their bodies. [3] Each nous 
There is all•together, since it is neither separated nor divided. All souls 
in that eternal world also are all•together and without spatial separation. 
Accordingly, Nous is always without separation and is undivided, and 
soul There is likewise not separated or divided, but it does have a 
nature which is divisible. {4} [But what does 'division' mean re souls?} 
Division for them is their departure from the intelligible world and their 
coming to be in bodies. Hence, a soul is reasonably said to be divisible 
with reference to bodies because in this fashion it departs from There 
and is divided. [5} How, then, is it also undivided? The whole soul 
does not depart: something of it does not come to this world and by 
nature is not such as to be divided.• (Lines 12-13: Ou -yap OAT) 
a'ITE.a'l"Tl, &A�.' ifa-n. n airriis oilK e>..1JA"8ocs. o oil 1ri.<j,1.ll<e µ.ep(.tea0a1.) 
To say that the soul consists of what is undivided and of what is divided 
in bodies is the same as saying that it consists of what is above, upon 
which it depends, and of what reaches as far as the things down here, 
like a radius from a center [reaches the circumference of the circle]. 
[6] But when it has come here it sees with the part of itself in which it
preserves the nature of the whole. Even here below it is not only
divided but is undivided as well, for its divided part is divided in such a
way as to remain undivided. It gives itself to the whole body and is
undivided because it gives itself as a whole to the whole and yet it is
divided by being present in each part. (Lines 20-22: Els oXov -yap -ro
aii'iµ.a 8owa airri}v Ka\ µ:q µ,epwi)etaa T<ii OAT) Els oXov -r<i, ev 1ravrl.
e lvaL µ.eµ,i.pw-raL)

Comment. In this passage Plotinus describes the two states in 
which souls find themselves. The first is their existence in the 
intelligible world (#1), where they are without bodies and, thus, are 
undivided (#2) and where their having all perfections present at once 
makes them similar to Intellect ( #3). Yet even There a soul by nature 
is divisible. The second state arises when a soul comes from There to 
a body and thus is divided ( #4). But even here a soul remains 
indivisible to an extent because of that part of it (ti autls) which 
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continues to be There (#5)34 and through which it depends in its 
earthly career upon Intellect and knows reality (#6). In the intelligible 
world, then, a soul is undivided as aligned with Intellect and yet remains 
divisible because of its nature too; in the sensible world it is divided by 
the body it enters, within whose parts it is present;35 but it is undivided 
because it is wholely present there (#6) and because of its continuing 
link with and dependence on Intellect (#5). 

Is Plotinus's anthropology similar to Mani's? Yes, insofar as for 
each a human existent entails two levels of reality, the higher of which 
perfects, illumines and controls the lower.36 For each there is an 
identity of sorts between the lower and the higher: according to 
Plotinus a soul's intellect is one with Intellect, from which it never 
departs; Mani proclaimed that •1 am that one from whom I was 
separated .... I myself am that one who is unshakable" (CMC, 24. 9 
sqq., quoted above). Yet there are differences. Mani's Thin is (as I 
interpret the CMC) more distinct from Mani himself than a soul's 
intellect is, in Plotinus's text, from the soul - the Thin seems almost an 
hypostasis with its own independent reality and function. Moreover, in 
the Manichaean world-view each human being is an intellect/soul but 
only Mani as the new and final prophet has a Thin, whereas every 
Plotinian human soul has an intellect, which remains There. 

Perhaps more information will issue from subsequent pages of the 
Enneads. 

Text B: VI, 4 (22), 14 

Just as Toxt A is a commentary on a Platonic dialogue (Timaeus, 
34C sqq.), so this passage is excerpted from Plotinus's comments on 
Plato's Pam1enules, 1318 sqq.37 There Plato inquires whether a single 
Form is present to multiple sensible participants in its entirety 'or only 
partially. Plotinus poses that question in three ways: how Intellect and 
Being can be omnipresent to lower existents; how the spiritual can be 
omnipresent to the corporeal; finally, how soul is omnipresent to 
body.:111 While replying to the third question, he offers a conception of 
the human existent which perhaps may parallel to some extent Mani's 
statements on himself and his Thin. 

Plotinus begins Chapter 14 by tracing the relationship between a 
human soul and Soul. [1] The latter contains all [individual] souls and 
intellects, and yet in spite of its distinguishable, multiple and, in fact, 
infinite contents, it is one, since all such existents are there in an 
unseparated fashion and all-together, springing from but always 
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remaining in self-identical unity (Ch. 14, lines 1-15). [2] "But we -
who are we? Are we that All-Soul39 or, rather, are we that which drew 
near to it and came to be in time? [31 Before this sort of birth came 
about we were There as men different from those we now are - some 
of us as gods, pure souls, intellects united with all reality, since we were 
parts of the intelligible world, not separated or cut off, but belonging to 
the whole - indeed we are not cut off even now. [4] But now there has 
come to that higher man another man who wishes to be and who finds 
us, for we were not outside the AIL [5] He wound himself round us and 
fastened himself to that man that each one of us was There (as if there 
was one voice and one word, and someone else came up from elsewhere 
and his ear heard and received the sound and became an actual hearing, 
keeping present to it that which made it actual. [6] Thus we became a 
couple and [we were no longer] the one [ = higher man} we were before. 
Sometimes we even become the other [ = lower man], which had 
fastened itself to us, when the first man is not active and is in another 
sense absent."40 ('Hµ.ets 8e - 'lives 8e iJ,Lets; ,. Apa a<.etvo it To 
'll'EAatov Kai. TO )'Ll/0µ.EllOll Ell XPQV«e; rf Kal. '11'()0 TO'U T01.M"T)ll rijv 
-yeve.mv -ye.vea8o1, 'tlµ.EV EKEt av9pc.>'11'0I. a>.A.01. ovres Kal. TLVES Kai. Oeo(, 
tjl'IJXai. Ka8apai. Kal. 'VO'\lS O"UV1U.L-ElloS Ti! Ct'll'QO'{l oooiq. µ.Ep"T) ovres TO-U 
110,rro-u OUK a<fx,>pwµ,eva ow' O.'ll'OTETIJ,'l)!.Ella, <XAX OVTES 'TO'U o>.oii. 
O'UOE -yap O'UOE viiv <X'll'OTETIJ,fJµ.E9a. 'A>.>.a -yap viiv EK8.ll«e 'Tb> av0pw'11'<il 
'll'p00"EM'J>.u0ev avffpw'll'oS a>..>.os elvc:n OE>..cw Kal. eupwv fu.i.as - '1iµ.ev 
-yap 'TO'U Travrbs OUK E�(I) - 'll'Epl,Elhp<.ev mvrov iiµ.tv Kai. 1tpocrelhp<.e.v 
eamov EKEL V«e ,.;;; cxv0pw'11''t) T<ji 6s 't}v eKaaToS fiµ.ii.lv Terre. otov e.t 
<Jx,,vris ow11s µ.i.&s Kat >..6-yov evos a>..>..os a>..>..o0ev Trapo:&i.s To o¼ 
&KowE.I.E Ka'i. 6E�a&.To, Kal.-yev01.w Ka'T' evep-yew.v ci.Koit ns E)(O'UOa TO 
eve.p-yoilv Els airr'J}v 'll'apov Ka l. -ye-yevitµ.e8o To avvaµ.qx,, Ka 1. ov 
8a1'EpOV, 0 1rpcrre.pov 'qµ.EV, KtlL Oai-epov 'ITO'l'E, 6 00'1'Ep011 1rpocre.8eµ.e8o 
«P'Y110"avros 'TO'U 1rp01'EpO'U EKELVOV Kal. a>..>..011 '1'po1rOV ov Trapovros.) 
16-31.

Comments. Although it is difficult to detect from these complex
and elliptical lines what a human existent is, some features are clear. A 
human soul in both its lower and higher states is distinguishable from 
the All-Soul. This latter by reason of its multiple and, in fact, infinite 
contents (all souls and intellects) is all-perfect, but it also is intrinsically 
and essentially one because its contents, manifold and explicated though 
they be, are not actually separated but are all-together and so always 
remain in unity (#1). 

An individual soul entails two manners of existing inasmuch as it 
remains within the Soul or departs from It. 41 Within the Soul an 
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individual soul and intellect also contains and contemplates all reality 
from its own more limited perspective and it is quiet. at peace and one 
with Soul. Nonetheless, it is not totally identical with Soul or with 
other individual souls There: although not actually isolated from them, 
it is divisible and distinguishable from them and, thereby, is individual

in an analogous but authentic sense.42 This individuality, when 
combined There with its other dimension of all-perfections-in-unity, 
constitutes the •higher man• ( #3). The •tower man• is the same soul 
but now as in time and enmeshed in an encompassing body (#5). Any 
individual soul is, then, a couple (to synampho): it is at once the higher 
man and the lower man, although on some occasions its higher aspect 
predominates, on others its lower (#6). 

Accordingly, who are we? What constitutes us? What makes us 
be who we are? Where do we find ourselves? No one of us is the All
Soul as such but each is (so to speak) one area of Soul, one 
participation in It, one portion or dimension of Its contents. And that 
area, participation, portion, dimension (call it what you will) either rests 
quietly within Soul (then I am the "higher man• and am more fully 
real) or it has gone forth to movement, time, body (and I am the •Jower 
man• and am less real).43 Consequently, -we• in Tuxt B is the 
combination of the two men, even though at times we arc more one 
than the other to correspond with which •man" is more active and in 
control. 

Thus far our attempt to decipher Plotinus's clues on what a human 
existent is. Now our question: does his triad of Soul, higher man and 
lower man parallel Mani's conception of himself and his Thin? Mani 
also speaks of a triad of Light-Intellect (sec above, n. 11 ), Thin and 
terrestrial soul.44 Consequently, there is a parallel of sorts, which 
nonetheless entails the same differences as noted in our *Comments• 
on Tuxt A Mani's 1\vin seems entitalivcly less one with him than docs 
Plotinus's higher man with lower man. Second, the latter's schema of 
Soul, higher man and lower man fits every human existent, whereas 
Mani's apparently is restricted to himself as founder of the Manichacan 
Church.45 

Text C: II, 9 (33), 2 

Let us take up another passage from Plotinus, this time from the 
treatise he wrote against the Gnostics of his lime.46 [1] •one must not 
posit more existents There than these (the Good-One, the Intellect and 
the Soul - see previous chapter of II, 9) nor make superfluous 
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distinctions in such realities (e.g., between an Intellect which thinks and 
an Intellect which thinks that it thinks - see ibid.} No, we must posit 
that there is one Intellect, which remains unchangeably the same and 
without any sort of decline and which imitates the Father ( = the Good
One] as far as it can. [2] One power of our soul is always directed to 
realities There, another to things here, and one is the middle between 
them. [3] Since the soul is one nature in multiple powers, sometimes 
all of it is carried along with its best part and with being. At times its 
worst part is dragged down and drags the middle part with it - not, to 
be sure, the whole of soul because that would be unlawful. [4] This 
misfortune befalls [a soul's middle part] because it does not remain 
There among the fairest realities (where nonetheless soul stays which is 
not such a part - nor indeed is the distinctive 'we' such a part) but 
rather allows the whole of body to hold whatever it can hold from it. 
[5] Even so, soul [in its highest part] remains unperturbed itself: by
discursive thinking it does not manage body or set anything right but it
orders things with a wonderful power by contemplating that which is
before it. [6] The more it is directed to that contemplation, the fairer
and more powerful it is. And receiving from There, it gives to what
comes after it, and it illumines [what is below] in accordance as it is
illumined [from above).• (Ch. 2 in its entirety: Ou ToC110v ovre 1TAEL(I)
TO'U'r(l)\I OVTE emvoias 1TEf)l,ff<iS EV EKELVOI.S, iis OU l>txoVTaL, 9ETEOV,
a>..>..' Eva 1/0'UV TOV amov C:,aaVT(l)S EXOVTa, OJ<Mvi\ 1Ta\l'l"ax11,
µ.i.µ,oilµ.evov TOV 1TaTepa Ka9' oaov otov TE amciJ. 'l''U)(11S 8E iJµ.wv TO
µ.EV aet 'll"J)OS EKELVOI.S, '1'0 8E 1TJ)OS Tawa exa.v, TO 6' EV µ.e.a<e TO\J'l"(l)V.
4>we(l)s 'YUP OWT}S µ.t.aS ev 6'Uv6µ.em. 1r>..eComv OTE µ.EV 'M]V 1r&aav
O"Uµ.4>epe<r0oo. Tei> apL<TT<t> a'l.l'T"fys Kal. Toii oVTos, 6'1'e 8E To xetpov am%
Ka9e>..K'00'8EV awe4>e>..Kwau8aL TO µ.eaov. TO -ycip 11'0.V avrfis O'UK. 1)V
0€µ.t.s Ka9EAKilaaL Kat TO"U'TO O''U�(VEL ainiJ TO 1rci8os. on µ.it
eµ.avov ev Tt7> Ka>..>,iaT<i>, oiro" iti"XTI µ.Ei.vaaa ii JJ.11 µ.epos, µ.'T\8E 11
ip.ets en µ.EpOS, EOO>KE TW 1Ta\l'l"l. awµ.an am<i> TE EXELV 00'011 6uvaTaL
,rap· am% exa.v, µ.eva. TE a1Tpa'Yµ.6\l(l)s airrit O'UK. EK &avoi.as
&ot.Koooa oii8E TL &opeo,.,µ.e.V'l'I, aUa T11 els To 1rpo am% 0eq
KaTaKooµ,oooa 8'Uv6µ.EL 9a'Uµ.aa-ri\, "Oaov 'Y&f> 1rpos airr11 EaTL, TOOti,>
Ka>..Mc.lv Kal. 6'UV0T(l)TEp<l. KOJ<et0ev exo'OO'a &&>m. T;;; µ.ET' a'U1'1lv Kat
&ia,rep U>..ciµ.irolXfa a.et U>..aµ.11'eT<XL)

Comments. After restricting the primal existents to three (the 
One-Good, Intellect and Soul)47 and positing a threefold power in a 
human soul ( #2), Pio tin us pays considerable attention to its highest and 
intellectual power. The lowest power tends to the physical world (#2) 
and is dragged down by the body ensnaring it (#3) and the second 
power is marked by discursive reasoning, through which it endeavors to 
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manage the body (#5), and by its vulnerability to being misled by the 
power beneath it (#3). But the highest power of an individual soul 
always tends (#2) to the realm of most beautiful realities (#4), where 
it remains at peace (#5) and which are the objects of its contemplation 
(#6). From the illumination issuing from this contemplation, it 
becomes more beautiful and strong and thus can enrich and illumine the 
middle and even the lowest portions of the soul (#6).48 

If we relate the tripartite soul in Tuxt C to Mani's position, what 
information can be drawn? The steadfast link of the highest power in 
the nature of the human soul with the realm of the really real, whence 
comes its illumination and power, would be congenial to Mani's view of 
his soul as enlightened by the Father of Greatness and as the channel 
of salvific knowledge to members of his church. And, of course, that 
supreme psychic power could be made to correspond with his 1win. But 
the basic dissimilarity between the two authors remains: Plotinus 
sketches a view embracing all human existents, Mani a view confined to 
himself as divinely commissioned savior, a commission which is 
repugnant to the Neoplatonist (see above, n. 45). 

Summary and Conclusions. Tuxts other than the three so far 
discussed are relevant but they do not provide radically different 
information. One such is V, 3 (49), 3, in which Plolinus speaks of a 
soul as consisting of three powers - highest, middle and lowest, or 
which the first is aligned with intellect, the second with reason, the third 
with sense-perception - and thus it is similar to our Tuxt C above.49 

Hence, such a passage does not need separate exegesis. 
Accordingly, let us list briefly the relevant information of Tuxts A 

to C. In the first Plotinus describes an individual soul as existing in two 
states, the first of which is the intelligible world, the second th� physical 
world. In each state it is marked with attributes of the other. For 
instance, when existing on the level of Intellect, it is undivided from 
other souls and intellects and yet its nature is such as to be divisible. 
When existing within a body, it is isolated from other living beings but 
it also remains united with the higher level because of its part which 
continues to be There and through which it still depends upon Intellect 
and knows reality. In Tuxt B Plotinus continues the contrast between 
the higher and lower states in which human souls exist but he tries to 
locate their distinctive individuality by asking •Who are we?• His 
answer: no one of us is the All-Soul but each is one portion or 
participation of Its contents, which either rests immutably within It 
(then I am the "higher man") or has been immersed in motion, body, 
time (and then I am the "lower man•). Join such men together and 
one has the couple (to synampho) which each of us distinctively is. Toxt 
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C portrays an individual soul entailing the triple powers of intellect, 
reason and sensation, the first of which rests steadfastly on the level of 
Intellect, from its contemplation of which comes the illuminations which 
enrich its middle and lowest powers. 

What, now, would Mani's reaction be if he were to read Plotinus? 
He would find himself both agreeing and disagreeing. He would agree 
that he himself involves higher and lower levels of existence, the first of 
which is occupied by his 1\vin (a more powerful and immutable 
intellectual being, destined to be his helper and guide), the second by 
his intellect or soul within a body. He would concur also that salvific 
knowledge and illumination come from the higher levels to him as the 
terrestrial conduit to those open to his divine message and leadership. 
But he would disagree that human individuals other than himself would 
entail a 1\vin as a transcendent Intellect to be their consoler and guide: 
Mani himself is to perform those functions for them. Also he would not 
agree that human individuals need no outside help in achieving ultimate 
well-being: the intellect of no one existing here in matter resides 
immutably in the upper realms of light so as to serve as instrument of 
salvation - no one's, that is, except Mani's, who is to administer the 
divine help all others need. 

But despite those disagreements Mani concurs with his 
contemporary sufficiently to prompt our wondering what the source of 
their concurrence may be. Why are their positions parallel in certain 
important aspects, even though it is very unlikely that either read or met 
the other? 

This fact, at least, seems obvious: each formulated a monism 
which is dynamic rather than static.so That is, all existents are real 
insofar as they consist of the same basic stuff (unity for Plotinus, light 
for Mani). All existents other than the First proceed from higher 
existents, of which the ultimate source is the One-Good for Plotinus and 
the Father of Greatness for Mani. For both authors that process is a 
movement downward from the more to the less perfcct.s1 And the 
higher existents, which are the causes of whatever reality a lower 
existent may have, automatically and structurally are (so to speak) 
concerned with and care for their effects. This entitative concern and 
care explain why Mani's 1\vin comes from the Father to him as 
counselor and consoler and why for Plotinus the Intellect furnishes a 
steadfast and safe haven from which individual intellects never depart 
and to which individual souls can thereby return. 

If one were asked to locate such world-views within the history of 
Western thought, one would have to say they are Platonic - a Middle 
Platonism which is influenced by Stoic monism, by Neopythagoreanism 
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and by Aristotelian ontology, epistemology and ethics, but which 
radically originates with Plato. Plotinus's indebtedness to Plato and to 
Middle Platonism is beyond question.52 But what philosophical 
influences (if any) directly or even indirectly influenced Mani? Such a 
question has, as far as I know, yet to be answered adequately.53 

"Self' and Plotinus? 

Just as several interpreters find Mani to espouse a doctrine of self 
(see the section above, "The '1win' as 'Self"),54 so some scholars 
think that Plotinus has a doctrine of "self." For instance, Plato 
Salvador Mamo describes Plotinus as apparently "the first philosopher 
explicitly concerned with the notion of the individual consciousness of 
ego.• The last term should be defined, he adds, •not in static but in 
dynamic terms; not as individual substance but as striving, attention, 
direction of consciousness."55 

Gerard J.P. O'Daly has written an entire book with the significant 
title of Plotinus's Philosophy of the Self (New York: Barnes and Noble, 
1973; 1968 doctoral dissertation). Moreover, O'Daly lists an impressive 
number of contemporary authorities to back up his position. Emile 
Brehi�r, Jean lrouillard, Richard Harder, E.R. Dodds and Wilhelm 
Himmerich all observe "that this concept (of self) plays an original and 
important part in Plotinus's thought" (pp. 4-5). Still others "have 
recognized the importance of the concept" - Pierre Hadot, E. von 
Ivanka, E.W. Warren, H.J. Blumenthal, J.M. Rist, P.S. Mamo, A.H. 
Armstrong (p. 98, n. 8). The last named, A.H. Armstrong, has in fact 
published an important article as recently as December, 1977, on self 
and entitled "Form, Individual and Person in Plotinus• (Dionysius, 1 
[1977], 49-68). 

But despite those explicit affirmations that self is to be found in 
Plotinus's Enneads, some of the same authors speak also in such a way 
as to raise questions about the accuracy of their affirmative statements. 
In the •Preface" to his dissertation, Mamo says that "it can be argued 
that a doctrine of the nature and destiny of the self must occupy a 
central position in any mystical system. But in Plotinus's case we have 
neither an explicit doctrine contained in his writings, nor a 
comprehensive study by a commentator. Scholars, who have given us 
little beyond scattered remarks, seem to be divided in their 
interpretations of the texts. It is held, on the one hand, that there is no 
room for the ego in Plotinus's heaven. On the other hand, we are told 
that Plotinus was so impressed by the uniqueness of each ego that he 
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wanted to maintain a distinction between it and the One even with the 
union mystica• (op. cit., p. ii). Even O'Daly grants towards the end of 
his book, Plotinus's Philosophy of Self, that Plotinus has •no fixed word 
- hence no concept, strictly speaking - for 'selr: as P. Henry has
pointed out, there is no word for 'person' or 'self,' in Greek• (p. 89).

But in the light of O'Daly's admission, how can one discover a 
philosophy of •self" in the Enneads? What does one look for? 

Perhaps it will be instructive to observe how O'Daly develops 
Plotinus's philosophy of self. After having noted (as just mentioned) 
that Plotinus has •no fixed word - hence, no concept, strictly speaking 
- for 'self ... there is no word for 'person' or 'selr in Greek: the
Irish scholar states that Plotinus uses autos or h�meis or the reflexive
hauton to express the concept of •self.• He continues: even •if the
word, and the explicit, canonized concept are missing ... , adequate
testimony ... [is] given of Plotinus's clear awareness of the importance
of a concept of self ... to account for the identity of a human subject
at the several levels of existence possible to man• (pp. 89-90).56 

That identity on the level of man in history involves the empirical 
or historical self (man as image [eidolon], as exterior and individual, soul 
as embodied; pp. 26-30). But it consists mainly in soul when reasoning 
and thinking and, thus, at its highest (p. 43): it becomes aware of itself 
as derived from nous as secondary image and as a repository of Forms 
(p. 44). •se1r: then, is •essentially a faculty of conscious sclf
determination, a mid-point which can be directed towards the higher or 
the lower• (p. 49; also see p. 43). On the next level self continues to 
be soul but now as more closely linked with nous: through wisdom and 
virtue a soul •has a capacity for the divine by reason of its kinship and 
identical substance with the divine• (p. 52). Despite its divinization, 
though, the soul remains human (pp. 56-58, 62-63): •the human self, 
reverting to the intelligible, remains itself, while at the same time being 
one with the totality of Being• (p. 65). On the highest level self is soul 
as above being and nous and as one with the One (pp. 83-84) and, 
thereby, it is transcendent and absolute (p. 91). Yet it is not annihilated 
in that union: although its "everyday• or historical selfhood is 
transformed, it truly has become itself: "the self is a realily ... in the 
moment of union, and not merely afterwards - despite the fact that one 
is not aware of the distinction at that moment" (p. 85). 

O'Daly is obviously intelligent and industrious. He is thoroughly 
acquainted with the Enneads. Nonetheless, his book makes me uneasy. 
That uneasiness does not issue primarily from any one of his individual 
conclusions (e.g., that the human self on the highest level is soul, which 
There is one with the One and yet remains itself - soul - in that very 

.l 
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union) so much as from the conviction which underlies the book: 
Plotinus has an authentic philosophy of "self,• he was aware of "self" 
in some sort of technical meaning, even though O'Daly admits (as we 
have seen) that Plotinus has "no fixed word - hence, no concept, strictly 
speaking, for 'self" (p. 89). 

But in the light of this admission, how (to repeat our earlier 
questions) can one discover a philosophy of •self" in the Enneads? 
What does one look for? Why bother, even? But suppose someone 
would say, "Perhaps Plotinus anticipated 'self in its contemporary 
significance.• Then I become increasingly puzzled because there is no 
commonly accepted notion. As we previously concluded from studying 
Margaret Gorman's article on "self" in the New Catholic Encyclopedia 
(XIII, 56-60), "self" is an extremely ambiguous notion in both 
philosophical and psychological literature. Accordingly, it can help us 
discover a philosophy of self in the Enneads only with great difficulty. 
Yet, unless I am mistaken, we need some such aid if Plotinus himself 
has "no fixed word - hence, no concept, strictly speaking - for 'self" 
(O'Daly, p. 89). 

Another Approach? 

Is there another way of reading those pa-;sages of the Enncads in 
which O'Daly believes their author is speaking of •self"? Yes, by 
refusing to translate autos or hauton or hi!meis as •self" (except, of 
course, when the meaning of the English word is not technical, as in the 
statement, "No one helped me - I did it myself") but in some such 
fashion as "what someone really is," "what we really are," "what man 
is essentially" and so on; or second, by coupling "self" with a 
bracketed phrase to indicate what is meant. Then, perhaps, Plotinus will 
more easily reveal what he was intending. 

Let us now apply this methodology in some detail to Enneads, I, 
6, upon which O'Daly (in part, at least) bases his interpretation and 
which is interesting as the first treatise Plotinus wrote. We shall first 
present our own paraphrase and/or translation of its relevant lines with 
comments, which will then be contrasted with O'Daly's.57 

I, 6: 'On Beauty• 

In explaining what the primary beauty in bodies is, Plotinus 
observes that [A] our soul, upon becoming aware of such beauty, 



402 NEOPLA.TONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

welcomes it and as it were adapts itself to it. [BJ But upon 
encountering the ugly, it shrinks back and rejects it and is out of tune 
and alienated from it (lines 1-6). (C} Why so? Because soul •is by 
nature what it is and is related to the higher sort of entity among 
beings, and thus, when seeing what is akin to it - or even a trace of 
what is akin to it - {in bodies], it is delighted and thrilled and [by 
turning from the body's beauty] it returns to itself [as soul] and 
remembers its true nature and its own possessions• (ch. 2, ll. 7-11: 
Cl>a.µ.ev 8i'J, ti>s 'M'lll lpWl.11 owa 011'Ep EU'l'l. K(ll, 11'j)()') T'llS Kf)QT'rO� Ell 
Tots O'Om.11 oixrias. 0 n, &11 t&n UvyyEVES iJ txros 'TO'U U'U')"YEllOVS, 
XCllf)EL TE 8c.E11'1'0'rJTO.L Kat ava4>iPa, 11'f)OS ECl'U'ri}ll Kai. avaµtµ.VTJ(TKE'TO'.L 
Ea1J'T'l'IS Kat 'iWll ea�). 

Comments. Plotinus is here intent on illumining the human soul's 
reaction to corporeal beauty and ugliness. It flees from the latter (#B) 
and welcomes the former (#A). Confronted with beauty in bodies, our 
soul initially opens up to it (#A) but next turns away and within to its 
own nature and contents (#C). The contrast is between soul and body, 
with stress put upon what the soul essentially is. Thus, there is little 
likelihood that hauti! in its three occurrences in lines 10-11 has to do 
technically with •self.• 

Shortly after, Plotinus speaks of the beauty to be found within soul. 
[D] What do you feel (he asks) about virtuous activities and dispositions
and the beauty of souls (11. 2-5)? In fact, -What do you feel when you
look at your own souls and the beauty within them? How are you
wildly exalted and stirred and long to be with yourselves by gathering
yourselves [ = your souls, what you really are} together away from your
bodies?" (ch. 5, ll. 5-8: Kat eavroi>s 8E l.oovres -ra e118o11 KaAoi>s ii
,raaxe-re; Kat 11'(1)S a11a'3oo<xei1Ea0e Kat QllaKL\IEta0e Kat eavrots
avvetvm. 1ro0etTe CT'UAAet6.µ.e110L ainoil,; a'lro -rwv <J(l)µ.a'i<,nr,). [F} You
feel, no doubt, what true lovers feel. But what is it which makes them
feel like this? Not shape or color or any size which are linked with
beauty in bodies but soul, which possess a moral, colorless order and all
the other light of the virtues. [G] This you feel when in yourselves [ =
your souls] or in someone else you see greatness of soul, righteous lire,
pure morality, courage, dignity, modesty, calmness, upon all of which the
godlike Intellect shines and all of which we love and call beautiful. Why
so? Because they are genuinely real beings (ta ontos onta) and, thereby,
are beautiful (ll. 8-20).

Comments. Chapter five gives information on a human soul's 
reaction to psychic beauties. It is enraptured and deeply moved ( #D) 
by seeing moral virtues (whether its own or someone else's), their high 
ontological status and consequent fairness (#G), the illumination 
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bestowed upon them by the Intellect (#G). Such a soul desires to 
withdraw from body and to be solely what it truly is: soul. Accordingly, 
an emphasis continues to be put upon contrasting soul with body and, 
thus, heautous and heautois in lines 5 and 7 need not refer to •se1r as 
such. 

In chapter seven Plotinus begins to depict how we are to attain the 
Good and Beautiful. [H] We must ascend to the Good, which every 
soul desires but which only those attain who go up to the higher world, 
are turned around and (I] •strip off what we put on in our descent ... 
until passing in the ascent all that is alien to God, one sees only with 
what he truly is That which is alone, simple, pure and from which all 
depends and to which all look and in which all are and live and think.• 
(ch. 7, II. 4-10: 'E4>eTOV µ.ev -yap ws a-ya0ov K<XL iJ ecf>ecn.s Trl)OS TOVTO, 
TEU�LS 6e airrov avaj3ai:vovm. Trp<)S TO QV<,.) K<XL E'ITWTpacf>etaL Kat 
ll'lfOO'UOµ.EVOLS a K<XTaj3aLVOVTES iJµ.q>Lfoµ.e0a ••• £<,.)S av ns ,rapek0wv 
Ell Tr\ civaJ3aaeL ,rav oaov Cl'.AAOTpLOV TO'U 0eov airrw µ.ovw airro µ.ovov 
t611 el.>.LKptves. aTrkovv, Ka0ap6v, &<I>' o-fi TraVTa �TJPT'T)T<XL Kat irpos 
airro l3keTrEL Kat ifan Kat t11 Kat voet'). 

But, more precisely, (J] what method can we devise (Plotinus asks 
in ch. 8) to see the inconceivable Beauty? His answer in brief from the 
end of the chapter: Give up all hope in material or mechanical means, 
disregard your physical vision. Then change to and make another way 
of seeing (ch. 8, 11. 24-27). [K] And what does this inner sight see? The 
soul must be trained to see, first of all, beautiful ways of life, then good 
and virtuous works and, next, the souls which produce them. (ch. 9, 
lines 1-6). [L] •How, then, can you see the sort of beauty a good soul 
has? Go back to your own and look. [M] If you do not see yours is 
beautiful, then just as someone making a beautiful statue cuts away here 
and polishes there ... , so you too must cut away excess and straighten 
the crooked and clear the dark and make it bright, and never stop 
'working on your statue' till the divine glory of virtue shines out on you 
... [NJ If you have become beautiful and sec it, and you are at home 
with your pure state, with nothing hindering you from becoming in this 
way one, with no inward mixture of anything else but wholly what you 
really are -- namely, nothing but pure light, not measured by 
dimensions, or bounded by shape into littleness, or expanded to size by 
unboundedness but everywhere unmeasured ... - [OJ when you see 
that you have become this, then you have become sight. You can trust 
what you are then; you have already ascended and need no one to show 
you. Concentrate your gaze and see ... the enormous Beauty- (II. 6-
25: Iliiis &v o-ov t8ol.s ljmxiJv &:ya0i]v otov To Ket.AA.OS exec; ava-ye eTrl. 
aavrov K<XL i:6£. KQV JJ,1')1TW O"<XVl'OV L8T)S K<XA.011, ota 'l'fOL,rTTJS 
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a-ya>..µ.aToS. o &t KaAov "fEllEU8aL, To µ.ev a<t>atPet. To ae air�eae. To 
8e Xetov, TO 8e Kalkxpov E'ITOLTjO"Ell, ifo>s e&t.tE KaAOV E1l'L 1"11 a-ya>..µ.a11. 
"ll'pocr(l)'ITOV, OVl'(I) Kal. ail ci4>aLpE1, OCJa "ll'Epl,1'1"0 Kal. U"ll'E'U0-ullE ooa 
CJKOAUX. oaa CJKOTE1.11ct Ka8ai.p(,>v ep-yato-u etvoo. >.aµ.irpa Kal. µ.11 iraw11 
TEKTCXLV<llll TO 0"011 li-ya).µ.a, £(1)'3 liv EKXaµ.t!JELE O"OI, 1"rlS <XPETrlS iJ 
0Eoo.8115 &-yxaw.. e(l)s ov t611s a(l)<!>pocrUVTJv ev a-y� �aa11 136:Dpq>. 
Et -ye-yovas TO'\J'TO Kal. d&s airro Kal. O'CX'UT� Kalkxpos O''UllE-yEVO'U 
o-u8ev E)((J)l/ EJ.L"ll'OOLOV 1rpos To ets ofrr(J) "fEVEa8aL o-u8e ai111 airrii> liilo 
n ewos µ.eµ.1:yµ.ivov E)((l)ll, all' o>.os airr043 cJ>ws ciA.1}91.11011 µ.611011, oi, 
µ.e-ye8a µ.Eµ.ETpµ.f]vov o-u8e axfiµ.an. els EAQTTWOW 1l'Epl,-ypa4,Ev ow· ai> 
els µ.i-ye9os &' a1ra.p(as a�1}0Ell, a.xx· aµ.iTP,,,-011 1ta11TaxoU, <i>s av

µ.e�o11 1ravr043 µ.iTpoo Kal. 1tawos Kpetaaov iroaov. et TO'\J'TO 
-yevoµ.evov aairro11 tBOl.s. otl,Ls lf\811 -ye116µ.evos Bapo-ipas irepl. aairrii> 
Kal. ewaiiBa ilf>TJ 1.iv�-rpc.ws µ.-rpc.en Tov &LKvuvros &110£1.s 
aTevi.aas t&. o{n-os -yap µ.ovos o ocf>Ba}.µ.os To µ.t-ya KiiUoS [.1>.e1rEL 

Comments. One finds in the final three chapters just paraphrased 
that Plotinus has returned to a methodology similar to that disclosed in 
the passages paraphrased above (#A-G), but with a difference. There 
the soul turned away from matter so as to see and be captivated by the 
beauty of its own moral virtues. Here, though, the Greek author is 
concerned with how the soul, disregarding whatever is lower, is 
eventually to ascend to the Good (#I and ch. 9, lines 37 sqq.) and the 
Beautiful (#K). 

His explanation is complex, though, inasmuch as he first gives 
general directions (#H-#1), which then become more specific (#J-#0). 
But in each case they consist in setting aside impediments so as to arrive 
at what the soul really is and, thereby, to be capable of attaining primal 
reality. 

