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CHAPTER 10

Confusion (Ekpléxis) and Sympathy (Sympatheia):
The Neoplatonist Proclus on the Aesthetics of
Epiphany and Theurgic Union

Robbert M. van den Berg

One of the most intriguing works of late Antiquity is a book about the lives
and times of the pagan Neoplatonists in late ancient Alexandria and Athens
by Damascius, the last head of the Neoplatonic Academy in Athens. The book,
which survives only in fragments, was entitled either The Life of Isidore or The
Philosophical History. It is a rich source of information about the spiritual-
ity and religious practices of these last pagan philosophers, as the following
fragment illustrates. It describes the impact that a certain statue of Aphrodite
made on Damascius:

Ta The author says he saw a statue of Aphrodite dedicated by Herodes the
sophist. Upon seeing it, I fell into a sweat because of amazement (tham-
bos) and confusion (ekpléxis) and my soul was filled with such joy that
I was quite unable to go back home. I went away several times only
to return to that sight again. The sculptor has blended into it so much
beauty — nothing sweet or sensual, but something dignified and virile:
clad in armour and as if just returning from a victory, with an expression
of joy. (Dam. Isid. Fr. 63A; ed./transl. Athanassiadi 1999, 171-173 slightly
adapted)!

From Damascius’ description, we may deduce that he believed to have
encountered an animated statue and hence experienced an epiphany. As
already Henk Versnel noted in a seminal article on this topic, the ancient
Greeks regarded any form of divine presence (parousia, mapovaia) as an epi-

1 Dam. Isid. Fr. 63A: 81t pnaiv 6 ouyypageds dyoiua ths Appodityg detv idpupévov ‘Hpwdov tod
coglatod dvadnua. tobto odv, pyal, Beaodpevos Wpwoa puév vmd SduBovs xal éxmdiilews, obtw
8¢ v Yoy Stetébny Omd Thg edppoaivig, Bote oly oldg T v olxade Emoviéval, moAdxig 8¢
BTV ETAVATTPEQEW ETl TO Béapar TogodTov AT KdANOg Evexépaaey 6 TexviTyg, 00 YAuxd Tt xal
depodiatov, dM& Brogupdy Te xai Gvdpucdy, Evomhov pév, olov 82 &md ving émavnypévng xal T
yeynBos émipatvodars.
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phany (epiphaneia, émgdvewr), and hence the ancient term epiphaneia is
applicable to a broader category of phenomena than its modern counter-
part. The gods might be present in “their own’ human shapes, as statues or in
animal forms.”? In the wake of Versnel and others, recent research has called
scholarly attention to epiphany as a key element of religious life in ancient
Greece.3

Damascius describes the overwhelming effects of the epiphany of Aphrod-
ite that he experienced in terms of mental disorientation: it left him in a state
of confusion (ekpléxis, ExmAngic). In this paper, I intend to explore this notion
of ekpléxis, translated throughout as “confusion,” in late pagan Neoplatonic
metaphysics, aesthetics and theurgy, i.e., the rituals by means of which the
pagan Neoplatonists sought to enter into contact with the gods. I will do so
by analysing the occurrence of the term in the most voluminous of all late
Neoplatonic authors, Proclus (412—485 CE), Damascius’ famous predecessor as
head of the Athenian Neoplatonic Academy. I will argue that Proclus holds
that the confusion (ekpléxis) that results from encounters with perceptible
manifestations of divine Beauty, i.e., epiphanies, prepares a human soul for
spiritual union with the divine.

This paper falls into two parts. The first part examines the metaphysics of
ekpléxis and its corresponding role in theurgic ritual. It starts with a brief per-
usal the Platonic source texts that inform the Neoplatonic concept of ekpléxis.
Plato, both in the Symposium and the Phaedrus, associates ekpléxis with the
unsettling experience of falling in love with a beautiful person. Plato explains
the effect that the beautiful beloved has on the lover from the fact that phys-
ical beauty allows us catch first glance of the Form of Beauty, to which the
philosophically minded couple of lovers will ultimately ascend. Falling in love
is hence presented as analogous to the first stage of the Eleusinian mysteries,
which prepared the initiands for the revelations that constituted the second
stage. The two subsequent sections take a closer look at Proclus’ interpretation
of these Platonic passages both in metaphysical and theurgic terms. For Pro-
clus, the contemplation of Beauty prepares the way for union with the divine
Good, and hence the former now corresponds to the first stage of the mystery
rites and the latter to the second stage. Moreover, Plato’s comparison of the

