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Experiencing Beauty:
Reading the Symposium and Phaedrus
in the Neoplatonic Academy of Athens!

Robbert M. van den Berg
Leiden University

Abstract

In both the Phaedrus and Symposium, Plato presents the contemplation of the Forms, and
that of Beauty in particular, as a deeply emotional experience comparable to falling in love
or initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries. The first part of this article explores this notion
of the contemplation of the Forms as an experience in Plato and the ways in which he seeks
lo give the readers of hus dialogues a taste of such an experience through literary means. The
second part examines the reception of intelligible contemplation as an experience in the
Neoplatonic Academy (Syrianus, Proclus). I will argue that these Neoplatonic readers of
Plato had a keen eye for the emotive qualities of his texts, not least because their own
personal experiences with theurgical rituals bred new life into Plalo’s comparison of the
effects of the contemplation of the Forms to initiation winto the Eleusinian Mysteries.

The Platonic way of life is all about the ascent of the human soul
towards the intelligible realm, yet Plato himself is frustratingly vague
about how we may climb upwards from the dregs of the material
cosmos to the sunlit highlands of the world of the Forms. The closest
he comes to a spiritual roadmap are the two dialogues about love or
erds, the Symposium and the Phaedrus. In these dialogues, the ascent is
presented not so much as the outcome of rational thinking, but first
and foremost as a deeply emotional experience comparable to falling
in love or initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries. Plato chooses these
two analogies because he might expect them to strike a chord with
his Athenian public of male aristocrats who cultivated the erotic
pursuit of younger boys and who would have typically been initiated
into the Eleusinian Mysteries. In these dialogues, Plato not only
describes the ascent in terms of profound experiences, but also tries
to make his readers share in these by means of literary techniques.
In the first part of this article, I will explore this notion of the

It is a great pleasure to contribute these musings on Neoplatonic aesthetics and
reading practices to the present issue of Classics Ireland that honours Andrew Smith.
I have profited much from Andrew’s scholarly publications on Neoplatonism, not
least from those on Plotinus on beauty, and cherish fond memories of reading groups
in which we both partook, both in Dublin and elsewhere. Thanks are due to Robert
Vinkesteijn for his comments on an earlier draft of this article.
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Experiencing Beauty 79

contemplation of the Forms as an experience in Plato and the ways
in which he seeks to give his readers a taste of such an experience. In
the second part of the article we will fast forward to late antique
Athens where the Neoplatonists read Plato’s Phaedrus and Symposium.
In many ways, this was a very different world from that of Plato’s
dialogues. The world of the aristocratic symposium with its celebra-
tion of homoeroticism had given way to a textual community of
ascetic minded philosophers, while the celebration of the Eleusinian
Mysteries had by this time come to an end. Moreover, even though
these Neoplatonists claimed to be nothing but exegetes of Plato, they
had fundamentally altered the map of the intelligible realm by
introducing the One as the first principle and cause of the world of
the Forms. As a result, the Neoplatonists no longer considered the
contemplation of the Forms as the final end of the spiritual ascent,
but as a stage on the way towards unification with the One. Even so,
they too view the contemplation of the Forms as a supra-rational
experience, which can be brought about by reading Plato’s emotive
texts. In the second part of this article, I will focus on how these
Neoplatonist readers of Plato understand the Platonic concept of
intelligible contemplation as an experience, and demonstrate that
they had a keen eye for the emotive qualities of Plato’s texts.

Part 1
Plato on Contemplation of the Intelligible as Experience

Spiritual Ascent Compared to the Experience of Initiation

In both the Symposium and the Phaedrus, Plato associates the spiritual
process that leads to the contemplation of the intelligible realm both
with the powers of love (¢rds) and with initiation into the Eleusinian
Mysteries. In the Symposium Diotima, the woman who instructs
Socrates about love-matters, divides her instruction into two phases.
She compares these to the two subsequent stages of the Eleusinian
Mysteries: the preliminary, preparatory stage and the final stage (P1.
Symp. 209e5-210a4):

T.1 Tadta pév odv Td Epwtikd Towg, & JhKpates, kAv od
ponBeing - Ta 8¢ tédea xai dmomtika, (v £veka kai tadta
Eoty, 2av g OpBGG petin, odk oid’ &l 0idg T Av eing. épd pév
odv, E¢r), £yo kai TpoBupiag 0ddev dmoleipw - Telpd 8¢ Emecdal,
av 016 e 1.
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80 Robbert M. van den Berg

Even you, Socrates, could probably come to be initiated into these rites of love.

But as for the purpose of these rites when they are done correctly — that s

the final and highest mystery — I don’t know if you are capable of
it. I myself will tell you,” she said, ‘and I won’t stint any effort. And you

must try to_follow if you can.?

The first, preliminary initiations of Love which, Diotima feels, are
within Socrates’ reach may be found in the theological exposition
about the nature of Eros that precedes the above-quoted passage.
Eros, thus Diotima, is not a god, but a daimonic creature between
men and gods which allows for communication between men and
gods. Diotima is quite confident that Socrates will be able to be
initiated into these mysteries, presumably because her theological
exposition is rational in nature: Socrates is subjected to a critical
examination (elenchus) of his own belief that Eros is a god and, once
refuted, accepts that Eros is a daimonic being on the force of
Diotima’s argumentation (Pl. Symp. 201e2-7):

T.2 oyedov yap T xai éyw mpog admv Etepa towadta ENeyov
otamep vov Tpog épg Ayabwv, 6 ein 6 "Epwg péyag Beds, ein
8¢ v xaldv - fheyxe 81 pe TodTorg Toig Adyorg oiomep Ey
T0DTOV, (G 00TE KAAOG £11) KaTA TOV POV Adyov obte dyabo.