His general advice is, then, to discard matter and whatever vices we 
have succumbed to in departing from the higher realms so that each of 
us, relying solely on what he truly is, might behold the divine Good in 
his solitude, simplicity and purity (#1). Here, rather obviously, the 
crucial words in line 9 (auu, mono) do not pertain to "selr as such but 
to a man's own reality as contrasted with the unreality of matter and 
vice and with the supreme reality of God. 

In its more exact formulation, though, his advice comes in several 
stages. Let one wishing to see Beauty (#J) refuse to be drawn towards 
external and bodily beauties, which are mere shadows and can ruin him 
(ch. 8, 11. 3-16, left unparaphrased above). Rather, let him journey back 
to his origin There not on foot or by carriage or boat (11. 16-24). No, 
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let him put hope in no material or mechanical means but close his 
physical eyes and activate his spiritual vision (#J), with which he should 
attend to the beauties of virtues and of the souls they perfect (#K). If

someone finds no beauty in his soul, let him work upon his soul (as a 
sculptor upon a statue) to replace the ugliness of vice with the beauty 
and divine refulgence of virtue (#M). This done, and no hindrances 
remaining to pureness and unity and no internal composition, he has 
become wholly what he really is: authentic and immeasurable light 
(#N) and vision itself (#C). Having thus achieved his own true reality, 
he has arrived too at Beauty itself: let him look and see ( #C). 

Here, again, the words in lines 7 (anage epi sauton), 8 (sauton) and 
15 sqq. of Chapter 9 occur when Plotinus contrasts what a man truly is 
with matter and evil (then he is soul) and with Beauty (then he is light 
and vision). In neither contrast may (at least: must) one replace them 
with •self" technically taken. 

O'Daly's exegesis puts the crucial lines into a different and (I 
think) misleading focus, as this quotation shows (Plotinus's Philosophy 
of Self, p. 83).56 

At I, 6 (1), 9 the self (autos, 18), is the •only veritable light," and "when 
you perceive that you have grown to this, you are now become very vision• 
(22). A transformation of the •everyday- self is in question: at chapter 
9, 7ff. it is said that man can work upon this transformation. Plotinus ... 
has subtly rewritten the image of the Phaedrus (252d), so that the •statue• 
(agalma) becomes the self . ... Thus at chapter 5 Plotinus can speak to the 
"lovers• (9) who "when you see that you yourselves are beautiful within 
... long to be one with your self,• 5 ff. Similarly, at ch. 9, 15 ff., "you 
have become this perfect work [i.e., the agalma], and have had vision of it 
and you are self-gathered in the purity of your being.• ... For Plotinus 
... it is in a heightening of self possession, of se/fconcentration, carried to 
its extreme, that vision occurs; if the self experiences unification (17), it is 
entirely as itself (18) (italics in the original). 

Before proceeding to other texts let me offer these brief tentative 
conclusions. In Enneads I, 6, Plotinus primarily is a metaphysician and, 
thus, is intent also and especially on two questions which underlie the 
explicit discussion of what beauty is - namely, •What is reality? What 
does it mean to be real?• and, concomitantly, •In what docs man's 
genuine reality consist?• The answer to this second question differs 
when man is compared to what is lower (then, he is soul) and to what 
is primal reality (then, he is light and vision). 
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Other 1reatises 

When that comparison to what is below man is made in subsequent 
treatises, the same reply is given. But when he is compared to primal 
reality, the reply changes somewhat inasmuch as Plotinus increasingly 
realized that reality is unity and, hence, man insofar as he is genuinely 
real must basically and ultimately be one. This radical state of unity and 
reality is disclosed when, having transcended not only evil and matter 
but even soul and intellect, he is united to the One seu the Good seu 
God. In that union, Plotinus states in VI, 9, (9), 11, 4 sqq., •there were 
not two, but the seer himself was one with the Seen (for It was not 
really seen but united to him) . ... He was one himself then, with no 
distinction in him either in relation to himself or anything else; for there 
was no movement in him, and he had no emotion, no desire for 
anything else when he had made the ascent, no reason or thought; his 
own self [ = what he was on a lower level: soul] was not there for him, 
if we should say even this• (ll. 4-12: 'E1ret Tolvuv 8iJo O'UK i\11, a>.X ev 
1)11 airros O loov 'll'j)O'S TO twpaµ.El/011, a>..>... 'flllWµ.El/011, 6s E-YEllETO OTE 
EKE(� tµ.(-yVUTo EL µ.eµ.vw'TO, EXOL av 1rap' eavrw EKELl/0'\J EU<OllCX. "Hv 
8E: Ell Kat airros &a4><>Pa11 Ell airrw oooeµ.(av 1rpos E.(X'\Yr()ll exwv OVTE 
K<XTQ li>..>..a' - oi, -yap TL EKLVEtTO 11'ap' airrw, oi, 0'UJJ,OS, O'UK' E1TL0'\Jµ.(a 
a>..>..o,, 1Taf)1111 airr<i, a�1JK6n. - a>..>..' ov8E: >..o-yas ooot n.s 1161}0"Ls 
oi,8' o>..ws airros. et 8et Kat Toirro >..t-yav). In fact, his contemplation 
of God was perhaps •not a contemplation but another kind of seeing, 
a being out of oneself [ = what one is as a distinct and lower existent], 
a simplifying, a self-surrender [a surrender of what one is as distinct, less 
real being], a pressing towards contact, a rest, a sustained thought 
directed to perfect conformity- (U. 22-25: To BE, taws 1111 oiJ 0foµ.a, 
a>..>..a li>..>..os Tpo1ToS TO-U L&tv, EK<TT<XOl.S Kat Q'ITAWD1.S Kat E1Ti:.6o01.s 
amo-u Kat Eq>em.s 1Tj)OS «<!>ii11 Kai. <TTO.Ol.S Kai. 'll'epLllO'rjO'LS 'ITp<>S 
t4>apµ,oyit11). Those lines apparently explicate the identity between man 
when fully real and primal Reality: man then is one with the One. 

The same explication continues in III, 8 (30), 9, 19 sqq., where 
Plotinus asks: •since knowledge of other things comes to us from 
intellect, ... by what sort of simple intuition could one grasp this which 
transcends the nature of intellect?59 We shall say ... that it is by the 
likeness in ourselves. For there is something of it in us too; or rather 
there is nowhere where it is not, in the things which can participate in 
it. For, wherever you are, it is from this that you have that which is 
everywhere present, by setting to it that which can have it• (II. 19-26: 
Kai. -yap a-o riJs -ylXl)crEws &a 110u -r�v li>..>..wv 'YL110JJ-Ell1JS Kat T<i, 1/<t' 
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vo-Ov 'Y','IIW(Jl(ELV 8vvaµ.evwv im'epl3ej3T)KQS Tovro 'M}V vov 4,i,m.v Ti111. av

a>.iaK.01,To bi.J3o>..i\ ci0poq; Ilpos ov 8et <rf\l.l.TJVCU., 01rws otov TE. Tio iiv 
iµtv 6µ.oi:ce 4,i)<roµ.ev. 'Ean -yap,,, Kal. 'll"ap' fiµ.tv avro-011 oU<. ecrnv, 
O'ITOV µ.'fl eanv, ots ean µ.ETE)(ELV avroi>. To -yap 'll"aVTaxov 
1rapaaTi}<ras o'll"ovo,:111 TO 8vvaµ.evwv EXELV exa.s EKet0Ev). The next 
chapter helps to explain that omnipresence of God. The One is the 
•power of all existents (dynamis ttJn panttJn ): if it did not exist:
neither would they (ch. 10, lines 1 sqq.). •Everywhere, then, we must
go back to one. And in each and every existent there is some one to
which you will trace it back, and this in every case to the one before it,
which is not simply one, until we come to the simply one; and this
cannot be traced back to something else. But if we take the one of the
plant ... and the one of the animal and the one of the soul and the one
of the universe, we are taking in each case what is most powerful and
really valuable in it; but if we take the one of the beings which truly arc,
their origin and spring and power, shall we lose faith and think of it [the
One) as nothing? [By no means]9 (11. 20-28: lu.o Kat it ava-yw'Y'fl
'ITaVTaxov eel>' EV. Kat eqi E.KaaTOV µ.EV,,, EV, Els o avettELS. KQL TOOE
To 1r&v Els Ev To 1rpo avrov, ovx 61r>.ws b, ews ns e1rt ,-o a1r>.ii>s Ev
e>.&o TOVTO 8E. O'Ul<.ETI. E'IT' a>..>.o. 'AU' El µ.ev TO T01' cl>V1'01' EV-TOUTO
8e Kal. Tl &pxil Tl µ.EVO'OO"Q -Kat TO toov Ell Ka1. TO t!Jvxi\s Ell Kat TO 
TOV 'll"O.VTQS EV >..aµ.13«1101,, >.a.µ.13aVEL EKaaTa.vo-u TO 8uvaTfuTa.Tov Ka.1. 
TO TLµ.LOV. El 6E TO TWV KttT' a>..i]OELOV 01/T(l)l/ EV, 'M}ll &pxiiv Ka.1. 'IMfY'flll 
Kat &uvaµ.Lv, >.aµ.1361/0I., am.aTi}<roµ.ev Kat To µ.,]6ev im'ovoi}<roµ.ev). 
The fact that man, as well as existents on every level, is somehow one 
with the One is so clearly suggested in those lines as to need no 
comment. 

The same suggestion emerges in a still later treatise, VI, 7 (38): 
•Toe soul must not keep by it good or evil or anything else, that it may
alone receive Him, the Only One .... [When] His presence becomes 
manifest [to the soul], when it turns away from the things present to it 
and prepares itself, making itself as beautiful as possible, and comes to 
likeness with Him, ... then it sees Him suddenly appearing in itself (for 
there is nothing between, nor are they still two, but both are one; while 
He is present, you could not distinguish them)9 (ch. 34, 11. 6-18; the 
Greek for 11. 12-14: l.8owa 6E ev aini\ eta(cl>VTJS cl>aVEvra - µ.eTa�i, 
-y&.p ov6Ev ou6' ETL 800, a>.>..' Ell i'iµ.4>w. O'U -y&.p av &aKp(vaLs ETL, EWS 
1rapEan). Then in chapter 36: after purifying and adorning the soul 
with virtues, after gaining a foothold in the world of Intellect and 
settling firmly there, after contemplating what he really is and everything 
else, a man then •is near: the Good is next above him, close to him 
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already shining over the whole intelligible world.• Now •letting all 
study go, ... he raises his thought to that in which he is, but is carried 
out of it by the very surge of the wave of Intellect and, lifted high by its 
swell, suddenly sees without knowing how; the Sight fills his eyes with 
Light but does not make him see something else by it, but the Light is 
That Which he sees. There is not in It one thing which is seen and 
another which is Its Light • (IL 8-22; the Greek for 11. 19-20: aAX iJ 0fo 
'll'A'll(TQO"Q ti><i>TOS Ta oµ.µ.aTa oil&: aiiTou 'll'E'll'oi:'Tp{EV lillo 6pav, a>..>..' 
aiiTo TO <l>ws TO opaµ.a -?iv). 

With this affirmation that the One is light, we have come full 
circle. In I, 6, 9, man is light upon achieving God. VI, 7, 36 asserts that 
God is light. Therefore, man is God - or, at least, becomes God during 
that state of mystical unification. 

Our interpretation of the previous three passages intimates that 
Plotinus's metaphysics has become increasingly monistic.liO This, I 
grant, is a thorny question, which, however, needs to be touched upon 
in any discussion of •self.• But, at least, this seems comparatively 
certain: his discussion of man's relationship to primal and other reality 
is primarily metaphysical (i.e., knowledge of the real as real):61 how 
man actually exists; what he is on the physical, psychic, noetic and 
mystical levels of reality; to what extent he is real there. Yes, Plotinus's 
discussion is primarily metaphysical, even though he often describes man 
in terms of his operations -physical, psychic, noetic, mystical. But even 
then Plotinus is intent on the data they give on man's ontological and 
henological status of reality - re what he actually is as he exists on 
those four levels, re the degree to which he attains or loses the reality 
uniquely his of being one with the One. 

But if Plotinus's discussion of man's relationship to primal and 
lower reality is primarily metaphysical, this is another reason to rethink 
whether autos and so on do mean •self.• This latter notion, when it 
came to prominence in modern times, appears to have arisen often 
within discussions of a psychological (both philosophical and empirical) 
nature. If Plotinus's investigations of man are metaphysical in essence, 
finding •self" there may put them out of focus. 

Suggested Methodology 

Let me terminate with a suggested methodology for reading 
Plotinus's Enneads.62 First, when reading his Greek do not translate 
autos or hauton or hlmeis or ekeino as self but in some such fashion as 
"what someone really is," "what we really are," "what man is 
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essentially• and so on (as illustrated earlier re I, 6, 1 sqq.) Second, try 
to understand Plotinus on his own (what he had in mind when writing 
such and such a passage). Third, reflect anew to see if the application 
to Plotinus of some or other modern notion of •self" may be 
helpful.63 That reflection should cover these points: (a) Docs the 
application of such a conception of •self" to Plotinus's Weltanschauung 
help in understanding him better, more richly, more authentically? 
(b) Does it reveal him perhaps to have anticipated contemporary
theories on •self"? (c) Does it help us understand what the notion of
•self" itself entails, whether in some modern and contemporary author
or in our own philosophical position? In following this threefold
methodology we have certainly lost nothing since we do take into
account •self: ego, person with respect to Plotinus. But his own texts
control the contemporary notions rather than the other way round.

NOTES 
1. Its title is •Concerning the Origin of His Body,• where the last word refers

not so much to Mani's physical body as to his Church (after the manner in
which St. Paul calls the Christian Church the "Mystical Body of Christ").
See Ludwig Koenen, "Augustine and Manichaeism in Light of the Cologne
Mani Codex,• Illinois Classical Studies (hereafter /CS) 3 (1978): 164-66.
On the Coptic Manichaean Codex, which was probably part of the same
work as the CMC and was a history of the Manichaeans from the death of
Mani up to c. 300 AD., see ibid., pp. 164-165 and n. 37.

Although biographical in content and even autobiographical in 
appearance, the CMC is formally an anthology. It consists of excerpts from 
Mani's own works and from the writings of Mani's immediate disciples 
(Baraies is one whose name will show up in our translations/paraphrases 
below), which an unknown editor collected and arranged in a roughly 
chronological sequence and according to five thematic units (Mani's 
childhood, his first revelation, his break with the baptists, his second 
revelation and separation from the baptists, his first missionary activities). 
See Albert Henrichs, "Literary Criticism of the Cologne Mani Codex" 
(hereafter "Literary Criticism"), in B. Layton, ed., The Rediscovery of 
Gnosticism (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1981), II, pp. 724-733. On the CMC as 
•neither genuinely biographical nor always historical, but theological and,
more specifically, ecclesiastical," see idem, "Mani and the Babylonian
Baptists: Historical Confrontation,• Harvard Studies in Classical Philology
(hereafter HSCP) 77 (1973): 41.

2. The original compilation was "very likely .. . made soon after Mani's death
in 276 from sources written [in an Eastern Aramaic dialect] during his
lifetime" - A Henrichs, "The Cologne Mani Codex," HSCP 83 (1979):
352; also see idem, HSCP 77 (1973): 35-36.
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3. When acquired by the University of Cologne, the CMC consisted of some
badly damaged lumps of parchment - see photographs at the end of •Ein
Griechischer Mani-Codex" by A. HenrichS and L Koenen in Zeilschrift fur
Papyrologie und Epigraphik (hereafter ZPE) 5 (1970): 96-216; A. Henrichs,
HSCP 83 (1979): 342-352.

4. Still to appear is the commentary on pp. 121-192 of the Codex, as well as
Indices and "Tafelband• - see ZPE 48 (1982): 1. These will soon be
forthcoming.

5. The Cologne Mani Codex, "Texts and Translations,• no. 15, of •Early
Christian Literature Serles: no. 3 (Miswula, Montana: Scholars Press,
1979). Although only a partial translation (with accompanying Greek text),
still it does translate the pages which are most important philosophically and
religiously. The pages of the Codex which Cameron and Dewey have not
yet translated are pp. 99-116, which HenrichS describes as less metaphysical
and more pragmalic, and pp. 116-192, which arc •more monotonous, less
informative, and more concerned with legendary material than any other
part of the codex" (see "Literary Criticism,• pp. 730 and 731).

6. For other high evaluations of the CMC see A. Henrichs, "Literary
Criticism,* p. 724: "Anyone who wishes to find out about the historical
origins of Manichaeism, about Mani's view of himself or about the central
role of books, and of Mani's own words, in the propagation of his religion"
will want to peruse the CMC. In summary, "the CMC is a rich repertory
of Manichaean history, beliefs, and literary skill . . . .  As a religious anthology 
of multiple authorship it has no parallel outside Manichacan literature• 
(ibid., pp. 732-733). Also see K. Rudolph, •me Bedeutung des K�lner 
Mani-Codex,• in Melanges d'histoire des religions offert a fl.-Ch. Puech 
(Paris: Presses Universitaires de France, 1974), pp. 471 sqq; for a digest of 
contents of CMC, see A. Henrichs, HSCP 83 (1979): 340-342. 

7. John Baggarly, SJ., in 1977 was teaching in the Department of Theology at
Loyola and now is librarian at the Pontificio lstituto Orientale in Rome; he
has been working on a critical edition of the Greek text of the Byzantine
author, Athanasius of Sinai.

8. Plotinus (205-270) was slightly older than Mani (216-274). On the latter's
dates see G. Haloun and W.B. Henning, "The Compendium of the
Doctrines and Styles of the Teaching of Mani, The Buddha of Light"
(hereafter •Compendium"), Asia Minor 3 (1953): 197-201; Mary Boyce,
A Reader in Manichaean Middle Persian and Parthian [hereafter: A Reader]
(Teheran-Liege: Bibliotheque Pahlavi, 1975), pp. 1-3.

9. Mani mentions "Twin" in treatises other than the CMC, but less frequently
and with little information. See G. Henrichs and L. Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970):
161. Besides the CMC there are seven other canonical writin�. See G.
Halhoun and W.B. Henning, •compendium," pp. 204-211; Mary Boyce,
A Reader, pp. 12-13.
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10. References are given to the CMC according to the following rubric: the
first number indicates the page of the Greek text, the second number the
initial line of the passage translated or paraphrased. I have inserted capital
letters in brackets to render subsequent referrals more easily.

11. The Father of Greatness, who is the supreme God and is opposed to the
Prince of Darkness, is the ultimate source of Mani's mission and leadership.
But God works through intermediaries, such as the Messenger, Jesus the
Splendor, etc. For a helpful diagram, which is based on the Kephalaia but
which also represents many of the emanations mentioned in the CMC, see
A Henrichs and L Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970): 183 (below). For a more
detailed presentation of the Manichaean hierarchy, see M. Boyce,A Reader,
pp. 8-10.

(I) YATER DER GROSSE

I 
I 

1. Gros.scr 2. Geliebtcr 3. (II) GESANDTER
Geist der Lichter I 

1. Sllule der
Hcrrlichkcit

I 

2. (III) JESUS DER GLANZ

I 
I 
I 

3. Lichtjungfrau

1. (IV) LICHT-NUS 2. Grosser Richter 3. Knabe

I 
I 

1. Apostel 2. Zwilling 3. (V) LICHTGESTALT
des Lichts I 

I 

1. Engel 2. Engel 3. Engel

One must keep in mind that Mani's position is, philosophically, a 
monism of light and that anything on any level is real to the extent that it 
is light and, thereby, is one with all else. Hence, Mani's attributing his call 
to (say) Jesus the Splendor in some passages is not to deny its coming also 
from the Father of Greatnes.5, with whom Jesus is one. Henri-Charles 
Puech stresses that God and souls are consubstantial and that human souls 
are parts of the World Soul, which also is God's soul (this consubstantiality 
corresponds to what I call •monism"). See Le Manicheisme. Son 
Fonda1eur. Sa Doctrine (Paris: Civilisations du Sud, 1949), p. 71 and n. 275 
(pp. 154-55): •11 y a  consubstantialitt entre Dieu et Jes ames; les ames ne 
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sont que des fragments de la substance divine. Ce qui revient A dire que 
c'est une partie de Dieu qui est ici-bas dechue, liee au corps et A la Maticre, 
metee au Mal ..•. Dans le manicheisme, les ames humaines sont .•. des 
parties ou des parcelles de l'Ame universelle (c'est�-dire de rame meme de 
Dieu) englouties dans les Tencbres ii la suite de la defaite de l'Homme 
Primordial et avec !'Homme Primordial lui-meme. Celui-ci est rame .. . , 
le 'moi' de Dieu .•• une 'projection' ou une emanation' de la substance 
divine . .•. A noter que le 'consubstantiel' manicheen a joue son rOle dans 
les debats trinitaires suscites par l'arianisme. . • • Mais le mot 
[consubstantiel} indique plutOt l'identite de forme que l'identite de 
substance.• 

On Albert the Great and Bonaventure as two medieval theologians 
whose positions tend to be monistic because reality is light, see L Sweeney, 
SJ., "Are Plotinus and Albertus Magnus Neo-platonists?• in Graceful 
Reason: Essays in Ancient and Medieval Philosophy Presented to Joseph 
Owens, ed. Lloyd Gerson (Toronto: Pontifical Institute of Mediaeval 
Studies, 1983), pp. 195-202; idem, "Christian Philowphy in Augustine and 
Bonaventure," chapter in Essays Honoring Allan Wolter, ed. Girard J. 
Etzkorn (St. Bonaventure, N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 1984), pp. 271-
308. 

12. •Paraclete• is the word used in John's Gospel, 14.16, and 16.17, to refer
to the Holy Spirit and is here applied to Mani. On this application, see L
Koenen, JCS 3 (1978) : 170-174, quoted and discussed below in the
paragraphs corresponding 10 nn. 25-27.

13. Baraics is •a Manichaean apologist of the first generation after Mani" -
L Koenen, ibid., p. 165; A Henrichs, HSCP 83 (1979): 354. Also see
above, n. 1.

14. In order to avoid the questionable use of •self,• my translation differs
from cameron-Dewey's (" .. . greatest mirror-image of [my sell]" - see
The Cologne Mani Codex, p. 19), and Henrichs-Koenen(" .. . machtvolle
Spiegelbild [meiner Gestalt}" - see ZPE 19 [1975] : 19).

15. Also see 21.10 on how Mani "was begotten into this fleshy body, by what
woman I was delivered and born according to the flesh, and by whose
(passion} I was engendered." The pessimistic view of body here and in
2210, must be juxtaposed to earlier statements that the body is designed as
•the holy place for the glory of the mind (nous), as the most holy shrine for
the revelation of its wisdom• (15.8). This juxtaposition discloses the
paradox in Mani's thought: the body is evil and yet good, it is enslaving but
salvific.

16. The fact that Mani's soul is a portion of the World Soul is not surprising in
light of his monistic tendency - see above, n. 11 (third paragraph and the
quotation from H.-Ch. Puech). On the formation of the physical universe,
see 65.12: the Father •disclosed to me how I was before the foundation
of the world, and how the groundwork of all the works, both good and evil,
was laid, and how everything of [this] aggregation was engendered
[according to its) present boundaries and [times].• On Mani's cosmogony
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and cosmology see J. Ries, •Manichaeism," New Catholic Encyclopedia, 
IX, 156D-157C; H.-Ch. Puech, Le Manichtisme, pp. 74-85; Hans Jonas, 
Gnostic Religion (publishing data given below), Ch. 9. 

17. For Henrichs-Koenen's translation of the last two sentences, see ZPE 19
(1975): 27: "lch babe ihn erkannt und ich babe verstanden, dass ich jener
bin, von dem ich getrennt wurde. Ich babe bezeugt, dass ich selbst jener
bin und dass ich daher unerschUtterlich bin.• This corrects their earlier
translation in ZPE 5 (1970): 68. On the monism which the two sentences
suggest, see above nn. 11 and 16. Also see the sentences from 'The Hymn
of the Pearl,• quoted below in the paragraph corresponding to n. 28.

18. See, for instance, such texts as these: the Twin, all-glorious and all-blesse
d, disclosed to Mani exceedingly great mysteries (26.8), which are hidden to
the world and which are not permitted for anyone to see or hear (43.4).
The Twin is a good counselor (32.14), an ally and protector at all times
(33.4), •my unfailing Twin," the •entire fruit of immortality," that Mani
might be redeemed and ransomed from the Elchasaite error (69.15). Also,
101.13: •mein allerseligster Syzygos - mein Herr und Helfer•; 104.11:
•der Allerherrlichste•; 105.17: the beauty of •meines allerseligsten
Syzygos, jenes Allerherrlichsten und Erhabensten.•

19. This contrast between strength and submission is deliberately paradoxical:
to receive the divine messages Mani must be intellectually robust. But
thereby he shows himself to be a religious leader worthy of credence: his
salvific message is divine since it comes from above, but it coexists with
Mani's personal strength.

20. This baptist sect, founded by Elchasai in the early second century AD., had
a predominantly Jewish-Christian, rather than Gn08tic, basis. When Mani's
father joined the sect, Mani was four years old and hence grew up in it. See
A Henrichs, HSCP 77 (1973): 44-45; L Koenen, /CS 3 (1978): 1�7-190;
Henrichs and Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970): 141-160; A Henrichs, HSCP 83
(1979): 360-367.

21. On the identity between Mani and the Twin see also the excerpt from the
•Hymn of the Pearl" quoted below in Hans Jonas's translation and in n.
28.

22. For example, see ZPE 19 (1975): 76.
23. The conception of Mani as a split personality comes to Henrichs from G.

Haloun and W.B. Henning, "Compendium," p. 208: because of the Twin
of Light •Mani possessed a split mind; he realized his condition and
invented this striking term for his second personality: the Twin.• See
Henrichs and Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970): 182, n. 215: after quoting Henning
they then add: "Wir babe zu zeigen versucht, in welchem Sinne man
tatsachlich von einem 'split mind' Manis sprechen kann: Seine irdische
Seele ist ein Teil seines transzendentalen ichs und gleichsam von diesem
abgespalten. In der Inspiration vereinigen sich die beiden Teile seines
Ichs." Also see below n. 27.
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24. Information on the hysterical neurosis of a dissociative kind, which Drs.
Cornelia Wilbur, Malcolm Graham, William Rothstein, Frank Putnam and
other contemporary psychologists call •multiple personalities,• can easily
be found in daily newspapers -see Chicago Tribune for February 5, 1979
(re "Sybil," a young woman with sixteen personalities, and "William," a
twenty-two-year old man with ten); Oct. 4, 1982 (re •Eric"); April 18, 1983
(re •Natasha"). For more technical treatments see Diagnostic and
Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (3rd edition; American Psychiatric
Association) and relevant articles in the journal, Archives of General
Psychiatry.

25. Also see L. Koenen, "From Baptism to the Gnosis of Manichaeism,"
Rediscovery of Gnosticism, II, pp. 741-743 and 750.

26. •Intellect" or nous in Koenen expresses what Henrichs calls •soul" in
HSCP 77 (1973): 24 (quoted above).

27. The accuracy of one's inference that the Twin is such a projection is
guaranteed by Henrichs and Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970): 182:

"Die Aufgaben, die in dem gnostischen Perlenlied auf Kleid, Bruder,
Genthrte und Brief verteilt sind, ilbernimmt bei Mani der Gefahrte oder
Zwilling. Gefl!hrte und brief des Perlenliedes erm0glichen es der Seele, ihre
Scndung in dieser Welt zu crfilllen; das Gleiche tut Manis Gefahrte. Das
Kleid aber ist das himmlische Urbild der Seele, das mit ihr identisch ist und
in dem die Seele sich selbst erkennt; genauso ist Manis Zwilling das geistigc,
vom Korper freie lch Manis, das in eine konkrete Gestalt projiziert ist. Die
vier transzendcntalen Projcktioncn der Seele des Perlenlicdes sind bei Mani
in der eincn Gestalt des Gefahrten zusammengefasst. Der Gefahrte ist van
aussen hcrantretcnder Schiltzer und Mahncr, und er ist doch zugleich mit
Manis innerem Selbst identisch.

•soeben wurde der Begriff der Projektion benutzt, um Manis
Verhllltnis zu seincm Genlhrten vcrstandlich zu machcn. Uns ist aus der
Psychologie bekannt, dass der Mensch dazu neigt, sein eigenes Scelenleben
nach aussen in andere Personen und Personengruppen zu projizieren und
dann sich selbst im anderen zu betrachten. Manis Denkweise war
umgekehrt und Jasst sich ehcr so umschreiben: Seine Lichtseele brachte aus
sich die Seele hervor, die in den K0rper hinabging, um ihr ErlOsungswcrk
zu vollenden; so kanntc sie in ihrem Ursprungswesen im Lichtreich bleiben
und als geistige Wesenheit zuglcich der in den Leib gefesselten Secle Manis
jederzeit nahe sein. Dieses Dber-lch hatte keine Gemeinschaft mit dem
Leib und trieb daher das im Leib gefangene lch zu seiner Aufgabe an und
beschiltzte es var den Gafahren der Welt."

On "The Hymn of the Pearl," which Henrichs and Koenen mention
in the initial sentence of the quotation, see my immediately subsequent note.

Concerning the influence which psychology and, especially, Jungian
psychology wield on the exegesis of Gnostic and Manichaean texts see Gilles
Quispe!, "Gnosis and Psychology," in Rediscovery of Gnosticism, ed. B.
Layton (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1980), I, pp. 17-31 - pages 22 and 23 are
specially noteworthy: •Toe discovery of the Self is the core of both

I 
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Gnosticism and Manicheism. Even before Nag Hammadi this psychological 
approach was already a nec�ry supplement to the purely historical or 
unilaterally existentialistic interpretation of Gnosis which prevailed in other 
quarters. There is no question that psychology in general is of great help, 
an auxiliary science, for history in general, which otherwise tends to become 
arid and pedantic. And more specifically the Jungian approach lo 
Gnosticism, once decried as a soul-shaking spectacle concocted by decadent 

psychologists and vain students of Judaic mysticism, turned out to be 
adequate when the Gospel of Truth was discovered. For then it became 
clear lo everybody that Gnosis is an experience, inspired by vivid and 
profound emotions, that in short Gnosis is the mythic expression of Self 
experience ... 

•so Jungian psychology has already had a considerable impact on 
Gnostic research. The term Self is used by practically everyone; the insight 

that Gnosis in the last analysis expresses the union of the conscious Ego and 
the unconscious Self is commonly accepted; nobody, not even the fiercest 
existentialist, can deny that Jung is helpful in discerning the real meaning of 
myth." 

Also see Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer, "The Intellect in Plotinus and the 
Archetypes of C.G. Jung," in Kephalaion: Studies in Greek Philosophy and 
Its Continuation Offered to Professor C.J. de Vogel, ed. J. Mansfcld and L.M. 
de Rijk (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1975), pp. 214-222; G. Quispe!, •Hesse, 
Jung und die Gnosis," Gnostic Studies, II, 241-258. 

28. What modern translators call "The Hymn of the Pearl" is entitled •song 
of the Apostle Judas Thomas in the Land of the Indians" in its original
source, the apocryphal Acts of the Apostle Thomas. Extant in both Syriac 
and Greek versions, the "Hymn" is a poetic composition "which clothes
the central part of the Iranian doctrine [of gnosis) in a garment of a fable"
- sec Hans Jonas, Gnostic Religion, p. 112. For another English translation 
sec Robert M. Grant, Gnosticism: A Source Book of Heretical Writings
from The Early Christian Period (New York: Harper, 1%1), pp. 116 sqq. 
(the poem "reflects late Valentinian doctrine, perhaps that of Bardaisan -
AD. 154-222"); for a German translation see Raimund Kobcrl, "Das
Perlenlied," Orienta/ia 38 (1%9): 447-456- his translation from the Syriac
version (as is Jonas's) of the last sentence of the lines excerpted from the
poem is: •Doch plOtzlich, als ich ihm bcgegncte, glich mir das Kleid wic 
mein Spicgelbild. lch sah und erkanntc es ganz in mir ganzen, und auch ich 
bcgegnctc mir ganz in ihm. Wir waren zwei in der Trennung and wiederum 
eins durch dieselbe Gestalt" (p. 454).

29. Pertinent information on proper names within Jonas's paragraphs is as 
follows. Avesta: the canon of Zoroastrian writings as redacted in the 
Sassanian period. C. Bartholomae: the author ofAltiranisches Worterbuch
(Strassburg, 1904), which is the standard lexicon for Avestan and Old
Persian. The fragments found at Turfan in Eastern Turkisllln have been
most recently edited by W.B. Henning, Nachricht. GiJtt. Ges. WISS.
( GOttingcn, 1933), pp. 217 sqq.; for an English translation (from the text
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edited in 1904 by F.W. MUiier) with commentary see AV. Williams 
Jackson, Researches in Manichaeism With Special Reference to the Turfan 
FragmenJs (New York: Columbia University Pr�, 1932). On the 
Mandaeans, a southern Babylonian baptist sect, see H.-Ch. Puech, Le

Manicheisme, pp. 40-44 and n. 147 (pp. 123-125); H. Jonas, Gnostic 
Religion, ch. 3, which ends with a glossary of Mandaean terms (pp. 97-99); 
Henrichs and Koenen, ZPE 5 (1970): 133-140; A Henrichs, HSCP 83 
(1979): 367. On "the Chinese Manichaean translation by Pelliot,• see G. 
Haloun and W.B. Henning, "Compendium,- pp. 184-185; Williams 
Jackson, Researches in Manichaeism, "Bibliography,• p. :xxxvi. 

30. Also see Dictionary of Behavioral Sciences, ed. B.B. Wolman (New York:
Van Nostrand Reinhold, 1973), p. 342, which gives one-half column and
seven definitions to "self." As examples of "self" taken I� technically
see Virginia Wolfe, To the Lighthouse (New York: Harcourt Brace and
World, Inc., 1927), p. 95: "She could be herself, by herself. And that was
what now she often felt the need of - to think; well, not even to think. To 
be silent, to be alone. All the being and the doing, expansive, glittering,
vocal, evaporated; and one shrunk, with a sense of solemnity, to being
oneself, a wedge-shaped core of darkness, something invisible to others•
(emphasis added). Also, Patrick Hart, "The Contemplative Vision of
Thomas Merton," Notes et Documents de /'Institute International Jacques
Maritain 19 (Avril-Juin, 1982), who quotes and interprets Merton's
unpublished manuscript, "The Inner Experience•: "Merton laid down a
few basic notes on contemplation, which bear quoting: 'the first thing that
you have to do before you start thinking about such a thing as 
contemplation is to try to recover a coordinated and simple whole, and learn
to live as a unified human person. This means that you have to bring back
together the fragments of your distracted existence so that when you say
•1• there is really something present to support the pronoun you have
uttered.' Therefore, we must know who we are, from whom we originated,
and where we are going. In Merton's words: 'Before we can realize who
we really are, we must become conscious of the fact that the person we
think we are, here and now, is at best an imposter and a stranger.' The
false self, or the empirical ego, as Merton refers to it, is illusory, really a
mask for our true identity, our true self, which is the deepest in which we
stand naked before God's love and mercy" (p. 6).