2 Versnel (1987) 51.

3 See, for example, the recent exhaustive study by Petridou (2015); for epiphany in relation
to the artistic representations of the divine (one of the themes of this paper), cf. the recent
monograph by Platt (2011), who does not, however, deal with late antiquity; for an instructive
discussion of epiphany in relation to the religious thought of the Neoplatonist lamblichus
and the emperor Julian, see Tanaseanu-Débler (2017).
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ascent to the intelligible to the initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries gains
new significance for Proclus, since he takes these mysteries to be fore-runners
of his own theurgic practices. In the actual celebration of the Eleusinian mys-
teries and other theurgic rites, according to Proclus, the confusion (ekpléxis)
brought about by epiphanies of beautiful daimonic beings brings about a bond
of theurgic sympathy (sympatheia) with the gods proper that allow human
beings to partake in the good gifts that they bestow on us.

In the second half of this paper, I shall turn to the aesthetics of epiphany. In
Greek aesthetical theory ekpléxis is associated with the power of great works
of art to move their public emotionally. Proclus ascribes this effect to a divine
presence, as will appear from two examples, one taken from the visual arts,
that of statues of the gods, and one from the domain of literature, that of
Plato’s sublime myths. In these cases too, ekpléxis turns us around towards and
unites us with the divine. Once again, Proclus talks about this confusing effect
of works of art in theurgic terms. In fact, for him animated statues in particular
are a prime example of actual theurgical practices.

1 Ekpléxis, Neoplatontic Metaphysics and Theurgic Union

1.1 Ekpléxis, Platonic Love and Eleusinian Mysteries

Neoplatonic descriptions of ekpléxis are informed first and foremost by Plato’s
Phaedrus and Symposium. In these two dialogues that celebrate the power
of love, Plato describes how the confusing experience of seeing a beautiful
person and falling in love with him may set in motion a process of spiritual
movement away from physical beauty to the intelligible Platonic Forms and to
that of Beauty itself in particular. In both dialogues Plato compares the gradual
progress of the Platonic philosopher towards the contemplation of the Forms
to the proceedings of the Eleusinian mysteries, and in particular to the dis-
tinction between an initial, preparatory stage and a second one during which
sacred objects were revealed to the initiands. This preparatory stage of the
Eleusinian mysteries sought to recreate the state of emotional confusion asso-
ciated with divine epiphany. It apparently consisted of terrifying experiences
that were intended to disorientate the initiands and thus make them more
receptive to the revelations of the subsequent stage.

The Phaedrus (251a) describes the unsettling experience of falling in love in
graphic detail: the lover will first shiver and then break out in a sweat and be
hot. He would sacrifice to the beloved as he would to the statue of a god, had
the fear of appearing mad not prevented him from doing so. Plato’s descrip-
tion, in its turn, takes its inspiration from that great poetess of love, Sappho.
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In a famous poem (31 ed. Vogt), she describes how she is unable to look at
her beloved. Doing so causes her to experience all sorts of strong physical
reactions, including, once again, breaking into a sweat.# One example of a per-
son who falls into a state of confusion because of love is Alcibiades. In the
Symposium, Alcibiades describes how the words of Socrates move him unlike
those of any acclaimed orator:

T.2 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 (i.e., Socrates, RMvdB) or even a poor account of what you say — and
we are all confused (ekpeplegmenoi) and completely possessed. (Pl. Smp.
215d1-6; transl. Nehamas and Woodruft 1997, 497)3

Listening to Socrates, Alcibiades continues, brings him to tears and makes his
heart leap (Plato, Symposium 215e1-3). He ascribes the mesmerizing effect of
Socrates’ words to the fact that they are divine. In this respect they are similar
to the melodies of the mythical fluteplayer Marsyas, which have “in themselves
the power to possess and so reveal those people who are ready for the god and
his mysteries” (Plato, Phaedrus 215¢4—6). Thus, Plato here identifies ekpléxis
with a state of ecstasy caused by the fact that the divine is present in Socrates’
words.®