You see, I had told her almost the same things Agathon told me just now: that
Love 1s a great god and that he belongs to beautiful things. And she used
the very same arguments against me that I had used against
Agathon; she showed how, according to my very own speech, Love is neither
beautiful nor good.

The initiation into the final mysteries, by contrast, does not rely on
philosophical argumentation. This stage, which consists of Diotima’s
famous ladder of love, starts from the experience of falling in love
with the body of a beautiful person. After the gradual recognition of
the different manifestations of beauty, for example beauty in the
domain of literature, ethics and philosophy, the initiate may finally
experience something like a sudden epiphany of Beauty itself (PL
Symp. 210e2-6):

2 Trans. Nehamas & Woodruff (1997) 492, adapted.
3 Trans. Nehamas & Woodruff (1997) 484.
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Experiencing Beauty 81

T.3 6¢ ydp av péypt evradba mpog td Epwtikd madaywynof,
Becopevog edeliic te xai OpBOE TA KA, TPog TENOG 1101 [V TGV
gpwtikdv €faipvng katoperai Tt Bavpactov TV oy
KAAGY, TODTO EKETVO, (O JkpaTes, 0b 81) Evekev kai of Fpmpoadey
TAVTEG TTOVOL oY, ...

You see, the man who has been thus far guided in matters of Love, who has
beheld beautiful things in the right order and correctly, is now coming to the
goal of Loving: all of a sudden he will catch sight of something
wonderfully beautiful in its nature; that Socrates, is the reason_for all his
earlier labours, .. .*

Note that, in keeping with the designation of these final mysteries as
émomtikd (epoptic), the ultimate experience of the initiation is
described as a vision of Beauty itself, and as something wonderful (&
thaumaston).

In a similar fashion, Socrates in the Phaedrus in the so-called Great
Speech, i.e. the myth of the winged charioteer, compares the
contemplation of the Forms, and of that of Beauty in particular, to
initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries (Pl. Prdr. 250b5-c2):

T.4 kaAhog 8¢ T Ny i8elv Aapmpdv, bte ovv edSaipovi Yop®
pakapiav Ofv te xai Béav, Exodpevor petd pév Adg fpeig, dAlot
8¢ pet’ dMov Bedv, 180V Te kai ETEAODVTO TRV TEAETOV fiv BEpIG
Myew paxapiwtdtny, fiv wpytalopev OAOKANpoL pév adtol Ovteg
kal amabel kak®dv doa Npag év DoTépw Ypdvw Umépevev,
ONOKApa B8 (...).

But beauty was radiant to see at that time, when the souls, along with the
glorious chorus (we were with Zeus, while others_followed other gods), saw
that blessed and spectacular vision and were ushered into the mystery that we
may rightly call the most blessed of all. And we, who celebrated it were wholly
perfect and free of all the troubles that awaited us in the time to come, ...5

Students of ancient religion refer to this passage, as well the one from
the Symposium that we have discussed above, as important testimonies
to the central role of experience in the Eleusinian Mysteries. See, by
way of illustration, the following quote from the famous study of the
Eleusinian Mysteries by the great scholar of Greek religion, Walter
Burkert:

4 Trans. Nehamas & Woodruff (1997) 493.
5 Trans. Nehamas & Woodruff (1997) 527-8.
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82 Robbert M. van den Berg

That participation in mysteries was a special form of experience, a pathos
in the soul or psyche of the candidate, is clearly stated in several ancient
texts; given the underdeveloped state of introspection in the ancient
world, as seen from a modern vantage point this is remarkable. Aristotle
is said to have used the pointed antithesis that at the stage of the
mysteries there should be no more “learning” (mathein) but “experi-
enceing” (pathein) and a change in the state of mind (diatethenai). ... By
far the most influential text about the experience of mysteries is in
Plato’s Phaedrus. ... The revelation of true Being brought about by Eros
had already been described in the language of mysteries in the
Symposium, where the distinction between “preliminary initiation”
(myein) and “perfect and epoptic mysteries” clearly refers to Eleusis. The
Phaedrus adds the unforgettable image of the soul’s chariot ascending to
the sky in the wake of the gods, up to the highest summit where a glance
beyond heaven is possible.6

Plato, both in the Symposium and the Phaedrus, tries not only to describe
the experience of the contemplation of the Forms, but also to give his
audience a taste of it by literary means. In the Symposium, he does so
through his portrayal of Socrates, in the Phaedrus through the myth of
the winged chariot to which Burkert refers.

Experiencing Contemplation, Experiencing the Platonic
Dialogue

Socrates as a Visible Manifestation of Diwvine Beauty

Let us first take a closer look at the portrayal of Socrates in the
Symposium. Even though Diotima seems to have harboured some
doubts whether Socrates would be able to complete the final stage of
the initiation, Plato suggests that he had in fact done so when, after
Socrates has finished his account of the lessons that he learned from
Diotima, Alcibiades enters the stage and extols the strangeness (atopia)
of Socrates. The strangeness of Socrates consists in the fact that he
remains completely unmoved by all sorts of bodily experiences. He is
for example indifferent to the effects of wine, lack of food, freezing
temperatures or sexual temptation, because he appears to be in love
with something transcending the material world (cf. Symp. 211d). Itis
not just that Socrates has apparently seen intelligible Beauty, he
actually resembles it:

