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Since the later half of the 20th century Proclus’ interpretation of Homer
has been the subject of significant scholarly attention. Most of this work has
focused on the Sixth Essay of Proclus’ Commentary on Platos Republic.' This
is of no surprise. Not only is the Sixth Essay the most comprehensive survival
of the Athenian academy’s once copious work on Homer,? but it is one of
our most important sources for fragments and reports of his ancient com-
mentators.® Yet while Proclus’ relationship to Homer continues to generate
interest, serious criticisms produced by earlier scholarship have not yet been
answered. On one hand, there has been a general agreement that Proclus’
interpretation either incidentally* or inherently® leaves behind the most ap-
parent and rational meanings of the Homeric texts in his quest to find the
doctrines of Plato in them. In doing so he is said to reduce Homer to a mere
shadow of Plato’s philosophy.® On the other, Kuisma has shown that most
of Proclus’ interpretations are concerned onfy with the apparent meaning of
the text. Based on this evidence he argues that Proclus not only favours the
apparent sense of Homer, but that Proclus himself is not convinced by the
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hidden meanings he finds suggested there, turning to them only when it is
necessary to demonstrate the concord of Plato and Homer.” Yet as valid as this
evidence is, it remains that the argument Kuisma derives from it contradicts
Proclus’ repeated insistence that the most important and characteristic level
of meaning found in Homer is that which is beyond the apparent sense of
the text.® Herein lies a serious difficulty. If the purpose of the apparent sense
of Homer’s poetry is simply to point beyond itself to higher meanings, how
is it that the meaning that belongs to the apparent sense in itself is empha-
sized in this process rather than left behind? How does it transcend and yet
simultaneously remain itself?

Even though more recent scholarship has warmed to Proclus’ interpreta-
tion of Homer, this dilemma has not yet been resolved. Or at least, it remains
unsolved in such scholarship as makes Proclus’ view of Homer its explicit
subject. For the crucial advances made by scholars such as Trouillard and
Gersh in understanding the central doctrines of Proclus’ philosophy have
only just begun to be applied to the matter.” The purpose of this essay then
is to set out from these beginnings in earnest. In doing so we will find that
Proclus’ interpretation of Homer does not drive him from one irrationality to
another, from an irrational reduction of Homer to a mere shadow of Proclus’
rational understanding of reality, to an irrational transcendence of the truly
rational meaning of Homer’s text. Rather, we will find that Proclus discovers
in Homer the means by which the soul may express its rational capacities
to a degree that it is not capable of on its own. Reason does not try to force
Homer into being what it is and in doing so cease to be reason. Rather,
reason is only fully reason insofar as it has transcended itself through Homer.

Homer’s poetry has its immediate source in the divine poet’s state of
inspiration (8vbeaopog).'® Apollo is the cause of this state through the media-
tion of the Muses.!! There is, however, another way in which it comes from
a general familiarity (oikewwng) with daemons.'? From this perspective the
content of poetic inspiration is the visitation (zapovsic) of the various gods
upon the poet’s soul'® through the apparitions of their respective daemonic
intermediaries.' Thus, it follows that every daemon, regardless of the deity
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that it primarily participates, insofar as it has the potential to become appar-
ent to a human soul, is a member of the Apollonian series and a mediator
of the inspiration that is Apollo’s procession through, in and by the Muses.

For a soul to be capable of this inspiration it must be tender (4mokog)"
and unpolluted (&Borog).'® The soul must be ‘tender’ in the sense that it must
be receptive to the impression (e0tomwtog)"” of the divine illumination that it
seeks to receive.'® If the soul belongs more to itself than to the illumination it
will not easily receive the impression of its activity."” The soul must be ‘unpol-
luted’ in the sense that it must be unmoved by the impressions of activities
that are inferior to divine illumination.” For if it is filled with strange and
variegated thoughts the activity of the illumination in it will be obscured.”

This inspiration stirs up (é&vakweiv) the imagination (pavtasia)* to pro-
duce imaginations (povtacio)? that are identical to the imaginative forms
of the daemons that inspire them.* However, while these imaginations are
identical to their respective daemonic causes, they are symbolic (cupoikog)*
relative to the gods manifested in them. That is to say, they represent the gods
through the strongest forms of opposition.? Why then must the gods be
present to the soul through this analogy of opposites? This has partly to do
with the principle that all things know according to their own mode. Insofar
as a being is variegated, that is, insofar as it is opposed to the simplicity of
the gods, the mode by which it apprehends the gods will also be opposed to
them.” However, the rational soul also knows about the gods through a kind
of poetry that comes from its own powers, rather than from those superior to
it.”® As a production that is proper to the soul, it cannot escape the variega-
tion that belongs to the soul’s own mode. Yet it strives to produce likenesses
of the gods, and to some measure succeeds.” Clearly then, though the soul’s
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variegation demands that there is a degree of opposition between the soul’s
knowledge of the gods and the gods themselves, it does not demand opposi-
tion as extreme as that of the daemonic copporov. However, it is relative to
the soul’s own poetry that we can begin to glimpse the psychological need
that the daemonic cvouporov fulfills.