Seeing a beautiful person will not affect everybody in the same way. In the
case of most people, it will simply arouse a desire for sexual intercourse. In
a minority of philosophically-minded people, however, it will rekindle recol-
lections of the Form of Beauty, which we contemplated before birth when we
were pure souls. Plato describes this contemplation of Beauty and the other
Forms in some detail in the famous great myth of the Phaedrus. According to
this myth, the Olympian gods tour the heavens in their chariots while contem-
plating the Forms, for example those of Justice, Self-Control and Beauty. The
contemplation of the latter in particular makes a lasting impact:

4 Sapph. Fr. 31,13: [’ [Spwg xanyéetat.

5 PL Smp. 215d1-6: pels yobv tav uév touv dARov dodwuey Aéyovtog xal mavy dyadod prTopog
dMoug Adyoug, 003V péAeL dg Emog elmelv 00devi- émeldav 8¢ aod Tig dxoly 7 TGV o@v Adywv dMou
Aéyovtog, x8v vy eadlog i  Aéywy, Edvte yuwy) dxody édvte dvilp EdvTe uetpdxtov, éxmemAnyuévor
gouev wal xoteydueda.

6 Cf. ps. Pl Clit. g07a5-8: Clitophon has often been confused when listening to Socrates
(oMdneg EEemAnTTéuny dcodwv), when he told people off “like a god in a tragedy hanging
from a crane” (&omep €mi unyaviig Tparyueiis €og). Hence the impact of Socrates on his audi-
ence is here compared to a theatrical imitation of a divine epiphany.
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T.3 But Beauty was radiant to see at that time, when the souls, along
with the glorious chorus — we [philosophers] were with Zeus, while oth-
ers followed other gods — saw the 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 time to come, and we gazed in rapture at
sacred revealed objects that were perfect. (Pl. Phdr. 250b5—c2; transl.
Nehamas and Woodruff 1997, 527-528)7

Plato here compares the contemplation of the Form of Beauty to the final
stage of the initiation into the Eleusinian mysteries, that of the revelation of
the sacred objects. The idea, then, is that seeing a beautiful person causes such
an emotional shock that it makes you start looking for the metaphysical source
of that beauty, with the result that you will end up contemplating the Form of
Beauty itself.

1.2 Proclus on the Metaphysics of Divine Beauty

Plato is rather noncommittal about the structure of the intelligible. In partic-
ular, he does not discuss the precise relation between Beauty itself, which, to
judge from the above-quoted passage from the Phaedrus, 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 system-
atize Plato’s teachings, try to clear up this confusion. This urge to systematize
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 discusses briefly
the Phaedrus. According to Proclus, the Phaedrus teaches us about a set of
three attributes of the gods: goodness (agathon), wisdom (sophia), and beauty
(kallon). The gods in this context are the so-called Henads, i.e., manifestation
of the highest principle, the One (¢to Hen), that act as the ultimate causes of
all other entities that populate the Neoplatonic metaphysical universe. These
Henads, i.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

7 Pl Phdr. 250b5—c2: xdMog 8¢ T6T’ v 1detv Aaumpdy, 8te odv eddaipovt yop® paxapiay &P te xai
Béav, Emdpevol uetd pv Audg Mpels, 4ot 8¢ pet’ dNhov Bedv, €186 Te xal ETelodvTo TV TEAETAV Hv
Oéug Aéyew poxapltdtyy, Hiv wpytdopey GAdxAnpot uév adtol dvteg xai dmadels xodv Soa Nag
&v DOTEP POV DTTEUEVEV ...
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and of the so-called daimons, inferior divine beings who act as a go-between
between for the gods and men. The three divine attributes of the Henads stand
in a hierarchical relation to one another. Goodness is superior to the other two
attributes since it is most like the One itself.® Second in rank comes wisdom,
since wisdom “is already in labour” with regard to “the intelligible light and the
very first forms.”