31. On individuation, individuality, supposit and subject, see Leo Sweeney, SJ.,
"Actual Existence and the Individual," in Authentic Metaphysics in an Age
of Unreality (New York/Bern: Peter Lang, 1988), pp. 172-186 and 189-190;
idem, "Existentialism Authentic and Unauthentic,• New Scho/asticism 40 
(1966): 44-52.

32. The two nouns are interchangeable. Also see above, n. 26.
33. That single chapter is a commentary on Plato, Timaeus, 34c-35A

The numbers in brackets here and in Texts B and C are added to 
make references easier in my "Comments.• 
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34. "That part of it" which remains There is its intellect, as will be clear from
Texts B and C and passim.

35. That body is not identical with matter solely, see HJ. Blumenthal, Plotinus's
Psychology: His Doctrines of the Embodied Soul (The Hague: Martinus
Nijhoff, 1971), p. 9: •we have already found it necessary to define soul in
a special way. Coming to body we find that it is already a complex entity
(N.7.1.8-10), as are even simple bodies in so far as they consist of both
matter and form (ibid., 16f; cf. V.9.3.16-20): only pure matter is completely
devoid of any of the form which all sensible substances have (Il.4.5.3f).
Such form comes from the lower powers of the world soul sometimes called
physis (nature). So when we ask how soul is in the body we must
remember that that body already has soul in a certain way (cf.
Vl.4.15.Bff)."

36. Provided, of course, that a soul-in-body allows the Intellect to do so by a
soul's using its intellect to turn away from matter, to contemplate, etc.

37. Enneads VI, 4 and 5, are also commentaries on Pann., 142B sqq. See E.
Brthier, •Notice,• in Plotin: Enneades (Paris: •Les Belles Lettres,"
1954), VI, i, pp. 160 and 165-167.

38. See ibid., pp. 161-163.
39. Obviously, ekeino in line 17 refers to the Soul, on which attention had

centered in the opening portion of the chapter. See E. Bn!hier, ibid., p.
194: •cette ame-lA"; V. Cilento, Plotino Enneadi (Bari: Lateri.a, 1949),
III, i, p. 265: •quell'Essere.•

In Plotinus (London: Allen and Unwin, 1953), p. 125, AH.
Armstrong's translation is "that higher self," which is (in ir.y view)
questionable. Also see idem, •Form, Individual and Person in Plotinus,•
Dionysius 1 (1977): 51; Plato S. Mamo, "The Notion of the Self in the
Writings of Plotinus• (Ph.D. Dissertation; University of Toronto, 1966), p.
161: "that infinite spiritual life•; GJ.P. O'Daly, Plotinus's Philosophy of 
the Self (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1973), p. 25: "'the higher
primal,'" within which we existed in the transcendent and thus •our 'real
self is located in a transcendent phase, prior to 'our' existence here on
earth."

40. In this lower man body •acquires a trace of soul, not a piece of soul but a
kind of warming or enlightenment coming from it" (VI, 4, 15, 14-16;
Armstrong translation, Plotinus, p. 126). The coming (and, thus, prestnce)
of the higher man to the lower •docs not mean that the soul departs from
itself and comes to this world but that the bodily nature comes to be in soul
and participates in it . . .  by giving body something of itself, not by coming
to belong to it; and 'departure' [and absence] means that body has no share
in it• (VI, 4, 16, 7-17; Armstrong translation, Plotinus, pp. 134-135).

41. Departure from Soul is described in VI, 4, 14, 11-12, as a •springing
(arxamenas) from unity and yet remaining in that from which they sprang;
or rather they never did spring from it but were always in this state•
(Armstrong translation, Plotinus, p. 123).
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42. An "individual• in Plotinus's texts commonly signifies that which is
somehow other than or different from something else. That otherness can
consist, as here, in a soul's distinguishability or divisibility from other souls
and Soul while yet remaining within Soul and associated with its psychic
companions There. A further otherness and, hence, individuality arises
when a soul "departs from• Soul and is enmeshed in a body (see above,
nn. 40 and 41). It is of this second individuality that VI, 5 (23), 12, 16 sqq.,
speaks (both re how one acquires it and how one frees himself from it):
"[In ascending back to Intellect] you have come to the All and not stayed
in a part of it, and have not said even about yourself, 'I am just so much.'
By rejecting the 'so much' you have become all -yet you were all before.
But because something else other than the All added itself to you, you
became less by the addition, for the addition did not come from real being
(you cannot add anything to that) but from that which is not. When you
have become an individual by the addition of non-being, you are not all till
you reject the non-being. You will increase yourself then by rejecting the
rest, and by that rejection the All is with you!

'1i O'!\. 11«11'1" I, 1!pO(J'qA8£s Ka I, ow: £ IJ.EW«S £11 µ.EpEI. a vrotl ooo· El 11as OOOE
o"v "Toaoti-ros Etiu-• a4>El.s & To "Toaoti-ros• -yi.-yovas 'll'as. Ka,T01, Kai.
'll'poTEpOII i\a!la 'll'«S a)X Ii'!\. Kal. liUo '!\. 'll'poa'i\11 a01, µETC! TO "'lriis. • EAflTT{j)I/
l-,t110v 'l"'i'l 'll'poa{ti-iK1J ov -yap £K Toti 11a11T05 i\11 'TJ 1!p0(10i}K1J -o-u6E11-yap £KELII<;>
'll'poo-8-iiaas -aUa Toti µ.ii Oll'l"OS- fEIIOIJ,EIIOS & '!\.S Kal. £K Toti 1-'-ii Oll'l"OS la-rl.11
O'V 'll'«S, a>.>.' OTav TO µ.ii OIi acj>'q. Ai:ita.s Toi.I/VII aEaVTOII a4>El.s TCI liUa Kai.
11ixpEa'!\. a01, To 11&11 acj,£v-n..

By liberating oneself from matter, then, one regains his place within
Soul and, eventually, within Intellect, where nonetheless he retains his first
sort of individuality- his distinguishability or divisibility from Intellect, Soul
and other souls. Even this individuality is set aside when a soul ascends
beyond Soul and Intellect to become one with the One and thereby achieves
well-being (eudaimonia) above being. See VI, 9 (9), 11, 4 sqq., discussed
below.

On problems which VI, 4 and 5, raise re "individual• (especially re

the Idea of Individual), see HJ. Blumenthal, Plotinus's Psychology, pp. 123
sqq.

43. Blumenthal states (Plotinus's Psyclwlogy, p. 110), "we" are •a focus of
conscious activity that can shirt as such activity shifts.- He quotes with
approval E.R. Dodds's view: •soul is a continuum extending from the
summit of the individual psycl1t, whose activity is perpetual intellcclion,
through the normal empirical self right down to the eidtJlon, the faint
psychic trace in the organism; but the ego is a fluctuating spotlight of
oonsciousnes.s• (ibid., n. 25; see references there also to J. Trouillard, P.
Hadot and W. Himmerich).

The value of conferring such mobility on "we" is that it allows one
to understand how Plotinus can variously state that the "we" is multiple,
that it is twofold, that it is found only at the level of reason, that it is found
at the level of nous (see Blumenthal, ibid., pp. 110-111, for references to the
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Enneads). One must conclude, then, that •'we' is not bound to any 
particular level or to a restricted range,• even though it is usually to be 
found at the level of reason, which is •directed both towards the processing 
of sense-data, for which it may use the knowledge that it derives from 
above, and to the consideration of such knowledge in itself. It may thus be 
regarded as the meeting place of the sensible and intelligible worlds. And 
this is where we would expect to find Plotinus's man, a being who must live 
in this world but whose thoughts and aspirations are directed beyond it" 
(ibid., p. 111 ). 

44. For Mani the hierarchy of reality above Light-Intellect consists (in ascending
order) of Jesus the Splendor, the Envoy, the Father of Greatness. In
Plotinus's hierarchy the One-Good and Intellect precede Soul.

45. Mani's acceptance of Buddha, Zoroaster and Jesus as prior prophets, as
well as his own role as the ultimate prophet and savior, would be abhorrent
to Plotinus, for whom each man can save himself and needs no divine
intervention since each has an intellect which always remains above and
need only be actuated in order that he attain salvation. On Mani's
conception of Jesus see M. Boyce, ibid., p. 10; F.C. Burkitt, The Religion of 
the Manichees (Cambridge: University Press, 192.'i), pp. 37-43.

On Plotinus vs. Christianity, see Enneads, Ill, 2 (47), 9, 10-12: "It 
is not lawful for those who have become wicked to demand others to be 
their saviours and to sacrifice themselves in answer to their prayers" - for 
A.H. Armstrong •this looks as if it might be directed against the Christian 
doctrine of Redemption. If so, it is the only reference which I have 
detected to orthodox Christianity in the Enneads" (P/otinus, p. 167, n. 9; 
also see idem, Loeb volume III, pp. 221-222). Also sec E. Br�hicr, Plotin: 
Enniades, VI, i, 168. 

46. Besides "Against the Gnostics," Porphyry also gives the title, •Against
those who say that the maker of the universe is evil and the universe is
evil• (see Armstrong, Loeb volume II, p. 220). On who these Gnostics
were see ibid., pp. 220-222; E. Brehier, Plotini: Ennlades, •Notice," II,
pp. 96-110; Harder et al, Plotins Schriften (Hamburg: Felix Meiner, 1964),
III b, pp. 414-418; H.-Ch. Puech, "Plotin ct les Gnostiques• in Entretiens
sur l'Antiquite C/assique, V: Les Sources de P/otin (Vandoeuvrcs-Gcn�c:
Fondation Hardt, 1960), pp. 161-190; Francisco Garcili Bawn, P/otino y la
Gnosis (Buenos Aires: Fundacion para la Educacion, la Cicncia y la
Cultura, 1981), pp. 199-340; Richard T. Wallis, •soul and Nous in Plotious,
Numcnius and Gnosticism• (appearing in this volume), n. 11.

47. See II, 9, 1, 1-19.
48. Would not "we" be here identical with intellect, which is the highest power

of a soul and which is not dragged down to body with soul's middle power
(#4)? See above, n. 43.

49. But it is dissimilar too: in Text C "we" is idcnlified with intellect (see
above, n. 48), in V, 3, 3, with reason, the middle power of soul. See
Blumenthal, Plotinus's Psychology, p. 110, for a comparison of V, 3, with
other texts; Armstrong, Plotinus, p. 166, considers •the doctrine of this very



420 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

late treatise to represent a rethinking and an attempt to arrive at greater 
precision about the relationship between soul and Nous. Elsewhere Plotinus 
says without qualification that we at our highest are, and remain eternally, 
Nous.• 

During the Oklahoma conference and in subsequent corresJX)ndence, 
Denis O'Brien has kindly alerted me to two additional texts: 1, 1 (53), 12, 
21-39 (especially relevant because of the possible parallel between Heracles's
unique status and Mani's) and III, 4-6 (the entire treatise, hOwever, seems
no more consistent and clear than is Plato's JX)Sition on daimon set forth in
Phaedo, Republic and Timaeus, upon which Plotinus is commenting).

50. This dynamism contrasts them with Parmenides, whose monism of Being
eliminates all change and movement from reality. See Leo Sweeney, SJ.,
lnfmity in the Presocratics: A Bibliographical and Philosophical Study (Toe
Hague: Martinue Nijhoff, 1972), pp. 93-110, especially 107-110.

51. This direction of their dynamic monism contrasts them with Hegel, in whose
monism Absolute Spirit moves from the less to the more perfect: from
Categories (Being, Essence, Notion) through Nature to Spirit (Art, Religion,
Philosophy).

Hans Jonas, •Toe Soul in Gnosticism and Plotinus, • in Philosophical 
Essays From Ancient Creed to Technological Man (Chicago: University 
Press, 1974), pp. 325-328, considers what I call •dynamic monism• to be 
a speculative system which is common to Plotinus and Mani, as well as to 
Valentinus and Ptolemaeus, the anonymous authors of the Poimandres and 
the Apocryphon of John, and Origen. W.R. Schoede� •Gnostic Monism 
and the Gospel of Truth,• in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, Vol. I: The 
School of Valentinus, ed. B. Layton, pp. 379-390, describes the theology of 
the Valentinian •Gospel of Truth" as a monism, which however means 
•that everything arises directly or indirectly from one source" (p. 390).
Such a definition does not do justice to monism in Plotinus and Mani, which
demands also that all existents consist of the same basic stuff and are not
fully distinct from one another.

52. For helpful studies of Middle Platonism see R.T. Wallis, Neoplatonism (New
York: Charles Scribner's Sons, 1972), pp. 29-36 (bibliography, p. 187); John
Dillon, The Middle Platonists: A Study of Platonism 80 B.C. to A.D. 220
(London: Duckworth, 1977), bibliography pp. 416-421 (p. 420 re
Gnosticism and Christian Platonism); idem, "Descent of the Soul in Middle
Platonic and Gnostic Theory" in Rediscovery of Gnosticism, I, ed. B.
Layton, pp. 357-364.

53. To date I am unaware of much literature on the possible philosophical
background of Mani. Besides H. Jonas's article already cited in n. 51 above,
see the following, which attend at least to the speculative influences
(whether philosophical or religious) on Manichaeism: Dmitri Obolensk.y,
The Bogomils: A Study in Balkan Neo-Manichaeism (Cambridge:
University Press, 1948), ch. I: "The Manichaean Legacy," pp. 1-27
(especially p. 3 re dualism in Plato); LJ.R Ort, "Mani's Conception of
Gnosis" in Le Origini dello Gnosticismo, ed. Ugo Bianchi (Leiden: EJ.
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Brill, 1967), pp. 604-613; H.-Ch. Puech, "The Concept of Redemption in 
Manichaeism• in The Mystic Vision: Papers From the Eranos Yearbooks, 
ed. Joseph Campbell (Princeton: University Press, 1968), pp. 247-314 
(especially pp. 266-288: •Toe Theoretical Foundations of Redemption: 
The Cosmological and the Anthropological Myth"); P.W. Van der Horst 
and J. Mansfeld, An Alexandrian Platonist Against Dualism: Alexander of 
Lycopolis's Treatise "Critique of the Doctrines of Manichaeus" (Leiden: 
EJ. Brill, 1974); Gilles Quispe!, "Mani the Apostle of Jesus Christ,• 
Gnostic Studies (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch Institute, 
1975), II, 230-237 (mainly re Mani's influence upon St. Augustine). 

During the Oklahoma conference Michel Tardieu alerted me to the 
philosophical influence of Bardaisan upon Mani. On that topic see these 
studies: Saint Ephraim the Syrian, St. Ephraim's Prose RefUJations of Mani, 
Marcion and Bardaison, transcribed by C.W. Mitchell, 2 volumes (London: 
C.W. Mitchell, 1912 and 1921), Text and Translation Society; F.C. Burkitt,
Religion of the Manichees, pp. 82-86; HJ.W. Drijvers, Bardaisan of Edessa
(Assen: Van Gorcum, 1966); idem, •Bardaisan of Edessa and the
Hermetica. The Aramaic Philosopher and the Philosophy of His Time,"
Jaarbericht Ex Oriente Lux 21 (1969-70): 190-210; idem, •Mani und
Bardaisan. Ein Beitrag zur Vorgeschichte des Manichaismus• in Melanges
H.-Ch. Puech, pp. 459-469; idem, Cults and Beliefs at Edessa (Leiden: EJ.
Brill, 1980) - see •Index• and bibliography, pp. xviii-xix for complete list
of Drijvers's works; idem, •Bardaisan, die Bardaisaniten und die Ursprilnge
des Gnostizismus• in Le Origini de/lo Gnosticismo, ed. Ugo Bianchi, pp.
307-314; Ugo Bianchi, •Le Gnosticisme: Concept, Terminologie, Origines,
Delimitation," in Gnosis: Festschrift fur Hans Jonas (GOttingcn:
Vandenhoeck und Ruprecht, 1978), pp. 48-50; Geo Widengren, •Der
Manichaismus," in ibid., pp. 311-313 (re F.C. Burkitt and H.H. Schaeder);
Michel Tardieu, Le Manicheisme (Paris: Presses Universitaires de France,
1981), chs. I-II.

What of philosophical influences upon Gnosticism itself? Recently 
Birger A. Pearson, "The Tractate Marsanes (NHC X) and the Platonic 
Tradition• in Gnosis: Festschrift fur Hans Jonas, ed. Barhara Aland, p. 
373, sets forth (with Willy Theiler) the "three basic options• on the 
relationship between Gnosticism and Greek Philosophy as "1) the 
philosophy of the Empire is disguised Gnosis [held by H. Jonas, C. Elsas]. 
2) Gnosis is debased philosophy, oriental mythology overlaid with formal
elements derived mainly from Platonism. 3) Imperial philosophy and Gnosis
are to be explained out of similar social and spiritual currents of late
antiquity.• Pearson gives a good resume of Jonas's position with references
to his publications (ibid., nn. 5-8): Hans Jonas has argued •that the
'mythological' gnostic systems described by the church fathers and the major
philosophical and theological systems of late antiquity, from Philo Judaeus
on, express a common 'gnostic' understanding of existence. Particularly
important are his observations on later Platonism, especially Plotinus. Jonas
poses the question 'whether in the final analysis Gnosis, transformed gnostic
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myth, provided the innermost impulse' to the philosophy of Plotinus, rather 
than Plato. He provides a brief but powerful positive answer.• 

In same volume one finds three other helpful papers: Ugo Bianchi, 
•Le Gnosticisme: Concept, Terminologie, Origines, �limitation," pp. 33-
64; especially A.H. Armstrong, "Gnosis and Greek Philosophy," pp. 87-
124; Hans Martin Schenke, "Die Tendenz der Weisheit zur Gnoois," pp.
351-372.

In addition the following are worthy of note: J. Zandee, The
Terminology of Plotinus and of Some Gnostic Writings, Mainly the Fourth 
Treatise of the Jung Codex (Istanbul: Nederlands Historisch-Archaeologisch 
Institute, 1961), especially pp. 38-41; R.M. Grant, Gnosticism and Early 
Christianity (New York: Columbia University Press, 1966), ch. 5: "From 
Myth to Philosophy?•, pp. 120-150 (see p. 147: •Gnosticism is not a form 
of philosophy"); several papers in Le Origini de/lo Gnosticismo, ed. U. 
Bianchi - for example, H. Jonas, •Delimitation of the Gnostic 
Phenomenon - Typological and Historical," pp. 90-108; E. von Ivanka, 
"Religion, Philosophie und Gnosis: Grenzfal\e und Pseudomorphoscn in 
der Spatantike," pp. 317-322; R. Crahay, "Eltments d'une mytho¢e 
gnostique dans le Grece clas.sique,• pp. 323-339; P. Boyanre, "Dieu 
C05mique et dualisme: les archontes et Platon," pp. 340-358; Gilles 
Quispe!, •Gnostic Man: The Doctrine of Basilides" in The Mystic Vision, 
ed. Joscph Campbell, pp. 210-246 (especially pp. 215-227: "The Frame: 
Platonist Philosophy"); S.R.C. Lilla, Clement of Alexandria: A Study in 
Christian Platonism and Gnosticism (Oxford: University Press, 1971 ); H.B. 
Timothy, The Early Christian Apologists f Irenaeus, Tertullian, Clement of 
Alexandria] and Greek Philosophy (Assen: Van Gorcum, 1973); Rene 
Nouailhat, •Remarques methodologiques a propos de la question de 
'L'Hellenisation du Christianisme,'" in Les syncretismes dans /es religions de 
l'antiquite, ed. F. Dunand et P. Lev�que (Leiden: EJ. Brill, 1975, pp. 212-
232); C. Elsas, Neuplatonische und gnostische We/tablehnung in der Schule 
Plotins (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1975); Pheme Perkins, The Gnostic 
Dialogue: The Early Church and the Crisis of Gnosticism (New York: 
Paulist Press, 1980), especially ch. One: •Gnosticism in Its Context," pp. 
1-22; Carsten Colpc, "Challenge of Gnostic Thought for Philosophy,
Alchemy and Literature• in Rediscovery of Gnosticism, ed. B. Layton, I, pp.
32-56 (see pp. 34 sqq. for the four ways in which "the complex subject of
'Gnosis and philosophy' can conventionally be dealt with•); H. Chadwick,
"Domestication of Gnosticism," ibid., especially pp. 11-13 re Plato's
influence on Valentinus and other Gnostics; G.C. Snead, "The Valentinian
Myth of Sophia," Journal of Theological Studies, n.s. 20 (1969): 74-104 -
see Armstrong, ibid., p. 103, n. 23: "A very well documented and careful
article" re Hellenic influence on Valentinus is R. van den Broeck, "The
Present State of Gnostic Studies," Vigiliae Christianae 37 (1983): 41-71 (a
survey of papers in the Proceedings from conferences on Gnosticism at
Quebec, Yale and Halle, as well as in Gnosis: Festschrift [Ur Hans Jonas
and in G. Quispel's Gnostic Studies); K. Rudolph, Gnosis: The Nature and

I 
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History of Gnosticism {New York: Harper and Row, 1983). 
54. For example, A Henrichs, HSCP 83 (1979: 340: "Mani's 'twin companion'

(syzygos) is the personification of a typically Gnostic concept, the
transcendent projection of one's soul" and is his celestial alter ego or self.

55. The Notion of the Self in the Writings of Plotinus (University of Toronto,
1966), initial •summary,• p. 1.

56. HJ. Blumenthal, after affirming that •a person's identity .•. is a eoncept
for which Greek had no word" (Plotinus's Psychology, p. 109), adds that
"the lack of suitable terms need not mean that the concept did not exist"
(ibid., n. 21). But when reviewing O'Daly's book (Gnomon 50 [1978]: 407-
410) he observed that Plotinus's using such words as mnos or Mmeis or
anthriJpos does •not imply that he set himself the philosophical task of
formally defining the 'self.' Even less does it mean that when he uses these
terms he must be taken to be talking about the 'self as such ..• (O'Daly]
is perhaps too prone to see references to the self when Plotinus is using
words in their normal sense.• Also see my review in Review of Metaphysics
30 (1977): 533-534.

57. I have inserted bracketed capital letters in my paraphrase/translation 10
facilitate references.

58. In the quotation the first number in parentheses indicates that I, 6, is
chronologically Plotinus's first treatise. Subsequent numbers, with the
exception of those which are designated as references to its chapters, refer
to lines in those chapters.

59. On epiholl as "intuition• and its ancestry in Epicurus, see John Rist,
Plotinus: The Road to Reality (Cambridge: University Press, 1967), pp. 47-
52; G. O'Daly, Plotinus's Philosophy of Self, pp. 93-94.

60. The monistie character of Plotinus's position flows from the fact that to be
real is to be one. See L. Sweeney, "Basic Principles of Plotinus's
Philosophy: Gregorianwn 42 (1961): 506-516 (especially n. 13): "Are
Plotinus and Albertus Magnus Neoplatonists," in Graceful Reason, ed. L.
Gerson, pp. 182-185.

61. On what •metaphysics" means in Plotinus see ibid., p. 181, n. 13.
62. The same approach is also suitable for reading Manichaean documents,

mutatis mulandis, as we have indicated above, "The 'Twin' and 'Self,'" ad
fmem.

63. The notions which Plotinian literature provides are less flamboyant and
chronologically determined than those furnished in secondary literature on
Gnosticism and Manichaeism (see above, n. 27) and, hence, may prove less
anachronistic. For example, G. O'Daly, Plotinus '.f Philosophy of the Self, p.
90: self is •the identity of a human subject at the several levels of existence
possible to man•; P .S. Mamo, The Nolion of the Self, initial •summary,"
p. 1: "self is defined •not as an individual substance but as striving,
attention, direction of consciousness• and p. 190: the ego "is a focus
capable of infinite extension•; AH. Armstrong, "Form, Individual and
Person in Plotinus: p. 65: •Person [is] that in us which is capable of free
decision, true thought, and the passionate love of Goel [which for Plotinus
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is] so open that its only bounds are the universe and God•; E.R. Dodds 
(quoted with approval by HJ. Blumenthal, Plotinus's Psychology, p. 110, n. 
25): in contrast to soul •the ego is a fluctuating spotlight of 
consciousness.• Or one might apply to Plotinus the description which M. 
Gorman gathered from her historical survey (New Caiholic Encyclopedia, 
XIII, 60A): self suggests "all those aspects of man thought to be left out 
by the terms soul, mind, person and nature and to designate the unifying, 
purposeful, growing and interacting aspect of man's activities.• 

I 



Gnosticism and Platonism: 
The Platonizing Sethian Texts from 
Nag Hammadi in their Relation to 

Later Platonic Literature 

John D. Turner 

The attentive reader of the Sethian treatises contained in the 
Coptic Gnostic Library from Nag Hammadi is no doubt struck by the 
rather large fund of philosophical and technical terminology that they 
contain, particularly in their descriptions of the divine world and in 
certain cases their portrayal of the means necessary to become 
assimilated to that world. The intention of this paper is to examine this 
phenomenon and try to account for certain of its aspects as owing to an 
interaction between gnostic Sethians and a presumably well-established 
fund of metaphysical speculation deriving from Neopythagorean and 
Middle Platonic circles of the first three centuries of our era. 

Current scholarship considers the following literature to be 
representative of Sethian Gnostic doctrine: The •Barbeloite• report 
of Irenaeus (Haer. I.29); the reports on the Sethians (and Archontics 
and related groups) by Epiphanius (Haer. 26 and 39-40), pseudo
Tortullian (Haer. 2) and Filastrius (Haer. 3); the untitled text from the 
Bruce Codex (Bruce, Untitled); and the following treatises from the Nag 
Hammadi and Berlin Gnostic codices: four versions of the Apocryphon 
of John (Ap. John: short versions, BG 8502, 2 and NHC III, J; long 
versions NHC II, 1 and III, J); The Hypostasis of the Archons (Hyp. 
Arch.: NHC II, 4); The Gospel of the Egyptians (Gos. Egypt.: NHC III, 
2 and IV, 2); The Apocalypse of Adam (Apoc. Adam: NHC V, 5); The 
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Three Ste/es of Seth (Ste/es Seth: NHC VII, 5); Zostrianos (Zost.: NHC 
VIII, J); Melchizedek (Me/ch.: NHC IX, I); The Thought of Norea 
(Norea: IX, 2); Marsanes (NHC X, J); Allogenes (NHC XI, 3) and 
Trimorphic Protennoia (Trim. Prot.: NHC XIII, J). 

The formal genre of these materials varies. The bulk of them are 
apocalypses. Apoc. Adam is a deathbed testament of Adam to his son 
Seth, the spiritual progenitor of the historical Sethians, in which he 
reveals the content of a dream vision concerning the fortunes of Eve 
and himself, his son Seth and Seth's offspring in the contest between the 
evil creator Saklas and the beings of the higher world who will rescue 
the seed of Seth, especially through the final visitation of the 
•muminator.• Me/ch. likewise contains revelations imparted to the
biblical high priest Melchizedek by the angel Gamaliel during a
visionary experience revealing future events including his own ultimate
assimilation with the suffering, dying and rising Savior Jesus Christ.

In contrast to these two treatises in which knowledge concerning 
the future course of history is communicated from the higher realm to 
the lower by an angelic intermediary, we also find three apocalypses 
which relate the singular experience of a Gnostic visionary who himself 
achieves an ecstatic ascent through the various levels of the divine world 
and becomes divine. Thus Allogenes, Zost. and Marsanes each feature 
a visionary figure, respectively Allogenes or Zostrianos or Marsanes, 
each of whom probably is to be understood as a manifestation of the 
Sethian Gnostic savior Seth. Each figure undergoes a visionary ascent 
involving a vision of the divine world and its various personages, 
hypostases and levels of being, followed by a subsequent descent and 
transmission of this knowledge in written form for those who in the 
future would achieve a similar ascent. 

One also finds two plainly didactic treatises, both apparently having 
undergone secondary Christian Sethian redaction: Hyp. Arch. contains 
an esoteric mythological interpretation of Genesis 1-6 in terms of the 
struggle between the spiritual rulers of this world and the exalted 
powers of the supreme deity over the fate of the divine image incarnated 
in Adam and his descendants, and concludes with a revelation discourse 
between Eve's daughter Norea and the great angel Eleleth concerning 
the origin and end of these ruling Archons. Ap. John is cast as a 
dialogue between John, son of Zebedee, and the risen Jesus, who reveals 
the unknowable deity, the divine world which sprang from him, the fall 
of the divine wisdom (Sophia) resulting in the birth of the world creator 
and his making an earthly copy of the divine Adam, and concludes with 
the subsequent history of the attempts of various representatives of the 
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vine world to awaken the divine spirit in Adam, Seth and Seth's seed 
hich will culminate in ultimate salvation. 

While these two treatises are primarily concerned with a 
ythological theogony, cosmology, anthropogony and a history of 
lvation governed by the intervention of various divine saviors, two 
.her treatises show themselves to be actiologics of the two principal 
�thian cultic rites, baptism and visionary ascension. Gos. Egypt. 
:plains the origin of Sethian baptism by means of a mythological 
,eogony, cosmogony and history of salvation similar to that of Ap. 
1hn, but which is used to explain the origin and function of the figures 
ho are invoked during the course of the baptismal ritual which has 
�n conferred by Seth appearing in the form of Jesus. Although Gos.
�pt. has undergone Christian redaction, this is not the case with Ste/es

:th, a non-Christian aetiology of the Sethian rite of ecstatic visionary
cent into the divine world. Here Seth is represented as originating
1d transmitting for his posterity a set of three doxological prayers, each
· which is to be applied to a separate stage of the ecstatic ascent
rough the three highest levels of the divine world.

Another treatise, Trim. Prot., takes the form of an aretalogy in 
h.ich the divine First Thought, speaking in the first person, recites her 
tributes and deeds in three separate compositions relating respectively 
, her establishing heavenly dwellings for her fallen spirit trapped in 
ankind, her destruction of the power of the hostile spiritual rulers, and 
:r final saving descent in the guise of Christ. 

Finally, the short piece Norea is an ode to Norea, wife-sister of 
:th, conceived as a manifestation of the fallen divine wisdom (Sophia) 
ho will be restored along with her progeny into the divine world by the 
:ry aeons from which she once departed. 

A major bifurcation arises among this group of treatises precisely 
view of their use of various triadic schemes and structures. One 

oup of treatises considers salvation to be conveyed by means of a 
,rizontal, temporally ordered history of divine salvific visitations by 
.ccessive descents of separate figures or repeated descents of the same 
�ure in different modalities. Thus in Apoc. Adam and Gos. Egypt. 
ere is a tripartitioning of history from the creation onwards in terms 
· the biblical demiurge's attack on the Sethians, ancient through
1ntemporary, by (1) the flood, whereupon they are rescued by certain
1gels, and (2) through the rain of fire and brimstone on the holy
vellings of the Sethians at Sodom and Gomorrah, whereupon they are
scued by the servants of the Four Lights (who preside over the
:avenly aeons where Adam, Seth and his primal seed dwell); these acts
II be followed by (3) a third and future act of salvation when the
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Illuminator will rescue their souls from death. While the final savior is 
an unidentified "Illuminator" in Apoc. Adam, in Gos. Egypt. the third 
saving descent will be undertaken by Seth himself in the guise of Jesus. 

In 1nm. Prot. this scheme is worked out in terms of three 
successive descents of the divine First Thought, Protennoia or Barbelo. 
First, as Father, she is the divine but as yet inarticulate Voice of the 
First Thought of the high deity (the Invisible Spirit) who creates 
heavenly dwellings for her fallen members and descends to loosen their 
bondage to the world and its powers. Second, as Mother, she is the 
articulate Speech of the Thought who overthrows the old aeon ruled by 
the evil powers and announces the dawn of the new age of salvation. 
Third, as the Son, she is the Word (logos) who adopts the guise of 
successively lower spiritual powers, descends to and enters the "tents• 
of her members, puts on Jesus, rescuing him from the accursed Cross, 
and leads her members back into the light by means of the celestial 
baptismal ascent ritual called the Five Seals. 

The horizontal scheme of three descents is also present in (and 
probably derived from) the three-stanza hymnic conclusion to the longer 
version of Ap. John (NHC II, 1: 30, 11 - 31, 25), which similarly narrates 
in the first person three saving descents of the divine "Pronoia" 
culminating in the communication of the Five Seals. It should also be 
noted that the main body of all four versions of Ap. John likewise 
narrates three saving missions inaugurated by Barbelo, the merciful 
Mother-Father. First, she sends her divine son Autogcnes (a celestial 
Adam or Seth figure) with his Four Lights to cause the ignorant 
demiurge to blow the spiritual power stolen from his mother Sophia 
into the face of the freshly made but still inert Adam, unwittingly 
making him luminous. Second, she descends as the Epinoia of Light 
who hides in Adam, is transferred to Eve by means of Adam's rib, and 
initially enlightens him; after producing Cain and Abel by means of the 
demiurge, she bears Seth by her now spiritual husband Adam and 
elevates Seth and his seed for whom the now repentant Sophia has 
created a heavenly dwelling, and then aids Noah in escaping the flood. 
Third and finally, the blessed Mother-Father sends the final savior, who 
in the present versions ofAp. John is the Christ who communicates the 
entire saving history to John as a saving revelation or Gnosis. 

On the other hand, in the treatisesAllogenes, Ste/es Seth, Zost. and 
Marsanes, one finds a more vertically oriented, non-temporal/historical 
scheme in which salvation is not brought from above to below by divine 
visitations, but rather occurs through a graded series of visionary ascents 
by the Gnostic himself. Here one finds an exemplary visionary utilizing 
a self-performable technique of successive stages of mental detachment 
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from the world of multiplicity, and a corresponding assimilation of the 
self to the ever more refined levels of being to which one's 
contemplation ascends, until one achieves the absolute unitary stasis of 
self-unification, mental abstraction and utter solitariness characteristic 
of deification. While not entirely clear in Zost. and Marsanes owing to 
their fragmentary condition, according to Allogenes and Ste/es Seth this 
ascent occurs in three stages: through the levels of the Aeon of 
Barbelo, through the levels of the Triple Power of the Invisible Spirit, 
and culminates in a •primary revelation• or •command• of the 
Unknowable One. 

For the purposes of this paper, it is this latter group of four 
treatises, which I shall call •the Allogcnes group: that shall be the 
focus of attention in this analysis of the relation between Gnostic 
Sethianism and the Platonism contemporary with it. These treatises in 
particular display a strong rapprochement with contemporary Platonic 
metaphysics in their transcendental ontology and in their technique of 
contemplative ascent to the high deity, not to mention their use of 
specific philosophical terminology such as •being: •non-being: 
•truly existing: •identity: "difference: •something: "quality:
•quantity: "time: "eternity: "intellect: "individuals: •univer
sals: "parts: "wholes: "existence,• "vitality: •mentality,•
"life,• and many more. These texts arc further distinguished by the
apparent absence of any Christian influence as well as the lack of
prominent Scthian themes, such as the Apocalyptic schematii,ation of
history according to periodic descents of a revealer or redeemer figure.
They exhibit a greatly attenuated interest in or even total absence of a
narrative of the cosmogony of this world including the downward
declination of Sophia and the origin and activity of her offspring the
demiurge. So also they lack the Sethian speculation on the creation of
mankind and his primeval history drawn from traditional Sethian
exegesis of the Old Tustament, especially Genesis 1-6. Briefly put, in
these texts, Sethianism has become a form of mythological Platonism.