The greatest significance of the daemonic coppolov is not that it, like the
images produced by the soul’s own poetic powers, provides the soul with
information about the god manifest in it, but that it is a way of ascent for the
soul to that god.** Its daemonic surface functions as a veil (nopanétoopa)®!
behind which a divine vision (0cwpica) is concealed.?? This surface, through
its very opposition to the god, through its apparent monstrosity®® and gen-
eral implausibility, moves (kweiv),” awakens (dveyeipew)® and even forces
(avoykéZew) the soul to search for the divine truth hidden within.”” But this
awakening does not lead the soul past the surface of the copBodrov as if it
were an exterior object. For the imagination by which the daemon appears as
obpporov and the imagination by which human soul receives that couforov
are, for each, a kind of body which, as body, involves the intellectual essence
of both daemon and human in the world of becoming.’® Therefore, when
the soul moves past the imaginative surface of the daemonic copporov, it
is moving past its own surface as well, past the body that involves it in the
cosmos, or as Proclus says, it is a “turn from its fall into genesis towards the
divine.”® This results in the soul’s ineffable union with the gods.

There are, of course, many gods and many degrees of divinity in Proclus’
theology and along with them many different degrees of &vooig that are
possible for the soul. Thus whenever speaking about ‘union with the gods’
we must always determine which gods and consequently, which union,
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is meant. We already know that this is not a union with encosmic deities
because this union is beyond the world of becoming. Nor is it the henads,
for this union is with the essences (ovoion) of the gods*' and the henads are
beyond essence.* These are noeric gods, that is, intellectual gods as opposed
to more generally intellectual gods, such as the intelligible-and-intellectual
gods and the intelligible gods.” For while this union is often described
generally, as a kind of contemplation (Oswpic)™ it is also characterized more
specifically as a noeric contemplation (vogpéa neprom))®® of noeric realities (ta.
voepdtepa).® This is not to suggest that this union could not, in turn, lead
to a further ascent to still higher forms of union with superior deities,”” but
that union with the noeric deities is the specific end of the ascent provoked
by daemonic coppora.

This noeric &vwotg is not confined to the inspired soul. Those who hear the
inspired poet recite Homer experience the same inspiration.* It is, according
to Proclus, as Plato says in the Jon. Those who hear the poet are filled with
his inspiration in the same way as metal rings are filled with a magnet’s mag-
netism.”® However, while any rational soul can receive daemonic ooppodro in
its imagination, there are few that can benefit from it. These coppoia damage
most souls which receive them, “working in the lives of the many a terrible
and unnatural confusion of piety toward the divine.”' But this is not the fault
of the odppora, the inspired poet, or the god manifest in them. Rather, such
souls are harmed by their own dispositions.” Because the coppolra of the gods
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in the imagination take the form of what is most opposite to the gods they
are easily confused with what is truly opposed to them.> Therefore, any soul
that is still driven downwards by its imaginations,” will go no farther than
the imaginative surface of the copporo® and will confuse what is least like
the divine in its own imaginative life with the life of the gods symbolized in
them.>® Having thus confused the lowest with the highest, the soul is driven
towards an impassioned and irrational life.”” It is on account of this danger,
Proclus argues, that Plato criticizes Homer in the Republic. The Republic is
concerned with the education of youths.”® Therefore, Plato speaks against
him because the souls whom he is concerned to teach are still in need of the
education that would allow them to hear inspired poetry without harm.” Yet
it remains that for the soul that is naturally well suited (gd¢urg) to them,*
which has purified its intelligence®’ and made intellect the guide of its life,*
the coppora of the inspired myths are the means of union with the noeric
gods made visible in them.

Practically this means that physical ritual and philosophy are necessary
preludes to the proper reception of the inspired copBorov,” but in this
regard he seems to make philosophy® superior to physical ritual. This order-
ing might seem to be contradicted where he says that without knowledge
(¢émoun) one cannot piously make use of physical theurgy or the copBora
of the myths.® Emotiun is, after all, generally used by Proclus to speak of
the scientific knowledge that the soul has as soul. In this sense philosophical
knowledge is an extremely pure form of émomun. If philosophical knowledge
is signified here it would suggest that philosophical activity is inferior to that
of physical theurgy. However, this use of the word simply refers us right back
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to Achilles. For Proclus also says that Achilles has knowledge (¢motiun) of
the theurgic rites which allows him to perform them properly® and yet he
also shows that Achilles is not freed from sensible attachment® in the way
that philosophy brings about.®® The knowledge necessary to participate in
and even to perform physical ritual is necessarily of a lower order.