T.4 Beauty, finally, is seated on top of the Forms and shines forth the
divine light and is the first to shine out (ekphaineitai) to those who go
up, outshining even the Morningstar in brightness, even more lovely for
them to see and to embrace and to take hold of in a state of confu-
sion when it appears (met’ ekpléxeds ekphainomenon). (Procl. Theol.Plat.
1.24.108.23-109.2)°

“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” (cf. T.3). Note, however, that whereas
the Phaedrus suggests that the vision of Beauty constitutes the final phase of
the initiation, Proclus here presents the vison of Beauty as a first manifestation
(ekphainon) of the divine Henads. Beauty, Proclus says, “heralds the secret of
the (divine) goodness, for which reason it is called “the radiant one, and bright
one, the one that shines out.”? It is because of its luminous nature that Beauty
throws the soul into confusion (ekpléxis) 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:

T.5 For the radiance and energy of it (Beauty itself) shoots straight
through the entire soul and turns (epistrephei) it 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 confu-
sion (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 (ekpléttei) among the view-

8 As will be explained below, in Neoplatonic metaphysics the One coincides with the Good
itself.
9 Procl. Theol.Plat. 1.24108.23-109.2: 16 8¢ ab wdXog &’ dxpolg dputan Tolg eldeat xal

TpoAdumeL T6 Belov pidg xal Tolg dviodal TpdToV Expalvetal, TAVTOS PLIPOPOV TTIATVOTEQPOV
xal épacpuwtepov (3elv xal mepimtdEacbar xal uet’ éxmAyéews éxpavduevoy Aafedy.
10  Procl. Theol.Plat. 1.24.108.19—20.
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ers and turns the soul (epistrephei) and, being seated in the porch, shows
what the One, hidden inside the sanctuary, is like. (Procl. Theol.Plat.
111.18.64.2—12 )1

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 uses here a Neoplatonic technical term, epi-
strophé, which indicates the movement of the soul back to the origin of all
things (the One) and hence its ultimate destination (hence the One doubles
as the ultimate Good to which everything aspires). This turning around is asso-
ciated with the violent experience of confusion (ekpléxis) that was part of the
Eleusinian Mysteries. In fact, scholars of the Eleusian Mysteries have quoted
this particular passage to illustrate the importance of confusion (ekpléxis) in
the celebration of mystery-cults.!?2 Note, however, that soul which is about to
experience Neoplatonic Beauty has already completely transcended its bodily
existence, so all talk about shocking experiences, mystery rites!® and seeing
mystic objects is merely meant as a comparison intended 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
perceptible forms of beauty are manifestations, i.e., epiphanies, of the divine
which serve to bring us in closer contact with divine goodness. It is in this con-
text of actual mystery rites that the practise of Neoplatonic theurgy becomes
relevant.

1.3 The Eleusinian Mysteries as Neoplatonic Theurgy
We know frustratingly little about what went on during the Eleusinian mys-
teries that inform Plato’s description of the ascent of the soul towards the

11 Procl. Theol.Plat. 111.18.64.2—12: T6 ydip éxAdumov adtod xai Spaotiplov dEEwg did mdang xwpel
The Puxis xal maoav émotpéper Bewpévny TO XAV WG TG &yabd mdvTwy ouotdtartov: ... Kat
domep &v Talg dytwTtdTalg TEAETAlS TPd TAV PUoTIXGY Beapdtwv ExmAnés Thv puovpévwy, obtw
3 xdv tolg vontols mpd Tig Tod dyafod petovaiag TO xAMOG TPOPAVOUEVOY ExTALTTEL TOVG
Spdvrag xal émtatpéper T Yuyiy xad debevuaty &v tols mpobipolg idpupévov ofdv otwv &pa T6 v
Tolg 4dUToIg )arl TO %PVPLoV dryadov.

12 See Roussel (1934) 833-834 and Clinton (1974) 56.

13 On Platonic notions of mystic union-initiation see Chpt. 8, sect. 3.2 and n. 10; on Egyptian
mystic union see Chpt. 3 and nn. 8, 18, 30. On theurgic union and symbols see Chpt. 11,
sect. 2 and n. 1, sect. 3.
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intelligible realm and Beauty itself. One of the few snippets available is the
following:

T.6 ... just as Aristotle is of the opinion that the initiates need not learn
(mathein) anything, but undergo experiences (pathein) and be brought
into a certain condition, i.e., they have become fit (epitédeios, i.e., for the
revelation). (Arist. Fr. 15; ed. Rose = Synesius Dio 10)!4