6 Burkert (1987) 89, 92.
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Experiencing Beauty 83

As many commentators have observed, Socrates actually resembles the
Form of Beauty in a number of ways. Like the Form he shows up
“suddenly” (213cl; 210e4). He convinces Alcibiades that his present life
is not “livable” — recalling the summit of the ascent (211d1-3) —and that
he should spend the rest of his life in his company (216a) as a successful
lover does with the Form (cf. 211e4).7

Just as the vision of Beauty itself triggers strong and unsettling
emotions in those who contemplate it (T.3: ‘he will catch sight of
something wonderfully beautiful in its nature’), comparable to falling
in love with a beautiful person, Socrates also has a confusing effect
on others (PL. Symp. 215d1-6):

T.5 fpeig yodv 6tav pév tov AAAov dxodwpev Aéyovtog kal Tavo
ayabod pritopog GAAovg Adyoug, 0ddev péhel wg Emog eimelv
obdevi- emeldav 8¢ cod g axovrn 1| TOV oV Adywv Alov
AéyovTog, KAV Tavo Gpadrog 1} 6 Aéywy, Eavte yovi| dkodr| Eavte
Avip avte pelpdkiov, Ekmemhnypévol Eopév kai xateyopeda.

You know, people hardly ever take a speaker seriously, even if he is the greatest
orator; but let anyone — man, woman, or child — listen to you or even to a
poor account of what you say — and we are thrown into confusion and
completely possessed.®

Below, I will return to the experience of confusion (ekplexis) that
Beauty causes. For the moment, let us note that Plato wants us,
readers, to share in the amazement and confusion that besets
Alcibiades and, to do this, he offers vivid descriptions of Socrates’
atopia / strangeness, both here and in other dialogues. Plato thus
presents Socrates as a daimonic figure, comparable to Eros, in
between the human and divine worlds. The unsettling experience of
encountering Socrates, even if it is only in Plato’s dialogues (‘a poor
account of what you say’), moves us to seck initiation in the supreme
mysteries of Eros ourselves.

The Myth of the Winged Charioteer as a Specimen of Soul-Moving Rhetoric

Plato tries to make his readers experience something of the erds, the
desire for intelligible contemplation, not just by means of the por-
trayal of Socrates in the Symposium, but also by means of the moving
myth of the winged charioteer in the Phaedrus, to which Burkert refers
in the above-quoted passage. As is well known, Socrates, in his so-

7 Blondell (2006) 157.
8 Trans. Nehamas & Woodruff (1997) 497, adapted.
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84 Robbert M. van den Berg

called Great Speech in the Phaedrus, compares the human soul to a
team of horses and a charioteer that has lost its wings, and hence the
ability to fly that it once had. The experience of falling in love with a
beautiful person may prompt the charioteer to seek true Beauty. As
a result, the soul will now start to sprout wings that will allow it to
travel upwards to the rim of heavens and join the gods who travel
these heavenly regions on their chariots in order to contemplate the
Forms and that of Beauty in particular.

It should be pointed out that the Great Speech not just bears
testimony of the emotional nature of the Eleusinian Mysteries, as
Burkert aptly points out, but that the Great Speech by itself is also
intended to evoke similar emotions on the part of the audience. As is
well-known, the twin themes of the Phaedrus are love (erds) and
rhetoric. The Great Speech is Socrates’ reply to one by the famous
rhetorician Lysias. Socrates’ speech is not just intended as a correc-
tion of the content of Lysias’ speech (love as a businesslike exchange
of bodily beauty and sexual gratification for other goods), but also as
criticism of his rhetorical skills. In the Phaedrus and elsewhere in Plato,
rhetoric is often portrayed as the opposite of philosophy. Whereas
philosophy is about demonstration by means of argumentation,
rhetoric is about persuasion. Rhetoric, according to Socrates in the
Phaedrus, is a matter of psychagigia, of ‘moving the soul’. In the case of
the Great Speech this is done not by argumentation, but by evoking
strong emotions on the part of the public. As Harvey Yunis, a student
of ancient rhetoric, has put it:

Rather than giving the auditor sufficient, better, or even overwhelming
reason to seek divine eros, Socrates aims to make the auditor feel the
attractions of divine eros so intensely that he will desire that eros himself
and move towards it on his own. ... The Great Speech, a mimesis in
prose, portrays the pursuit of knowledge as an intense erotic experience,
triggered and driven by the sight of beauty — the sight of being itself and
the parallel sight of the beauty of the beloved (251a-252b). The
portrayal is so vivid and the narrative tension so intense that the auditor
himself acquires a desire for the very experience that is portrayed. Eros
so vividly portrayed, arouses eros. This psychagogic, or soul-moving,
phenomenon, which is the hallmark of erotic art, was familiar to Plato
and his contemporaries through the profusion of erotic art produced in
Athens and Greece generally.?

9 Yunis (2005) 111-12.
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Experiencing Beauty 85

Thus, we have found so far that Plato compares contemplation of the
intelligible realm, which is characterized by Beauty, to initiation into
the Eleusinian Mysteries. His reason for doing so is that the
contemplation of the intelligible is, to him, first and foremost an
experience. The vivid portrayal of the eccentric Socrates and the
evocative imagery of the winged charioteer are both intended to
convey something of the confusing experience of the contemplation
of the lustre of the intelligible. I will now turn to the reception of these
ideas by Proclus and the Neoplatonic Athenian school.