However, philosophy is not superior to theurgy in any absolute sense.
Proclus is clear that the proper reception of the daemonic images of inspired
poetry is a theurgic act®” and that, relative to this act, philosophy is only a
purification.” The inspired cOppola, he says, are the traces of a mystagogy”’
which brings the soul, by means of the theoretical vision hidden in these
traces,”” to a mystical union with the divine.”> When Plato says that inspired
poetry should only be heard in tandem with the “most august and perfect”
(peyiotov kai tekewtétov) sacrifices, Proclus sees this as proof, not only that
there is a theurgy hidden in the cOppolra of inspired poetry,” but that it is on
the same level as “the most holy initiations and the most perfect mysteries™”®
which, as such, are suitable, not for the participants of physical theurgy, but
for the leaders of such rites.”” For if physical theurgy helps to purify the soul
of materiality’® we have seen that this theurgy elevates the soul to the gods.

We now have a fairly clear picture of what kind of theurgy is found in
Homer, however, problems remain. What does it actually mean for philosophy
to purify the soul’s imaginations or for the soul to look beneath the surface
of the ovpPora manifest in it? Moreover, how does this result in the soul’s
ascent and unification with the noeric gods? To resolve these ambiguities we
must turn to Proclus’ Commentary on Euclid.
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The soul is the mean between Intellect and the sensible world. It is not
immediately filled and unified with itself in its thought as Intellect is.”” Nor
is it satisfied with things other than itself as sense perception is.*® Rather, it is
an intellectual essence that must come to know itself through what is other
than itself. Soul innately knows®' the unified plenitude of forms that it is,
but it cannot know this knowledge of itself without first becoming exterior
to itself. Thus, the soul’s desire to know its innate self-knowledge moves it

to unfurl®?

this knowledge by projecting it into multiplicity and extension.*
Such a projection requires some kind of matter from which it may receive
multiplicity and extension. This is what it has in its imagination.** But
imagination is not to be confused with physical matter, which is suitable
only for the reception of sensible form. Rather, it is a form of intellectual
activity that is only slightly inferior to that of the soul itself.% It passively
receives the soul’s projection of its contents into it as their substrate, but does
this by generating them in itself.*® It contains the forms that are united and
unextended in the soul in a way that is divided and extended, but in such
a way that the soul, in seeing those divided and extended forms, is able to
recognize and know the unity that they have in itself.5

However, the fact that the soul is able to revert to itself through its self-
projections, does not mean that it will always do so successfully. While the
imaginations of the sensible world bring about a necessary awakening of the
soul’s self-knowledge, they can also obscure it, so that the soul is drawn away
from itself.* Insofar as the mind is thus lost in its imaginations, moved by
exterior things and not by itself; its eye, as it were, is closed, so that it can
neither see nor remember itself in its own imaginations,* but rather con-
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fuses itself with them.” Only education can awaken the soul from this state
of forgetfulness and ignorance, to recollect itself through its imaginations
rather than remain ensnared by them.” Such an education will wean the soul
from thinking itself through material imaginations, and from there, lead it
to imaginations that are progressively less extended and divided and more
like the ideas within soul that they mirror back to it. This process culminates
in the soul’s actainment of “perfect and noeric knowledge” (tehetotépav kai
voepotépav yvdow)® in which it is able to escape the imagination entirely,
to see all the varied figures of itself that it had projected into the imagination
as “united” (évoeddc) and “without figure” (drvndrag).”

It is in dialectic that the soul completes its education in the sciences, per-
fecting its imaginations by relating them to the unhypothetical knowledge
of Intellect.” Proclus says elsewhere how dialectic does this by moving from
form to form until it reaches the first form and then finally goes beyond Be-
ing in reaching the first unity which is implied by Being.” However, insofar
as dialectic is a form of the soul’s divided mode of thinking, albeit its final
and most unified stage, it has not yet attained Intellect, much less the super-
essential realities. Therefore, its moving past Being to the One by means of the
forms cannot not be understood to occur on the level of the forms and the
super-essential realities themselves. Rather it is the soul’s reflection on itself
through extremely simple and exact imaginations of what it knows about
such things in its essence. For all things are contained in the soul, even the
gods and the One,” but so long as it acts by its own powers, it must know
all that it knows by reflecting on itself through its imaginative projections of
itself, even at the heights of dialectic.” It is not until dialectic leads the soul,
in turn, to Intellect itself, that the soul can know all that is contained in the
sciences in a way that is immediate, and free of the division and extension
implicit in the imagination and from there, perhaps, move on still higher to
other forms of yvoig.”®