In order to put the ensuing analysis of this "Allogenes group• of 
texts into perspective, I offer the following summary sketch of the 
history of the Sethian movement as reflected in their literature, with 
specific reference to the interaction between Sethianism and 
Christianity.1 It seems that Sethianism interacted with Christianity in 
five phases: (1) The Sethians likely originated as one of a number of 
Palestinian or Syrian baptismal sects in the first centuries BCE and CE; 
they considered themselves the historical progeny of Seth, their spiritual 
ancestor, by whom (together with Adam) the had been primordially 
enlightened, but from whom they expected yet a final saving visitation 
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in the form of the conferral of a new form of spiritual baptism called 
the Five Seals. (2) In the later first century, Sethianism gradually 
became Christianized through an emerging identification between the 
pre-existent Christ and Seth (or Adam) that resulted from increasing 
contact with Christian groups. (3) Toward the end of the second 
century, Sethianism gradually became estranged from a Christianity 
increasingly on the road to a polemical orthodoxy which rejected the 
rather docetic Sethian interpretation of Christ. (4) In the third century 
Sethianism is rejected by the Great Church, but in the meantime has 
become strongly attracted by the individualistic contemplative practices 
of second and third century Platonism, a shift that entailed a gradual 
loss of interest in the Sethians' primal origins and sacred history and a 
corresponding attenuation of their awareness of group or communal 
identity (i.e. a tendency toward •rootlessness"). (5) In the late third 
century, Sethianism also became estranged from orthodox Neoplatonism 
under the impetus of attacks and refutations from the circle of Plotinus 
and other Neoplatonists which were just as effective as those of the 
Christian heresiologists. At this time, whatever Sethianism was left 
became increasingly fragmented into various derivative and other 
sectarian Gnostic groups such as the Archontics, Audians, Borborites, 
Phibionites and others, some of which survived into the Middle Ages. 

The designation •Ailogenes group" for the strongly Platonizing 
Sethian treatises is meant to signal the originality of the doctrine of the 
divine world and of the visionary ascent spelled out in Allogenes. By 
comparison, it seems to me that the other members of this group, Ste/es 
Seth, Zost. and Marsanes, are dependent uponAllogenes rather than the 
other way around. Ste/es Seth, as previously mentioned, seems to be an 
aetiology of a previously existing rite of cul tic ascension oriented toward 
a community praxis. Zost. clearly tries to interpret the visionary ascent 
in terms of the older tradition of Sethian baptism by marking out each 
stage of the ascent as a certain baptism or sealing. Marsanes does 
likewise, almost as an aside in the first few pages of that document. It 
is only in Allogenes that we see an author at work trying to make sense 
out of the collection of traditional Sethian divine beings by means of 
Platonic metaphysical categories and structures without any particular 
interest in trying to legitimate these speculations in terms of cultic 
tradition; the only legitimation invoked as that he received his doctrine 
through traditional Sethian revealers (Youel and the Luminaries of the 
Aeon of Barbelo), but even this is subordinate to his own vision of these 
realities. 

We now pass on to a more detailed examination of the doctrine of 
Allogenes as being generally representative of the group as a whole. The 
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cosmology of Allogenes presents itself as tripartite in structure. There 
is a highest unbegotten level, apparently called pantelios, "all perfect," 
which is headed by the Unknowable One or Invisible Spirit and its 
TI-iple Power; a median self-begotten level, apparently called telios, 
"perfect," which is the Aeon of Barbelo; and a lowest begotten level, 
referred to once as Nature (physis). These levels seem to correspond to 
the levels of Plotinus's three hypostases, the One, the Intellect and the 
Soul; his lowest, Matter, does not seem to figure in Allogenes. 

The Unknowable One (called the Unknowable God in 61, 16) is, 
like the One of Plotinus, to be regarded as beyond being. It is non
being existence (hyparxis, 62, 23), silent and still (62, 25-26), not an 
existing thing (63, 9-18), and absolutely unknowable (63, 13; 63, 29-32; 
64, 4-14). It transcends all its positive attributes and properties which 
are in turn unknowable: blessedness, perfection and divinity or stillness 
(62, 28-36; 63, 33 - 64, 4), since it is better than those that are belier 
(63, 19). It exists, <lives> and knows without Mind, Life or Existence 
(or non-existence, for that matter: 61, 32-39; 62, 17-20). Since it shares 
neither time nor eternity (aion, 63, 21-23; cf. 65, 21-24), it is perhaps to 
be regarded as pre-eternal. Its major positive name seems to be the 
Invisible Spirit, although this term is sometimes used in such a way that 
one might regard it as a sy-zygy of the Unknowable One, or even as a 
cognomen of its potency, the TI-iple Power. 

Certainly the most intriguing feature of Allogenes's metaphysics, 
and perhaps the crucial feature by which it can be placed at a definite 
point in the Platonic metaphysical tradition, is the doctrine of the TI-iple 
Power. This being is mentioned sometimes separately from (XI, 3: 45, 
13-30; 52, 30-33; 53, 30; 55, 21; 61, 1-22; regularly in Marsanes) and
sometimes in conjunction with the Invisible Spirit (XI, 3: 47, 8-9; 51, 8-
9; 58, 25; 66, 33-34; cf. Zost. VIII, J: 20, 15-18; 24, 12-13; 97, 2-3; 128,
20-21) as "the TI-iple-powered Invisible Spirit" or "the invisible
spiritual TI-iple Power.• By a static self-extension, the Invisible Spirit
through its TI-iple Power becomes the Aeon of Barbelo (XI, 3: 45, 21-
30; cf. Zost. VIII, J: 76, 7-19; 78, 10 - 81, 20; Ste/es Seth VII, 5: 121, 20 -
122, 18; Marsanes X, I: 8, 18 - 9, 28). Furthermore, the TI-iple Power

is said to be the traverser of the boundlessness of the Invisible Spirit
which turns the TI-iple Power back on itself in order to know what is
within the Invisible Spirit and how it exists, a notion very close to the
Neoplatonic doctrine of emanation in which a product proceeds from its
source and becomes hypostatized in the act of contemplative reversion
upon its source. In this case, the TI-iple Power, initially unbounded,
turns back upon its source in an act of objectivizing self-knowledge,
becoming bounded and taking on form and definition as Barbelo, the
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self-knowledge or First Thought of the Invisible Spirit (XI, 3: 49, 8-21 ). 
Virtually the same notions are found in Ste/es Seth (VII, 5: 121, 20 -
122, 19), Zost. (VIII, 1: 66, top - 84, 22), and Marsanes (X, J: 7, 1 • 9, 
29). 

The 'Iriple Power is also identified with the triad Existence 
(hyparxis) or Being (ousia or petshoop=to on), Life (Onh=zot) or 
Vitality (mntonh =zootes), and Mentality (mnteime=noltls, a neologism) 
which the Unknowable One, although it exists, lives and thinks, does not 
itself possess (49, 26-38; 61, 32-39; 62, 17-20). A similar phenomenon 
is found in Plotinus, derived from his exegesis of Plato, Sophist 248C-E 
to the effect that true being must also have life and intelligence:2 

Life, not the life of the One, but a trace of it, looking toward the One 
was boundles.s, but once having looked was bounded (without bounding its 
source). Life looks toward the One and, determined by it, takes on 
boundary, limit and form ••• it must then have been determined as (the life 
of) a Unity including multiplicity. E.ach element of multiplicity is 
determined multiplicity because of Life, but is also a Unity because of limit 
... so Intellect is bounded Life (Etmead VI.7.17, 13-26). 

On the whole, Plotinus tends to conceive Being, Life and Mind as 
aspects of his second hypostasis, Intellect, owing to his increasing 
aversion to the multiplication of the transcendental hypostases beyond 
three. He regards the One as entirely transcendent to Intellect; there 
is no being that exists between them as mediator, nor may one 
distinguish between a higher intellect in repose and a lower one in 
motion, or a One in act and another One in potency (Ennead 11.9.1), 
nor may one distinguish between an intellect at rest, another in 
contemplation and yet another that reflects or plans (Ennead Il.9.6), as 
did Numenius in his Peri t'Agathou (frgg. 11-23 des Places). Since the 
'Iriple Power of Allogenes seems to mediate between the Unknowable 
One and the next lower hypostasis, the Aeon of Barbelo, it seems to 
function either as a One in potency or perhaps as a higher form of 
Intellect (i.e. of Barbelo), it may be that, since Allogenes was likely read 
in his circle (Porphyry, Vtta Plot. 16), it was this doctrine of Allogenes 
and not just that of Numenius which provoked Plotinus's criticism in 
Ennead 11.9 and caused him to place the Being-Life-Mind triad in the 
Intellect rather than conjoining it with the One as the link between 
these two. 

There was certainly precedent in Neopythagorean arithmological 
speculation for regarding a triad to be conjoined with or reside latently 
within the One or the Monad. Theon of Smyrna, a Neopythagorean 
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Platonist of the early second century, wrote: la11:v 1rf)(iT011 ii µ.oros. 
AE'YOµ.EVTJ Tp(-y<i>ll011 OU KaT· E.VTEAEXEl.all, ii>s 1Tf>OEI.P1ll(Qµ.Ell, all& KQT(l 
8vvaµA.11. eirel. -yap aUT'Tl olo11 a1tepµ.a 1rci11Tw11 E.aTl.11 opL0µ;o11, txa. ev 
aini} Kal. Tpi.-ywvoa.&ii 8iivaµA.11 (Expositio 31, 15-18 Hiller). So also 
Theon's contemporary, Nicomachus of Gerasa: tm Kal. Tp(-ywll()S 
6uroµ.a <l>atVYJTaL ii µ.oros. tVEpye(q 6e ir�ToS 6 i (Eisagoge 11.8 p. 
88, 9-10 Hoche; cf. <lamblichus>, Theol Arith. 16, 4-6 de Falco). Such 
speculation may have influenced both Plotinus and the author of 
Allogenes. 

The nomenclature of the Being-Life-Mind triad is held to derive 
from late Platonic exegesis of Plato (Sophist 248C-E and Tmtaeus 39E) 
and perhaps of Aristotle (Metaphys. XIl.7, 1072b, 27-31), all passages 
dealing with the relation between the living divine intellect and true 
being. However, a somewhat similar nomenclature for a transcendent 
triad is found in the first half of the first century in Irenaeus's report on 
the •Barbeloite• (i.e. Sethian) system in Haer. I.29 and in Ap. John 
(BG 8502, 2; 28, 5 - 29, 8): Barbelo, as the self-realii.ation of the 
Thought of the Invisible Spirit, asks it to grant her Prognosis 
(conceptually close to intellect or intellection), Aphtharsia 
(characteristic of stable being as opposed to perishable becoming), and 
AiOnia zoe. This could be a more personified precursor of the Being
Life-Mind triad of Allogenes, although it is produced at a lower 
ontological level (that of Barbelo rather than that of the Invisible Spirit) 
equivalent to the level of Mind (i.e. where Plotinus locates this triad). 
Since Allogenes probably derives a part of its negative theology from Ap. 
John (XI, 3: 62, 28 - 63, 23 = BG 8502, 2: 23, 3 - 26, 13 = II, 1: 3, 18-
30), it indeed may have been influenced by the triad Prognosis, 
Aphtharsia, and AiOnia Zoe as well as by speculation based upon the 
above-mentioned Platonic passages. Guided by the sort of 
contemporary Neopythagorean arithmological speculation cited above, 
the author ofAllogenes could easily have arrived at the Being-Life-Mind 
nomenclature which is applied to the ltiple Power. 

To be sure, in Allogenes the nomenclature for the triad varies. In 
49, 26-38 one finds Being (variously pl ete pai pe, petshoop and ousia) 
Life (tJnh) as well as Vitality (mntOnh perhaps translating ztJotts), and 
Mentality (variously mnttJnh and the neologism nottls). No particular 
hierarchical order of these terms is specified in this passage, since each 
single term includes the other two in cyclical permutation. But in the 
section 58, 26 - 61, 22 relating Allogenes's ascent through the levels of 
the 'Itiple Power, one finds the hierarchical order Existence (hyparxis), 
Vitality and Blessedness (highest to lowest), while in 61, 32·39 (also 62, 
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19-20) one finds the non-hierarchical order Existence (and
nonexistence!), Life and Mind. The variation between the Coptic noun
Onh and the abstract mntOnh (corresponding respectively to zM and
ztJotts) initially seems to be without significance, although when one
compares it with the variation between nous and nottts (probably for
nooti!s), one gets the impression that abstracts seem to be preferred,
perhaps in order to avoid the implication that Life or Vitality or
Mentality are to be taken as substantial hypostases. Indeed, Proclus (In
Pami. 1106, 1 - 1108, 19 Cousin) mentions a technique of paronyrny, in
which abstracts in --oti!s precede their respective substantives, by which
one may illustrate that acts precede substances; an example would be
this series of terms from most abstract to most substantial: noema,
noein, nootts, and nous. The variation between the terms Mentality and
Blessedness is also significant; the term Blessedness figures in the triad
Blessedness, Perfection and Divinity (62, 28-36; 63, 33-37; cf. 55, 26-28;
the source of this triad is Ap. John BG 8502, 2: 24, 9-12); in Allogenes
it is an attribute of the highest level of the Aeon of Barbelo (Kalyptos,
55, 26-28).

There are two witnesses for the correspondence between 
Blessedness and Mentality. The latest is Victorinus,Adv. Ari.um I.52, 3-
5 Henri-Hadot: Deus patentia est instarum trium potentiarum, existentiae, 
vitae, beatitudinis, hoc est eius quod est esse, quod vivere, quod intellegere. 
The earlier is Zost., VIII, 1: 15, 3-12: 

[These are the] perfect waters: the [water) of Life, which is that of 
Vitality, in which you have now been (baptized] in Autogenes; the [water] 
of Blessedness, which is [that of] Mentality, in which you shall be baptized 
in Protophanes; and the water of Existence, which is that of Divinity, which 
belongs to Kalyptos. 

The passage is corrupt: "water of Life• has been substituted for a 
probable "water of goodness• under the influence of the former term 
at home in the Sethian baptismal rite (quite in line with the intention 
of the author of Zost.), and the terms •Existence• and •Divinity• have 
been reversed (lege •the water of Divinity, which is that of Existence, 
into which you shall be baptized by Kalyptos•). But the association of 
Blessedness with Mentality is clear. 

In Allogenes the variation between the terms Being (pl ete pai pe, 
petshoop, ousia, possibly all for to on) and Existence (hyparxis) is highly 
significant, since while Plotinus used to on for the first member of the 
triad, Porphyry apparently used the term hyparxis. P. Hadot3 thinks that 
Porphyry was the first to adopt this term for the triad, and that he may 
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have discovered it in the Chaldaean Oracles, where it apparently 
designated the high deity, the Father (cf. Damascius, Dub. et sol. 61, 
1.131, 16-17 Ruelle ii µ.ev ,rp6)T1') apx-iJ KaTa T-iJv \nr�Lv Oe(l)pdTm. ws 
ev -rots l.6-yms and 221, 4.101, 25-27 Ruelle: ws Xal.ooikws el,retv, o 
µ.Ell l/0"5 KQTa T1JV EVEp')'EU:¥11 tUTllTQL µ.iil.).011, ii 8t t(l)iJ KllTQ T1JV 
8iivaµ.tV, iJ 8t OWW KllTCl T1JV TO'U TraTp05 \nraptL11). 

In Neoplatonism, the One is generally beyond being; being 
characterizes the second hypostasis Intellect. Although Plotinus 
radically separated these hypostases, most Neoplatonists after him {save 
possibly Iamblichus) did not, wishing instead to emphasize the 
continuity rather than the discontinuity of the chain of being. This 
tendency is nicely demonstrated in the contemporary exegesis of Plato's 
Pamienides in which the One of the first hypothesis (137D-142A) was 
identified with the One, and the One-who-is of the second hypothesis 
(142B-143C) was identified with Intellect, as in this citation from the 
anonymous Parmenides commentary published by Kroll:4 

The One beyond essence and being is neither being nor essence nor 
act, but rather acts and is itself pure act, such that it is itself being (einai) 
before being (to on). By participating this being (the einai of the One), the 
One (sci/. "who is," i.e. the second One) possesses another being declined 
from it (the einai of the supreme One), which is to participate being (to on). 
Thus being (einai) is double: the first preexists (proilparchei) being (to on); 
the second is derived from the transcendent One who is absolute being 
(einai) and as it were the idea of being (to on). 

One ought to compare with this Allogenes 61, 32-39: •Now it (the 
Unknowable One) is something insofar as it exists in that it either exists 
and will become or <lives> or knows, although it <acts> without Mind 
or Life or Existence (hypar.xis) or nonexistence incomprehensibly.� 

In his article of 1961 and book of 1968, Hadot argues forcefully for 
ascribing the anonymous Pamienides commentary to Porphyry. In this 
work, the doubleness of being is meant to show how the supreme One 
can be both continuous and discontinuous with the Intellect below it. 
The One is not simply beyond being (to on), but has a higher form of 
purely active being (einai rather than to on) in which the Intellect 
merely participates. So also, by the term hyparxis, Allogenes likewise 
wished to attribute a purely active being to the Unknowable One. 

Hadot argues further that Porphyry conceived the Intellect in two 
aspects: a first in which Intellect is still identical with its source the 
One, and, after its generation from the One, a second in which it has 
become Intellect itself. In this self-generation, hyparxis is the leading 
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term in a three stage process. As Anon. Taurensis = <Porphyry>, In. 
Parm. XlV, 10-26 puts it: 

With respect to [existence (hyparxis) alone] it (the potential Intellect 
still identical with the One) is one and simple ... with respect to existence 
(hyparxis), life (Z61!) and thought (nolsis) it is neither one nor simple. With 
respect to existence, thinking is also being thought. But when Intellect 
[abandons] existence for thinking so as to be elevated to the rank of an 
intelligible in order to see itself (as an intelligible; cf. Allogenes 49, 6-14), 
thinking is life. Therefore thinking is bound)� with respect to life. And 
all are activities ( ene,xeiai) such that with respect to existence, activity would 
be static; with respect to thinking, activity would be directed to itself; and 
with respect to life, activity would be turning away from existence. 

Now it is quite probable that Porphyry made hyparxis (rather than 
to on as did Plotinus) the leading term of this triad. In the works cited 
above, Hadot argues that this version of the triad originated with 
Porphyry even though it occurs in none of his extant works nor is 
explicitly attributed to him by ancient authors. But Hadot has 
interpreted certain statements of Damascius such as those cited above 
and statements of Porphyry himself in such a way as to show that 
Porphyry regarded the highest deity to be simultaneously continuous and 
discontinuous with the Intellect below by means of this triad. Partly on 
the grounds that such a doctrine appears in the anonymous Parmenides 
commentary cited above, Hadot assigns the commentary to Porphyry. 
Hadot's attribution to Porphyry of the triad with hyparxis as its leading 
term rests heavily on his claim that Porphyry is the author of the 
commentary. Hadot also invokes the working hypotheses of W. 
Theiler:5 every non-Plotinian Neoplatonic doctrine found both in 
Augustine and a later Neoplatonist derives from Porphyry. Augustine 
(De civ. Dei X.23) reports that Porphyry interposed a medium between 
the supreme deity (pater) and the Intellect (fili.us), which Hadot 
identifies with the modality of the triad in which life predominates. The 
•tater Neoplatonists• would be Proclus, Damascius and especially
Victorinus, whose metaphysics is strikingly close to that of the
anonymous Parmenides commentary (and to that of Allogenes for that
matter). Therefore the commentary is Porphyrian.

If this is Porphyry's doctrine, one can see that it differs from 
Plotinus's triad not only in the substitution of the term hyparxis for to 
on, but also in distinguishing two modalities or phases of the Intellect: 
First, as hyparxis it is potential intellect still identical with its idea, the 
einai of the One. Second, as notsis it is actual Intellect insofar as it is 
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identical with the substantial exemplification (the to on of Intellect) of 
its idea, the One. Therefore the transitional stage between these two 
phases in effect constitutes a median modality (Augustine's medium

patris et ftlii) in which Intellect is yet undefined, '"boundless• thinking 
as it were (cf. •the traverser of the boundlessness of the Invisible 
Spirit: in Allogenes 49, 8-10), or Intellect qua Life. 

Correspondingly in Allogenes, the 'Iriple Power is continuous with 
the Invisible Spirit or Unknowable One as hyparxis, and discontinues 
with it as Mentality (but now identical with the Aeon of Barbelo). But 
as Vitality, the 'Iriple Power can be regarded as discontinuous with 
both, which is why Allogenes tends to represent the 'Iriple Power as an 
independent hypostasis, or sometimes names it now in conjunction with 
the Invisible Spirit and now in conjunction with Barbelo (as in 64, 34-
36). Thus the ontological status of the 'Iriple Power is very close to 
that of the Life modality of the triad in Hadot's exposition of Porphyry's 
metaphysics. In fact, the 'Iriple Power is explicitly identified with 
•Eternal Life• in Allogenes (66, 32-36). Yet, as 49, 28-36 makes clear,
the 'Iriple Power even qua Vitality still has Being (That-which-is) and
Knowledge; the same is made clear in this striking parallel citation from
Proclus, Elem. theol. 103, 92, 13-16 Dodds:

Proclus 

For in Being (to on) there is 
Life and 
Intellect, 
and in Life there is 
Being (einai) and 
Intellection (noein), 
and in Intellect there is 
Being (einai) and 
Living (�n). 

Allogenes 49, 28-36 

For then That-which-is constantly 
possesses its Vitality and 
Mentality, 
and Vitality possesses 
Being (ousia) and 
Mentality; 
Mentality (nolU!s) possesses 
Life and 
That-which-is. 

Each term in the series predominates and includes the other two in 
cyclical permutation. Hadot illustrates this phenomenon with respect 
to <Porphyry's> triad hyparxis, zc'Ji! (or dynamis) and noi!sis by means of 
the following diagram: 

First triad = Father 
Second triad = Life 
Third triad = Intellect 

Existence 
Existence 
Existence 

Life 
Life 
Life 

Intellect ion 
Intellection 
Intellection 

In each of the three phases of the triad, the underlined term indicates 



438 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

the relative predominance of one of its three modalities: The first triad 
is coincident with the One and the third triad is coincident with the 
Intellect, in effect giving rise to the median triad which Augustine called 
the medium. 

In the case of Allogenes, one might suggest a similar scheme based 
on the passage just cited as well as 61, 34-38: the Unknowable One 
•exists and will become or <lives> or knows, although it <acts>
without Mind or Life or Existence or nonexistence, incomprehensibly•
(cf. also 54, 9 - 61, 22):

Unknowable One/Invisible Spirit 
Triple Power/Eternal Life 
Barbelo/First Thought 

Exists 
Existence 
(Being) 

Lives 
Vitality 
(Life) 

Knows 
Mentality 

KrpM:xl/l! 

The scheme is similar to that of <Porphyry> with certain exceptions. 
The terminology is used more fluidly with less rigor and precision. The 
triad as applied to the Unknowable One employs verbs which serve to 
stress its pure activity and utter non-substantiality, while abstracts are 
applied to the Ttiple Power and, as one might expect, concrete 
substantives to Barbelo. At the level of Barbelo, the parentheses 
indicate that the Being-Life-Mind triad is instead represented by a 
rather more Sethian mythological triad, Kalyptos, Protophanes, and 
Autogenes (although Barbelo is specifically called Knowledge in 45,16), 
which in the •Ailogenes group" in turn replaces the triad Prognosis, 
Aphtharsia and Eternal Life found in Ap. John. The correspondence 
between the Barbelo triad and the Ttiple Power triad can be seen in 54, 
8-16, where the male Mind Protophanes (= •Harmedon") is praised
according to Vitality; another being, presumably Autogenes, is praised
according to Mentality; and in the missing section at the top of page 54,
another being, presumably Kalyptos, was praised according to Existence.

The fact that the leading term can be expressed by both hyparxis 
and to on seems to show that Allogenes trades in the same terminology 
familiar to Plotinus on the one and to Porphyry on the other. The fact 
that Plotinus reacted against the notion of an Intellect consisting of 
several distinct levels (Ennead 11.9.1 and 6, a notion which Allogenes 
clearly implies) and surely would be ill-disposed to the location of a 
triad latent in the One or between the One and Intellect means that the 
scheme of Allogenes, and not only that of Numenius and others, was 
likely one of those so strongly rejected by Plotinus. The similarity 
between the schemes of Allogenes and of the < Porphyrian > Parmenides 
commentary may indicate that Porphyry could have derived his scheme 
as much from Allogenes as from the Cha/daean Oracles. The fact that 
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the scheme of Allogenes is, by contrast with that of these two 
philosophers, rather unsystematic owes not only to the author's desire 
to reconcile his doctrine with traditional Sethian mythological 
cosmologies, but may also quite likely owe to his originality. That is, 
Allogenes may have been an important catalyst and conceptual source to 
both Plotinus and Porphyry, no matter how unacceptable certain other 
of its features may have been to them. Since the author of Allogenes is 
quite capable of accurate citation of his sources (cf. his citation of the 
negative theology from Ap. John, discussed below), the unsystematic 
character of his metaphysics more likely owes to his originality than to 
a confusion or misappropriation of the doctrine of Plotinus or of 
Porphyry. The fact that Allogenes or some version thereof was read in 
Plotinus's circle tends to add weight to this likelihood. 

In sum, the fact that revelations under the names of • Allogenes, • 
"Zostrianos," and •Zoroaster,• circulated in Plotinus's seminars, 
coupled with the fact that doctrines refuted by Plotinus in Ennead 11.9 
are so close to those of the "Allogenes group," seems to suggest that 
the Neoplatonists are more likely dependent on the Sethian 
"Platonists" than the reverse. If so, a treatise like Allogenes would 
have been produced at a point prior to Plotinus's antignostic polemic 
(Enneads IIl.8, V.8, V.5 and 11.9 (chronologically 30-33) as identified by 
R. Harder) of the years 244-269 CE.

Before we pass on to an analysis of the Aeon of Barbelo which is
the equivalent to the Neoplatonic intellectual level in these Sethian 
texts, it will first be useful to outline certain features of the doctrine of 
Numenius and of the Chaldaean Oracles for purposes of comparison, 
especially since these systems were in all likelihood formulated in the 
second half of the second century, and may have been known to the 
author of Allogenes, whose work may have been produced around the 
end of this period. 

Numenius exhibits a very complicated system of three gods, which 
has been interpreted in various ways, owing to apparent contradictions 
between fragments of his work On the Good contained in Eusebius's 
Preparation for the Gospel and various testimonia to his philosophy from 
such later authors as Proclus, Calcidius, Porphyry, Macrobius, 
lamblichus and others. As Dodds and others have suggested,6 
Numenius's system of three gods seems to be inspired by the three kings 
of Plato's Second Letter 312E and the distinction between the 
contemplative (lwthortJn) and planning (dieno�thl; Numenius has 
dianooumenos) activities of the demiurge according to Tirnaeus 39E 
which Plotinus also discussed in Enneads 11.9.1 and 9.6 (also 111.9.1). 
Following the admirable reconstruction of M. Baites,7 Numenius seems 
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to exhibit the following system of three gods. The first god is, an inert 
Mind, called the Monad, King and Sower; it is the Good in itself and is 
characterized by stability and motionless motion. Though not explicit 
in the system, this Monad seems to be opposed by an Indefinite Dyad, 
that is Matter, at first unbegotten, but then begotten by the Demiurge 
(i.e. by the second and third gods; cf. frg. 52 des Places). The second 
god, called Good and Cultivator, is a Mind in motion contemplating 
(kathornn, thenretikos) the first, in which act it is self-generated 
(amo,rOLEt Tiiv TE t8eav axmou Kal. Tov K6aµ.ov) as an imitation of the 
first god (frg. 16 des Places). But this self-generation is also the 
generation of the world; that is, the second god is dyadic, alternating 
between contemplation of the first god above and demiurgical activity 
directed below (for so I interpret &rµa.o1.1p-yos CIIV, E'tl"ELT<x 0ECllfl11TlKoS 
OA(l)S, frg. 16 des Places against most interpreters). The third god is the 
demiurge proper insofar as it is occupied with Matter; indeed it is a sort 
of conjunction between the second god and Matter, and is the Mind 
which intends or plans (dianooumenos) the world. In this sense, the 
third god would correspond to something like the Logos or rational part 
of the World Soul in the systems of Philo of Alexandria or Plutarch of 
Chaeronea. Presumably the fourth level ofNumenius's system would be 
occupied by the World Soul proper as a conjunction of the third god 
with Matter. For this reason, the third god is the rational part of the 
World Soul (anima beneficientissima, frg. 52 des Places), while the 
passive, hylic component of the World Soul actually constitutes a lower, 
evil soul. Finally, the last ontological level is the physical world. 

Somewhat as in the Old Academic system of Speusippus, it seems 
that in Numenius, Matter or the Indefinite Dyad is associated with all 
levels: insofar as the second god is associated with Matter, it is split by 
it, becoming a second and third god (frg. 11 des Places); the 
combination of the second god with Matter is the third god, the 
beneficent aspect of the World Soul; and the combination of Matter 
with the third god is the lower or subrational aspect of the World Soul. 

Roughly contemporaneous with Numcnius arc the Chaldaean 
Oracles, attributed to Julian the Theurgist who was credited with a 
miraculous deliverance of Marcus Aurelius's troops in 173 CE. The 
Oracles exhibit a hierarchical system with many Neopythagorean 
features. The supreme god is called the Father, Bythos (frg. 18 des 
Places), who is totally transcendent, having nothing to do with creation, 
and can be apprehended only with the •flower of the mind: a non
knowing, mentally vacant mode of intellectual contemplation (frgg. 1

and 18 des Places; the same doctrine as is found in Allogenes). The 
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Father is the Monad, presumably beyond being (as hapax epekeina), but 
also consists of a triad comprising himself or his existence (hypan.:is, 
according to Damascius, Dub. et sol. 61, p. 131, 17 Ruelle; cf. frg. I line 
10 des Places), his power and his intellect. Below him is the demiurgic 
InteUect proceeding from the Father who himself remains aloof with his 
power but does not confine •his fire• (frgg. 3, 4, and 5 des Places). 
This Intellect is a Dyad, contemplating the intelligible realm (of the 
Father's intellect), and bringing sense-perception to the world (frgg. 7 
and 8 des Places). Furthermore, this Intellect is •dyadically 
transcendent" (dis epekeina), yet it too is also triadic insofar as it 
contains the •measured triad" (probably ideal forms or numbers) 
flowing from both it and the triadic Father (frgg. 26-29 and 31 des 
Places). Thus there is in effect an ennead: the first triad of the Father 
together with his power and intellect; the second triad of the dyadically 
oriented (above and below) demiurgic Intellect; and third the 
•measured triad" representing the multiplicity of the Ideas. On the
border between the intelligible and sensible realms as both a barrier and
like between them (so J. Dillon),8 is Hecate, a sort of diaphragm or
membrane (frg. 6 des Places), the life-producing fount (frgg. 30 and 32
des Places) from which the World Soul flows (frg. 51 des Places).
Finally, there is the world of Matter, springing both from the Intellect
and the Father (frgg. 34-35 des Places).

Yet, as Dillon correctly points out, Hecate exists on a higher level 
as well, being the center between the two fathers (frg. 50 des Places) and 
thus identified with the Father's power. As Hadot explains, Porphyry 
also must have located Hecate at this upper level (apud Augustine, De 
civ. Dei 10.23, patris et filii medium).

Hadot also provides a diagram to show the structure presupposed
in the system, in which the vertical axis represents the ontological and 
hypostatic hierarchy, and the horizontal axis represents the relative 
predominance of the components of the triad formed at each level:9 

Paternal Monad 
Hecate 
Dyadic Intellect 
Measured 1tiad (Ideas) 
Hecate as membrane 
World Soul 
Nature 
Cosmos aisthltos 

the Rlther 
(father) 
(father) 
Iynges 

his power 
� ( Ii f C) 
(power) 
Synocheis 
fount of life 
mistress of life 

his intellect 
(intellect) 
Intellect 
'Ieletarchai 

Turning now to a consideration of the Aeon of B arbelo, it will be 
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useful to attend not only to Allogenes, but to draw together results from 
all the members of the "Allogenes group.• In addition to the doctrine 
of the 11-iple Power, Zost., Ste/es Seth and Marsanes share with Allogenes 
a peculiar triadic division of the Aeon of Barbelo, the First Thought and 
self-knowledge of the Unknowable One or Invisible Spirit. In this 
connection, it should be noted that other Sethian materials place a triad 
at this level as well, the level corresponding to that which Intellect or 
Mind occupies in Neoplatonic systems. According to Irenaeus, Haer. I, 
29, Ap. John, and Gos. Egypt. a triad of hypostases (Prognosis, 
Aphtharsia and Ai0nia ZOe) is associated with the Aeon of Barbelo. 
Trim. Prot. exhibits a sort of modal monarchianism in its division of the 
divine First Thought, Barbelo, into three modalities of increasing 
articulateness, the Voice of the Thought, the Speech of the Thought, 
and the Word (logos). The "Allogenes group" names the three 
modalities of Barbelo Kalyptos (the Hidden One), Protophanes (the 
First-appearing One), and Autogenes (the Self-begotten One), and 
conceives these as distinct hypostases constituting the Aeon of Barbelo, 
supplemented by a fourth being, the 'Itip!_e _l\_1ale. 

Kalyptos (sometimes abbreviated KAk) appears frequently in 
Allogenes, Ste/es Seth, Zost. and in Bruce, Untitled, and once in Gos. 
Egypt. (IV, J: 57, 16). In Marsanes (X, J: 4, 7-10), the ninth seal, where 
one expects to find Kalyptos (between Protophanes the eighth and 
Barbelo the ninth), is obscured by a lacuna of about seven letters, but 
concerns "[(something)] of the power [which] appeared [in the 
beginning (i.e. Protophanes)]" or perhaps "[(something)] of the power 
[of the one who] appeared [in the beginning]," suggesting that here 
Kalyptos may have been defined in terms of Protophanes. In Trim. Prot. 
(XIII, 1: 38, 10) Protennoia/Barbelo calls herself "the immeasurable 
invisible one who is hidden," suggesting a translation of something like 
o aopaTo<; KaAVll'ToS aµkTp,rroc;. The name may have something to do
with a veil (kalumma) or covering separating the lower from the higher
realms, much as the Valentinians posited an upper Limit (horos)
separating Bythos from his subordinate aeons including Nous. Ste/es
Seth calls Barbelo "the first shadow of the holy Father, a light from
light" who originates "from a shadow of him, thou a Kalyptos.• Zost.
(V III, J: 78, 17-19 and 82, 8-13) says that the emergence of Barbelo
involved her "darkening," and that Kalyptos emerged as the second
knowledge of the Invisible Spirit (the first being Barbelo), "the
knowledge of his knowledge.• Allogenes (XI, J: 66, 37) mentions the
shadow in connection with the appearance of an "Eternal Life.•
Marsanes apparently omits all mention of Kalyptos. It seems, then, that
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in terms of the Platonic metaphysics of the divine intellect, Kalyptos 
occupies the position of the nous noltos, the contemplated intellect, 
somewhat like the first god of Numcnius. In Allogenes, the "image of 
Kalyptos• is said to be "the patterns (typoi) and forms (eidl) of those 
who truly exist," that is, the Platonic intelligibles or ideas of universals. 