Part Two
Proclus on Contemplation of Intelligible Beauty
as a Preparatory Experience

The Place and Function of Beauty in Proclean Metaphysics

Plato is rather noncommittal about the structure of the intelligible. In
particular, he does not discuss the precise relation between Beauty
itself, which, to judge from the above-quoted passage from the
Phaedrus (T.4), apparently holds a position of prominence within the
realm of Forms and the Idea of the Good, which in the Republic is
presented as an entity that transcends Being and hence the other
Forms. The Neoplatonists, as part of their efforts to systematize
Plato’s teachings, try to clear up this confusion. This urge to system-
atize Plato finds its fullest expression in Proclus’ Platonic Theology, an
elaborate account of the divine world in which Proclus traces the
emanation of the divine from the top (the One) down to the material
cosmos. In the first book of this summa of late Neoplatonic theology,
Proclus briefly discusses the Phaedrus. According to Proclus (Platonic
Theology 1.22-24), the Phaedrus teaches us about a set of three attributes
of the Gods: goodness (agathon), wisdom (sophia), and beauty (kalon).
The Gods in this context are the so-called Henads, 1.e. manifestations
of the highest principle, the One (to Hen), that act as the ultimate
causes of all other entities that populate the Neoplatonic meta-
physical universe. These Henads, 1.e. the Gods properly speaking, are
in particular the causes of all lower divine beings, such as the gods
mentioned in the myth of the Phaedrus and of the so-called daimones,
inferior divine beings who act as a go-between for the gods and men.
The three divine attributes of the Henads stand in a hierarchical
relationship to one another. Goodness is superior to the other two
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86 Robbert M. van den Berg

attributes since it is most like the One itself.10 Second in rank comes
wisdom, since wisdom ‘is already in labour’ with regard to ‘the
intelligible light and the very first forms’.

T.6 Proclus Platonic Theology 1.24, p. 108.23-109.2 0 8¢ ad
k@Ahog &’ dkpoig (Sputal Tolg €ideot xal TpoAapmet O Betov
P&OG xal Tolg Aviodot TpdTov Exdaivetal, Taviog PwaPdpov
oTA\tvoTtepoV Kal Epacpitepov 8elv kal tepurtdacbal kai pet’
éxnAlewg Exdparvopevov Aafetv

Beauty, finally, is seated on top of the Forms and shines forth the diwine light
and is the first to shine out (ekphaineitar) to those who go up, outshining even
the Morning Star in brightness, even more lovely for them to see and to embrace
and to take hold of in a state of confusion when it appears (met’ ekpléxeds
ekphainomenon).1!

“Those who go up’ are those souls who, according to the Phaedrus,
follow Zeus and the other Olympian gods and who are initiated into
‘the mystery that we may rightly call the most blessed of all’ (T.4).
Note, however, that whereas the Phaedrus suggests that the vision of
Beauty constitutes the final phase of initiation, Proclus here presents
a vision of Beauty as a first manifestation (ekphainon) of the divine
Henads. Beauty, Proclus says, ‘heralds the secret of the (divine) good-
ness, for which reason it is called ‘the radiant one, and bright one,
the one that shines out’.!2 It is because of its luminous nature that
Beauty throws the soul into confusion (¢kpléxis) when it appears.
Proclus elaborates on the preparatory function of the vision of Beauty
in the following passage from Book Three of the Platonic Theology
(3.18, p. 64.2-12):

T.7 To yap &xhapmov adtod kal Spactrpov déwe did maong
Ywpet th¢ Poyiig xal Tioav Ematpéder Bewpévny 10 KAAOV g
Q dyabd mavriwy dpodtatov- (...) Kal Homep év taig ayww-
tatag tedetais Tpod TOV potikGv Beapdtwy EkrAndg TGOV
poovpévwy, obTw O8I kAv Toig vontoig mpd TG Tod dyabod
petovoiag O kAANOG TPohavopevoy EKIARTTEL TOVG OpAOVTAG
kal ématpéper Ty Puyrv xai Seikvoory év tolg mpobvpoig
iSpupévov olov oty dpa 10 &v Tol¢ AdvTolg kal TO KPOPLOV
ayabov.

10°As will be explained below, in Neoplatonic metaphysics the One coincides
with the Good itself.

11 Unless noted, subsequent translations are by the author.

12 Proclus Platonic Theology 1.24, p. 108, 19-20.
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Experiencing Beauty 87

For the radiance and energy of it (Beauty itself) shoots straight through the
entire soul and turns it (epistrepher) in its entirety towards the vison of
Beauty as that which of all things resembles the Good most closely. [...] And
Just as in the most holy of mysteries the confusion (ekpléxis) of the
initiates precedes the visions of mystic objects, in the same way in the
intelligible realm, before the communion with the Good, Beauty appears and
causes confusion (ckplétter) among the viewers and turns the soul
(epistrepher) and, being seated in the porch, shows what the One, hidden
inside the sanctuary, is like.

Beauty is here presented as the perceptible manifestation (if only to
the soul’s eye) of the One or the Good that remains ‘hidden inside
the sanctuary’. Thus, the vision of Beauty precedes and prepares us
for the ‘communion with the One’, i.e. Beauty brings us into contact
with the One or the Good by turning us around (epistrephein). Proclus
here uses a Neoplatonic technical term, epistrophé, which describes the
spiritual movement of the soul back to the origin of all things (the
One) and hence its ultimate destination (thus the One doubles as the
ultimate Good to which everything aspires). This turning around is
associated with the violent experience of confusion (ekpléxis) that was
part of the Eleusinian Mysteries. In fact, scholars of the Eleusinian
Mysteries have quoted this particular passage to illustrate the
importance of confusion (ekpléxis) in the celebration of mystery-cults.!3

Proclus thus appears to understand the emotional experience of
the final stage of initiation in a different way from Plato. For Plato
the strong emotions signal the end of the spiritual journey, the
response of the soul to the epiphany of Beauty. For Proclus the
epiphany of Beauty and the corresponding experience are not the
end of the journey. Rather, they prepare the soul for unification with
the Good, the ultimate principle. Note, however, that the soul which
is about to experience Neoplatonic Beauty has already completely
transcended its bodily existence, so all talk about shocking experi-
ences, mystery rites and seeing mystic objects is merely intended as a
comparison to give the reader an impression of what such an
extraordinary experience is like. In a much earlier stage of the ascent
of the soul, which involves actual initiations and strong emotions,
however, we find the same pattern. Shocking experiences of per-
ceptible forms of beauty are manifestations, or epiphanies, of the
divine which serve to bring us in closer contact with divine goodness.