By looking at the theurgic movement described in Proclus’ Sixth Essay in
the light of this epistemological movement we are able to resolve certain dif-
ficulties, but in a way that gives rise to others. It is evident how this education
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is the necessary means by which the soul is purified of such imaginations as
lead it downward. It habituates the soul to thinking without imaginations of
the sensible world and then moves the soul from there to simpler and more
exact forms of imagination that are progressively more like to the ideas in
the soul, so that through them the soul may come to know its own likeness
to Intellect with more and more clarity. Yet as we saw above, the soul must
not only be emptied of the movements of lesser things, but even of its own
movement, if the impress of divine inspiration is not to be obscured within
it. This certainly does not occur in the lower sciences. However, at the height
of the soul’s education, in the dialectical discovery of the One, we seem to
have found just such an emptying of the soul. Because the soul’s imagining
of the One is its imagination of what is utterly simple® it would seem that in
discovering the One in its thinking the soul has achieved a way of imagining
itself almost entirely free of the division and extension that are implicit in its
reflection on itself through its projections, an imagination so simple, that in
gazing at it the soul appears almost to reflect on itself through the Imagination
itself, caught in its nakedness, prior to the multiplications for which it is the
potential. In thinking the One it has not reached the One, but thinks itself
through a projection of itself that makes it empty of its own projections, so
that what is superior to itself may reveal itself in it. This, surely, is the state
of ‘purity’ and ‘tenderness’ that Proclus said the soul must attain in order
that it may worthily receive the coppoda of the gods.'®

However, an ambiguity emerges when we consider the role of dialectic
in the soul’s education. In the Sixth Essay, it appears that philosophy is only
significant as a purification that makes it possible to use the daemonic copfora
of inspired poetry as a means of ascent to the noeric realities of Intellect. Yet
in the Commentary on Euclid it appears that dialectic, as the purest form of
philosophy, is able to reach Intellect of itself.'"! These positions appear, at first
glance, to be irreconcilable. Yet if we consider them in light of the Elements
of Theology we shall see that this is not the case.

In his masterful book From Iamblichus to Eriugena, Stephen Gersh
points out a problem that emerges from Proclus’ description of the struc-
ture of procession and return.'” If something is identical with its cause it
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will be indistinguishable from it and never proceed into distinction from
it. If something is utterly other, it will have no relation to its principle at
all. Therefore, for something to proceed from its principle it must do so
through a mixture of identity (tovt6v) and otherness (§tepov), or in other
words, likeness (6po10tng).'* The character of those things that have a greater
degree of identity will remain closer to the cause, those with a greater degree
of otherness will proceed farther. But whatever their degree of likeness to
their cause, it is through a relation of likeness to it that they proceed from it.
However, the reversion of entities to their causes is through likeness as well.
For everything that proceeds from its cause desires “to be conjoined with it,
every part to every part,”'® as to that which is the mediation of the Good to
it.'% The problem here, however, is how it is able to do so. For if an entity
proceeds to the degree that its otherness makes it distinct from its cause, the
power of its otherness will, in some fashion, need to become converted to
identity in order to revert. But this cannot be by a dissolution of its other-
ness. Proclus is clear that each entity remains “steadfast in its rank” (&\vtog
kot TV T6Ew) 7 even in reverting to its cause, which means that the degree
of otherness by which it proceeds to its rank must remain intact. Rather,
it seems, that for an entity to revert to its cause it must somehow discover
identity with its cause that it does not have of itself, in the very otherness by
which it proceeded from it.

Thus, there can be no unqualified sense in which the soul’s dialectical
activity is enough to lead the soul to Intellect. By purifying its imaginations
it may rid its self-knowledge of such otherness as obscures the kind of like-
ness of Intellect that it is, but it will not attain any greater degree of identity
with Intellect than it already has of itself.

However, we have also seen that in purifying itself through dialectic the
soul is made capable of receiving the cVpBoia of the gods and that through
these the soul is indeed able to revert to Intellect. This is already established,
but it is only now that why it is so begins to become clear. Where the soul, of
itself, can only minimize its otherness to Intellect as far as its rational essence
allows, the divine oOppoia, in the way we have just learned is necessary to
the reversion of any entity to its cause, makes the same otherness by which
the soul is made separate from its causes the medium through which the soul
discovers its further identity with them. Of itself, the soul must leave behind
such imaginations as most sunder it from Intellect as it seeks to conform
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106. lbid., 35.
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1'% and immoral nature.'®”

itself to Intellect, that is, imaginations of a materia
However, once the soul has purified itself of these lower images, poetic in-
spiration gives them back. But, now they manifest the soul’s causes to it in a
way that is superior to how they are manifest to it within its proper nature,
just as before, they had manifest only the soul’s effects to it and these in a
way that is inferior to the manner in which they are manifest to it within its
proper nature. It is thus through inspired cVpBoia, that the soul is able to
ascend to its causes because they transform the otherness that keeps the soul
below into the actuality of its ascent.'!?