The median level of Barbelo is the male Mind Protophanes. In Ap. 
John (II, J: 8, 33) Geradamas, the archetypal heavenly Adam, is "the 
first appearance," and in Gos. Egypt. (IV, 2: 55, 25) the figure named 
Triple Male Child is called the "first one who appeared," both 
apparently translations of Protophanes. The name Protophanes seems 
to derive from the Orphic doctrine of Phanes (also called Eros, Metis, 
Erikepaios), who was "first to appear• from the cosmic egg 
(Apollonius Rhodius, Orph. Argon. 14-16). Bisexual, he was regarded 
as "always two-formed," "looking this way and that," "the key of 
Mind" (Orph. Frgg. 72-89 and 167 Kern; Synesius, Hymn. 2.63 Torzaghi 
calls the Son of God prtJtophanls eidos). Both the Orphic etymology 
•first appearing• and his characterization as mind, as well as his double
inclination above and below are clearly reflected in his position in
Allogenes (XI, 3: 45, 34-36; 46, 24-25), where he represents the
progression from the psychic "individuals" in Autogenes to the
intelligible level of the •authentic existents" in Kalyptos. In Platonic
metaphysics, Protophanes would correspond to the nous nooun or
perhaps nous noeros. In Allogenes, Protophanes is said to contain
"those who exist together," a median state between the "individuals"
in Autogenes and the •authentic existents" in Kalyptos. Ultimately, in
the Sethian system, Kalyptos and Protophanes may represent two phases
in the emanation of the divine Thought Barbelo; at first "hidden," then
"manifest.•

The lowest level of Barbelo's Aeon is Autogenes, the third member 
of the traditional Sethian Father-Mother-Son triad used to designate the 
high deity, his First Thought Barbelo who as the •merciful mother" 
directs the entire history of salvation, and the savior Autogencs who is 
identified variously as Adamas, Seth or Christ. InAl/ogenes, Autogenes 
is said to contain the "perfect individuals" as his members. 

Interpreted in terms of Platonic ontology, Kalyptos would be the 
contemplated Mind containing the paradigmatic ideas or authentic 
existents. Protophanes would be the contemplating Mind containing a 
subdivision of the ideas, "those who exist together," perhaps 
"mathematicals," distinguished from the authentic existents by having 
"many the same• and being combinable with each other (cf. Aristotle, 
Metaphys. I.6; XIIl.6). Autogenes would be the planning Mind 
containing the "perfect individuals," the ideas of particulars used to 
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shape the world below. The similarity to the system of Numenius is 
clear. 

Clearly one may see at work in the • Allogenes group• a 
combination of Sethian mythology and Platonic metaphysics of the Mind 
which finds certain echoes in Plotinus and other Neoplatonists. In 
Ennead III.9.1 Plotinus toys with the notion that one might interpret 
Plato's doctrine of the demiurgic Intellect in Timaeus 39E by 
distinguishing between a first intellect in repose, a second intellect 
which contemplates the first, and perhaps a third planning or discursive 
intellect (nous merisas) which divides universal ideas into particular 
ideas (perhaps the •mathematicals• of the Old Academy). Some such 
conception, which seems close to the distinctions made in the 
•Ailogenes group,■ was espoused by Amelius, a member of Plotinus's
circle (apud Proclus, In Tim. 3, 268A, p. 103, 18-25 Diehl) and earlier
by Numenius. In his treatise •Against the Gnostics• (Ennead II.9.6),
which probably has Sethians in view, Plotinus definitely rejects such a
view in favor of a unified Intellect which contains the ideas in itself as
its own objects of thought. One may indeed wonder if some of these
notions were conveyed to him by certain treatises of the • Allogenes
group• as well, or perhaps whether it was the particular way these
treatises expressed them (not to mention their use of mythology and
incantation) that drove Plotinus to oppose these ideas so strongly.

The • Allogenes group• also assigns a fourth being, called the 
Triple Male, to the members of the Aeon of Barbclo. But before 
treating the function of this being, a few observations about the position 
of Barbelo in the Sethian system are in order. In the Ophite system 
described by Irenaeus (Haer. I.30.1), which is very close to portions of 
Ap. John, the divine world originates with three principal figures: the 
high deity (First) •Man• is Father of the All; his Thought (ennoia) 
which proceeds from him is the Son of Man; below these is a certain 
Holy Spirit from whom the First Man begets Christ as the •Third 
Male" (tertius masculus, perhaps a variant expression for the Triple 
Male). This system, no doubt deriving from an interpretation of 
Genesis 1:2 and 26-27, suggests an androgynous high deity whose 
•image• is the (likewise androgynous) Son of Man as the Thought of
the high deity •Man• (i.e. the deity in whose image the archetypal
Adam is made as male and female). But this Son of Man could also be
considered in terms of its female aspect, which in turn could be
hypostatized as the Mother of the Son of Man/Third Male. All this
makes possible a divine triad consisting of a Father (•Man"), a Mother
(the Thought, the female aspect of the Son of Man), and a Son (the
Third Male as the masculine aspect of the Son of Man).
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Such a process of Genesis-speculation is likely to be the origin of 
the Scthian Father-Mother-Son triad of the Invisible Spirit, Barbelo and 
the Son Autogenes. In Sethianism, the Autogenes (self-begotten) Son 
could be identified as Adamas (alias Geradamas) or as the Triple Male 
Child (cf. the Ophite •Third Male"). It is also significant that the 
Mother Barbelo continues to bear traces of the male aspect of her 
androgyny, since she is sometimes called •the merciful Father• or "the 
merciful Mother-Father• in the various versions of Ap. John. Because 
of her associations with the Thought of the high deity, the Sethian 
treatises call Barbelo also Thought (ennoia), First thought, Pronoia, 
Protennoia, Image of the Invisible Spirit, etc. in addition to the terms 
reflecting her androgyny such as Male Virgin, Father of the All, 'fhrice
male, Mother-Father and so on. The name Barbelo seems to mean 
something like •in four is God" (Aramaic b' arba' 'll6h), a 
hypostatization of the tetragrammaton YHWH, according to the (still 
most convincing) etymology proposed by W. Harvey in the nineteenth 
century. 

With regard to the Triple Male as a separate being within the 
Sethian system, in Gos. Egypt. (III, 2: 44, 22-28; rv, 2: 55, 11 - 56, 11) 
the •Thrice-male Child of the great Christ whom the great Invisible 
Spirit has anointed" is called •the first one to appear: which sounds 
as though he is identified as the Protophanes of the •AJJogenes group.• 
Indeed in pages 61-63 of Zost., Zostrianos is baptized, coming into being 
as •truly existing• and then is brought by a figure named Yoe! 
(probably the Youel of Allogenes) into the aeonic place of the Triple 
Male and there sees the •invisible Child: after which Yoel sets him 
down before Protophanes to be instructed by the Luminaries of 
Barbelo's Aeon (Salamex, Selmen and Ar[.]e; cf. Allogenes XI, 3: 56, 21-
30). Although Marsanes seems to omit mention of this being, in 
Allogenes (XI, 3: 45, 34-37; 46, 11-34) it is said that Barbelo is Triple 
Male insofar as she grants power to •the individuals" (within whom 
Protophanes acts). A being called •this one• (XI, 3: 46, 14) •sees 
them all existing individually" such that •they will become as he is by 
seeing the divine Triple Male: who is •the Thought of all those who 
exist together.• Further, •if the (Triple Male) reflects upon himself, 
he reflects upon Protophanes: the path or procession from the state 
of •those who exist together• to that of •those who truly exist: whom 
to see is to see Kalyptos, indeed to see Barbelo herself. In XI, 3: 58, 12-
17 Allogenes sees •the good divine Autogenes and the Savior who is 
the perfect Triple Male Child and his goodness, the noetic perfect 
Protophanes-Harmedon.• In view of these statements, it seems that 
Protophanes may be an alternate designation for the Triple Male Child, 
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but also that they can be distinguished, at least to the extent that 
Protophanes is associated with •those who exist together" (perhaps 
something like the Old Academic ideal numbers), while the Triple Male 
Child is associated with the self-begotten •individuals" (perhaps the 
ideal forms of physically existing things or persons). In Steles Seth (VII, 
5: 120, 16 - 121, 4) the Triple Male is blessed as the unifier and 
completer of the All and Savior of the •perfect individuals.• In Ste/es 
Seth, then, the Triple Male is identified with the Sethian savior-figure 
Autogenes, who is in turn identified with the divine Adamas 
(•Geradamas"), which suggests that the Triple Male is a Sethian 
designation for Adamas, or perhaps Seth. Originally, the term Triple 
Male may have been only a superlative, i.e. triple male = thrice male = 
•truly male.•

Thus, because of the traditional Sethian association of the Triple 
Male with the divine Adam who is both self-begotten and was the first 
to appear, the treatises of the •Ailogenes group" consistently associate 
him with the Aeon of Barbelo, but on a more specific level vacillate 
between associating him with Protophanes or with Autogenes. This 
suggests that in the • Ailogenes group," the triadic division of the Aeon 
of Barbelo into Kalyptos, Protophanes and Autogenes is a later 
intruding development in the Sethian system inspired by contemporary 
Platonic speculation on the tripartition of the divine intellect based on 
the Timaeus 39E as well as upon continuing speculation on the Sethian 
triad of Father, Mother, and Son. 

For purposes of visualii.ation, we now present a summary diagram 
of the ontological levels in Allogenes: 

Invisible Spirit/Unknowable One 
The 1riple Power/Eternal Life 
The Aeon of Barbelo/First 
Thought 

Kalyptos praised according to 
Protophanes praised according to 
1riple Male (Child) 
Autogenes praised according to 

The realm of Nature 

Exists 
Existence 

(Being) 
F.xistence 

Lives 
Vitality 

(Life) 

Vitality 

Knows 
Mentality 

Knowledge 

Mentality 

The lowest cosmological level, Nature (physis), appears to hold no 
interest for the author of Allogenes. It is only alluded to as the realm 
on which Autogenes works •successively and individually" so as to 
rectify its flaws or defects (51, 28-32). This natural realm may 
correspond to the lowest level of Plotinus's transcendentalia, physis or 
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the lower, creative Soul (cf. Ennead III.8.4 passim), although Allogenes 
may intend by this term a lower and more immanent psychic realm. In 
any case, it is to be noted that all the members of the "Allogenes 
group" take a remarkably •soft" stance toward this lower realm. It is 
defective, but not evil or chaotic; it is to be "rectified," or as Marsanes 
puts it, "is worthy to be saved entirely" (X, 1: 4, 24 - 5, 16; 5, 24-26). 
So also Zost. (VIII, 1: 131, 10-14): "Release yourselves, and that which 
has bound you will be dissolved. Save yourselves, in order that it may 
be saved." 

This completes the inventory of the major transccndentalia of the 
"Allogenes group.• Allogenes presents itself as restrained in nearly 
Plotinian fashion: "Whether the Unknowable One has angels or gods, 
or whether the One who stills himself possessed anything except the 
stillness which he is" is not known to the author; the transccndentalia 
have "brought forth nothing beyond themselves• (XI, 3: 49, 21-26; 67, 
22-25).

It now remains to summarize the structure of the visionary ascent
in Allogenes, a pattern which is reflected in the rest of the "Allogenes 
group," although with some variations. In Zost. the levels of the ascent 
are mostly marked by certain "baptisms• and •sealing," while Ste/es 
Seth consists mainly of doxologies to be used during the ascent which 
itself is not narrated, and Marsanes merely comments on certain features 
of the ascent, which the author has already undergone. 

lnAllogenes (XI, 3: 58, 26 - 61, 21) the ascent is tripartitioned into 
separate but successive stages, just as its general ontology is 
tripartitioned, since the object of the ascent is to become assimilated 
with each higher level of being through which one passes. The first 
stage of the ascent seems to occur within the second cosmological level, 
the intelligible level of Barbelo, in which Autogenes, Protophanes cum

Triple Male, and Kalyptos are mentioned (57, 29 - 58, 26). Following 
this, 58, 26 - 61, 22 describes a further ascent in terms of the tripartite 
nomenclature previously applied to the Triple Power in 49, 26-38 except 
that the term Existence (hyparxis) replaces the term "That which is" ( = 
to on), and the term "blessedness• replaces the term "Mentality.• 

At the conclusion of a "hundred years" of preparation, Allogenes 
reports that he saw Autogenes, the Triple Male, Protophanes, Kalyptos, 
the Aeon of Barbelo, and the primal origin (archl) of the of the One 
without origin, that is, the Triple Power of the Unknowable One / 
Invisible Spirit (57, 29 - 58, 26). One should probably understand this 
as Allogenes's ascent through the various levels of the Aeon of Barbelo 
up to and including the lowest aspect of the Triple Power, which would 
be "blessedness• or Mentality, since Allogenes still bears his earthly 
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garment (58. 29-30). The initial vision is culminated by his removal 
from the earthly garment to •a holy place• (58, 31) characterized by 
the blessedness of •the knowledge of the Universal Ones• (59, 2-3). 
Allogenes is now ready for •holy powers• revealed to him by the 
•luminaries of the Aeon of Barbelo• to allow him to •test what
happens in the world• by a yet higher experience starting anew from the
•holy place• (perhaps the lowest level of the 1tiple Power).

This implies two levels of knowing: One is achievable in the 
world. and is characterized by the actual vision of what was 
communicated only in the auditory revelations imparted by the emissary
revealer Youel, sufficing to know the realm of being and intellect in the 
Aeon of Barbelo up until the lower aspect of the 1tiple Power. The 
other is not achievable in the world, and is to be imparted by a special 
•primary revelation• from the Luminaries of Barbelo's Aeon, and
suffices to experience directly the realm beyond being and intellect, the
upper levels of the 1tiple Power and possibly the Unknowable One
itself. The first level of knowing is active and involves self-knowledge
(58, 38 - 59, 3; 59, 9-16); the second level of knowing is strictly speaking
not knowledge at all, but is a non-knowing knowledge. an utter vacancy
of the discursive intellect, a •learned ignorance• (59, 30-35; 60, 5-12;
61, 1-4) called a •primary revelation of the Unknowable One• (59, 28-
29; 60, 39 - 61, 1). This notion is of course found in the Chaldaean

Oracles (frg. 1 des Places) and in the Parmenides commentary
<Porphyry>, In Pamz. II, 14-17).

The ascent beyond the Aeon of Barbelo to the Unknowable One 
is first revealed to Allogenes by holy powers (59, 4 - 60, 12) and then 
actually narrated (60, 12 - 61, 22) by Allogenes in a way quite similar to 
the revelation, yielding what amounts to two accounts of the ascent. 
Having surpassed his active earthly knowledge and inclining toward the 
passive knowledge of the Universals (the Platonic intelligibles, 58, 26 -
60, 12), Allogenes attains first the level of blessedness (i.e. Mentality) 
characterized by self-knowledge (59, 9-13; 60, 14-18), then the level of 
Vitality characterized by an undivided, eternal, intellectual motion (59, 
14-16; 60, 19-28), and finally the level of Existence, characterized by
inactive •stillness• and •standing• (59, 19-26; 60, 28-37). At this
point, Allogenes can no longer withdraw to any higher level, but only
•to the rear because of the activities• (59, 34-35; cf. Plotinus, Ennead

III.8.9, 29-32; VI.9.3, 1-13); that is, Allogenes must avoid any further
effort lest he dissipate his inactivity and fall away from the passivity,
concentratedness, and instantaneousness of the primary revelation to
follow (59, 26 - 60, 12; cf. 64, 14-26; 67, 22-38). Now Allogenes receives
a •primary revelation of the Unknowable One• (59, 28-29; 60, 39; 61,
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1) characterized by a non-knowing knowledge of the Unknowable One
(59, 30-32; 60, 8-12; 61, 1-4), which turns out to be an extensive negative
theology (61, 32 - 62, 13) supplemented by a more affirmative theology
62, 14 - 67, 20). On completion of the ascent and revelation,
Allogenes's appropriate response is to record and safeguard the
revelation (68, 16-23) and entrust its proclamation to his confidant
Messos (68, 26-end).

Clearly Allogenes is distinguished by a Platonically-inspired 
visionary act of the individual intellect in which it assimilates itself to 
the hierarchy of ontological levels with which it was aboriginally 
consubstantial, but from which it has become separated by life in the 
body. One undergoes the ascent according to a prescribed sequence of 
mental states: earthbound vision, ecstatic extraction from body (and 
soul) involving a transcending of even traditional Gnosis, silent but at 
first unstable seeking of the self, firm standing, and finally sudden 
ultimate vision consisting of an ignorant knowledge devoid of any 
content that might distinguish between subject and contemplated object. 
Each stage is characterized by increasing self-unification, stability and 
mental abstraction, a definite movement away from motion and 
multiplicity toward stability and solitariness. 

Toe literary prototype of this experience is found in Plato's 
Symposium 210A-212A where Socrates recounts his path to the vision 
of absolute beauty as a •mystery" into which he had been initiated by 
Diotima of Mantinea. In such visionary mysteries, ultimate vision or 
epopteia was the supreme goal, tantamount to assimilating oneself to 
God insofar as possible (Theatetus 176B). This traditional Platonic 
quest is found not only in Plato, but also later in Philo of Alexandria 
(who however shunned the notion of assimilation to God), Numenius, 
Valentinus, perhaps Albinus (Didasc. 10.5.6; the viae analogi.ae, 
negationis, additionis and eminentiae), Clement of Alexandria (strom. 
5.11.71), Origen (Contra Celsum 7.42) and especially Plotinus (Ennead 
VI.7.36). What is generally common to these visionary ascents is initial
purification, usually through some form of instruction involving the use
of analogies, negations, and successive abstraction until the
contemplative mind has become absorbed in its single object (the One,
the Good, the Beautiful etc.) at which point one •suddenly- sees the
ultimate source of all these; here philosophy and intellection give way
to ecstasy.

Particularly important for this visionary experience in Platonism 
and in the Sethian Gnosticism of the •Ailogenes group" is the role of 
negative or apophatic theological predication. Traces of this are to be 
found in Albinus, in the gnostic system of Basilides (ca. 125 CE), in 
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Plotinus and the later Neoplatonists, and of course in the Sethian 
treatises Ap. John and Allogenes, which share a common apopbatic 
tradition (BG 8502, 2: 23, 3 - 26, 13 = NHC II, 1: 3, 18-25 = XI, 3: 62, 
28 - 63, 23). It is most probable that the basic inspiration for all of 
these is Plato's Parmenides 137D-141E, according to which the non
existence of the One follows from the facts that it 1) is neither a whole 
nor has parts, 2) is not anywhere, neither in itself nor in another, 3) is 
neither at rest nor in motion, 4) is neither other than nor the same as 
itself or another, 5) is neither like nor unlike itself or another, 6) is 
without measure or sameness and so is neither equal to nor less than 
nor greater than itself or another, 7) is neither younger nor older nor 
of the same age as itself or another, 8) and has nothing to do with any 
length of time; therefore, the One in no sense •is.• One may compare 
Albinus (Didasc. 10.164, 28-32 Hermann): 

The first God is eternal, ineffable, self-complete, that is, not wanting 
in any respect, all-perfect, divinity, substantiality, truth, symmetry, and good. 
I say this not as defining these things, but as conceptualizing a unity in every 
respect . . . he is ineffable, comprehended by mind alone ... since he is 
neither genus nor species nor difference. Nor can anything be attributed to 
him. Neither is he evil, for to say this is impermissible; nor is he good, 
which would imply his participation in something, particularly goodness. lie 
is neither difference ... nor quality ... nor without quality since he has not 
been deprived of quality ... nor is he a whole possessing certain parts, nor 
is he the same nor different, since nothing has been attributed to him by 
which he can be separated from the others; nor docs he move nor is he 
moved. 

According to Basilides (apud Hippolytus, Ref. 7.20.2 - 21.1), the 
supreme God is a •nothing• at a time when there was nothing; it 
cannot even be called ineffable even though we call it ineffable (since 
that would imply there was something to be called ineffable); there was 
nothing, neither matter nor substance nor insubstantiality; nothing 
simple nor composite nor imperceptible; no man, no angel or god; 
nothing perceptible nor intelligible; only the non-existent god without 
intelligence, perception, resolve, impulse or desire. H.A Wolfson10 has 
pointed out that this is not so much a negative theology in which an 
affirmative predicate is negated as it is a privative theology which denies 
the possibility of predication at all. 

According to the material common to Ap. John and Allogenes, the 
Unknowable One is neither divinity nor blessedness (i.e. intellect) nor 
goodness, but is superior to these; neither boundless nor bounded, but 
superior to these; neither corporeal nor incorporeal, neither great nor 
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small, neither a quantity nor a product nor a knowable existent, but 
superior to these; it shares in neither time nor eternity (aeon); it does 
not receive from another; neither is it diminished nor does it diminish 
nor is it undiminished. The author of Allogenes (XI, 3: 61, 32 - 62, 27) 
prefaces this common material with more or the same from his own pen: 
the Unknowable One is •something• (a Stoic category) in that it exists 
and becomes or <lives> or knows although it <acts> without Mind or 
Life or Existence or non-Existence; it is not assayed or refined; it does 
not give or receive, neither or itself nor of another; it needs neither 
Mind nor Life nor anything else. The language of Allogenes is rather 
close to that of the Pamienides with its denial of the application of 
either a predicate or its negation to the Unknowable One. Indeed One 
may also compare Plotinus (Ennead VI.9.3, 36-45}: 

Thus the One is neither something nor a quality nor a quantity nor 
an intellect nor a soul; neither is it moving nor even standing. It is not in 
place nor in time, but one of a kind by itself; rather it is form!� before all 
form, before movement and before stability, since these relate to being and 
would make it many. 

On the basis of the foregoing analysis, it seems virtually certain 
that the treatises of the •AJlogenes group• derive the ontological 
structure of their transcendent world and the structure of the visionary 
ascent through it, as well as the Sethian negative theology applied to the 
invisible Spirit, from sources that arc ultimately at home in Platonism. 
These sources cannot be specified with precision, but seem to belong to 
the Middle Platonic corpus of the exegesis of certain key passages from 
Plato's dialogues, especially the Timaeus, the Sophist, the Pamienides, 
the Symposium, the Theatetus, the Republic, and from reminiscences 
from Plato's •esoteric- teaching as reflected in Aristotle's Metaphysics 
and the reports on Plato's lccture(s) •on the Good." This is not to 
deny, of course, the influence of other sources of speculation, such as 
Jewish apocalyptic visionary literature and so on, but the essential 
structural ingredient is Platonic. 

Many of the metaphysical systems described so far (the Sethian, 
especially that of the • Allogenes group,9 the Chaldaean, and those of 
Plolinus, Porphyry, and the Pamienides commentary) exhibit what H.J. 
Kramer11 has characterized as a four level metaphysics, deriving 
ultimately from the late Plato and his nephew Speusippus in the Old 
Academy. The systems of these men posit an ultimate ground of being 
beyond the transcendent realm of being itself, which latter properly 
begins with the realm of ideas and (ideal) numbers, followed by the 
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World Soul as source of all movement, and finally by the sensible, 
corporeal world. Both Xenocrates and Aristotle reacted against what 
they saw to be an excessive transcendentalism in the systems of Plato 
and especially of Speussipus, retracting the transcendent ground of being 
back into the intellectual realm of pure being, and so produced a three 
level metaphysics of a monadic intelligence containing the ideas as its 
objects of thought, followed by the World Soul and sensible world. 
After the metaphysically dry period of the New Academy, the three level 
metaphysic played a role in the Platonic metaphysics known to Cicero 
and Seneca and developed in the thought of Plutarch, Atticus and 
others. But in the first century BCE, the four level metaphysic began 
to reemerge in Alexandrian Neopythagorean Platonism, especially in the 
circle of Eudorus. This reemergence was characterized by an increasing 
tendency toward withdrawal from society, world-rejection, asceticism and 
a return to the authority of ancient tradition (especially esoteric 
traditions, such as Plato's unwritten doctrine). The four level 
metaphysic, with its ultimate principle absolutely transcending the 
physical and even intellectual world, was increasingly adopted by 
philosophers such as Thrasyllus, Moderatus, Nichomachus and other 
arithmologists, Philo, Julian author of the Chaldaean Oracles, Plotinus 
and later Neoplatonists, and by many Gnostics, such as Basilides, 
Monoimus, the Valentinians, the Naasenes, Peratae, Docetics, Sethians 
and Archontics, and the system of the •Simonian• Megall Apophasis. 

What is notable about this •Neopythagorean• Platonic 
metaphysics and distinguishes it from much of the former school 
Platonism is its great interest in schemes of the dynamic ontological 
derivation of lower principles from higher ones, coupled with a similar 
interest in arithmological speculation on the Pythagorean tetractys 
(1 + 2 + 3 + 4 = 10) as the key to outlining these schemes of 
derivation. In particular they wished to account for the origin of the 
realm of multiplicity (which could be expressed as ideal numbers and 
their phenomenal represe:ntations) from a sole primal and aboriginally 
existing unitary principle called the One or the Monad. Thus at some 
point the (androgynous) Monad became a (female) Dyad by a process 
of doubling (Theon of Smyrna, Expositio 21, 1-7; 100, 9-12 Hiller; 
Nicomachus, Intro. Arith. 113, 2-10 Hoche; Sextus Empiricus, Hyp. Pyrrh. 
3.153; Adv. Math. 10.261; Hippolytus, Ref. 4.43), or begetting 
(<lamblichus>, Theo!. Arith. 3, 17 - 4, 7 de Falco), or by division 
(<Iamblichus>, Theol. Arith. 5, 4-5; 8, 20 - 9, 6; 13, 9-11 de Falco), or 
by ectasis or progression from potentiality to actuality as in a seed 
(Nicomachus apud <Iamblichus>, Theol Arith. 3, 1-8; 16, 4-11 de 
Falco), or by receding from its nature (Moderatus apud Sirnplicius, In 

l
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Phys. 230, 34 - 231, 27 Diels; Numenius, frg. 52 des Places), or by 
flowing (Sextus Empiricus,Adv. Math. 3.19; 3.28; 3.77; 7.99; 9.380-381; 
10.281 ). Hippolytus shows that certain Gnostics used the concept of the 
emanation (probolt, proerchesthai) of a Dyad preexisting in the Monad 
(the Valentinians, Ref. 6.29.5-6; the •Simonian" Megalt Apophasis, Ref. 
6.18.4-7). Among the Sethian "Allogenes group• one finds in addition 
to the Existence, Vitality, Mentality progression also the concept of self
extension (X, J: 32, 5 - 33, 2; XI, 3: 45, 22-24) and division (VU, 5: 121, 
25 - 123, 14; combined with ectasis, V III, J: 80, 1-20 and combined with 
withdrawal, X, J: 9, 1-21). 

This sort of self-generation of primal principles from a preexisting 
unity characteristic of Neopythagorean arithmological speculation was 
also combined with Middle Platonic speculation on the divine intellect 
to produce a scheme in which the many arise from the One by a process 
of thinking, more specifically by the self-reflection of the One upon 
itself; this self-reflection or thinking then can be regarded as a being 
separately existing from the One and is called its Thought or Mind. 
This scheme is especially prominent in gnostic systems: in the 
•monistic" Valentinian system reported by Hippolytus (Ref. 6.29.5-6;
cf. Ref. 6.42.4-5 [Marcosians]; Exe. Theod. 7.1; Tripartite Tractate NHC
I, 5: 52, 34 - 77, 25 [thinking, self-extension, etc.]; Milentinian Exposition
NHC XI, 23: 22, 1 - 25, 21). Especially interesting is the •Simonian•
Megale Apophasis (Hippolytus, Ref. 6.18.4-7): The great unlimited
power, potentially all-father, potentially contains his thought (epinoia)
of which he becomes aware, thus objectivizing it as a separately existing
entity (appearing to himself from himself he became two; he brought
himself forth from himself). When the thought appears, it in turn sees
its source, which becomes father to it; knowing the father, the thought
becomes mind (nous), which together with the thought produces the
Logos.

In Sethianism, Ap. John (II, 1: 4, 16-35) describes the appearance 
of Barbelo by the same process of self-reflection. This is a natural 
Neopythagorean Platonic interpretation of the rather more mythological 
and traditional Sethian speculation on the bisexual nature of the Man 
(the high deity in whose image mankind is made) and Son of Man (the 
archetypal Adam) figures deduced from Genesis 1:26-27. Man is the 
monistic but bisexual supreme deity (odd numbers are male and even 
numbers are female, while •one• shares both natures since adding it to 
an odd number produces an even and vice versa). The Son of Man as 
his bisexual offspring can then be considered as the deity's wisdom 
(sophia) or thought (pronoia, ennoia or epinoia), and thus, in a 
convoluted way, as the Son in one aspect, and in another aspect as the 
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Mother of the self-generated Son. The female or Mother aspect could, 
in arithmological terms, be associated with a Dyad (even, female), and 
the male aspect (odd) with a triad (cf. the 1tiple Male). These were 
then configured in a Father-Mother-Son triad, the female member of 
which was often called Pronoia or Ennoia or First Thought (Protennoia) 
in preference to the name Sophia, which was associated with the divine 
thought in demiurgical declination. Perhaps speculation on the divine 
name (the tetragrammaton YHWH) inspired Barbelo as the name for 
the female aspect of the divine thought. In turn the name Barbelo (•in 
four is God•), implying a tetrad, may have inspired the notion of the 
tetrad of names (Ennoia, Prognosis, Aphtharsia and AiOnia zoe) 
associated in Ap. John with the Mother Barbelo, and by analogy the 
development of another tetrad of names (Autogenes, Nous, Thelema 
and Logos) associated with the Son. Needless to say, in Ap. John the 
names, perhaps originally designating attributes of the Mother and Son, 
are regarded as separate hypostases or subordinate beings granted to 
Barbelo and the Autogenes Son by the Invisible Spirit when they praise 
him for their creation. 

Three quarters of a century later, the •Ailogenes group• still 
recognizes a tetrad (now named Kalyptos, Protophanes, the Triple Male 
and Autogenes) associated with Barbelo, while the tetrad associated with 
the Son has been dropped or at least lost specificity, since we hear now 
only of the •self-begotten ones• (plural) and the entities Metanoia, 
Paroikesis and Antitypoi as prominent entities below the level of 
Autogenes. However, the vacillation in the placement of the figure of 
the Triple Male gives the impression that the thought structure of the 
•Ailogenes group• has little room for tetrads, and basically thinks in
terms of triads, as the doctrine of the Triple Power, expounded upon
previously, suggests.

It seems to me that the most direct inspiration for the tripartite 
aspects of Barbelo, namely Kalyptos, Protophanes and Autogcnes, 
interpreted respectively as the contemplated intellect (nous nol!tos), 
contemplating intellect (nous kathorOn) and planning or demiurgic 
intellect (nous dianooumenos), is the system of Numenius. As for the 
doctrine of the Triple Power, we have seen that Numenius does not 
posit a supreme ground of being beyond intellect and true being, and 
thus espouses a three level metaphysic; but the Chaldaean Oracles, 

replete with its system of three transcendent triads and a primal entity, 
the Father, who is presumably beyond being, seems very close to the 
system underlying the •Ailogenes group.•12 In particular, Numenius's 
system is very close to the ontology of the Aeon of Barbelo in the 
• AIIogenes group: while the three triads implicit in the Paternal
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Monad, the upper Hecate and in the dyadically transcendent Intellect in 
the system of the Chaldaean Oracles are very close to the ontology of 
the 11.-iple Power of the •AUogenes group," especially in the way this 
triad is related to the Unknowable One and to the triadic structure of 
the Aeon of Barbelo. 

In this connection, one ought also to mention the even earlier 
system of Moderatus. The system of Moderatus, who was active at the 
end of the first century CE, is a four level metaphysics (apud Porphyry 
apud Simplicius, In Phys. 230, 24 - 231, 27 Diels and Porphyry, Vita 
Pythag. 48-53; cf. also Joh. Stobacus, Anth. 1.21 Wachsmuth). 
Moderatus posited a first One beyond all being and essence, followed by 
a second One who is true being, intelligible, and comprises the forms. 
The second One is called the Monad or unitary Logos which, acting as 
paradigm, is the Quality that limits the Quantity of a principle opposing 
it, called Multiplicity (also Speusippus's term for the Old Academic 
Indefinite Dyad). In fact, Moderatus conceives this Monad as a 
permanence (mont) from which Multiplicity generates a system of 
monads (ideal numbers) by a Progression (propodismos) from and a 
return (anapodismos) to the Monad, an anticipation of the Ncoplatonic 
doctrine of emanation in three phases of mont, proodos and 
epistropht,13 not to mention a possible anticipation of the Sethian 
doctrine of the 'Itiple Power as the medium through which the Aeon of 
Barbelo emanates from the Invisible Spirit. 

We now conclude this lengthy exposition of the doctrine of the 
•AIJogenes group• in its Platonic context by drawing some conclusions
about its historical position in later Platonism.

First, it should now be clear that Allogenes and Zost. are to be 
included among •the apocalypses of Zoroaster and Zostrianos and 
Nicotheos and Allogenes and Messos and those of other such figures• 
(Porphyry, Vita Plot. 16) read in Plotinus's circle and attacked and 
refuted, sometimes at great length, by Amelius and Porphyry himself in 
the period 244-269 CE. 14 This allows one to date Allogenes (for whose 
priority in the group I have argued) around 200 CE, with Zost. and 
Steles Seth coming a bit later around 225 CE (Porphyry recognized Zost. 
as a spurious and recent work); Marsanes, on account of its doctrine of 
an unknown Silent One transcending even the Invisible Spirit, seems to 
be later yet, perhaps at the time of lamblichus, who likewise posited an 
"Ineffable• one beyond even the Plotinian One. 

Second, in his antignostic polemic {especially in Ennead II.9), 
Plotinus surely has certain of the tractatcs of the "Allogcncs group• 
(especially Zost.), or versions of them, in view. According to the 
thorough survey of R.T. Wallis,15 Plotinus docs not seem to attack the 



456 NEOPLA.TONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

Sethian scheme of the unfolding of the divine world. He accepts the 
notion inAllogenes of learned ignorance (Ennead III.8.9-10; NHC XI, 3: 
59, 30-32; 60, 8-12; 61, 2-3; 61, 17-19; cf. Porphyry, Sent. 25-26 Lambertz 
and the Parmenules commentary, frgg. II and IV). He also accepts the 
notion that spiritual beings are simultaneously present in their entirety 
as •a11 together- in the Intellect (Ennead V:8.7-9; cf. •those who exist 
together: e.g., NHC VIII, 1: 21; 87; 115-116). Also, his acceptance of 
the notion of the traversal of Vitality or Life from the One into the 
Intellect has already been pointed out (Ennead III,8.11; cf. NHC XI, 3: 
49, 5-21). 