13 See, e.g., Roussel (1934) 833-4; Clinton (1974) 56.
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38 Robbert M. van den Berg

Neoplatonic Theurgy and Spiritual Experience

Even though Proclus (T.7) refers to the Eleusinian Mysteries as
something of which he has first-hand experience, their celebration
had in fact come to an end some fifteen years before he was born.
Walter Burkert speculates that Proclus knew about the Mysteries
from his close connections with the family of the last Eleusinian
hierophant, one Nestorius. Be that as it may, this does not as such
fully explain why Proclus puts stress on the emotional nature of the
celebration of the Mysteries. He had not, after all, gone through these
experiences himself. The answer must be sought in the role that
theurgy plays in the spiritual life of the later Neoplatonists. The cele-
bration of the Eleusinian Mysteries was understood by the Platonists
as yet another example of the theurgic ritual that they practiced with
zeal. Take the context of the famous remark by Aristotle that the
Eleusinian Mysteries were all about experience, rather than
instruction, to which Burkert alludes in the above-quoted passage.
The remark has been transmitted by the Christian Neoplatonist
Synesius. He quotes Aristotle as follows (Aristotle Fr. 15 ed. Rose =
Synesius Dio 10):

T.8 (...) xaBamep Apototélng Aol Todg Tehovpévourg 0d pa-
Octv ti Oelv, AMG maBeiv xai Siatebijval, dnhoviTt yevopévoug
gmtndeiovg:

(...) ust as Aristotle is of the opinion that the initiates need not learn
(mathein) anything, but must undergo experiences (pathein) and be
brought into a certain condition, t.e. they have become fit (epitédeios, i.e. for
revelation).

The remark that the initiates should be ‘rendered fit” for revelation
reads as a gloss that was added by Synesius to clarify the quotation
from Aristotle to his contemporary readership. Fitness (eputédeiotés;
g¢mtndelotr|g) is a key-concept in Neoplatonic theurgy. According to
the Neoplatonists, the divine, being itself immaterial, is not bound by
physical boundaries. Hence the divine is omni-present. The problem,
however, is that not all material things are equally fit to partake in
and hence profit from this divine presence. Hence, the theurgist,
when he wishes to call forth the divine powers, may construct a statue
that is more fit (¢pitédeios) than others to receive the divine power. He
does so by combining all sorts of materials (i.e. parts of animals, plants
and stones) that are congenial to the relevant divine power. These
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Experiencing Beauty 89

materials are called symbols (symbola) or pass-words (sunthémata).'*
Whereas each symbol by itself might be too weak to receive the
divine, a combination of these may achieve the desired effect. The
statue 1s now fit to receive the divine presence and is responsive, or,
as the Neoplatonists would argue, sympathetic to the divine. Thus,
Synesius’ point seems to have been that just as the theurgist renders
statues fit for the reception of the divine presence, in a similar way
the emotional experience of an epiphany may change us in such a
way that we become sympathetic to the divine.

We find further corroboration of this theurgic interpretation of
the confusing experience associated with the mysteries in Proclus’s
above-mentioned discussion of the function of myths in his
Commentary on the Republic. Walter Burkert quotes this passage as yet
another witness of the deep emotional impact of initiation into the
Eleusinian mysteries, even though, as we have pointed out, the
celebration of these Mysteries must have come to an end well before
Proclus wrote this passage. It reads as follows (In R. 2.108.17-32):

T.9 “Omu 8¢ xai eig Tovg TOAAOVG Spdatv of pdbol, dnhodorv ai
tedetal. kai yap adtat ypopevar Toi¢ poborg, fva v wept Bedv
anBeiav dppnrov kataxkAeiworv, cvpradeiag eloiv altial Tatg
Puyaic mepl T dpdopeva Tpdmov AyvwaTtov fpiv xal Betov - g
oG P&V TAV tehovpévwy katarhfttesdat deipatwy Beiwv
TAAPELS Yryvopévoug, todg 8¢ ovvdatifecBal tolg iepolg
ovpPdroig xai Eavt@v éxatavtag Ghovg Evidpdobal tolg Beoi kal
&vBealey - TAvIwg mov kal TV Emopévwy adTolg KPerTtdvwy
UV yevdv Sid v Tpog td toiadta covbrpata gpkiav aveyel-
pOVTWYV Nuag el v Tpog Tovg Beodg S adtdv cvprmadeiav.
1 TG pet’ ékelvwy pév mag 6 mepl YRy TOTOC PEGTOC RV TAVTOiwY
ayaBdv, v Beol mpolevodoy avBpdomorg, dvev 8¢ Ekeiviv
amvoa mavta xal dpopa the TV Bedv oty Emhdpdewg;
ANA OV pév pobwv Tag altiag xal év toig Tepl v pobidv
ovpPorwv é€elpyaopeda.