It is, of course, only possible for the coppora of inspired poetry to play
this role because they are not projected into the imagination by the soul’s
essence, but by the superior essences acting as its proximate causes. It follows
that the imaginations they project have a greater likeness to the intellectual
gods visible in them than those produced by the soul because they are pro-
jected from essences that have a greater likeness to the intellectual gods than
the soul does. However, this is not a break from the soul’s natural activity,
but rather an extension of the soul’s own self-knowing.'" It is still coming
to know itself through the images in its imagination. What has changed are
the limits of the soul’s self-knowledge. In thinking itself through the media-
tion of imaginations that have been projected in it by daemons, it follows
that the soul comes to know and act upon itself, not as it does of itself, but
in the manner of the daemons that have projected the images. Its essence
remains the same but that essence comes to live according to a higher activity
that it could generate of itself."'? In this way the soul’s self-thinking begins
to pierce through to its divine depths, to the ‘one of the intellect’ implied in
the rational self-knowledge that belongs to it alone,'” but which it is unable
to see in itself without the more-than-rational means that are given to it in
poetic inspiration.

It is now evident that the soul’s ascent to the gods by means of the
oOuBora of Homer is not an irrational addition to Proclus’ otherwise ratio-
nal philosophical system, but that its necessity belongs to one of the most
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fundamental features of that system,'"* namely, the structure of procession
and return. Moreover, we have seen that this ascent is also rational in the
sense that it is not an interruption of the soul’s dianoetic activity so much
as a further unification of it. Yet a problem remains. If the purpose of such
an ascent is to transcend the soul’s native activity,'” then it seems that the
preservation of the soul’s character has a tragic quality. The retention of its
specificity will be the retention of something that limits the souls ability to
attain the union it desires. Rationality would remain, but against the will
of the philosopher, who would not, in a sense, believe in reason, but would
seek always to leave it behind as completely as possible in favour of more
divine forms of knowledge. If carried to its logical conclusion, this position,
would not only treat all scientific inquiry, but all things, simply as means to
the end of union with the Good and not as having any good of themselves.''®

However, we see in Proclus’ treatment of self-constitution in the Elements
of Theology that this reading would leave us unable to reconcile important
features of Proclus’ presentation. According to Proclus there is an intermedi-
ary position between that which is only productive and that which is only
produced, namely, that which is produced not by a superior principle, but
by means of its own self-production.'” Everything that has an existence that
is separable from body,'"® from the highest intelligible gods, to the lowest
human soul, is self-constituted in this way.'"” The most important thing
here is that since the procession of the self-constituted from the Good'? is
also its procession from itself, it follows that its reversion on the Good will
also be its reversion on its own particular good.'*' It remains that the rever-
sion of the soul, as a self-constituted principle, upon the Good, necessarily
involves that it transcend what belongs to its own nature as soul. However,
what this means is that the soul’s reversion to the Good is not a flight away
from itself. Rather, it is in its very transcendence of itself, in its conversion

114. On the problem of understanding theurgy as merely a solution to the problem of
embodiment see page 1 of Edward Butler’s “Offering to the Gods: A Neoplatonic Perspective,”
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towards the Good, that the soul reverts most perfectly to its own nature as
soul and becomes perfected on its own level.'*?

Generally Proclus argues that the purpose of the cvpporo of Homeric
poetry is not to educate, but to inspire the soul, in the manner outlined
above. However, Proclus adds an important qualification to this. While they
are certainly not educational for untrained youths, for those who are already
mature, and in need of a “more mystical lesson” (potcwtépog dxpdaceng)'?
it is, in addition to being a mystical ascent, a “true education” (moudeiov
danOwiy).'?* It remains, however, that inspired poetry is not educational in
the way that philosophy is, because it does not prove what it says through
demonstration.'” Because the inspired poet is possessed the things he says
about the gods must be taken to be the truth.'”® However, it is the philosopher
that makes his teaching comprehensible to a wider public.'” Yet it is somewhat
misleading to say that the philosopher merely makes him comprehensible.
For the symbols of inspired poetry are the starting points of much of phi-
losophy’s knowledge.'?® According to Proclus, Plato not only sees Homer as
irrefutable,' but as the leader (Yyepdv) and master (S18éoxarog) of the most
important dogmas of philosophy.'*® Thus he takes Homer’s judgments for

his own, !

and seeks in all things to resemble him.'?

This places us in a somewhat perplexing position. Relative to the idea that
worthy soul’s reception of inspired cVpBoia is a rational theurgy, we have
seen that philosophy is a necessary preparation. However, now it seems that
the copBora of inspired poetry are the source of some of the most important
doctrines of philosophy. If one must be purified by philosophy to safely ap-
proach the copBora of inspired poetry, how is one to derive its contents from
the oOppora in the first place, as Proclus claims that Plato does? To answer
this we must distinguish between the kind of philosophy that the soul is itself
capable of and that which it can derive only from inspiration.