On the other hand, Plotinus does not accept the strong 
partitioning of the Intellect characteristic of the • Allogenes group• 
(Ennead II.9). With even greater vehemence, he attacks doctrines found 
principally in Zost., especially its teaching on Sophia (VII, 1: 9, 16 - 11, 
9): the primal wisdom is •neither a derivative nor a stranger in 
something strange to it, but is identical with true being and thus 
Intellect itself" (Ennead V:8.5). He attacks ·the idea that Soul or 
Sophia declined and put on human bodies or that Sophia illuminated 
the darkness, producing an image (eultJlon) in matter, which in turn 
produces an image of the image. He scorns the idea of a demiurge who 
revolts from its mother (Ennead 11.9.10) and whose activity gives rise to 
•repentances• (metanoiai, i.e. of Sophia), copies (antitypoi, i.e. the
demiurge's counterfeit aeons} and transmigrations (Ennead 11.9.6; also
the •alien earth• of 11.9.11; cf. Zost., VIII, 1: 5, 10-29; 8, 9-16; 12, 4-
21). Plotinus is critical in general of the Gnostics' unnecessary
multiplication of hypostases, rejects as out of hand conceptions such as
a secondary knowledge that is the knowledge of yet a higher knowledge
(Ennead 11.9.1; cf. Zost. VIII, 1: 82, 1-13), and completely ridicules their
magical incantations (Ennead 11.9.14; cf. VIII, J: 52; 85-88; 127; XI, 3:

53, 32 - 55, 11; VII, 5: 126, 1-17; X, J: 25, 17-32, 5).
Besides these attacks, it may be, as Wallis suggests, that his 

encounter with the --Gnostics caused Plotinus to tighten up his own 
interpretation of Plato's Timaeus (especially 39E), for example in 
Ennead III.9.1 where he toys with a tripartition of the Intellect (rejected 
explicitly in II.9.6). In Ennead VI.68. •on Number: produced 
immediately after his antignostic treatise, he changes the order of the 
Being-Life-Mind triad applied throughout the rest or the Enneads to the 
unfolding of the Intellect from the One to the order Being-Mind-Life, 
and restricts this triad to the hypostasis of Intellect alone, perhaps in 
response to the Existence-Vitality-Mentality triad of Allogenes, which 
could easily be such as implying an intermediate and thus unnecessary 
hypostasis between the high deity and its Intellect, Barbelo. 
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FinaJly, while the philosophical roots of Plotinus have been 
recognized to lie certainly in Plato but also in the later Platonists such 
as Moderatus, Numenius, Ammonius and perhaps the author of the 
Chaldaean Oracles among others, his debt to the Gnostic metaphysicians 
ought also to be recognized, as H.J. Kramer16 long ago pointed out in 
such detail. The contention of this paper is the same, except that it 
attempts to show that it is the • Allogenes group• of the Sethian 
gnostic apocalypses that had such an impact upon Plotinus and his 
successors, not only as catalysts that caused him to tighten up his 
thinking, but also as sources of doctrine, insofar as these treatises built 
their systems upon those of previous Platonists and Neopythagoreans. 

Furthermore, this paper has urged the priority within the 
• Allogenes group• of the treatise Allogenes, although without the
benefit of intensive analysis and comparison; the author of this work
must in any case be understood as a Sethian but probably not
professional school Platonist who was aware of first and second century
metaphysical doctrine, perhaps in the form of written digests. The
author's goal seems to have been to interpret the Sethian practice of
visionary ascension derived from the traditional Sethian baptismal rite
(as its vestigial terminology in Zost. amply demonstrates) in terms or
Platonic ontology and contemplative technique, and also to develop
further the scheme of the derivation of transcendent hypostatic beings
already in evidence in Ap. John in directions suggested by
Neopythagorean arithmological speculation on the production of the
Many out of the One.

FinaJly, as apparently the first witness to the triads Being-Life
Mind and Existence-Vitality-Mentality, the author ofAl/ogenes may have 
been an important contributor to the development of the Middle 
Platonic exegesis of passages from Plato's writings on the relation of 
intelligence to life and being such as Timaeus 39E and Sophist 248C-E, 
albeit probably without ever citing or perhaps even consulting those 
passages himself. It very may well be that Allogenes was the source of 
Plotinus's use of these triads, as well as that of Porphyry, particularly if 
the latter was the author of the Parmenides commentary, as Hadot has 
argued so weightily. In all events, I hope to have shown that the 
"Allogenes group• and Allogenes in particular form an important; new 
link in the transition from Middle Platonism to Neoplatonism. 
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Soul and Nous in Plotinus, 
Numenius and Gnosticism 

Richard T. Wallis 

Late Neoplatonic metaphysics, as I have written elsewhere, is in 
many ways a series of footnotes to the Enneads.1 This is not, of course, 
to play down either the school's internal disputes both on metaphysics 
itself and on the means of salvation, or the return of Plotinus's 
successors to procedures, like allegoriz.ation of mythology, and forms of 
exposition, like the extended Platonic or Aristotelian commentary, which 
he had either minimized or rejected altogether. Yet there remains in 
my view a doctrinal unity underlying ancient pagan Neoplatonism,2 
which had not been present in Middle Platonism or Hermetism, or, as 
the Nag Hammadi discoveries confirm, in Gnosticism, and which is 
absent from most Christian or post-Christian versions of Platonism. As 
Porphyry observes, Plotinus did not always make clear the logical 
interconnections of his thought/ and much of his successors' task lay 
in clarifying these and resolving the tensions or inconsistencies that 
abound on all levels of his universe.4 Professor Armstrong regards the 
doctrine of Nous as both the weak point and the growing point of his 
systcm,5 whereas I feel, wilh lamblichus/ that the problems arc 
strongest in his view of Sout But the point has little importance, since 
serious tensions are clearly present on both levels and were to raise 
difficulties for his successors. What I wish to show here is how these 
tensions are linked in Plotinus with a •Jove-hate• relationship towards 
Gnosticism and Gnosticizing trends within Platonism, and how, on the 
level of Nous, they often result from resemblances to views found within 
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Gnosticism, whereas on that of Soul they follow rather from a reaction 
against Gnostic ideas. 

Of course, if the above remarks are correct, any idea of comparing 
Plotinus with "Gnosticism" as such, rather than with the various trends 
within that movement, rests on a fallacy, and even to compare him with 
any sizeable number of those trends clearly falls outside the scope of a 
single paper. I shall therefore explain the procedure I intend to follow 
here. In considering Plotinus, we can obviously not confine ourselves 
to his anti-Gnostic polemic (Enn. 11.9) or even to the group of four 
treatises (Enn. 111.8, V.8, V.5 and 11.9) [30-33]' of which this forms the 
conclusion. For the triad Being-Life-Intellect, the parallel to the Nag 
Hammadi texts that has most caught scholars' attention,8 is barely 
mentioned in the anti-Gnostic quartet9 and is most prominent in the 
immediately succeeding VI.6 [34] On Numbers, a work with the same 
title as one ascribed to a certain Aquilinus, who may or may not be the 
Gnostic teacher mentioned in Porphyry's Life of Plotinus.10 We shall 
similarly find anti-Gnostic polemic in other contemporary treatises, such 
as IV.3-5 [27-29] On the Soul and VI.7 [38] On the Ideas and the One. 
Hence while, on this subject as on others, account must be taken of all 
Plotinus's works, it is the texts of his •early middle" period that should 
receive our special attention. 

On the Gnostic side, whatever our view of the identity of Plotinus's 
opponents, 11 and while it would be foolish to ignore any of the ancient
evidence, our starting-point must be the two Nag Hammadi tractates, 
Zostrianos (VIII.I) and Allogenes (XI.3), with titles identical to those 
named by Porphyry as used by Plotinus's opponents.12 Despite
disagreement on almost everything else, no-one, to my knowledge, has 
seriously contested that these are the works in question, and on literary 
and doctrinal grounds it seems virtually certain.13 Special attention 
should also be given to the other two "Neoplatonizing" Nag Hammadi 
texts, the Three Ste/es of Seth (VII.5) and Marsanes (X.l), though I am 
less sure than some that Plotinus knew these particular works,14 and to 
the two Christian (or Christianized) "Sethian• works (to use a 
convenient, if controversial term)15 which refer to figures from 
Porphyry's list, the Apocryphon of John, whose longer version cites 
Zoroaster,16 and the anonymous treatise from the Bruce Codex, which 
mentions Nicotheus, as well as Marsanes.17 Among Middle Platonic 
and late Neoplatonic sources three are of outstanding importance, the 
fragments of Numenius, the Chaldaean Oracles and the fragments of the 
"Porphyrian• Pam1enides commentary. 

Of the works mentioned in the last paragraph two will here receive 
special attention. The first is Zostrianos, for three reasons. One is that 
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the editors of Allogenes and Marsanes are here to expound the teaching 
of those works. Second, of the four •Neoplatonizing• Nag Hammadi 
tractates, Zostrianos is the most typically •Gnostic: if we can still 
speak in such terms; at least, it is closest to the teaching of Plotinus's 
opponents, notably in referring unmistakably, if allusively, to the fall of 
Sophia and the ignorant demiurge, and in its hostility towards the 
material world.18 Third, it contains remarkable resemblances to 
Plotinus's accounts of Intellectual contemplation in V.8 and VI.7, and 
rests in my view both on a common philosophical tradition and� similar 
philosophico-religious experience.19 I therefore do not see such 
resemblances as indicating Gnostic influence on Neoplatonism, except 
in the sense that I believe that the prominence of certain themes, such 
as the one just noted, in Plotinus's early middle period derives, in large 
part at least, from his Gnostic pre-occupations,211 whether from hostility
to their teaching, as in his account of the World-Soul's activity, or, as in 
his account of the Intelligible world, from a desire to show that their 
teaching is already found in Platonism in a superior form.21 Zostrianos

thus constitutes a paradigm of Plotinus's •Jove-hate• relationship with 
Gnosticism, and, in illustration of its attractions and dangers for a 
Platonist, as Plotinus saw them, I shall also give special attention to the 
Middle Platonist towards whom a similar •Jove-hate• relationship is 
clearest on his part, Numenius of Apamea. For it was of course 
precisely its appeal for Platonists, including members of his school, that 
led to Plotinus's preoccupation with Gnosticism, which he would 
otherwise doubtless have ignored as completely as he did orthodox 
Christianity and most popular religion, including the popular Platonism 
of the •Platonic underworld.•22 We may divide the relevant doctrines
into three groups: (a) those on which Plotinus shows strong affinities 
to Zostrianos and/or Numenius, points on which the post-Iamblicheans 
often reacted against him; (b) those Gnostic doctrines against which 
Plotinus himself reacted and where later Neoplatonists followed him; 
and (c) those points, notably multiplication of Hypostases, on which 
later Neoplatonists stood closer to Gnosticism than he did. 

First, however, I wish to stress the importance of one point already 
made, the significance of which is often misconceived, that Zostrianos 
refers unmistakably, if allusively, to the fall of Sophia and the ignorant 
demiurge. Where a doctrine is absent or its presence debatable (as, for 
instance, the Theory of Forms in most of Plato's later works) we may be 
in doubt whether an author means to reject it or is simply omitting it 
as irrelevant to the present discussion.23 But where its presence is 
unmistakable, but allusive, we have no such choice. The doctrine must 
have been so familiar to the author's readers that it could be taken for 
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granted without the need for detailed exposition. And it is clear from 
Zostrianos's stress on the creator's ignorance and the inferiority of his 
work that he regards it as of fundamental importance. Thus, however 
it may be with other Neoplatonizing Gnostic texts, the doctrines in 
question are basic to Zostrianos. 

Of Zostrianos's treatment of these doctrines only two features call 
for special mention. One is the curious apparent transition between, or 
identification of, Sophia and Barbelo in the admittedly fragmentary 
passage 82-83. Here Sieber's explanation, that Sophia, as a 
manifestation of Barbelo, is identical with Barbelo, may be corrcct.24 

Or the passage may be a relic of an older •Simonian• system, in which 
the divine thought (Ennoia or Epinoia) itself undergoes a fall,25 in 
contrast to the multiplication of female principles found in the more 
developed systems. Of this passage I shall say more later. The second 
point to note is the phrase •image of an image• used of the demiurge's 
creation of the sensible world,26 a phrase echoed in Plotinus's anti
Gnostic polemic,27 and clearly deriving from Republic X's criticism of 
artistic creation, applied by Plotinus to his own portrait.28 It is 
therefore interesting that Plotinus's counter-claim that the artist may 
imitate the archetypal Logoi of the sensible world comes at V.8.1.32-40, 
i.e. in the second work of his anti-Gnostic quartet. Since that work's
account of natural production clearly leads up to Chapter eight's attack
(lines 7-23) on Gnostic devaluation of the sensible world, we may
wonder whether Plotinus's •revisionist• view of art may have been an
attempt to forestall Zostrianos's line of argument at the outset.

The most important resemblances between Plotinus and Zostrianos, 
by contrast, occur in their accounts of the Intelligible world, in relation 
both to the Being-Intellect (or Knowledge)-Life triad (of which I shall 
say a little more later, leaving other participants to discuss it in more 
detail) and in their vitalistic descriptions of that world and the 
contemplation thereof. In Plotinus, as we have seen, the most striking 
examples occur in Enn. V.8 [31] the second work of the anti-Gnostic 
quartet, and VI.7 [38], the first part of which forms an anti-Gnostic 
interpretation of the Timaeus. A literal interpretation of that work 
would, in Plotinus's view, involve its producer in deliberation, and hence 
in doubt and ignorance;29 moreover, in turning his attention to the 
sensible world he would be attracted towards that world, i.e., to an 
inferior state,30 while, in sending souls there, he would seem to have 
intended them for a worse condition than if they had remained in the 
Intelligible world - a Gnostic conclusion par excellence!31 Most 
fundamentally of all, since the sensible world did not exist before its 
production, how could the idea of producing it have occurred to him?32 
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We thus seem to be faced with the absurdity either that sense
perception, the elements, and the various natural species exist in the 
Intelligible world or that the lower, sensible world constitutes the 
actualization (and hence the perfection) of what was present in the 
higher realm only in potential form.33 Plotinus's answer, of course, is
that the sensible world is a continual unfolding of the eternal 
contemplation of Nous, which contains the archetypes of that world's 
constituents in more unified, and hence more perfect, non-material form 
- sensations, for instance, being dim intellections.34 In propounding
this answer Plotinus discusses two entities that bulk large within
Gnosticism - Primal Man and the 1rue Earth - though he integrates
them with traditional Greek philosophical debates, the former of them,
for instance, arising in a discussion of the Platonic and Aristotelian
definitions of man.;is The 1rue Earth, which, Plotinus claims, some
Gnostics regard as the archetype of this one,36 is described in detail in
the anonymous work from the Bruce Codex37 and briefly mentioned in
the Nag Hammadi Gospel of the Egyptians.35 But it is Zostrianos,
whose hero ascends through a series of "1rue Earths• corresponding
to the several levels of the Intelligible Cosmos, that presents the closest
parallels to Plotinus, as can be seen if we set V.8.3.30 ff. and VI.7.12.4
ff. alongside the relevant passages from that work.39 In addition to
both authors' vitalistic conception of the elements of the Intelligible
world, and their clear common dependence on past tradition, including
the 1rue Earth of the Phaedo myth, the Aristotelian doctrine of Nous,
and the vitalism of the Stoics,40 we may observe that Zostrianos
describes his ascent as a -Vision,"41 and both sources, in my view, rest
on a common experience.42 Doctrinally we may note their agreement
on six points: (a) the membership of souls in the Intelligible world,43 

(b) the existence of Forms of individuals,"" (c) the Aristotelian doctrine
of the identity of Nous and its objects, which leads Zostrianos, like
Plotinus to describe the members of the Intelligible world as
•thoughts:45 (d) the notion of Intelligible Matter (the �arrenness:
or ster�sis, mentioned at 116.12 ff.),46 (e) the identity-in-diversity among
the members of the Intelligible order,47 and (f) the doctrine expounded
at length in another of Plotinus's early middle works, VI.4-5 [22-23],
that incorporeal beings are free from spatial limitations and hence
present everywhere in their entirety,48 or, in the words of Plolinus and
Porphyry, are •everywhere and nowhere•; hence their •presence: or
operation, at a particular portion of the material world is due to their
-Wishing• to be there.49 The first four of these doctrines, we may
observe, were either rejected or considerably qualified by Iamblichus and
his successors,50 especially the first of them, which in their view
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ascribed too exalted a status to Soul, especially the human soul, a point 
on which Iamblichus regarded Plotinus and his pupils as having followed 
Numenius too closely.si To Numenius's views we shall therefore now 
turn. 

The Cirst Numenian doctrine to be examined is that of proschri!sis 
whereby the first God uses the second God to contemplate, while the 
latter uses the Third God (his own lower phase, as we shall see) to 
produce.52 Plotinus, of course, normally rejects any such view as fatal 
to divine transcendence in making the higher Hypostases dependent on 
the lower; it was, however, accepted by the author of the anonymous 
Pannenides commentary53 and may be propounded in Plotinus's early 
work V.l [10] 7.4-6, which appears to describe Nous as originating as 
the One's self-contemplation, though Dr. O'Daly has suggested an 
alternative explanation of the passage which neither does violence to the 
Greek nor contradicts Plotinus's normal thought.54 The doctrine is, 
however, clearly maintained by Philo, who in one place describes God 
as employing ennoia and dianoesis to contemplate his works,55 while 
elsewhere God is said to use the Logos to shape the sensible world;56 

similarly in the Tripartite Tractate the Logos uses the Archon of this 
world as his instrument to shape the latter.57 The higher, 
contemplative form of proschri!sis likewise occurs in several Gnostic 
texts. In the Apocryphon of John Ennoia, identified with Barbelo, is 
described as the thought of the Supreme God, the reflection in which 
he beholds himself;58 a similar view is found in the Megalt Apophasis, 
ascribed to Simon Magus, where Ennoia (or Epinoia) forms a unity-in
duality with the primal Nous, while a passage of Zostrianos cited 
earlier59 describes a female being, either Barbelo or Sophia, as the 
•introspection of the pre-existing God."60 Whatever his earlier
hesitations over this, or other Numenian divisions of Intellect,61 in
II.9.1. Plotinus firmly rejects any such notion or any doubling of the
One or Nous into a potential and an actual or an inactive and active
phase. Even our minds, he argues, must be aware of their own thoughts
and to postulate a further principle of awareness in Nous deprives it of
true self-knowledge and lead to the absurdity of an infinite regress.62 

Consistently with his •norninalist• reaction against the Gnostics'
multiplication of Hypostases, he regards Epinoia as a mere conceptual
distinction, which has no correspondence in reality, and which cannot
therefore introduce any ontological division into the activity of Nous.63 

It is a common observation that the further distinctions within 
Nous rejected in II.9.1 and II.9.6, after a more sympathetic consideration 
in the early work UI.9 (13].1, are easier to identify with those 
propounded by Numenius than those of any extant Gnostic system.64 
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The highest level Plotinus's opponents, like Numenius, are said to 
identify with the Timaeus's •Ideal Animal• (the sensible world's 
Intelligible model) and with "Nous at rest: containing all within itself; 
similarly, like Numenius, they identify their second level with Nous "in 
motion• or •in contemplation• and their third with the "discursively 
reasoning• (dianooumenos) or "planning• Nous, an interpretation of 
Timaeus 39E. (Sometimes, Plotinus adds, they see this level as the 
demiurge, while elsewhere they identify the latter with Soul,65 an 
inconsistency Plotinus's pupils were to find within him!66 In fact, in 
the developed Gnostic systems, at least two further entities, Sophia and 
the demiurge (whom Plotinus suggests identifying respectively with 
higher and lower Soul, often termed respectively Soul and Nature, 
within his own system),67 intervene between Intelligible and sensible 
worlds. A threefold division of the Intelligible world appears in both 
Zostrianos and Allogenes, into the Hidden One (Kalyptos), the First
Appearing One (PrOtophanes) and the Self-Begotten One (Autogenes) 
equated with the members of the 'Iriad Being-Life-Intellect, or 
Existence-Knowledge-Life.68 The resemblance to Numenius and to the 
views of Plolinus's opponents, at first sight far from evident, becomes 
clearer if, as I have suggested elsewhere, we suppose that Numenius 
regarded the Forms as pre-existing (i.e. hidden) within his first Nous 
and brought forth (or first manifested) by his second Nous.69 We may 
further recall that in Allogenes the 'Iriple Power (the intermediary 
between the supreme One and the sensible world) or, more precisely, its 
lowest phase (i.e. the Self-Begotten One), is said to act on the sensible 
world •successively and individually, continuing to rectify the failures 
from Nature: a view rejected by Plotinus as absurd.70 Coincidentally
or not, Plotinus here also rejects an image used by Numenius, of the 
demiurge as a husbandman, who, in the relevant fragment is said to 
•sow, distribute and transplant• the souls assigned him by the supreme
God.71 It is thus interesting that, though both Numenius and Allogenes
anticipate Plotinus in using the •undiminished giving" concept of
divine production,72 neither uses it, as he does, to exempt God (or at
least God's lowest phase) from deliberate attention to his products.
And, as we shall see, this is by no means the most Gnostic feature of
Numenius's account of divine activity.

First, however, we may note one more feature of the triadic 
structure of Nous, that Enn. Vl.6 and the first part of Zostrianos are 
almost the only extant texts to present the order Being-Intellect (or 
Knowledge)-Life;73 elsewhere, including the latter part of Zostrianos,74 

the normal order Being-Life-Intellect is all but universal. In VI.7, 
however, in equating Life with the initial stage of Nous, while it is still 
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•groping for vision• (i.e., the stage of Intelligible Matter) Plotinus
implies that Life is in fact the highest of the three.75 Yet at VI.6.17.35-

43 he observes that, if the "Ideal Animal" includes souls as well as
Intellects, Life must be the lowest member of the triad.76 In other
words, he seems to be saying, Zostrianos's order is valid only if we rank
the "Ideal Animal" below Intellect proper, a reversal not merely of the
views of Numenius and Plotinus's Gnostic opponents, but of Plato
himself, though there were Platonists, like Atticus and Longinus, who
upheld it.77 

Before discussing Numenius's Third God in detail, we must make 
two points concerning that bei!1g's relation to the Second God. The 
first is the parallel between Numenius's views on the relation between 
the Second and Third Gods and those between Nous and the human 
soul. For just as our soul at its highest is identical with its Intelligible 
origin,78 so the Third God is merely the lower, active phase of the 
contemplative Second God.79 In other words, there is no Soul as a 
separate Hypostasis for Numenius on either divine or human level, 
merely a lower manifestation of the Second Hypostasis. The full 
importance of this point will become clear later. 

The second preliminary point concerns the problem whether, as 
certain texts suggest, Numenius believed in a doctrine of cosmic cycles 
similar to that of the Stoics and the Politicus myth,80 with his Third 
God alternately governing the sensible world and subsequently returning 
to share the contemplation of the Second God. This is suggested by the 
statement that the Second God "being double, creates his own Idea and 
the cosmos"; epeita theOrttikos ho/Os.81 The alternative, if we do not 
resort to the risky procedure of amending the text, is to suppose, with 
Henry, that Numenius is describing two phases of his Second God, 
which are logically, but not chronologically distinct.82 God is elsewhere 
similarly stated at one time to look to man and keep him alive, while at 
another he returns to his vantage-point. Here, however, though the 
allusion to the Politicus myth seems unmistakable, Numenius could have 
in mind two phases of divine activity within a single world-period, i.e. to 
be saying simply that individual men live or die according to whether 
God looks to them or not.83 A third text, from Macrobius, but of 
probable Numenian origin, describes Nous as alternately undergoing 
division and again (rursus) returning from division to indivisibility, and 
thereby fulfilling its cosmic functions (mundi imp/et officia) while not 
abandoning the mysteries of its own nature (naturae suae arcana non 
desirit).84 Here we may choose between the above explanations; either 
(a) a •cosmic cycles" doctrine is presupposed, or (b) Numenius has a
purely logical succession in mind, or (c) he may be describing the
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operations of Nous within the individual (though •mundi• makes this 
less likely). More probably its operations in both the world and the 
individual are meant, in which case we have a further parallel between 
the two. 

However this may be, Numenius's desire to preserve his Second 
God in continual contemplation, and thereby safeguard divine 
transcendence, is here very evident. A similar attitude occurs in his 
comparison of the Second God to a helmsman sailing over the sea of 
Matter, while keeping his attention fixed above.85 But for the Third
God the consequences are less satisfactory. Thus the statement, in the 
second passage discussed in our last paragraph, that on returning to its 
vantage-point Nous enjoys a happy life86 implies that when its attention 
is directed here, its life is less happy. The notorious fragment 11 goes 
even further, declaring that, in unifying Matter, the Second God is split 
by it,87 with the result that he (or rather his lower phase, the Third
God) ceases to dwell in his own sphere, the Intelligible order, for in 
reaching out for (or desiring-, eporexamenos) Matter he becomes 
forgetful of himself.88 Plotinus's rejection of any such view (at least in
his normal thought) is emphatic. For him the Hypostases produce 
■without inclination, will or movement• towards their products;89 

hence the demiurge knows his activity on the world only in its unity, not
qua directed towards the world.90 Otherwise, as we have seen, and as
Numenius concedes, he would experience an attraction to the sensible
world parallel to that undergone by the human soul.91 Thus at IV.3
(27] 17.21-31 Plotinus compares the individual soul to a sailor, whose
concern for his ship puts him in danger of perishing with it, a passage
combining phrases from two of Numenius's descriptions of his Second
God.92 That Numenius went further than other Platonists (and even
than some Gnostics) in regarding Matter as an evil principle in
permanent opposition to God is well known;93 and like most Gnostics,
but in strong contrast to orthodox Hellenic thought, he extended this to
the matter of the planetary spheres, where he even located the Platonic
hells94 

- views which Professor Armstrong rightly secs as the most
definitely oriental feature of his thought.95 

Plotinus's reaction against Gnosticism was thus equally a reaction 
against Gnosticizing Platonists like Numenius. How far this reaction led 
him to modify his own philosophy is a vexed question, and we may well 
hesitate to give too confident an answer to a problem that has led 
scholars of the caliber of Dodds96 and Puech97 along demonstrably 
false paths. Yet I believe that certain tensions in Plotinus's doctrine of 
Soul, especially in his •early middle• period, tensions which were to 
divide his followers, can best be seen as in large part the result of his 
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anti-Gnostic pre-occupations. It is, of course, true that his concern was 
with philosophical theories rather than with individuals or schools. Yet, 
at the very least, the need to remove any Gnostic implications from his 
account of the Hypostases gave special point to views that he might in 
any case have derived from reflection on earlier thinkers. Thus 
Plotinus's denial of divine deliberation arose, as Professor Pepin and I 
have shown, from the Aristotelian view of deliberation as developed in 
the Skeptics' theological criticisms,98 while the claim that divine 
attention remains •above• is equally Aristotelian.99 Also derived from 
the Skeptics is Plotinus's argument that our everyday consciousness, 
based as it is on phantasia, and thus dealing with images of the Forms 
rather than the Forms themselves, is inconsistent with perfect 
knowledge. 100 Hence, the work On the Soul argues, on her return to 
the Intelligible world, our soul is wholly absorbed in contemplation of 
that world, a view we have seen Iamblichus attacking as too 
Numenian. 101 Clearly then, if the World-soul is to eseape the 
Gnostics' charge that her knowledge is inferior to that attainable by 
man, she, like the purified human soul, must permanently transcend 
discursive, temporal thought - a strong contrast to the view of the early 
work V.1 [10] 4.10-25 that her contemplation differs from Nous in 
involving temporal succession. 102 In IV.4 [28] 15, on the other hand 
she is said to differ from Nous in generating time without herself being 
subject thereto,103 an obviously unsatisfactory conclusion, since we 
might allow Nous to generate time directly without the intermediary of 
Soul. Nor does Plotinus's claim that the purified soul, in contemplating 
Nous, also possess consciousness of herself, 104 provide a satisfactory 
answer, since such self-awareness can be only of herself qua identified 
with Nous. And while the distinction between Nous and the individual 
soul becomes clear when the latter leaves the Intelligible world, this 
obviously cannot happen with the changeless divine souls. 105 In short 
the distinction between Nous and higher World-Soul bas vanished. and 
there remains only her lower level, Nature (physis), the power that 
unconsciously molds the sensible world, which at IV.4.13.19-21 is 
described as the •image impressed from Soul upon Matter•; indeed 
doubt is expressed there whether Nature can be ranked among •True 
Beings.-106 Nor is it easy to see how the distinction between Nous 
and higher Soul could be restored without a dangerous lapse towards 
Gnosticism, similar to that we have found in Numenius. The same 
general view emerges from other works of Plotinus's •early middle• 
period. 

That the first three works of the anti-Gnostic quartet are little 
concerned with Soul is observed in Theiler and Beutler's introduction 
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to II.9.167 This is not surprising of V.5, which is wholly concerned with
Nous and the One. But III.8 and V.8 raise more serious problems. 
Omitting V.8 for the moment, we may observe that III.8,108 after its
discussion of Nature (chs. 2-4) turns to Soul, which is said to exercise 
a higher form of contemplation. The nature of this, however, is 
nowhere made clear, and when in IIl.8.6 Plotinus passes to a more 
detailed account of Soul's contemplation, it is to the human soul that 
he refers, as is clear from his references to her as engaging in external 
activity, though he disguises this by referring to •soul" without 
distinction. Nor does 11.9 resolve the problem. After chapter l's 
assertion that the distinction between the Hypostases has often been 
dcmonstrated,109, the rest of the work, with its assertion that the
World-Soul's middle level (that corresponding to discursive thought in 
us) does not descend or deliberatc,118 merely raises the difficulty anew.

The same attitude is apparent in other works of the period. That 
VI.4-5 [22-23} seems to •telescope• the Hypostascs has often been
noted. Similarly, passages like that cited earlier from VI.6.17.35-43, on
the •Ideal Animal," appear, like Zostrianos and Numenius,111 to grant
Soul full membership of the Intelligible World. 112 Other passages
indeed refer to Logoi, explicitly or by implication situated on the level
of Soul, intermediate between the Forms in Nous and the formative
principles in Nature. 113 Yet that this cannot solve the problem of the
higher soul's contemplation is clear if we ask what these Logoi are. In
the human soul they are evidently mental images or verbal formulae, the
objects of phantasia.114 But this cannot, as we have seen, be true of
the divine souls, and we may once more ask why a level of Logoi
intermediate between Nous and Nature is necessary at all. In fact, V.8
and Vl.7 often imply that the sensible world proceeds from Nous
without any intermediary. ns Most revealing of all is V.8.7.15-16,
which in such a passage adds "whether through the intermediary of
Soul, or some Soul, makes no difference to the present discussion,"
thus belatedly reintroducing a principle for which Plotinus has to find
room, but which has become superfluous, if not an embarrassment to
him.

Another important chapter in this context is the somewhat later 
JII.7[45] 11. Here an •unquiet power of Soul" is said not merely to 
generate time, but to subject herself thereto,110 by an act of self
assertion parallel to that which causes the fall of the human soul.117 

How •Gnostic" these statements are has been debated by Profs. 
Jonas118 and Manchester;119 I will merely assert for my part that 
Plotinus is at the very least guilty of a carelessness of expression, which, 
if not fully Gnostic, has as strong a Gnostic tendency as most of those 
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we have criticized in Numenius. Nor does Plotinus make clear which 
power of Soul is in question. If it is the higher level of Soul, the 
•middle• level of II.9.2,120 the difficulties raised in lV.3-4 emerge
anew. If, on the other hand, Plotinus has Nature in mind, there is no
conflict between the two works, but in that case we are no nearer
distinguishing higher Soul from Nous. Moreover, as Plotinus argues
against the Gnostics, whose demiurge he suggests equating with Nature
in his own system, there can be no question of self-assertion or ambition
on that level.m Whatever level he is referring to, he would surely
have had to reply that his assertions are only metaphorical. But in any
case the basic problem remains unanswered.

We may observe a similar ambiguity in Plotinus's view of the status 
of the heavens. He is, of course, emphatic in upholding the divinity of 
the celestial souls against the Gnostics; for, as he argues against 
Numenius, the matter of their bodies is purer than our own.m Its 
control by the celestial gods thus requires no attention or effort on their 
part, nor does it distract them from contemplation; hence the Gnostics' 
charge that they are inferior to man in being unable to leave the 
material world falls to the ground.123 Nor should we probably read 
too much into V.8.3.27-30's assertion that the celestial gods contemplate 
the Intelligible world only •from afar•; for even the work On the Soul,

where we have seen as strong a tendency as anywhere in Plotinus to 
•telescope• the Hypostases, recognizes degrees of rank among
souls.124 But there can be no denying the inconsistency of his account
of the individual soul's descent and re-ascent through the heavens. Thus
in IV.3.17.1 ff. the heavens, though the purest part of the material
world, are yet the first stage in her descent, the point where, as
IV.4.5125 tells us, she first reawakens the memory that ultimately draws
her back here. We may recall Macrobius's account of her descent,
probably derived, as we have seen, from Numenius, where an
unconscious attraction to this world, similar to the unconscious memory
of the Plotinus passage, draws her here.126 Yet in IV.3.18 even the
human soul, on reaching the heavens, is said to be wholly within the
Intelligible world and hence not to need discursive reasoning (or
presumably memory).127 We thus see here a further tension within
Plotinus's system, with echoes, even if distant ones, of Numenius.

A similar problem to that over the relation of Soul to Nous is 
posed for Plotinus, though less explicitly, over that of Nous to the One 
by the fact that in the mystical experience Nous is in turn 
transcended. 128 It is therefore not surprising that Plotinus sometimes 
sounds a pessimistic note over the origin of Nous. What is surprising 
is to find such a declaration at III.8.8 32-38 - in the first work of the 
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anti-Gnostic quartet.129 Hence, while Plotinus's successors 
unanimously agreed with him in excluding deliberation and attention to 
their products from the Hypostases,1.10 the fundamental dilemma of his 
system left them with only two consistent alternatives. One, found in 
the Pamienides commentator and, less consistently, in Amelius and 
Porphyry,131 was to •telescope• the Hypostases into one another. 
The other, accepted by Iamblichus and most of his successors,132 was
to downgrade the human soul. Since in their view she no longer 
contains an unfallen element or possesses a transcendent individual 
Intellect, she has no direct access to the divine, which she can reach only 
through the intermediary of a divine soul.133 This being so, any 
possibility of her superiority to those souls is destroyed at the outset, 
and the notion of a graded hierarchy is not merely restored, but receives 
ever greater emphasis. Consistent with this approach was their 
rejection, as we have observed, of most of the parallels between Plolinus 
and Zostrianos regarding the Intelligible world.1.)4 Yet in multiplying 
levels within the Intelligible world they came, as has often been 
observed, to resemble the ever-increasing complication of the Gnostic 
systems. If we confine ourselves to the •Neoplatonizing• Gnostic texts, 
we may see Arnelius, Porphyry, and especially the Pannenides 
commentator as resembling Allogenesm and (less certainly) Zostrianos, 
in recognizing a multiplicity of levels that arc ultimately •telescoped" 
into one another, whereas Iamblichus's more complex hierarchy stands 
closer to what survives of Marsanes. Plotinus's "love-hate• relationship 
with the Gnostics and Numenius, therefore, far from exhausting its 
effects with him, was to continue its influence throughout the whole 
history of the pagan Neoplatonic school. 