This passage provides another illustration of the strong emotions involved
with the initiations into the Eleusinian mysteries. In the context of this paper,
I shall not touch upon the issue of the precise role of these emotions in the
celebration of the mysteries in the classical period.’® From what we have seen
so far, however, it has emerged that Proclus assigns a preparatory function to
such experiences. They may bring about a ‘road to Damascus’-moment and
covert the soul away from the material realm, towards the intelligible divine
world. For all the importance, though, that Proclus attaches to this experience
of ekpléxis, it seemingly sits ill with his Neoplatonic psychology. According to
the Neoplatonists, soul taken by itself is impassive (apathés), i.e., it is an active
principle that does not undergo or experience anything. However, according to
Proclus, the soul, once it descends from the immaterial realm into the domain
of matter, loses much of its activity and becomes increasingly passive, and
hence liable to experiences or emotions (pathé).'® At the same time, the soul
develops a need for images. Discussing the function of mythological stories
which provides graphical accounts about the gods, Proclus writes:

14 Arist. Fr. 15: ... xabdmep Aplototédng dEiol Todg Tehovpévous od uadely Tl Selv, d& ety xail
Sratedijva, SAovoTt yevopévoug emrydeiovs On this phrase see Burkert (1987) 69, 89—90 on
the participation in the mysteries as a special form of experience; on the same topic see
Bremmer (2014) 13-14.

15  Onthisissue, and in particular on the relation between pathein (experience) and mathein
(instruction), see the illuminating paper by Herrero (2018).

16 Procl. in Ti. 111.330.8—331.2 explains how the impassive soul may undergo emotions once
it has descended into a body. He compares the impassive soul to someone who standing
upon a river bank sees his reflection in the water of the river undergoing all sorts of
deformation. On the mistaken assumption that he himself is that reflection, the person
on the river bank next believes that it is him undergoing all these things. “In the same
manner the soul too, catching sight of its own image in the body being carried away upon
the river of generation and being disposed in different ways at different times under the
influence of both internal affections and external collisions, is itself unaffected, but its
images that it is being affected in ignorance of itself; and believing that its image is itself,
it is amazed (teBoptPynral), confused (éxmémAnxtat) and at a loss.” (transl. Tarrant 2017, 222
adapted).
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T.7 Since ... souls have become emotional instead of impassive and
inclined to give things shape instead of having no concern with shape,
it is reasonable to say that using this kind of myths is an appropriate way
of teaching them. (Procl. in R. 11.207.21—-23; transl. Bychkov and Sheppard
2010, 238 slightly adapted).'”

So, our need for epiphanies, i.e., visible manifestations of the gods, is related to
our embodied state, as is the fact that we respond in an emotional manner to
these. But how exactly does such an experience prepare us for the revelation
that marks the second, final phase of the initiation?

According to T.6, the initiates should be “rendered fit” for the revelation.
This remark may perhaps be read as a gloss that was added by Synesius to
clarify the quotation from Aristotle to his contemporary readership, for fitness
(epitédeiotés; émmdedtyng) is a key-concept in Neoplatonic theurgy. Accord-
ing to the Neoplatonists, the divine, being itself immaterial, is not bound by
physical boundaries. Hence the divine is omni-present. The problem, how-
ever, 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 (epitédeios)
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 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 is now fit to receive the divine presence and responsive to it, or, as the
Neoplatonists would, sympathetic to the divine.

We may now piece together the following picture. 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. This state of sympathy is once again

17  Procl. in R. 11.207.21-23: ... Yevopévalg dmadéat maldytieals, dpoppiTolg ROpewTIXAlS, TPETwY
éativ TpdTOg d1dagxaiog eindTwg 6 Sid TGV ToIOVIE UHlwv-.