Previously we observed how the soul’s discovery of the One in its self-
thought allowed it to become radically passive relative to more divine activi-
ties. However, this is not its only significance. For at the same time as this
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discovery empties the soul of itself relative to superior powers, it is also the
means by which the soul may be truly itself, which is to say, truly active on
its own level. The soul does not know what it knows in the sciences, and thus
does not know itself through the knowledge of the sciences, undil it is able to
demonstrate that knowledge to itself. But before the soul discovers a way of
thinking the One, at the peak of the education that it receives through the
sciences, it is not able to truly demonstrate any of its knowledge. For all its
knowledge to that point is based on prior hypotheticals.'? It is only when
the soul reaches a principle that doesn’t presuppose any others that it may,
through a process of deduction from that principle, prove the veracity of the
knowledge that lead it to that principle in the first place.'* Thus, it is only
upon the discovery of the principle of the One, the unity that is presupposed

in all other forms of unity,'®

that the soul’s reflection on itself through the
sciences is truly able to become knowledge of itself. If then Proclus also says
that dialectic is able to anchor the soul’s hypothetical knowledge by relat-

ing it to the unhypothetical science of Intellect,'*

it is through learning to
reflect on itself through the imaginative projection of its idea of the One,
that it is able to do so.

This is worth further consideration. The soul’s self-knowledge is not
exterior to it. The soul is, by definition, a kind of knowing that knows it-
self,’ and knows its knowing of itself, in the way that Intellect does, but in
a divided and extended manner.'?® We have now seen that this knowledge
that is the soul itself is only possible relative to the discovery of the One in its
self-reflection. Thus, it would appear that this discovery is nothing less than
the cause from which the soul’s self-creation proceeds. By attaining the act of
imagination that is presupposed in all its other imaginations, it achieves the
initial self-reflection that is presupposed by the plurality of self-reflections that
compose its essence. It is relative to this reflection and only relative to it, that
all of the soul’s other self-reflections are the unfolding of its self-creation.'®’
Therefore, it follows that the souls reflection on itself through its imagina-
tion of the One is at once the point at which it abandons its own activity, in
order to act as a receptacle of the activities of superior beings, and the point
through which its own essential self-possession of its proper activity emerges,
the point at which it both leaves its life for another and comes into its own
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life.!" Tt is with reference to these considerations that it becomes possible to
deal with the problem we face in the Sixth Essay.

How is the philosophy that prepares the soul for the worthy reception of
inspired copBoda to be distinguished from the philosophy that has its source
in such oVpBora? There does not seem to be any simple way to distinguish
them according to subject matter. For while what Plato learns from Homer
seems to be primarily concerned with the gods, we shall see that inspired
poetry is also instructive on more mundane concerns. Moreover, Proclus’
reading of the Parmenides shows that while philosophy is primarily concerned
with the soul’s self-knowledge as such, the emergence of the self-knowledge
that it is, relative to its discovery of the One in its self-reflection, involves the
unfolding of a science that systematically articulates the hierarchies of divine
entities.'""! For in the purification of its conception of the One, through a
process of negation by which it systematically determines what may not be
attributed to the One, it simultaneously unfolds a positive doctrine of the
divinities that proceed from the One. The most simple negations of the One
also act as positive definitions of the highest divine orders, the most complex
negations as positive definitions of the lowest divine orders.'*

Here we must remember that knowledge of the gods is presupposed in
the appropriate use of inspired copBoha. It is the contrast that the worthy
recipient of the divine copBorov marks between what he knows to be true
about the gods and what he sees in the copporov that moves him to pierce
the surface of the oopBolrov to discover its divine interior.'* Such theology as
philosophy is able to deduce from its thinking of the One is then this knowl-
edge. However, as detailed and systematic as the soul’s own knowledge of the
gods is, it is only a skeleton of the living realities of which it speaks.'® It has
a universal knowledge of the gods, but has yet to clothe its universality in a
more particular knowledge of what belongs both to the lives of specific divini-
ties, and to the soul’s involvement in realities that are superior to its own.'®

For the revelations made visible in the inspired coppora to become an
extension of philosophical knowledge, the soul must somehow learn to

demonstrate their truth. That this is possible is seen in Plato’s example.!*
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But the fact that the truths revealed in these cOpfolo can be demonstrated
has interesting consequences. If the soul is able to demonstrate the truths
that it sees in the divine copola it means that they are truths that it has in
its own essential being since the soul’s knowledge of an object is, as we have
established, always a knowledge of its own innate ideas. However, in this
case, the soul is not able to produce the imaginations through which this
knowledge of itself is possible without the inspiration of superior powers. We
have found that the soul is able of itself, relative to its discovery of the One
in its self-thinking, to unfurl the knowledge of itself that constitutes its being
through its various forms of self-reflection. But it appears now that it is not
able to unfurl @// that belongs to it without the further means of self-reflection
that are provided for it in its reception of inspired copBoira. The soul is then
in the strange situation of not being able to fully realize what it already is by
nature without the help of what is beyond its nature. However, in this we
have not yet reached the limit of inspired poetry’s potential to be the means
of the soul’s self-creation, for there is more in inspired poetry than copBoko.