That myths also have an effect on the many is apparent from the initiation
rites. For these too cause the souls to be sympathetic (sympatheia) with

1+ See, e.g., Proclus Commentary on the Cratylus § 51, p. 19.12-15: “[t]he art of
“telestic” consecration through certain symbols and ineffable passwords fashions the
statues which are in this way like the gods and makes these statues fit (¢mtdewa) for
the reception of divine illumination’ (trans. Duvick (2007) 28 adapted); for this
theurgic sense of émmdeidtng, see further, for example, Procl. In Ti. 1.162.8;
2.231.18 with Tanaseanu-Débler (2013) 348.
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the proceedings in a manner that is both unknowable to us and divine by
making use of myths in order to box off the unspeakable truth concerning the
gods, and the result is that some of the initiates become tervified (kata-
pléttesthar) and are filled with fear for the divine (deimatin theion),
while others are sympathetically affected together with the holy symbols and
in a state of ecstasy establish themselves completely among the gods and are
wnspired by them. For at any rate, to my mind at least, those sorts of beings
that are superior to us and that follow the gods, because of their affection
towards such passwords, awake in us a sympathy (sympatheia) towards
the gods through these. For how else could it be that with such passwords the
entire earth ts_full of all sorts of good things that the gods grant to human
beings, but that without these everything is bereft of divine inspiration and
tlumination? But we have already provided an exhaustive treatment of the
causes of myths in On Mythical Symbols.

In the Symposium, Alcibiades observes that not everybody is affected
by the mystery rites in the same way. Only people ready for it will
succumb to a state of ecstasy. In this text, we see something similar:
some people will just be frightened out of their wits, but others will
be truly inspired and receive the divine goods.!> Note the role of
intermediaries in the process. Before entering into contact with the
gods and the good things that they confer upon us, the initiates must
first be rendered sympathetic, in the theurgic sense of the word, to
the gods. This is the role of the ‘sorts of beings that are superior to us
and that follow the gods’. The phrase recalls the myth of the Phaedrus,
according to which the Olympian gods, when driving their chariots
around the rim of heavens in contemplation of the Forms, are
followed by lesser divine beings, 1.e. daimones, as well as human souls.
These daimones, since they belong to the same causal series as the god
that stands at the head of such a series, are attracted to the material
symbols that belong to this causal series. In the mystery rites, accord-
ing to Proclus’ interpretation, the priests summon forth these daimonic
powers in order to render the initiates sympathetic to the divine.
The close connection between the confusing experiences asso-
ciated with initiation into the Eleusinian Mysteries and daimonic forces
also comes to the fore in Proclus’ Commentary on the Alcibiades, when
he discusses the overwhelming impression that Alcibiades claims
Socrates made on him. At the very beginning of the Alcibiades (103al),
Socrates observes that Alcibiades seems amazed (thaumazein) that he,
Socrates, his oldest lover, has not given up on him, unlike the

15 On these different responses, cf. Burkert (1987) 114.
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Experiencing Beauty 91

others.!6 Socrates claims that there is a supra-human, i.e. daimonic,
cause for his perseverance. He thus suggests that his persistent
amorous pursuit of Alcibiades is not prompted by some base desire,
but by a god-given command to try to save Alcibiades from a life of
unlimited, and therefore pointless, worldly ambition by converting
him to philosophy. Proclus comments (Commentary on the Alcibiades
61.8-62.2):

T.10 Seixvotar odv {8 kai Sapdvidg tig 6 Jwkpatng peilova
v ExnAn&v dveyeipwv &v adt® xal molamiacialwv o
Badpa 10 wept phocodiav. kal TodTo elkdTWG O TwkpPATNG TOLET -
moMayod ydp ai toladtal xrAferg eig Ty wepl 1O Ayabov fpdag
¢mondvtal cvpmadelav. HGomep 0OV &V Talc Gytwtdtalg TV
TeAeTQV Tporyodvtal TV Spwpévwy katanAflerg tvég, ai pev
S TV Aeyopévwy, al 8¢ did TV Sexvopévwy brokatakhi-
vovoal tQ Beiw v Poyny, obtw 81 xai &v tolg ThHg prhocopiag
npoBdpoig dveyeipel Badpa 1@ veavioke kal ExmAndv mepl
gautov O xabnyodpevog, va dplowov ¢ adtov oi Adyot
TPOIOVTEG Kal Ekkarécwvtal TpOg TV PrAdsodov Jwrv.

Socrates thus already appears to be some sort of davmonic creature, since he
creates an even greater mental confusion (ekpléxis) in him [i.e. Alcibiades]
and increases further his amazement (thauma) about philosophy. And it is
reasonable that Socrates does this. For i many cases such confusing
experiences (ekpléxeis) make us sympathetic (sympatheia) towards the good.
Thus, just as in the most holy initiations certain disturbing experiences
(katapléxeis) precede the performances of the mysteries, some of which subject
the soul to the divine by what is said, others by what is shown, in the same
manner also, while they [i.e. Socrates and Alcibiades] stand in the porch of
plilosophy, his guide creates amazement (thauma) and confusion (ekpléxis)
in the young man about himself [i.e. Socrates] in order that the arguments
that are put forward will have an effect on him and will call him to the
plalosophical life.