18  See e.g, Procl. in Cra. 5119.12-15: “[t]he art of telestic consecration through certain sym-
bols and ineffable passwords fashions the statues which are in this way like the gods and
makes these statues fit (émtt)deta) for the reception of divine illumination” (transl. Duvick
2007, 28 adapted); for this theurgic sense of emitvdeidtyg, see further, for example, Procl.
in Ti.1162.8 and 11.231.18 and Tanaseanu-Ddbler (2017) 348. On Mesopotamian Royal sym-
bols see Chpt. 1, sect. 4 and n. 40. On Orphic mystic union and symbols see Chpt. 7, sect.1
and n. 5; on Platonic notions of mystic union-initiation see Chpt. 8, sect. 3.2 and n. 10; on
theurgic union and symbols see Chpt. 11, sect. 2 and n. 1, and sect. 3.
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associated with emotional outbursts, be it this time that these are a sign of
gratitude for the good gifts that gods bestow on those to whom they have
appeared. When Marinus in his biography of Proclus describes the epiphanies
that had been granted to Proclus, he mentions twice that whenever Proclus
recounted his experiences to his students he was reduced to tears because
of his sympathy with the divine. The first case concerns a double epiphany
of Asclepius, who had cured Proclus from the painful arthritic condition that
he was suffering from. According to Marinus, Proclus could not talk about it
“without tears, because of his sympathy (sympatheia; cupnddeia) with the god”
(Marin. Vit. Procl. 31. 1—2). The other case is that of the god that was present in
the sanctuary of Adratta (Lycia, the region from which Proclus’ family hailed).
When Proclus visited the shrine, this deity appeared to him in a dream prais-
ing Proclus as “the glory of the city.” Once again, Marinus reports that Proclus,
“because of his great sympathy with the god, was completely reduced to tears,
whenever he recalled to us, not just the visions that he had seen, but also the
words of praise that the god had spoken to him” (Marin. Vit. Procl. 32. 38—42).
In both these cases, the tears are those of gratefulness. Asclepius had cured
Proclus of a detrimental illness and the god of Adratta had honored him. In
a similar way, those initiated into the Eleusinian mysteries expected to bene-
fit from the experience. In other words, the pathos (emotional experience)
associated with the first stage of the mysteries produces a state of sympatheia
(theurgic sympathy) that allows the soul to be moved by the gods and make
it receptive the good things that the gods bestow on the initiands during the
second stage of the mysteries.

We find further corroboration of this theurgic interpretation of the confus-
ing experience associated with the mysteries from Proclus’s above-mentioned
discussion of the function of myths in his Commentary on Plato’s Republic. The
passage is quoted by Walter Burkert in his epochal study about Greek mys-
tery cults as a last witness of the deep emotional impact of initiation into the
Eleusinian mysteries.!® Proclus writes:

T.8 That myths also have an effect on the many, is apparent from the initi-
ation rites. For these too cause the souls to be sympathetic (sympatheia)
with the proceedings in a manner that is both unknowable to us and

19  Burkert (1987) 13-114; admittedly, Eleusis had been destroyed some fifteen years before
Proclus was born, but, Burkert remarks, Proclus knew well the daughter of the last
Eleusinian hierophant Nestorius, one Asclepigeneia, whom he admired greatly because
of her knowledge of the sacred traditions. Note, that Asclepigeneia was in fact the grand-
daughter of Nestorius (Marin. Vit. Procl. 28.10-15).
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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
terrified (katapléttesthai) and are filled with fear for the divine (deimation
theion), while some others are sympathetically affected together with the
holy symbols and in a state of ecstasy establish themselves completely
among the gods and are inspired 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 is 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 illumination? But we
have already provided an exhaustive treatment of the causes of myths in
On Mythical Symbols. (Procl. in R. 11.108.17—32)2°

In the Symposium, Alcibiades had observed 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 enter-
ing into contact with the gods and the good things that they confer upon us,
the initiates need first to 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, i.e., daimons, as well as human souls. These daimons, since they
belong to the same causal series as the god that stands at the head of such
a series, are attracted to material symbols that belong to this causal series.

20  Procl. in R. 11.108.17—32: "0t 3¢ xai €ig Todg ToModg dpdatv of udbot, dnAodaw at TeAetal. xal
Yép abron ypdpevat Tolg ubborg, va Ty mepl Bedv dAnBetay dppytov xatakelway, cuumadeias
elolv altian Tals Yuyals mepl & dpwpevar Tpémov dyvewaTtov Nuiv xal Belov: wg Todg pev &V
TeEAoVpEVWY xatamAytreodar dequdtwy Jeiwv mAjpers yryvouévous, Todg 3¢ ouvdlatifeabat Tolg
tepols qupPdAotg xai Eavtdv éxatdvtag Ghovg évidpdadat Tols Oeols xal évbedlewv: mdvtwg Tov
xol AV Emopévay adTolg XPELTTOVWY AV YEV@Y Si1d TV Tpdg T& Toladta cuvbnparTa pLAiay
GveyelpVTwY NUAS €lg TV TtpdS Tolg Beods 81’ adTdY cuumddeia. 1 ThG MET' Exelvawy puev Tdg
8 mepl Yiv témog peatos Ay mavtolwy dyabdv, v Beol mpokevodaty dvbpmmols, dveu 82 éxelvv
dimvoa avTa kol dpotpar TiG AV v EaTiv EmAdppens; AN T@V uév ubbwv Tdag altiag xal €v
olg [ept TV puudidv cupPérwy Eelpydopueda.