The symbolic aspect of inspired poetry is only one of the three forms of
poetry that compose it."” In it there is also a learned form of poetry that
generates imaginative images that are strictly suitable for scientific inquiry*
and also an imaginative form of poetry, which produces images that do not
point beyond their own appearance in the imagination,'® which, as such,
are appropriate only as a basis for opinion (86&a). Of course, we have seen
that all three are present in symbolic poetry. The inspired copporov has an
imaginative appearance, which, as an accurate representation of the deeds
of daemons on the plains of Troy operates on the level of true opinion.'*
Through this imaginative appearance the purified soul reverts simultane-
ously on the intellectual god that is manifest in the imaginative appearance
and on itself in its own station through its demonstration of the scientific
truth manifest in it. It is tempting to conclude then that the lesser forms of
poetry are distinguished from symbolic poetry simply as parts from a whole.
However, there is a more fundamental difference at work here. Each kind
of poetry produces its images based on paradigms that are on a different
ontological level than the paradigms on which the images of the others are
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based."”! What makes the lesser forms of poetry lesser is not simply that they
do not operate in as many registers as symbolic poetry, but that the imaginative
images that they produce are images of inferior realities. Even when a lesser
form of poetry is a source of the same kind of information as that provided
by a superior form of poetry it is information about a lower level of existence.

A good example of this is found in the difference between the scientific
data provided by learned poetry and that which is provided by symbolic
poetry. Since learned poetry is oriented towards a rational, rather than an
intellectual paradigm, it provides data regarding things that that the soul
can know of its own power. It speaks of the soul’s own life, the distinction
between the essence of the soul and its imaginary projection of itself, the ele-

152 If we can take Proclus’ discussion

ments of nature, and of political science.
of the topic in the Platonic Theology to apply here, it also provides informa-
tion on the realities superior to soul, but only insofar as the analogy of the
soul’s own likeness to them permits.'”® In short, it presents to the soul that
has yet to receive scientific education, a preliminary grasp, in the form of
true opinions, of the kind of knowledge that they may come to truly know
through philosophy.’* However, since symbolic poetry, in its orientation
towards intellectual paradigms, is not limited by the likeness that the soul
has to them, it is able to reveal information about things far beyond the soul’s
own understanding. It speaks of the chains of Hephaestus, the horrors of
Hades, the fornication of Zeus and Hera, the various regions of existence,
the battles of the gods, the demiurgic monad and of all the greater life of
the gods that lies beyond the soul’s own powers of vision.'> Yet because it is
adapted to teaching the soul what it cannot know of itself, it is not able to
teach the uneducated soul about the things that it may come to understand
through philosophy.'>

Similarly, the imaginative aspect of symbolic poetry provides different data
than that of strictly imaginative poetry. The imaginative images of symbolic
poetry are the daemonic appearances of the intellectual gods to Homer’s
audience and to the heroes of Greece and Troy alike. The daemons may be
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taken to have done the deeds that Homer ascribes to them, but their greater
significance is the way that they make the Intellectual gods visible on a hu-
man level. The images of imaginative poetry, however, do not point beyond
the characters of the heroes that are imitated in them.'”

Yet, despite its lowliness, imaginary poetry is able to provide a benefit
that symbolic poetry cannot. Homer’s portrayal of the daemons is far from
appropriate moral instruction. We have found that only those who are able
to discern the higher realities symbolized in their obscene acts may safely
attend to them at all. Yet, imaginative poetry, so long as correct imitation
remains its goal, is able to provide just such moral training to those who
are beginning their education.”® This is why it is so important to Proclus to
show that the actions of the heroes which imaginative poetry imitates are
appropriate to them as heroes.” For if Homer’s poetry is found to provide a
bad moral example in the aspect of his poetry which points to no good that
is superior to the moral level, he will be greatly to blame.'®

However, as useful as imaginative poetry is in instilling good habits into
the hearers, it becomes dangerous if it ceases to have accurate imitation as
its goal and begins to concern itself only with pleasing its listeners. For in
doing so it will produce whatever illusions are necessary to most bewitch
the senses and inflame the passions.'®' Instead of forming virtue in the soul
through exact imitation of the phenomena of the natural order, it will delude
the many with images that flacter their prejudice.'® This kind of poetry is not
generally found in Homer. The only example that Proclus gives of Homer’s
imaginary poetry drifting into illusion is a passage where he presents the sun
as rising out of a lake, when, of course, the sun does not actually ever come
out of a lake, but only seems to according to sense-perception.'® However,
according to Proclus, even Socrates is sometimes at fault in this way, such as
when he gives his false speech on Eros in the Phaedrus.'* The real problem
is that tragic poetry s, in fact, characterized by illusionist poetry'® and that
it derives its illusionist character from the accurate imitations that belong to
Homer’s imaginative poetry.'* It is insofar as Homer is, through no fault of
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his own, the father of the tragedians that Socrates speaks against him.'*” But,
Proclus argues, if one were to make over-much of what has resulted from the
very last of Homer’s activities, one must also censure the Demiurge because
of the evil that there is in genesis.!*®