NOTES 
l. Neoplatonism (London and New York, 1972), p. 92; cf. H. Blumenthal,

"Plotinus in Later Platonism: in Neoplatonism and Early Christian
Vwught: Essays in Honour of A.H. Annstrong (London, 1981), pp. 212ff.
For a different view cf. Professor Whittaker's paper, •De Jamblique a
Proc!us,- in Entretiens Hardt XXJ., (Vandoeuvres/Geneva, 1975), pp. 65ff.

2. Including even Hierocles and the later Alexandrian School, as Mme. I.
Hadot has now shown (Hierocles et Simplicius; le Probleme du
Neop/atonisme Alexandrin (Paris 1978]).

3. V.Pl. 18.6-8.
4. Cf. Neoplatonism, pp. 90-93.
5. Cambridge History of Later Greek and Early Medieval Philosophy

(Cambridge, 1978), p. 2l,7.
6. De An., quoted by Stobaeus I.365.Sff. Wachsmuth.



474 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

7. See R. Harder, •Eine Neue Schrift Plotins: Hermes LXXI (1936): 5-8;
D. Roloff, Plotin; die Gross-Schrift (Berlin, 1970); V. Cilento, Plotino;
Paideia Antignostica (Florence, 1971); Ch. Elsas, Neuplatonische und
Gnostische Weltablehnung in der Schule Plotins (Berlin, 1975); F. Garcfa
Ballin, Plotino y la Gnosis (Buenos Aires, 1981).

8. See M. Tardieu, •Les Trois Ste/es de Seth; un ecrit gnostique retrouve a
Nag Hammadi," RSPhTh 51 (1973): 545-575; James M. Robinson, "The
Three Ste/es of Seth and the Gnostics of Plotinus,• Proc. of the International
Conference on Gnosticism, Stockholm 1973 (Stockholm, 1977), pp. 132-142;
John D. Turner, "The Gnostic Threefold Path to Enlightenment," Novum
Testamentwn 22 (1980): 324-351; J. Sieber "The Barbelo Aeon as Sophia
in Zostrianos and Related Tractates, • in The Rediscovery of Gnosticism, ed.
Bentley Layton (Leiden, 1981), vol. II, pp. 788-795; also the papers of
Professors Turner and Manchester read to the present conference.

9. It occurs there only at V.5.1.32-38, 2.9-13, 10.12-14; (cf. P. Hadot, •Les
Sources de Plotin," in EnJretiens Hardt V(Vandoeuvres/Geneva, 1960), pp.
110, 113, 116.

10. On Aquilinus see Porphyry, V.PI. 16.3, Lydus, De Mens. IV.76 (on which cf.
further below n. 46), and H.-Ch. Pucch, Entretiens Hardt V, p. 164, with p.
177 of the ensuing discussion.

11. While I regard Plotinus's opponents as •Sethians• or •Barbelo-Gnostics"
(on which terms er. below n. 15). I have no quarrel with those, like
Professor Bauin, who see them as Valentinians using Sethian works; see his
P/otino y la Gnosis, cited above n. 7; "Tres Decadas de Estudios
Plotinianos," Sapientia 13 (1980): 292ff.; •Plotino y las Textos Gnosticos
de Nag-Hammadi," Oriente-Occidente 11/2 (1981): 185-203 (on which
however cf. n. 14 below). It would in any case have been hard for Gnostics
in third-century Rome to eseape all Valentinian influence. That Porphyry,
rightly or wrongly, regarded Plotinus's opponents as Christians (V. Pl.

16.lff.) was correctly maintained by Puech,Entretiens Hardt V, pp. 163-164,
and Dodds (ibid., p. 175, with the ensuing discussion). That Christian
Gnostics and Christians sympathetic to Gnosticism could use pagan works
is proved by theApocryphon of John's citation of Zoroaster (cf. below n. 16)
and the use of pagan works by the Nag Hammadi community (probably a
Pachomina monastery; cf. James M. Robinson, The Nag Hammadi Library
in English (New York, 1977), pp. 14-21, and R. van den Broeck, •Toe
Present State of Gnostic Studies,• Vigiliae Christianae 37 (1981): 47-49.

12. V.PI. 16.6-7.
13. On Zostrianos see J. Sieber, •An Introduction to the Tractate Zostrianos

from Nag Hammadi," Novum Testamentum 15 (1973): 233-240; for
Allogenes, see esp. Professor Turner's paper in this volume, pp. 427-462.

14. Cf. Professor Bazan's caution in Oriente-Occidente 11/2 (1981), cited above,
n. 11, pp. 187-196. I am, however, even more dubious about his
identification of Anonymus Brucianus with Nicotheus (ibid., pp. 196ff.) and
still more so about his speculations concerning the Tripartite Tractate (ibid.,
pp. 185-186; cf. also the article cited there, p. 186, n. 8). Professor Turner,



SOUL AND NOUS 475 

in his paper in this volume, regards Marsanes as posl-Plotinian; for a 
different view cf. Professor Pearson's introduction to the tractate in Nag 
Hammadi Codices IX and X (Leiden, 1981). 

15. Cf. the contrasting views of H.-M. Schenke (Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol.
II, pp. 588-616) and F. Wisse (ibid., pp. 563-576); also the cautions of
Professors Rudolph (ibid., pp. 577-578) and van den Broeck (Vigiliae
Christianae, 37 [1981]: 54-56) and Professor Pearson's balanced a�ment
(Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol. II, p. 504, n. 113). Certainly the •family
resemblances• between the six tractates listed in the text and between
Trimorphic Protennoia (NHC XIII.I) and the Gospel of the Egyptians (NHC
IIl.2 and IV.2), on which cf. the articles of Professors Turner and Sieber
cited above n. 8, make some common term for them desirable. Cf.
Schenke's other •sethian" works, the Apocalypse of Adam (NHC V.5)
belongs to an older pre-philosophical version of the same tradition, while the
•Barbelo" passages in Me/chizedek (NHC IX.I) read to me, as to
Professor Pearson (Nag Hammadi Codices IX and X, p. 38), like extraneous
additions. Schenke's other two •Sethian" works, the Hypostasis of the
Archons (NHC 11.4) and the 111ought of Norea (NHC X.2), seem to me
decidedly peripheral to the group.

16. NHC II.1.19.10. Toe longer version of theApocryphon also occurs at NHC
IV.I, the shorter version at NHC IIl.1 and BG 8502.2.

17. Anon. Brue. p. 12 = p. 235 of V. MacDcrmot's edition (Leiden, 1978), p.
342 Schmidt, p. 84 Baynes.

18. VIII.1.1 (lines 16-19), 9-10, 27, and perhaps 82-83 (cf. below p. 464 and nn.
23-28, 59-60). Cf. however VIII.I.131.10-14, cited on p. 447 of Professor
Turner's paper.

19. Cf. below pp. 465-467 and esp. n. 39.
20. That Gnosticism was not the sole objective of the passages in question is

clear; cf. below pp. 465-467 and nn. 35 and 98-100. On the other hand Dr.
D. O'Meara (Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol. I, pp. 365-378), seems to me
to go too far in the op�ite direction, though I agree with him (ibid., p.
371, n. 27) that some of Puech's allegedly anti-Gnostic texts, especially from
Plotinus's later works (Entretiens Hardt V, p. 183) are highly dou�ful.

21. Cf. Plotinus's attitude at Enn. Il.9.6.6ff.
22. There is in my view no certain reference to non-Gnostic Christianity in the

Enneads. III.2[47] 8.36-9.19 may be directed at Gnosticism, or at popular
religion in general. I also doubl whether IIl.6.[26) 6.71 is aimed at the
doctrine of bodily resurrection. For more favorable references to popular
religious practices ct. e.g., IV. 7.[2]. 15, IV.3.[27).11.

23. Thus Allogenes XI.l.51.29-32 and Marsanes X.1.4.1-2 may allude to the fall
of Sophia and its consequences, but this is far from certain. Contrast the
passages from Zostrianos cited in n. 18 above. Cf. further below n. 93.

24. Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol. II. pp. 793-794.
25. Cf. Professor Jonas's The Gnostic Religion, second edition (Boston, 1963),

pp. 105ff., and below p. 468 and nn. 58ff.
26. NHC VIII.1.10.4-5.
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27. Enn. 11.9.10.27.
28. V.PL 1.8.
29. VI.7.1, 28ff., 3.lff. Cf. the passages cited at NeoplaJonism, p. 63.
30. Cf. Vl.7.3.22ff., 8.lff., and the texts cited at NeoplaJonism, pp. 62-63, 76-79;

also my "Divine Omniscience in Plotinus, Proclus and Aquinas,•
Neoplatonism and Early Christian Thought, cited above n. 1, p. 224 and
below p. 471 and nn. 89-92, 99.

31. VI.7.1.14-21.
32. Ibid., 21-28; cf. V.8.7.1-12, following the Epicurean argument expounded at

Lucretius V.181-6.
33. VI.7.3.22-33.
34. Ibid., 7.29-31, cf. Zost. VIII.1.48.26.
35. On Primal Man cf. Vl.7.4ff., an excellent example of Plotinus's integration

of discussion of a Gnostic theme with a traditional philosophical debate; cf.
above n. 25.

36. On the True Earth cf. Enn. II.9.5.23ff., 11.11-12, VI.7.llff.
37. Anon. Brue. p. 32, = p. 249 Macdermot, p. 352 Schmidt, p. 136 Baynes.
38. It is there described as "the ethereal earth, the receiver of God, where the

holy men of the great light take shape• (NHC IIl.2.50).
39. V.8.3.30ff. "The Gods belonging to that higher Heaven itself, they whose

station is upon it and in it, see and know in virtue of their omnipresence to
it. For all There is heaven; earth is heaven, and sea heaven; and animal and
plant and man; all is the heavenly content of that heaven: and the Gods in
it, despising neither men nor anything else that is there where all is of the
heavenly order, traverse all that country and all space in peace.• (trans.
MacKcnna). VI.7.12.4ff; (cf. ibid., 11.1ft): "The sky There must be living
therefore not bare of stars, here known as the heavens - for stars are
included in the very meaning of the word. Earth too will be There, and not
void but even more intensely living and containing all that lives and moves
upon our earth and the plants obviously rooted in life; sea will be There and
all waters with the movement of their unending life and all the living things
of the water; air too must be a member of that universe with the living
things of air as here.

The content of that living thing must surely be alive - as in this
sphere - and all that lives must of necessity be There. The nature of the
major parts determines that of the living forms they comprise; by the being
and content of the heaven There are determined all the heavenly forms of
life; if those lesser forms were not There, that heaven itself would not be."
(trans. MacKenna). Zost. VIIl.21.3ff by them all' in many places, the place
which he s desired and the place which he wishes, ' since they are in every
place, yet ' not in any place, and since they ' make room for their spirits, '
for they arc incorporeal and better than 10 incorporeal. They are undivided
' and living thoughts and a power ' of the truth with those who are purer by
far ' than these, since they exist as exceedingly ' pure ' with respect to him
and are 15 not like the bodies which exist ' in one [place) . . . Zost.
VIII.1.48.3.ff. Corresponding to each of' the aeons I saw a living earth and
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a living water and (air) made of 'light, and fire that cannot 'burn [ ... ] all 
being ' simple and 'immutable with [ ... ]10 simple and [ ... ] 'having a [ ... ] 
in ' many ways, with trees ' that do not perish in many ' ways, and tares 
[ ••• ]1s this way, and all these and 'imperishable fruit ' and living men and 
every form, ' and immortal souls ' and every shape and20 form of mind, and 
'gods of truth, and ' messengers who exist in 'great glory, and 'indissoluble 
bodies and25 an unborn begetting and an ' immovable perception. ' 
Ibid., 5 5.13ff. they are in accordance with ' each of the aeons, a

15 living 
[earth] and ' [living] water and air ' made of light and a ' blazing fire which 
'cannot [burn], and animals and20 trees and souls ' [and) minds and men' 
[and] all those which exist ' [with] them, 
Ibid., 113.1.1-14. and messengers and ' demons and minds and ' souls and 
living beings and ' trees and bodies ands those before them - both those ' 
of the simple elements ' of simple origins, and ' those in confusion ' and 
unmixed [ ... ] air10 and water and earth ' and number and yoking ' and 
movement and [ ... ] and 'order and breath and ' all the rest. 
Ibid., 115.2ff. They do [not] crowd one another, ' but they also dwell ' 
within them, existing ands agreeing with one another as if ' they exist from 
a single ' origin. They are reconciled ' because they all exist ' in a single 
aeon of the Hidden One,10 [ ••• ] divided in power, 'for in accord with each
of the ' aeons they exist, standing ' in accord with the one who reaches 
them. 
Ibid., 116. lff. All of them exist ' in one since they dwell together ' and arc 
perfected individually ' in fellowship ands have been filled with the aeon who 
' really exists. Some among • them are those who stand ' as if they dwell in 
essence, ' and others like those as an csscncc10 in function or suffering ' in 
a second, for in' them exists the [barrenness) ' of the [barrenness] who ' 
really exists. When the [barren ones]1s have come into being, their power 
' stands. 
Ibid., 117.lff. In that world' are all living beings ' existing individually, yet 
joined 'together. The knowledges of the knowledge is there ' and an 
establishment of ignorance. 'Chaos is there ' and a place [completed] for 
' them all, though they are new, 10 and true light and ' darkness which has
received light and he ' who does not really exist. ' He does not really exist 
' [ ... ] the non-being which does1s not exist as the All. 

4 0. An influence especially stressed in W. Theiler's Vorbereitung des 
Neuplatonismus (Berlin, 19 3 4), ch. 2, pp. 6 3ff. 

4 1. Eg. NHC VIII.1.48.4, etc. Similar terminology occurs in Allogenes 
(Xl.3.5 2.10, 5 5.13, 58.12, 3 5-3 7), where the ascent culminates in 
"ignorance• of the Unknowable One, and in the Three Ste/es 
(VIII.5.12 4.18), while Anon. Brue., in the passage cited above n. 17, 
described Marsanes and Nicotheus as having •seen." On the mysticism of 
these texts see Professor Turner's article cited above n. 8; also his paper in 
this volume, pp. 4 2 5ff. On Allogenes see especially Professor Williams's 
important paper, •stability as a Soteriological Theme in Gnosticism,• 
Rediscovery of Gnosticism, vol. II, pp. 8 19-8 2 9, which rightly sees the 
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•primary revelation of the Unknown One,W from which Allogenes receives
power (XI.3.60-61) as a mystical experience similar to Plotinus's union with
the One.

42. On Plotinus's experience of Intellectual vision see my article cited above n.
19, esp. pp. 122-125. Its basis is the •dematerialization" of the •cosmic
Mandala" described at V.8.9. lff.

43. Zost. VIII.1.48.18, 55.20, 112.3. For Plotinus cf. above p. 314 and nn.
10lff.

44. Zost. VIII.1.116.3, 117.3; cf. A/log. XI.45.6ff., 55.13. For Forms of
individuals in Plotinus cf. J.M. Rist, CQ no. 13 (1963), pp. 223-231; H.
Blumenthal, Phronesis II (1966), pp. 61-80, Plotinus's Psychology: His
Doctrines of the Embodied Soul (The Hague, 1971), ch. 9, pp. 112-133.

45. Zost. Vlll.1.117.5-6, 21.11.
46. The passage also clearly teaches the Plotinian doctrine of Procession (ibid.,

14-16). For Intelligible Matter in Plotinus cf. esp. 11.4(12] 3-5, II., 5[25] 3.8-
19. Cf. however below n. 50. It is interesting that the Aquilinus whose
treatise On Numbers is cited by Lydus (above n. 10) allegorized the myth
of Hermes and Maia as teaching the doctrine of Intelligible Matter.

47. Zost. Vlll.1.115.2ff., 116.lff., 117.lff.; cf.A/log. XI1.3.49.26ff. For Plotinus
cf. the passages cited at Neoplatonism, pp. 54-55; also Proclus, ET. prop.
103.

48. Zost. VIII.l.21.3ff.
49. Enn. 111.9.4, VI.4.3 17-19, Porphyry, Sent. 3, 27, 31, 38, 40; cf.

Neoplatonism, pp. 50-51, 76ff., 112; cf. also Allog. Xl.357.20-21, Three
Ste/es VU.5.121.10-11.

50. For points (a) and (b) see below n. 51; alsoNeoplatonism, pp. 119-120, 152-
153. For point (c) see Dodds's note on Proclus, Elements of Theology, 2nd
ed. (Oxford, 1963), prop. 167 (pp. 285-287); for point (d) ibid., note on
props. 89-92 (pp. 246-247), and Proclus, Platonic Theology Ill.9, pp. 39.24ff.
Saffrey-Westcrink. Plotinus, however, had refused to apply the term ster�sis
to Intelligible Matter, and had stressed the latter's substantiality and the
contrast with its sensible counterpart (Enn. II.3 [12).5.12-23, 15.17-28, II5
[2.'i].3.8-19).

51. Cf. the passage cited above n. 6; also Proclus ET. props, 111,175,204,211;
in Tim. I.245.17ff., II.289.3ff., III.333,28ff.; In Parm. 930.26ff, 948.14ff.;
Neoplatonism, pp. 119-120, 152-153; Dodds, Proclus: Elements, p. xx, with
the further references given there, and Professor Dillon's Iamblichi
Chalcidensis in Platonis Dialogos Commentariorium Fragmenta (Leiden,
1973), pp. 41-47. Cf. further below pp. 475 and nn. 131-133.

52. Fr. 22 Des Places = Proclus in Tim. III.103.28-32.
53. Fr. 6, XIII.23ff. On the fragment cf. P. Hadot, Porphyre et Victorinus

(Paris, 1968), vol. I, pp. 132-139, and my Neoplatonism, pp. 116-117.
54. P/otinus's Philosophy of the Self (Shannon, 1973), pp. 71-72.
55. Quod Deus 33-34.
56. Leg. Alleg. III.96.
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51. NHC • .5.101.3lff. The Tripartite Tractate may also support an
interpretation of Numenius, fr. 13 Des Places, which has been thought
indefensible, that God is himself the seed which he sows. Commentators
have either taken Ho on as a Hebraism (e.g., Des Places; also Festugi�rc,
Revelation d'Hermes Trismegiste, Vol. III, p. 44. n. 2) or amended the text
(e.g., Dodds, Entretiens Hardt V, p. 15 and Dillon, Middle Pla1onists
[London and Ithaca, NY, 1977), p. 368, n. 1). Since, however, Trip. Tract.
I.5.65.13 describes God as sowing himself, the natural interpretation of the
Numenius text may after all be correct. On the fragment cf. further below
pp. 9-10 and nn. 70-71.

58. Quoted by Hippolytus, Ref. Vl.18; for an analysis see Professor Jonas's The
Gnostic Religion, 2nd ed. (Boston, 1963), pp. 105ff.

59. Above, p. 466.
60. VllI.1.82-83, cited above p. 465.
61. Cf. Dodds's analysis of Enn. III.9 (13).1 in Entr. Hardt V, pp. 19-20.
62. II.9.l.22ff. Cf. further below n. 100.
63. 
64. 

65. 

66. 

Ibid., 40ff.; against multiplication of Hypostases cf. ibid., 2.lff., 6.lff. 
Cf. e.g., Professor Armstrong's comments in Vol. II of his Loeb edition, p. 
226, n. 1 and p. 244, n. 2; cf. Numeniusfr. 15 Des Places = Eusebius. P.E.

11.18, p. 539 a-b, fr. 22 ibid., cited above n. 52. 
II.9.l.25ff., 6.14ff.
Ibid. 6.21-22.; for Plotinus's parallel hesitation cf. Proclus in Tim. I.306.32ff.,
and Armstrong, Loeb, vol. III, p. 410, n. 1 (commenting III.9.l.29ff).

67. Enn. ll.9.10.19ff., 11.19ff.
68. Zost. VIII.1.15.4-17; cf. Allog. XI.3.54.8-16, and p. 434 of Professor

Turner's paper.
69. Neoplatonism, p. 34, cited by J. Igal, Neoplaionism and Early Christianity,

p. 149, n. 45, in support of his identification of Plotinus's opponents with
Valentianians. However this may be, !gal's dismissal of Zostrianos and
Allogenes as unphilosophical, on the strength of preliminary reports about
the former, was certainly premature. For equation of the divisions of
Intellect criticized by Plotinus with those of the Allogenes group of tractates
see p. 442 of Professor Turner's paper cited above n. 8 and in this volume.

70. A/log. Xl.3.51.28-32. Enn. 11.3 [52) 16.29ff.
71. Fr. 13 Des Places= Euscbius P.E. Xl.18 p. 538 b-c. On the fragment cf.

72. 

73. 

also above n. 57.
Numenius fr. 14 Des Places = Eusebius P.E. Xl.18, pp. 538-9; Allog.
Xl.3.6233ff, 67.16-17; cf. Dodds's note on Proclus ET. props. 26-27 (pp.
213·214).
Cf. also Enn. V.6 [24] 6.20-21; P. Hadot (Entr. Hardt. V, pp. 122ff., 129-
130) adds Augustine C.D. VIIl.4ff., and Origen, De Prine. 1.3.8 (where,
however, Sanctity replaces Life).

74. NHC V1II.1.66ff. The alternative orders in which this or an equivalent
triad, sometimes occurs, (e.g., the triad gnc1sis-hypostasis-energeia at Mars.
X.1.9 16-18) are probably without doctrinal significance.

75. Vl.7.17.14-26, 21.2-6.
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76. Cf. also VI.6.8.17-27. On the contradiction cf. the discusmon in Entr. Hardt
V, pp. 148-149. On Plotinus further hesitations see Neoplatonism, pp. 54,
66-67.

77. Proclus in Tim. I.431.19-20, 322.24. Plotinus differs from these interpreters
even here, however, and agrees with Plato in making being highest of the
three.

78. Frs. 41, 42 Des Places= lamblichusDeAn., quoted by Stobaeus I.365.5-21
and I.458.3-4; cf. further above nn. 6 and 51 and below nn. 132-133.

19. Fr. 11 Des Places = Eusebius P.E. IX.17, p. 537 b. On the fragment cf.
further below.

80. Professor Dillon, Middle Plalonists, pp. 369-371 and Dr. O'Brien (in oral
discussion with the present writer) have come out against this view; cf. also
Dodds, Emretiens Hardt, pp. 48-52. Contrast p. 571 of Professor Turner's
paper.

81. Fr. 16 Des Places= Eusebius P.E. XI.22, pp. 544ff. Dodds, op. cit., p. 16
and Dillon, op. cit., p. 369, n. 1, read epei ho protos. On the riskiness of
amending a text in a field where so little is known cf. Theiler's remarks at
Entr. Hardt V, p. 51.

82. Entr. Hardt V, p. 51. There is a similar ambiguity at Zost. VIII.1.74.15-16,
•the three [i.e. the noetic triad) stand at one time, moving at one time.•

83. Fr. 12 Des Places = Eusebius P.E. XI.18, p. 537d; cf. Dillon, op. cit., pp.
370-371.

84. Macrobius in Somm. Sc. 1.12.12 ( =T47 Leemans): ex individuo praebendo
se dividendum et rursus ex diviso ad individuum revertendo et mundi implet
officia et naturae suae arcana no deserit. ( cf. Zost. VIII. I. 79. 10ff •moving
from the undivided to existence in activity," etc.) That Leemans was right
in deriving the Macrobius passage from Numenius was convincingly argued
by Dodds, Entr. Hardt. V, pp. 8-9; cf. H. de Ley, Macrobius and Numenius
(Brussels, 1972), who, however, is rightly hesitant over Dodds's inclusion of
In Sonvn. Sc. I.10.8-11.9 in the fragment.

85. Fr. 18 Des Places = Eusebius P.E. Xl.18, p. 539 c-d. Cf. Dillon, op. cit.,
p. 370, who however, sees even here an allusion to the demiurge's desire for
matter, explicitly propounded in fr. 11.

86. Dillon's translation, "when God turns back into his conning-tower, nous
lives deprived of a happy life" (op. cit., p. 371) is presumably due to an
oversight.

87. Cf. the Macrobius passage cited abOve n. 84, where the division of Nous is
compared to the Orphic myth of the rending of Dionysus by the Titans.

88. Fr. 11 = Eusebius P.E. XI.17-18, p. 537 a-b; cf. Dillon, op. cit., pp. 367-368.
89. Enn. V.1 [10) 6.25-27; cf. Neoplatonism, pp. 62-63.
90. Enn. IV.4 [28) 9.16-18.
91. Neoplatonism, pp. 76-79; note also Plotinus's vehement opposition to the

Gnostic idea of a "declination• (neusis) of Sophia (11.9 chs. 2, 4, 10-12; cf.
Zost. VIII.1.27.12).

92. Cf. frs. 11 and 18 Des Places. See above nn. 85 and 88.
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93. Fr. 52 Des Places = Calcidius in Tim. 295-299; cf. fr. 43 ibid. = Iamblichus
De An. I 374-375. Contrast Marsanes's positive evaluation of tqe sensible
cosmos (NHC X.l.5.24-26); cf. also Zost. VIII.1.131.10-14, cited above n.
18. Numenius fr. 16 (cited above n. 81) describes the sensible cosmos as
beautiful, but he clearly does not regard it as capable of salvation in its
entirety.

94. Fr. 52 Des Places = Calcidius in Tim. 299, fr. 25 ibid. = Proclus in Remp.
II.128.26ff. For similar Gnostic beliefs cf. Professor Jonas's The Gnostic 
Religion, 2nd ed., pp. 254ff and Professor Rudolph's Die Gnosis, 2nd ed.
(Gottingen, 1980), pp. 196ff. For Plotinus's attitude cf. below pp. 474-475
and nn. 122ff.

95. Entr. Hardt V, p. 53.
96. Pagan and Christian in an Age of An:dety (Cambridge, 1965), pp. 24-26;

against Dodds's view that Plotinus came to reject the notion of a fall of the
soul see my Neoplatonism, p. 77.

97. Entr. Hardt V, pp. 150, 184-185; for a refutation of Puech's view that
Plotinus eame to reject the identification of Matter with evil cf. J.M. Rist,
Phronesis VI.2 (1960): 154-166.

98. Cf. Professor Ptpin's Theologie Cosmique et T11eologie Chretienne (Paris,
1964), pp. 502-504, and my Neoplatonism, pp. 26-27.

99. Metaph. 9, Eud. Eth. VIl.12.1245b 14-19; cf. my remarks in Neoplatonism 
and Early Christian Thought, pp. 233-234; cf., however, the anti-Gnostic
passages from Enn. II.9 cited above n. 91.

100. Neoplatonism, p. 26; cf. Brthier's notices to V.3 and V.5. (but cf. also II.9.1
22ff., cited above n. 62). For Skeptical influence on Plotinus cf. also my
article •skepticism and Neoplatonism,• to be published in a forthcoming
volume of Aufstieg und Niedergang der RiJ1nischen Welt.

101. IV .3.18, IV.4.1-2; cf. above pp. 461-468 and nn. 6, 51, 78; also below p. 4 72
and nn. 132-133.

102. Cf. also III.9.[13)1.34-37. Contrast IV.4[28].15-16.
103. IV.4.15.13ff.
104. Ibid., 2.30-32.
105. Ibid., 6.1.ff.
106. Ibid., 13.19-22.
107. Plotins Schriften, trans. R. Harder, ed. and rev. W. Theiler, R. Beutler, band

IIIb, p. 414.
108. III.8.6, esp. 29ff.
109. II.9.1 16-19.
110. Ibid., 2.4ff. For Plotinus's hesitation between a twofold and a threefold

division of Soul cf. Neoplatonism, pp. 73-74, and Armstrong, Cambridge
History, pp. 224-226.

111. Cf. above pp. 467-468, and nn. 43 and 78.
112. Cf. e.g., VI.4[22].14.17ff.
113. E.g., V.8.1 34-36 (the "Phidias• passage, where, however, the Logoi are

not clearly distinguished from the pure Forms), VI.7.5.8-11.
114. IV3.30.
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115. E.g., VI.7.1-3 passim. Note also the ambiguous •genealogical" language
of V.8.12-13, where it is uncertain whether the cosmos or the World-Soul
is in question - two further points recalling Numenius (fr. 21 Des Places
= Proclus in Tim. I.303.27ff.).

116. III. 7[ 45].11.20ff.
117. Ibid., 15ff. Cf. the early work V.2 [11].1.18-28.
118. Cf. his paper in Le Neoplalonisme (Paris, 1971), pp. 51-52.
119. Cf. his article in Dionysius II (Dec. 1978), pp. 101-136.
120. Cf. II.9.2.4ff., cited above n. 110.
121. Ibid., 11.19-23.
122. Ibid. 8.35-36; for Numenius cf. above n. 94. 
123. IV.8[6]2.38-53, IV.3[27].11.23-27, II.9[33].8.30-39, 18.35-48. 
124. IV.3.6.lOff.; cf. VI.7.6.29-31.
125. IV.4.5.1 lff.
126. In Som. Sc. I.11.11; for the passage's probable Numenian origin cf. above

n. 84. Cf. Enn. IV.4.3-5, esp. 4.lOff.
127. IV.3.18.14ff.
128. Toe doctrine of two levels of Nous, propounded at VI.7.35.27ff. does not

resolve the problem, since the final mystical vision should then (and clearly
does not) include both levels of contemplation.

129. Cf. also VI.9 [9].5.29, where, however, the term to/ma is of Pythagorean
origin.

130. Neoplatonism, pp. 94-95, 112-118; Annstrong, Cambridge History, pp. 264-
268; AC. Lloyd, ibid., pp. 287-293; P. Hadot, "La Metaphysique de
Porphyre,• Entretiens Hardt XII (Vandoeuvres/Geneva, 1966), pp. 127-157,
Porphyre et Victorinus. For a more cautious view of Porphyry cf. A Smith
Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition (The Hague, 1974), pp. 5ff.;
cf. also the passage of Iamblichus cited above n. 6, etc.

131. Cf. AC. Lloyd, Cambridge History, pp. 287-293; Wallis, Neoplalonism, pp.
116ff; Smith, Porphyry's Place, p. 47.

132. Cf. the texts cited above n. 51.
133. Proclus, ET. 204. Plotinus had himself recognized his acceptance of an

unfallen element in the human soul as an innovation (Enn. IV.8[6].8.lff);
for his hesitation over Forms of individuals cf. above n. 44.

134. Cf. nn. 50-51 above. 
135. Cf. above n. 131, A/log. XI.1.61-62, on which cf. pp. 43lff. of Professor

Turner's paper.



Higher Providence, Lower Providences 
and Fate in Gnosticism and 

Middle Platonism 

Michael A Williams 

"Zurn Gluck hat der ausgepragte Neuplatonismus durchgehends 
- mit Ausnahme der Quelle des Nemesius - diese absurde Idee getilgt
• • • "1 Such was the evaluation registered almost a century ago by 
Alfred Gercke, of a doctrine which, he argued, was attested in a small 
cluster of Platonic sources. The doctrine, whose eventual obliteration 
from Neoplatonism Gercke felt to have been so fortunate, is the division 
of Providence into three levels: M prate pronoia, he deutera pronoia, he 
trill pronoia. The most explicit and elaborate witness for this doctrine 
is the Pseudo-Plutarchian tractate De fato: 

Therefore the Highest and Primary Providence is the intellection and 

will of the First God, and is benefactress of all things; in conformity with her 
all divine things are primordially arranged throughout, in the best and most 
beautiful way possible. 

The Secondary Providence is that of the secondary gods who move in 
the heavenly realm; in accordance with her, things mortal come into being 
in orderly fashion, as well as that which sustains and preserves each of the 
classes. 

The Providence and Forethought of the daemons who have been 
stationed around the earth as guardians and overseers of human affairs 
might reasonably be called •Turtiary• (De Jato 572F-573A). 

Gercke was apparently the first to point out that a similar doctrine was 

483 
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known to Apuleius of Madaura (De Plat. 1.12), and to the later writers 
Calcidius2 and Nemesius.3 Pointing also to other features shared by 
these writers on the overall question of Providence and Fate, and 
arguing that these four writers are not directly dependent upon one 
another, Gercke tentatively suggested that their shared doctrine may 
have derived from some common dependence upon the 1st-2nd century 
Platonist Gaius,4 a hypothesis which to several scholars since Gercke 
has seemed convincing or at least promising.5 

More recently, the fact that Albinus (the one person who can with 
some certainty be identified as a student of Gaius) shows no 
acquaintance with distinctive features of the doctrine of Providence and 
Fate found in Pseudo-Plutarch, Apuleius, and the others, has been 
viewed as a fatal objection to Gercke's hypothesis of Gaius as the 
common source.6 Dillon has suggested •Athenian scholasticism of the 
early second century AD.• as the provenance,7 but we are without the 
name of any specific teacher from whom Apuleius must have learned 
the doctrine in Athens. 

Yet the cluster of sources identified by Gercke as witnesses to the 
existence of this doctrine in Middle Platonism, •a fascinating nest of 
connected documents and their attendant problems, .s continues to 
arouse scholarly curiosity, as well as negative evaluations not much 
different from the spirit of Gercke's remarks which I quoted at the 
beginning. Thus Dillon concludes: •our triadic division of Providence 
has really got us nowhere. It might be said of [Pseudo-Plutarch], I fear, 
that what is good in him is not original, and what is original is very little 
good.•9 

It now seems possible that certain Gnostic tractates may constitute 
still further witnesses to this somewhat curious chapter in the history of 
Middle Platonism. 'Iwo Gnostic works in particular seem to be 
promising in this regard: The Apocryphon of John, for which we have 
both a longer and a shorter recension, each represented by two 
manuscripts,10 and the untitled fifth tractate in Codex II from Nag 
Hammadi, to which modern scholarship has given the title On the Origin 
of the World.11 

The Apocryphon or John 

The Apocryln makes a distinction between a universal Providence 
and a lower providence which belongs only to the level of the planetary 
archons who control the cosmos. This is not a triadic division of 
Providence, but as a twofold division it is developed in a fashion similar 
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to the division of Providence in the Middle Platonic traditions in 
question, especially in the way in which the division of Providence seems 
to be linked to the interpretation of Plato's Timaeus. 

a. Higher Providence

The universal Providence in Apoc,yln comes before us in a 
mythological, personified form as the first thought of the highest God, 
or Invisible Spirit: 

(The Invisible Spirit) contemplated his own image when he saw it in the 
pure light-water which surrounds him; and his thought (ennoia) performed 
an act, it appeared, it stood before him out of the brilliance of the light. 
This is the power which is before the All, which appeared; that is, the 
perfect Providence (pronoia) of the All, the light, the likeness of the light, 
the image of the Invisible. She is the perfect power, Barbclo, the perfect 
aeon of glory (BG 27, 1-14). 