It is telling that Proclus here equates Alcibiades’ amazement about
Socrates’ loyalty with the overwhelming experience of ekpléxis during
the initiatory state of the initiation. Nothing in the Platonic text
justifies this assumption, but we may perhaps assume that Proclus
reads this with the above-discussed passage from the Symposium in
mind. Socrates’ position as a daimonic force that stands in the porch

16 T will comment on Proclus’ theurgic understanding of amazement (thauma) in
greater detail below.
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of philosophy and which converts Alcibiades towards philosophy is
analogous to the position of Beauty itself which ‘seated in the porch,
shows what the One ... 1s like’ (T.7) and turns (epistrepher) the soul
towards the Good. Both the daimonic Socrates and Beauty in turn are
analogous to the confusing preparatory stage of the Eleusinian
mysteries that prepares the participants for communion with the
divine.

The Neoplatonic Textual Community: Reading Texts as a
Mystical Experience

The Neoplatonic Teacher as an Amazing Spectacle

In the final part of this article, I will now try to show how in the
Neoplatonic textual community of Athens reading Platonic texts, in
particular Platonic myths such as the Great Speech from the Phaedrus,
was intended as an alternative to the Eleusinian Mysteries that had
now ceased to be performed.!7 Above, we have already seen how
Proclus interprets Plato’s description of Socrates as a manifestation
of divine Beauty that throws Alcibiades into a state of confusion in
terms of his own Neoplatonic metaphysics (Beauty as a manifestation
of the Neoplatonic Good) and theurgy (Socrates renders Alcibiades
fit, i.e. makes him sympathetic, to receive the gifts of divine illumi-
nation and goodness). In the Athenian Neoplatonic community,
spiritual leaders such as Syrianus, i.e. Proclus’ teacher, and Proclus
himself, were assigned a similar function. In words that echo the
distinction between the preliminary and final mysteries from the Sym-
posium (T.1 above), Marinus, in his biography of Proclus, describes
Syrianus as ‘taking Proclus through the mystagogy of Plato by
reading Plato’s dialogues, until they reached the epoptia (vision) of the
final, truly divine mysteries’.!8 Proclus himself describes Syrianus’
class on the Phaedrus as follows (Platonic Theology 4.23, p. 69, 8-12):

171 derive the idea of the Neoplatonic school of Athens as a textual community
from Baltzly (2017) 268-70. In Baltzly’s own words: ‘Proclus believed that parties to
his readings of canonical texts within the school were physically transformed for the
better through the act of reading and interpreting the texts of Plato with a master’
(o.c. p. 268). He next illustrates his thesis by means of a helpful example drawn from
Proclus’ Commentary on the Alcibiades, although Baltzly does not link the transformative
powers that the Athenian Neoplatonists ascribed to the communal reading of those
texts to their theurgical practices and the daimonic status of the teacher in the way I
do in this article.

18 Marinus §13.4-10.
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T.11 Tiyap det Ayew tov fuétepov kabnyepova tov g AANOGS
Bauyov, 6¢ mepi tov ITAatwva diadepdviwg évBealwy xal péypig
fpdv 1 Badpa kal v ExrAnlv tig [Thatwvikig Bewpiag
E¢ENappev;

For why should we talk about our guide, that true Bacchant, who was
superbly inspired when it came to Plato and who radiated to us amaze-
ment (thauma) and confusion (ekpléxis) about the Platonic spectacle?

The ‘Platonic spectacle’ refers to the myth of the winged charioteer
and the image that it paints of the celestial world of the Forms.
Syrianus is said to ‘radiate’ confusion and amazement, as if he were
a manifestation of divine Beauty, of which we are told (T.7) that its
‘radiance and energy [...] shoots straight through the entire soul and
turns (epistrepher) it in its entirety towards the vison of Beauty’, causing
‘confusion’ when it appears.

The radiation of ‘amazement and confusion’ calls to mind
Porphyry’s description of Plotinus. According to Porphyry, Plotinus
was on such occasions visibly divinely inspired.

When Proclus writes that Syrianus radiated amazement and
confusion, we should probably think of a visual sign. Already in his
biography of Plotinus, Porphyry describes how Plotinus, when he
lectured about the intelligible showed visible signs of being in a very
special spiritual state. Whereas in the case of Plotinus this amounts to
no more than sweating gently, in Proclus’ case these visible signs were
far more spectacular, if we are to believe Proclus’ biographer,
Marinus (Proclus or On Happiness 23):

T.12 0d yap advev Belag émmvoiag épaiveto diakéyeobar kai td
talg vipade<o>cwv Gviwg £oikota Prjpata mTpoyéerv  Tod
oWPPOVODVTOG EKEIVOL GTOPATOG. pappapLyhg Yap Tvog e30Kel
T dppata adtod mhnpodoba kal TO AANO TPOCWTOV EANAPPEWS
Beiag petetyev. mote yodv T adt® mapayevopevog eZnyovpéve
avijp TV Empavdrv év tf] mohteiq, apevdn|g kal AAAwg aldolog
(‘Povdivog adt dvopa), p&g elde meptBéov TV adTod kedaiy.
wg 8¢ mépag émebnke Th avtod fnynoey, avaotag 6 ‘Povgivog
TPOCEKVVIIOE Te adTOV Kal Td Th¢ Beiag éxeivng Opews Opvdg
amyyeleyv.

For it seemed that he spoke under divine inspiration, and that the words truly
Jell like snow from that wise man’s mouth. For hus eyes seemed to be filled
with some sort of brilliance, and the rest of his visage had a share of divine
tlumination. Once in the course of his exposition, a man called Rufinus, one
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of the most conspicuous figures in politics, a truthful person and otherwise
worthy of respect, saw a light playing around his head. And when he reached
the end of his exposition, Rufinus stood up, made an obeisance and testified
an oath to the diine vision.!