The use of the Demiurge as a point of comparison here is very instructive.
If the interrelations of the different kinds of poetry present in inspired poetry
are comparable to the creative activity of the Demiurge, it would seem to
indicate that as distinct as they are, their various purposes are all still unified
by a single purpose, or providence, that is intellectual in character. Some
significant evidence, relative to this thesis, is found in the comparison that
Proclus draws between the structure of Platonic dialogue and that of inspired
poetry. One of the ways that Proclus justifies Homer’s use of piunoig is by
drawing attention to Plato’s use of it. He argues that Plato does not object
to pipnoig so much as poetry which has no higher aim than pipnetg, since it
is when pipneg is subject to no higher aim that it lapses from its own proper

end into illusion.'®’

Plato’s dialogues are full of imitations of people doing
all kinds of activities, good and bad."”® However, in a given dialogue, these
imitations function as parts of a whole whose overall character is philosophical
and as such, they are subordinate (népepyoc) to its philosophical purpose.'”!
Similarily, Homer’s poetry is characterized by its inspired coppoda, but it
includes mimetic elements that are subordinate to that inspiration.'”? But the
most interesting thing here is why these lesser elements are there to begin with.
For the mimetic elements of Homer’s poetry are not simply subordinate to its
inspired character, but are the means by which that inspiration is mediated
to the general public in a form that is adapted to their weakness.'” Thus, the
various forms of poetry are not merely parts of an interconnected whole that
is characterized by poetic inspiration. They are also declining expressions of
the inspiration that characterizes that whole,'”* which, in their declension,
make the inspiration they manifest accessible to every level and every state
of the human soul.

So it appears that poetic inspiration is the source of two kinds of causa-

tion. The first is its reproduction of exactly the same inspiration in other
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worthy souls. However, it is also the cause of a series of declining forms of
poetry, each of which are suitable to a specific level of human receptivity,
down to the very lowest. The lesser forms of poetry have their participation
of intellectual inspiration in the form of their own character and the orien-
tation that belongs to that character, whereas, in the inspired symbol itself,
the epistemological and imaginative elements are both made to transcend
their own native character, in that both manifest what they do not have the
power to produce in themselves. In this we see that even the last ripples of
inspiration are characterized by the double-movement of self-constitution.
For even the most banal imitation that poetic inspiration produces in the
imagination is only present insofar as the imagination is also exalted above
its natural activity in the inspired copBodov. At every level, poetic inspiration,
in causing each part of the soul to transcend its natural capacity, causes each
part to be more itself through giving it its proper orientation to Intellect.
Thus it becomes clear that those who charge Proclus with irrationality
relative to his reading of Homer have little reason to do so. The fact that the
rational self-knowledge particular to soul is actualized to a greater degree in its
ascent to the intellectual gods through the sopBora of Homeric poetry shows
that the soul’s abiding rationality is not something that the soul is trying to
unsuccessfully shake itself free of, but that its ascent to the gods is always also
an ascent to its rational self. Moreover, it also shows that Proclus is not, as
some argue, imposing reason on realities that are beyond reason.'”” For how
can the soul come to know its own internal reasons through Homer, in a way
that it cannot know of itself, if it is simply imposing itself on Homer and not,
through him, genuinely coming into contact with lives that are beyond its
rational grasp? However, the rationality of Proclus position cannot be firmly
established on the merits of the soul’s epistemological activity alone. It must
also account for the way that the pipneig of the properly imaginative level of
Homer’s poetry is involved in the kind of self-knowledge that inspired poetry
creates in the soul. For it is a common criticism of Proclus to say that he is
incapable of appreciating the apparent meanings of Homer in his haste to
discover the meaning that lies behind it.'”® Yet we have found that this too
has no basis. But neither is his appreciation for the “the vividness of imita-
tion, the variety of characters and the beauty of expression” which he sees as
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characteristic of both Homer and Plato'”” a sign that he lacks confidence in
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the higher meanings he sees manifest in them:'”® quite the contrary. He is
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able to affirm the mimetic aspect of Homer simultaneously with the scientific
and symbolic because true pipnetg only occurs in the context of poetic or
philosophical inspiration. In insisting on the relative accuracy and goodness
of the apparent sense of Homer, Proclus shows that in the context of the
demiurgic power of poetic inspiration, even imitations of the realities that
are outside of the soul through privation can be pure opiniative projections
of the soul’s own reasons, rather than in any way leading the soul away from
itself. Proclus does not then seek to deny or minimize the mimetic power of
either Homer or of Plato. Rather, he provides the reason why their mimetic
power is superior to that of uninspired poets. It is superior because it is moved,
beyond its ability to move itself, by intellectual and rational causes to seek
its own end through intellectual and rational ends rather than being left to
fruitlessly seek its own end in exclusion of them. Thus it is not those that
defend rationality who have anything to fear from Proclus’ understanding
of Homer, but those who want spiritual and sensible experience to be means
of escape from rationality. However, if we may take Euripides’ Bacchae to
be at all representative, even the tragedies will warn that this is a dangerous
position to hold.