Obscure as the name "Barbelo" itself is, the actual role of the entity 
Barbelo/Providence is much easier to discern. As the beginning of 
thought, she is the center of intellectual energy through whom the entire 
intellectual realm actualizes itself. There is some resemblance to 
Plotinus's Nous, particularly in the way that Barbelo, like Plotinus's 
Nous, is the first emanation from the ultimate source of all things and 
is described as emerging to "stand before" that source with which she 
had previously been united, thus initiating the subject-object 
relationship (cf. Plot., Enn. 5.2.1.7-13). 

These initial descriptions of Barbelo/Providence in Apoc,yln find 
. several points of contact with the description of the highest Providence 

in our Middle Platonic sources. As the first thought of the first God, 
Barbelo/Providence is comparable to the First Providence which is 
described in Pseudo-Plutarch, De fato 572F as "the intellection (noesis) 
or will (boulesis) of the First God" (cf. 573B). Similarly, Apuleius says 
that the "First Providence• belongs to that God who is "the highest, 
most eminent of all the gods," and a few lines earlier Apuleius had 
defined Providence as "divine thought" (divinam sententiam - De Plat. 
1.12).12 The picture of Barbelo/Providence emerging to "stand 
before• the First God finds a certain echo in Calcidius's description of 
Providence, as having an eminence second after the Highest God, 
toward whom Providence is tirelessly turning and whose goodness 
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Providence imitates.13 The Platonic source known to Nemesius said , 
that the First Providence 

exercises providential direction primarily over the Ideas, and then over the 
entire universe - that is, over heaven and stars and all universals, i.e., 
classes, essence, quantity, quality, and other such attributes and their 
subordinate forms.14

Similarly, in Apocryln Barbelo/Providence operates primarily on the 
level of the Ideal (== pleromatic) realm. The appearance of Barbelo/ 
Providence initiates the unfolding of the entire population of the 
transcendent realm. For our purposes here it is not necessary to 
elaborate all of the complexities of this portion of the myth, nor to 
discuss the complex question of the possible origins of all the elements 
found in it. The scene is reminiscent, for example, of language in 
various Jewish and Christian texts describing angelic attendants 
•standing before God• in the heavenly court. But in Apocryln, such
traditional heavenly court language has been refocused through the lens
of a philosophical framework, so that these entities who are •standing•
in the aeonic realm look as much like Platonic Forms or Ideas
"standing at rest. •ts

But the operation of the higher Providence in Apocryln is not 
limited to the realm of the aeons. The text also mentions the revelatory 
role of Providence in the soteriological process. However, this is far 
more prominent in the longer recension than in the shorter recension. 
In the long recension, Providence is mentioned as the heavenly voice 
that first announces to the startled archons that •Man exists, and the 
Son of Man• (II 14, 13-20); as the source of the gnosis or insight 
(epinoia) which Adam and Eve tasted in the garden (II 23, 24-29); as the 
one who anticipates the coming rape of Eve by the chief archon and 
sends agents in time to snatch life out of Eve (II 24, 13-14); as a being 
associated with the divine compassion and merciful care for humans (II 
27, 33-28, 2); as the one who warns Noah and so ensures his rescue (II 
29, 1-3); and finally, there is the well-known discourse by Providence, 
found only in the long recension, in which Providence recounts her 
threefold descent (II 30, 11-31, 25 par). 

The short recension mentions the general resolve of the Invisible 
Spirit *by means of Providence• to set right Sophia's deficiency (BG 
47, 6-7 par), but the only two moments in the salvation process in which 
the higher Providence is explicitly mentioned are the warning of Noah 
(BG 72, 17-72, 2 par), and the story of the descent of the angels to the 
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daughters of the humans (BG 73, 18-75, 10 par), where it is said that the 
angels draw the humans into temptations •so that they might not 
remember their immovable Providence• (BG 75, 1-3). 

Writers such as Pseudo-Plutarch were not motivated by quite the 
same sotcriological questions as is thcApoc,yJn, and thus they naturally 
do not spell out the same kind of soteriological role for the Primary 
Providence as does Apoc,yJn. Yet, for example, Pseudo-Plutarch's 
general description of Primary Providence, the intellection and will of 
the First God, as •benefactress (euergetis) of all things• and the one in 
accordance with whom all divine things are primordially arranged, would 
also have been a rather appropriate description of Barbelo/Providcnce. 
The latter figures most prominenlly in the initial ordering of the divine 
realm, and is the benevolent guide who works for the restoration of 
order when it is disturbed. In all of these texts we have a higher 
Providence who effects only the highest and most divine level of 
ordering, and from whom all responsibility for certain tower levels of 
operation is removed, and assigned to a lower Providence. 

Before turning to the figure of the lower, archontic Providence in 
Apocryln, however, it is necessary to examine more closely two 
references to a Providence which are found only in the short recension 
of Apocryln. One of these is the reference in BG 75, 1-3, which I 
mentioned above, to an "immovable Providence.• Although I have 
suggested that •immovable Providence• here refers to Barbelo/ 
Providence, there is perhaps another possibility. Also found only in the 
short version of Apoc,yln is a mention of what at least initially appears 
to be a second •higher Providence• in the aeonic realm, a Providence 
which could be viewed as distinct from Barbelo/Providcnce, and which 
is quite definitely different from the lower, archontic Providence which 
I will discuss below. The Invisible Spirit and Barbelo give birth, 
according to the myth, to a Son around whom there emerges an 
entourage of entities, completing what I have described above as a kind 
of heavenly court of Platonic Ideas. This aeonic court consists of four 
groupings, each associated with a •luminary• and each luminary 
accompanied by three aeons, making a total of twelve aeons (BG 32, 19-
34, 18): 

BG 

Harmozel Grace 

'Irulh 

Form 

CG II/IV 

Harmozel Grace 

'Iruth 

Form 
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Oroiael Providence (prorwia) Oriel Conception (epinoia) 
Perception Perception 
Remembrance(p",pmeewe) Remembrance 

Davithe Insight Davithai Insight 
Love Love 
[Idea] Idea 

Eleleth Perfection Eleleth Perfection 
Peace Peace 
Wisdom Wisdom 

The twelve aeons seem to be twelve divine faculties with which the 
aeonic human family is endowed, since, in both recensions, the text goes 
on to distribute the human family (Adamas, Seth, and their descendants) 
among the four groupings. One notices that in BG's version of this, 
Providence and Remembrance are two of the aeons in the Oroiael 
group. Is it possible that the wording later on in BG 75, 1-3, where the 
fallen angels inflict humans with temptations •so that they might not 
remember ("nnew"r pmeewe) their immovable Providence: is an allusion 
to this providential faculty which BG includes among the twelve aeons? 
Perhaps the BG version intends the Providence found among these 
twelve aeons to be understood as a third Providence different from 
Barbelo/Providence and the lower, archontic Providence. On the other 
hand, it may be simply a way of speaking of the extension of Barbelo's 
higher providential direction over the realm of the aeons (=Ideas) -
and here we could compare the statement in Nemesius's source about 
the Primary Providence's operation in the realm of the Ideas - , and of 
the role of (higher) Providence in the salvation of the human family. 
If the BG version were intending to speak of three Providences, these 
in any case would not quite correspond to the three levels in Pseudo
Plutarch: BG's highest and lowest Providences would correspond to 
Pseudo-Plutarch's Primary and Secondary Providences. Perhaps such a 
difference in the way in which speculation about multiple Providences 
could develop, in spite of the common ground, would provide even more 
reason for suggesting, as I will in my concluding remarks, that the 
particular scheme of three Providences as found in Pseudo-Plutarch may 
not have been the earliest form of the speculation about multiple 
Providences. 
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b. Lower Providence

Pseudo-Plutarch, Apuleius, and the source known to Nemesius all
assign the secondary Providence to the "young gods• mentioned by 
Plato in Timaeus 42D-E. Here Plato says that the Demiurge, in order 
to preserve himself guiltless from any of the evil that might be done by 
the souls that had been formed, delivered over to the "young gods" 
(neois theois) the task of shaping the mortal bodies, completing the 
formation of the human soul and governing (diakubeman) the mortal 
creature in the best possible fashion. This commissioning is reiterated 
later on in Timaeus 69C, where the Demiurge is said to be responsible 
for the framing of divine things, but gives to his sons the responsibility 
for the construction of mortal things. And then in 69Dff we are given 
a description of the execution of this commission, in the creation of the 
mortal soul and body. 

These sections of the Timaeus have evidently left their stamp also 
on the Apocryln, even though it may not be clear whether this. influence 
has resulted from a direct reading of the Timaeus or from some more 
indirect channel. I have suggested elsewhere that one trace of this 
influence of the Timaeus can be seen in the way in which ApocryJn
develops the picture of the to and fro movement of Sophia.16 The 
passage is a commentary on the Greek term epipheresthai, •rush over,• 
used of the Spirit in LXX Gen. 1:2. This term in Gen. 1:2 seems to be 
used by ApocryJn to mark Sophia's first experience of motion. The 
agitated movement of Sophia is a sign of intense grief, and we are 
probably to see in Sophia's behavior a paradigm for the experience of 
passions on the part of the human soul here below. Precisely in a 
passage in the Timaeus that is touching on the levels of transition from 
the realm of transcendence to the realm of matter, Plato has the 
Demiurge lecturing to the not-yet-descended souls about the passions 
that they will experience when they are implanted in mortal bodies that 
are characterized by •to and fro movement" (Timaeus 42A). It is just 
after this lecture that we read of the commissioning I mentioned above, 
of the construction and governance of the mortal realm by the young 
gods (42D-E), and the subsequent narrative of the execution of this 
demand is full of remarks about erratic motion, disturbance and shaking 
which the soul experiences in the mortal bodies that are created (42E-
44B). 
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•marrow-soul: but also adds, •and the whole foundation of the
body. •19 Furthermore, van den Broeck has pointed out that if we shift
Providence/marrow-soul to first place in BG's list then we have an order
of the psychic bodily components which corresponds very closely in both
content and sequence to the list of bodily components in Tunaeus 73B-
76E: marrow, bones, sinews, flesh, skin, hair and nails, a sequence
which is •a logical one, running from the inmost part of man to his
outmost.•20 Van den Broeck argues that BG's attribution of the
-Whole foundation of the body• to the same power which supplies the
marrow is also an echo of the Timaeus, since Tunaeus 73D says that the
whole body is fashioned around the marrow.21 Admittedly, we are left
without a solid explanation for the shift of Providence/marrow-soul to
fourth place, unless perhaps being the middle member in the list of
seven is supposed to suit the marrow's position as the core or
foundation of the (psychic) body.22 

I suspect that the more prominent role played by Providence in the 
lists in BG is more original than the consistently second-place position 
in the two lists in the longer recension. The consistency in CG II is, in 
fact, rather mechanical and superficial. In spite of what at first appears 
to be greater inconsistency in BG in these lists, there is in a sense a 
greater logic in their arrangement. In any case, in both recensions we 
have a set of planetary archons whose nature and function seem in part 
to have been inspired by the picture of the -young gods• of the 
Timaeus and whose faculties or powers include a Providence lower than 
Barbelo/Providence. 

c. Fate

Pseudo-Plutarch identifies still a third level of providential 
guidance, carried out by daimones •stationed around the earth as 
guardians and overseers of human affairs• (De Jato 573A). The 
relationship of the three Providences to Fate is explained as follows: 
Primary Providence begets Fate and therefore somehow includes Fate, 
Secondary Providence is begotten together with (suggennttheisa) Fate 
and therefore is included together with (sumperilambanetai) Fate (in 
Primary Providence), and Tortiary Providence is begotten later than 
(hysteron) Fate and therefore is contained within Fate in the same way 
that free will and chance are contained within it (574B). Nemesius also 
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mentions a Tortiary Providence (trite pronoia). In almost verbatim 
agreement with Pseudo-Plutarch, Nemesius's source assigns this Tortiary 
Providence to •certain daimones stationed around the earth as 
guardians of human affairs" (De nat. hom. p. 346 Matthaei). But 
Nemesius does not explain how his Platonic source related Fate to the 
three different Providences. 

Now in fact, it is only Pseudo-Plutarch and Nemesius's source 
which speak explicitly of a •Tortiary Providence.• Apuleius, who had 
mentioned a Primary and a Secondary Providence, never actually refers 
to a •Tortiary Providence.• But after talking about the gods of the 
Secondary Providence he does refer to the daemons who are the gods' 
ministers: 

And (Plato says that) the Primary Providence (prima providentia) 
belongs to the highest and most eminent of all the gods, who not only has 
organized the celestial gods whom he has distributed through all parts of the 
cosmos for guardianship and splendor, but has also created for the duration 
of time those beings that are mortal by nature who are superior in wisdom 
to the other terrestrial animals. And when he had established laws, he gave 
to the other gods the responsibility for disposition and oversight of the 
subsequent affairs which would have to be attended to daily. 

Consequently, the gods exercise so diligently the Secondary Providence 
(secunda providentia) which they have received that all things, even the 
things visible to mortals in the heavens, maintain immutably the state 
ordained for them by the Father. 

(Plato) considers the daemons, whom we can call genii and /ares, to 
be ministers of the gods and guardians of humans, and interpreters for 
humans should the latter wish anything from the gods (De Plat. 1.12). 

Apuleius then adds that in Plato's view not all things are in the power 
of Fate, but that a portion belongs to free will (in nobis) and a 
significant portion to chance. But unlike Pseudo-Plutarch, Apuleius 
does not spell out the relationship between Fate and the different levels 
of Providence. 

In Apocryln, also, we have no mention of a Tortiary Providence 
assigned to daemons. However, we do find what could be a level of 
daemonic activity that is subordinate to the level of the planetary 
archons and their Providence. And there is a certain similarity with the 
scheme in Pseudo-Plutarch, in that this level of daemonic activity in 
Apocryln is contained within Fate. The critical passage is found in two 
rather different versions in the two recensions: 
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CG II 28, 11-32: 

(The first archon) took counsel with 
his powers. 

They begot Fate, 

and with measure and times and 
seasons they bound the gods of the 
heavens, the angels, the daemons, and 
humans 

so that they might all be in (Fate's) 
bond, 

since it is lord over everyone - a 
wicked and perverse thought! 

(The first archon) took counsel with 
his authorities, who are his powers, 
and together they committed adultery 
with Sophia. 

There was begotten by them 
disgraceful Fate, which is the last of 
the variegated bonds, and exists in a 
variety of forms, since they are 
different from one another. Fate is 
harder and stronger than that with 
which (or "she with whom") 

are mixed 

the gods, the angels, the daemons, and 
all the generations until today. For 
from that Fate appeared every sin and 
injustice and blasphemy and the bonds 
of forgetfulness and ignorance and 
every burdensome command and 
burdensome sins and great fear. And 
in this way the whole creation was 
blinded, so that they might not know 
the God who is above all of them. 
And their sins were hidden because of 
the bond of forgetfulness. For they 
were bound with measures and times 
and seasons, since (Fate) is lord over 
everything. 

In both recensions, the measures initiated by the chief archon in this 
passage are in response to his realization that the power of thought 
possessed by the perfect race of humans is superior to his own, and the 
begetting of Fate is an attempt to imprison this thought. 

The inclusion of the •gods" or •gods of the heavens• in the list 
of those bound is somewhat puzzling. Is this a reference to the 
planetary archons?23 If so, then Secondary Providence would seem now 
to be contained within Fate, in spite of the fact that the begetting of 
Fate by the planetary archons might have led us to expect archontic 
Providence to be transcendent to Fate. 

The one text in our group of Platonic sources which discusses the 
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relation of Fate to the multiple levels of Providence, viz., Pseudo
Plutarch, seems to subordinate to Fate all but the highest level of 
Providence. However, there is a certain ambiguity in the case of the 
Secondary Providence that is comparable to the ambiguity in Apocryln 
on the relation of archontic Providence to Fate. On the one hand, 
Pseudo-Plutarch says that while Fate conforms to Providence, 
Providence does not conform to Fate, yet the author immediately 
cautions that this statement is being made only about the Primary 
Providence (573B). After such a caution, we might be prepared to hear 
that both the Secondary and Tortiary Providences do conform to Fate. 
Instead, the author tries to argue for a kind of sibling relationship 
between Secondary Providence and Fate: they are •begotten together• 
(573B). Apparently, this idea is prompted by the scene in Timaeus 41E-
42E, where the Demiurge creates the souls, places them in astral 
positions, and then lectures them about the laws of Fate which will 
govern their future as they descend into mortal bodies; but then the 
actual administration of this somatic existence is given over, as I have 
already discussed, to the -young gods.• Pseudo-Plutarch evidently finds 
in this passage evidence that Fate and the administrative responsibility 
of the young gods (=Secondary Providence) come into being at the 
same time, the young gods somehow administering the laws of Fate 
without themselves being encompassed by Fate (De fato 573 D-F). 
Dillon suggests that the language about Secondary Providence being 
"begotten together with" Fate is •more or less meaningless," and that 
essentially •this secondary Providence would seem to be identical with 
Fate."24 Pseudo-Plutarch himself at one point raises the question of 
whether it would not be more correct to say that Secondary Providence 
is •included in" rather than •exists with" Fate (574C-D), and the 
passage may indicate the author's awareness of controversy on this issue 
in his day,25 and a sensitivity to a certain amount of ambiguity in his 
own analysis. 

On the Origin or the World 

The similarity between doctrines of multiple Providences such as 
in Pseudo-Plutarch, Apuleius, etc., and the teaching about Providence 
in OrigWorld was already noted in 1980 by Pheme Perkins.26 However, 
she had not yet noticed that the picture of Providence in Apocryln might 
be just as relevant. In my view, ApocryJn in fact presents a doctrine of 
multiple Providences that is even more similar to that in the Platonic 
sources than is the doctrine in OrigWorld. This and other differences 
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between our analyses lead me to conclusions which differ from those of 
Perkins. 

a. Higher Providence

In only one passage does OrigWorld mention what could be a 
universal Providence. It is not called the Providence of the First God, 
however, nor the Thought of the Father, but rather the •Providence of 
Pistis•: 

Now it was in accordance with the Providence of Pistis that all this took 
place, so that the human being might appear before his image and might 
condemn them through their molded body (113, 5-9). 

That which is being referred to here as having occurred in accordance 
with the Providence of Pistis is the plan of the archons to create an 
earthly human. Pistis, or Pistis Sophia,27 is a figure whose precise rank 
in the transcendent realm in OrigWorld is not clear. Unlike the 
Apocryln, OrigWorld presents very little description of the realm above 
the archontic cosmos. It may be that OrigWorld presupposes some 
account of the emanation of aeonic beings who fill out the transcendent 
realm, but if so it condenses the account to a mere allusion: •Now 
when the nature of the Immortals had come to perfection out of the 
Infinite, then an image flowed out of Pistis, called Sophia• (98, 11-14). 
Is Pistis in this gnostic tractate one of the higher entities among the 
•Immortals," or is she, like the Sophia of ApocryJn, the lowest'?

In spite of our lack of certainty on this question, it may be proper 
to speak of the Providence of Pistis in this text as a higher Providence. 
However, the fundamental justification for this inference is not so much 
something positive which is said about the Providence of Pistis in this 
one passage as it is the language that the text uses in several other 
places to refer to a lower Providence, one that belongs to the realm of 
the archons. 

b. Lower Providence

The first such mention of a lower Providence is in connection with 
the listing of the names of the planetary archons. We are first of all 
told that the chief archon, laldabaoth, created three androgynous 
offspring for himself through the reification of his enunciated boasts: 



HIGHER PROVIDENCE, LOWER PROVIDENCES AND FATE 497 

lao, Eloia, and Astaphaios (101, 9-23). But then, somewhat confusingly 
for the reader, the text immediately begins to speak of a group of seven 
androgynous archons, each having both a male name and a female name 
(101, 24-102, 1): 

Male Names: 

(laldabaoth)28 

Iao 
Sabaoth 
Adonaios 
Eloaios 
Oraios 
Asaphaios 

Female Names: 

Providence (pronoia) Sambathas 
Lordship 
Divinity 
Kingship 
Jealousy 
Wealth 
Wisdom 

That there is some relationship between this list and the lists in the 
ApocryJn tradition is apparent, although this list in OrigWorld presents 
us with still a third version that cannot really be said to clear away much 
of the confusion among the versions in the ApocryJn texts. However, at 
least one agreement stands out between OrigWorld and the short 
recension of Apocryln: the first-place position given in the list to 
Providence (cf. BG 43, 10-44, 4). 

In fact, the archontic Providence receives even more attention in 
OrigWorld than in the short recension of ApocryJn. Not only is 
Providence found at the head of the list of the seven planetary powers, 
but she is singled out as a mythological personality to play a more 
visible role in the narrative. While in the ApocryJn the higher 
Providence was more developed as a character in the myth than the 
lower Providence, in OrigWorld the situation is reversed. 

For instance, the second mention of the archontic Providence in 
OrigWorld occurs when the Immortal Human from the transcendent 
realm makes an appearance in the world below as a beautiful light (108, 
1-9). No one was able to see this luminous Human except the
archigenett'Jr, Ialdabaoth, and •the Providence with him• (108

., 
llf).

This Providence was attracted to the luminous Human, but because she
was •in the darkness• the Human despised her and she was unable to
cleave to him (108, 15-17). Unable to cease her love, •she poured out
her light upon the earth• (108, 19). What follows is a midrashic word
play on the Hebrew terms adam, adamah (•earth•), dam (•bJood•),
and the Greek terms adamas (•adamant•) and adamantint: from that
day, the luminous Human was called •Light-Human, which means
'luminous blood-person,' and the earth spread over Holy Adamas, which



498 NEOPLATONISM AND GNOSTICISM 

means 'holy, adamantine earth'" (108, 19-25). The description of 
Providence in this passage as being "in the darkness• underscores the 
fact that she is a lower Providence, and a little later in the narrative she 
is actually referred to as •the Providence which is below•: After 
remaining on the earth for two days, the luminous Adam •1eft the 
Providence which is below (tpronoia etmpsa mpitn) in heaven and 
ascended to his light" (111, 31-33). 

The light/blood poured out by lower Providence in her love for the 
luminous Adam also produced androgynous Eros, having a male aspect, 
•Himeros, which is fire from the light,"29 and a female aspect,
"blood-soul, which is from the essence of Providence• (109, 1-6). The
archontic Providence is thus involved in the creative process, but not as
contributor to the psychic Adam of •marrow-soul and the whole
foundation of the body,• as was the case in the BG version of
Apocryln.YJ Instead, here she contributes the female blood-psyche to
Eros. What is apparently intended by the myth in this section is that
the guidance or management of the creative process by this lower
Providence comes first of all in the form of the introduction of desire.
As a result of this desire, a certain providential ordering of life in the
cosmic realm is effected, but the author paints a rather gloomy portrait
of this order: after commenting that the intercourse of Eros caused the
sprouting of the first sensual pleasure on the earth, the author adds:
"the woman followed the earth, and marriage followed the woman, and
reproduction followed marriage, and dissolution followed reproduction•
(109, 22-25).

The archontic Providence is also mentioned in a rather negative 
light in connection with the birth of material children from Eve. When 
the seven archons and their angels mate with the material Eve and beget 
Abel and "the rest of the sons,• we are informed that this all took 
place according to the Providence of the Archigenetor, so that Eve 
•might beget within herself every mixed seed, which is joined to the
Fate of the cosmos and Fate's configurations (schemata) and justice"
(117, 20-24).

And finally, the apocalyptic predictions in the closing sections of 
OrigWor/d include the announcement of the condemnation and future 
destruction of the planetary archons: 

When all the perfect ones appeared in the vessels fashioned by the archons, 
and when they disclosed the Truth which has nothing like it, then they put 
to shame every wisdom of the gods, and their Fate was found to be 
condemnable, and their power was extinguished, their lordship was 
destroyed, their Providence became { ... ]. (125, 23-32). 
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Although there is a lacuna in the text which makes the precise wording 
of the statement about Providence uncertain, we can be sure from the 
context that some unfavorable outcome for this archontic Providence 
was mentioned. It has been suggested by Pheme Perkins that this last
quoted passage is referring to still a third Providence, one which 
corresponds to the lowest Providence in Pseudo-Plutarch's De fato.31 

But I see no reason to conclude that the Providence in this passage is 
any other than the archontic Providence which I have been discussing. 
Admittedly, there is a sense in which one might want to speak of this 
archontic Providence in 125, 23-32 as now confined to a lower level than 
had been the case in the earlier passages, since in the meantime the 
seven archons with whom this Providence is associated have been case 
out of their heavens down to the earth (121, 27-35; 123, 4-15). 

c. Fate

Fate is mentioned several times in the tractate, and in order to 
ascertain the relationship between Providence and Fate in this text it 
will be useful to begin with one of the two passages which I just 
mentioned, where we hear of the casting down of the archons to the 
earth: 

For when the seven archons were cast down from their heavens to the 
earth, they created for themselves angels - that is, many demons - who 
would serve them. These taught men many errors and magic and charms 
and idolatry and shedding of blood and altars and temples and sacrifices and 
libations to all the demons of the earth, who have as their fellow-worker 
Fate, who came into being in accordance with the harmony (sympMnia) 
between the gods of injustice and justice (123, 4-15). 

The coming into being of Fate that is mentioned here evidently refers 
to a much earlier moment in the narrative, at which time Sabaoth, one 
of the sons of laldabaoth, had revolted from his father and had been 
translated out of the darkness to a higher realm, where he received his 
own assembly of angels and powers, etc. (103, 32-106, 11).32 The realm 
of Sabaoth was given the designation "justice• and that of Jaldabaoth 
•injustice.• (106, 11-18). Presumably, Fate in this text consists of the
effects which result from the interaction (symphtJnia) of the powers in
these two realms. Such a conclusion would seem to be confirmed by the
fact that after listing the various unpleasant powers in the realm of
Ialdabaoth (Death, Jealousy, Wrath, Weeping, etc.) and various pleasant
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powers in the realm of Sabaoth (Life, Blessed, Joy, Peace, etc.), the 
author says that "you will discover their effects (apotelesmata) and their 
activities in the configurations (schi!mata) of the Fate of the heaven 
which is beneath the 1\velve• (107, 14-17). 

In reading these passages which refer to Fate, as well as the 
passage in 117, 20..24 that I mentioned earlier, where in accordance with 
Ialdabaoth's Providence, Eve begot mixed seed enmeshed within Fate's 
configurations, we might be tempted to see the archontic Providence as 
itself prior to or outside of Fate. However, that this is not the author's 
intention is indicated by still one further passage, in 121, 13-16, where 
we are told that when the archons became jealous of Adam's superior 
understanding, they wanted to shorten the life expectancy for human 
beings. However, the archons were unable to do this, •because of Fate, 
which was established from the beginning.• Therefore, even though the 
appearance of archontic Providence occurs before the mention of Fate 
in the mythic narrative, this secondary Providence seems inseparably 
entwined with Fate, subject at least in some sense to Fate's law, and 
finally condemned together with Fate (125, 23-32). 

Conclusions 

As I mentioned earlier, I have arrived at certain conclusions on 
this material which differ from those reached by Pheme Perkins, the 
only other scholar, so far as I know, who has commented on the 
similarity between the multiple Providence doctrines in Apuleius et al. 
and doctrines of Providence in gnostic texts.33 She has argued that 
OrigWorld manifests a threefold division of Providence: the Primary 
Providence, belonging to Pistis; the Secondary Providence, associated 
with Ialdabaoth; and still a third Providence, which she believes to be 
referred to in 125, 27-32.34 She argues that the limited attestation of 
the three-fold Providence doctrine allows some fairly specific 
conclusions about the author of OrigWorld: Apuleius was evidently 
studying in Athens about 150 C.E.,35 and his teachers during this time 
may have included students of Plutarch (Tourus, and possibly Plutarch's 
nephew Sextus).36 "Like Orig. World, Apuleius presents the doctrine 
of three levels of providence, Timaeus exegesis, Isis mythology and, in 
novelistic form, an Eros story .. _-37 Given the fact that Plutarch 
mentions a cosmological understanding of Eros that seems to link the 
activity of Eros to Providence,38 and given Plutarch's well-known 
cosmological interpretation of Isis, Perkins concludes, •Since all 
Apuleius's known teachers were followers of Plutarch, we may even 
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suggest that the cosmological allegorization of Isis and Hesios (Eros) 
myths had probably carried on into the discussions of this circle in 
Athens."39 And since OrigWorld contains the doctrine of hlgher and 
lower Providences, cosmological speculation about Providence as the 
source of Eros, and possibly the influence of Isis mythology, 

We thus conclude that the peculiarities of the cosmological interpretation 
in OrigWorld reflect the teaching of this particular group at Athens around 
AD. 150. We may reasonably assume that our author studied philosophy 
at Athens at that time. In the treatise before us, he has applied the 
teaching of that school to the exposition of Gnostic cosmological traditions 
such as we find in Hyp. Arch. and Ap. John and the Sethian-Ophites.40

As I have argued, I find evidence for only two Providences in 
OrigWorld, not three. Now it would be tempting to argue that my 
analysis, if correct, in fact only strengthens the case being made by 
Perkins, since in one respect it brings OrigWorld even closer to 
Apuleius's actual language. For Apuleius also never explicitly mentions 
three Providences, but only two (see below). Nevertheless, I question 
whether even then the sum of the evidence justifies the conclusion that 
"we may reasonably assume• that the author of OrigWorld studied 
philosophy in Athens about 150 C.E. And I am made all the more 
skeptical about so specific a provenance because of the presence of a 
doctrine of higher and lower Providences in Apocryln.

Perkins regards the doctrine of multiple Providences in OrigWorld
as a decisive fingerprint of the teaching of the Athenian school of the 
mid-second century C.E., and she is thinking of this teaching as having 
been woven into the exposition of gnostic cosmological traditions such 
as those in ApocryJn. But such a reconstruction is no longer satisfying 
once it is recognized that Apocryln itself contains a doctrine of higher 
and lower Providences that is at least as similar to Apuleius's account 
as is that in OrigWorld.

The gnostic evidence may well invite certain revisions in the history 
of this chapter in Platonism. The speculation in these gnostic texts 
about higher and lower Providences and Fate ought not to be fitted by 
force too quickly into previously constructed arrangements of the 
surviving fragments of similar Platonic speculations. For example, the 
fact that Apuleius never really speaks of three Providences, but only 
two, has occasionally been registered, in routine fashion. Yet it has 
been regarded by interpreters as insignificant, since it has been assumed 
that Apuleius is of course thinking of three Providences, even though he 
does not mention the last one. The temptation to assume this is 
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powerful, so long as one is looking only at Apuleius, Pseudo-Plutarch, 
and Nemesius. (Calcidius may be left aside for the moment, since his 
similarity with the others does not really include references to a second 
or third Providence.) 

However, the evidence of the gnostic texts for distinction between 
only two Providences may now provide reason for more hesitation in 
assuming that Apuleius really is thinking of three providentiae. It may 
be that the longer list of sources now at our disposal which speculate 
about multiple Providences favors a more complex reconstruction, in 
which we allow for the possibility that early versions of speculation 
about multiple Providences may have involved only a twofold distinction 
between the Providence of the First God and the Providence of the 
"young gods• of the Timaeus. How early, after all, is our evidence for 
talk of three Providences? Of the three sources Apuleius, Pseudo
Plutarch, and Nemesius, the only one which we can date with confidence 
in the second century C.E. is Apuleius. Nemesius writes more than two 
centuries later, and we do not have a certain date for Pseudo-Plutarch. 
Only these latter two sources actually speak of three Providences. If, as 
Gercke argued,41 Pseudo-Plutarch and Nemesius are independent of 
one another, then it is probable that they are dependent on a common 
source or tradition. Gercke thought that Albinus and Apuleius also 
knew this source, and that the date for the source must therefore be 
pushed back into the second century.42 But, as I have mentioned, that 
Albinus knew this source has recently been questioned by some 
scholars,

43 
and therefore it is only Apuleius, De Plat. 1.12, which 

remains as the supposed evidence that all three Providences known to 
Pseudo-Plutarch and Nemesius were already being talked about in the 
second century. To be sure, Apuleius certainly does know a doctrine 
similar to that in Pseudo-Plutarch and Nemesius, but perhaps the reason 
that Apuleius does not go ahead and speak of a •Turtiary Providence• 
exercised by the daemons is that he had never thought of putting it that 
way. Perhaps he would not even have thought of providentia as a 
particularly appropriate designation for the role of the daemons. 

At the same time, our understanding of these gnostic texts and the 
significance of their references to Providences and Fate is enhanced. 
Once we have dutifully registered important differences that do separate 
such gnostic texts from an Apuleius or a Pseudo-Plutarch, such as the 
fundamentally less sympathetic gnostic evaluation of the lower 
Providence and its god,44 there still remains an impressive amount in 
common to be appreciated. In this regard, not the least important point 
to raise involves the implications for the positions of these Platonic and 
gnostic writers on the question of free will. Platonists in antiquity, 
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including Apuleius and Pseudo-Plutarch, arc famous for arguing theories 
of Fate which leave ample room for free choice. Perhaps the most 
traditional form which this took was the argument that Fate is a law 
defining the inevitable consequences that will result from a given choice, 
rather than being a law which makes all one's choices inevitablc.45 

Gnostics, on the other hand, tend to be labeled •determinists.• To be 
sure, what is usually intended by this label is not that gnostics believed 
everything to be determined by Fate. Rather, what is norm�lly meant 
is that salvation is inevitable for some and destruction inevitable for 
others, due to their possession of different •natures• (pneumatic, 
psychic, hylic, etc.), and therefore the pattern of choices in an 
individual's life is determined in advance by the individual's 
•nature.•46 

Now in the debate between Platonists and Stoics, for example, the 
Platonists' insistence on the distinction between Fate and a Providence 
quite outside Fate's control tended to go hand in hand with the 
assertion of the reality of free choice and human responsibility. It 
would be fascinating if a text such as Apocryln, so much like Apuleius 
or Pseudo-Plutarch in its scheme of higher and lower Providences and 
Fate, were nevertheless poles apart from them on the issue of human 
responsibility. It would be fascinating, but in my view there is no 
evidence of such a contrast between them on this point. There is not 
space here to defend this assertion completely.47 I would simply point
out that the important section in Apocryln which discusses the variety 
in human responses to revelation and degrees of success in achieving 
spiritual strength and salvation (II 25, 16-27, 31 par) is shot through 
with implications of conditionality.48 I see nothing in the text which
suggests an interest in denying the possibility of human choice. The text 
certainly does not make such an argument in theoretical terms. Many 
modern (and probably some ancient) readers have thought that there is 
in such a text an implicit, mythological denial of free will. Such has 
been inferred from the myths of pre-existent races - the •immovable 
race• mentioned in Apocryln, for example. But an ancient gnostic may 
not have seen the rigid determinism in such mythology that he/she is so 
often assumed to have seen.49 When a text such as Apocryln holds out
the assurance to readers of a benevolent Providence higher than Fate's 
chains, are we really justified in concluding that this higher Providence 
is, after all, only a more divine form of Fate? 
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