Proclus, like Socrates, has gone through a process of spiritual trans-
formation. Proclus has become fit to receive divine illumination. This
divine illumination manifests itself both through the inspired content
of his speeches and through the visible light which he emits. In other
words, we are dealing with an epiphany. Rufinus recognised a god
when he encounterd one and acted correspondingly. One may think
of Rufinus as a late antique version of Alcibiades. They are both
politicians. Moreover, their respective accounts are trustworthy. In
the case of Alcibiades because, by his own admittance, he is too drunk
to lie, in the case of Rufinus because he is truthful by nature. The
difference is that while Socrates in the end failed to convert Alcibia-
des to a more virtuous lifestyle, Rufinus became a dedicated follower
of Proclus.

The Neoplatonic Myth as an Example of Theurgic Rhetoric

Above, we have seen that a modern scholar like Harvey Yunis stresses
the rhetoric nature of the myth of the winged charioteer. Its meaning,
for Yunis, is to persuade its audience of the Platonic worldview, not
to argue for it. We will now see that the Athenian Neoplatonists had
already arrived at a similar conclusion, although, unlike Yunis, they
connect the persuasive nature of Plato’s myths to their theurgical
practices. At the start of the Platonic Theology, Proclus imagines that
someone may accuse Plato of being no better than the tragic poets
when he interrupts serious philosophical discourse for a ‘solemn and
impressive spectacle’ (] Towadtn Bewpia oepvr] kal Orepdorig) that
does not encourage philosophical investigation.20 Of course, Proclus
does not agree. According to him, Plato combines his philosophical
discourses with myths because philosophical demonstration
addresses the rational part of our soul, whereas myths appeal to its
divine part. In doing so, he takes his inspiration from the ancient

19 Trans. Edwards (2000) 94.

20 Proclus Platonic Theology 1.6, p. 30.11-17; cf. Porter (2010) 78 n. 7. Another
example of a sublime Platonic passage is the (beginning of the) speech of the
Demiurge (cf. PL. 7i. 41a), which Proclus (In Ti. 3.199.29-200.3) describes, among
other things, as ‘solemn’ (oepvog) and ‘striking’ (katamAnktikog; T.9). Anne Shep-
pard (2017) 278 rightly observes that Proclus, when commenting on this Platonic
passage, combines the ‘jargon’ of literary criticism with that of Platonic philosophy.
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authors, such as the divinely inspired poet Homer (Proclus Platonic

Theology 1.6, p. 29,11.14-17):

T.13 Od yap amodextikdv 0 To10dToV £180G TAOV Adywv, GAN’
évBeaotikdv, 003¢ avaykng aMa meBodg évexa tolg maiaiolg
pepnyavnpévov, odde pabroew PIAfig AAA The TPog T TPay-
pata ovprabeiag otoyalopevov.

For this sort of discourse is not demonstrative, but inspired, invented by the
ancients not as a tool of coercion, but rather as one of persuasion, which aims
not at bare instruction (mathésis psilé), but at sympathy (sympatheia) with
the subject-matter [1.e. the gods] at hand.

Philosophical demonstration has the power of logical necessity:
one cannot but accept the outcome of a logically sound argument,
even if one 1s unwilling to do so. This is different in the case of myths:
they persuade us to accept them willingly.2! The opposition between
the bare instruction, offered by philosophical argument, and the non-
rational sympathy offered by myths, recalls Aristotle’s remark,
quoted by the Neoplatonist Synesius (T.8), that initiates need not
learn (mathein) anything, but are made fit, i.e. are rendered sym-
pathetic to the divine.

This text (T.13) should be understood in conjunction with T.9.
I have quoted it above as a source of valuable information about the
celebration of the Eleusinian mysteries. It deserves mentioning, how-
ever, that this passage is not primarily concerned with the celebration
of these mysteries, but with the question of how texts may unify us to
the divine. Just as theurgic statues that offer visual representations of
invisible divine powers may attract the presence of these very divine
powers by means of theurgic symbols or passwords, in the same way
texts which depict the divine in words may attract their presence
through literary symbolism. In T.9, Proclus refers his readers back to
his now lost work On Mythical Symbols for further elaboration on this
point. An elaborate discussion of the symbolism in Homer’s poems
elsewhere in the Commentary on the Republic gives us a good impression
of what may have been the gist of this treatise.22 Proclus believes
that Homer’s poems were symbolic in a double sense. In reply to
Plato’s complaint about Homer’s blasphemous depiction of the gods,

21 Note that this sort of persuasion is of a different kind than that which Longinus
deems inferior to the ecstasy produced by sublime literature. For Proclus, the
persuasion brought about by the Platonic myths is not the opposite of ecstasy but
more or less identical with it.

22T have discussed this type of symbolism in Van den Berg (2001) 91-101.
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Proclus argues that these should be understood symbolically. All
those stories that Plato in the Republic found offensive because the
behaviour of the gods is all too human should not be taken at face-
value, but instead as referring to Neoplatonic metaphysics. However,
symbolic literature also functions in the theurgic manner described
above. The divine was believed to be present in inspired texts and
this divine presence could in turn inspire the reader and connect him
to the divine. This Proclean theory of literary symbolism in regard to
the poems of Homer has received its fair share of scholarly attention.
Note, however, that in this context, Proclus is talking primarily about
Plato’s myths, not those of Homer. We may thus conclude, both from
T.9 and T.13, that for Proclus Plato’s myths hold the same theurgic
powers as those of Homer. Those who have prepared themselves
sufficiently will be brought to a state of ecstasy in which they will
actually experience for themselves the divine world in an intuitive,
supra-rational fashion. Plato moves his readers in a mysterious way

indeed.
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