21 On these different responses see Burkert (1987) 114.

Robbert M. van den Berg - 9789004502529
Downloaded from Brill.com08/10/2022 08:01:25AM
via Leiden University



240 VAN DEN BERG

In the mystery rites, according to Proclus’ interpretation, the priests summon
forth these daimonic powers in order to render the initiates sympathetic to the
divine.

The close connection between ekpléxis 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 (103a1), Socrates observes that Alcibiades
seems amazed (thaumazein) that he, Socrates, his oldest lover, has not given
up on him, unlike the others.?2 Socrates claims that there is a supra-human,
i.e., daimonic, cause for his perseverance. He thus suggests that his persist-
ent 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:

T.9 Socrates thus already appears to be some sort of daimonic creature,
since he creates an even greater mental confusion (ekpléxis) in him
(i.e., Alcibiades, RMvdB) and increases further his amazement (thauma)
about philosophy. And it is reasonable that Socrates does this. For in
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) proceed 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, RMvdB] stand in the porch of philosophy,
his guide creates amazement (thauma) and confusion (ekpléxis) in the
young man about himself (i.e., Socrates, RMvdB) in order that the argu-
ments that are put forward will have an effect on him and will call him to
the philosophical life. (Procl. in Alc. 61.8—62.2)%3

22 [ will comment on Proclus’ theurgic understanding of amazement (thauma) in greater
detail below.

23 Procl. in Alc. 61.8-62.2: Sebovvtar odv 18y xal Saqudvids Tis 6 Swrpdns pellove mv ExmAnéy
dveyeipwy €v adtd xal moMamAactdlwy 6 Sadua 0 mepl prrogogiav. xai Tobto elxdtwg 6
Twxpdtng motel: oMayod Yo al Totadtan éxmAjéers elg Ty mepl T dyabov Huds EmomdvTal
cvunddeiay. domep odv &v Talg ytwTdTals TAV TEAETAY TTponyodvtal T Spwuévwy xatarifées
TG, al pev dd @Y Aeyopévwy, al 3¢ St TV Setevupévawy droxataxAivovaat T Beiw T
Yuxy, obtw 37 xail &v ol This prhocoglag TpoBipols dveyeipel Jadua T veavione xai &xrAnéy
Tepl €quTov 6 xadiyoduevog, tva Spdowaty elg adToV of Aéyot TpoibvTeg xal ExxaAéowvTatl Tpog

TV prAdTopov {wiv.
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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 (T.2) in mind. Socrates’ position as a daimonic
force that stands in the porch 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” and which turns (epistrephei) the soul
towards the Good (T.5). 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.

2 Ekpléxis and Neoplatonic Aesthetics: Some Illustrations

2.1 A Case of Aesthetic Ekpléxis: Animated Statues

Now that we have examined the role of ekpléxis in Neoplatonic theorizing
about theurgy, let us turn to some actual examples of the emotional shock
associated with divine epiphany through beautiful works of art, in particular
in the case of statues and literature. As we noted briefly in the introduc-
tion, ancient Greek religion associated cult statues with divine epiphanies.
It has been argued that chryselephantine cult statues in particular had been
designed so as to recreate the experience of epiphany, the glimmer of the
gold together with the whiteness of the ivory evoking feelings of surprise
and admiration that were traditionally associated with the luminous appear-
ances of the gods.2* Proclus, in a passage from his Commentary on the Timaeus,
explains the aesthetic qualities of a statue from the degree in which the divine
is present to that statue. Echoing Plotinus essay On Beauty (Enneads 1.6 [1]),
Proclus holds that the beauty of physical objects is due to their participation in
the Intelligible.?5 The degree of beauty is thus directly related to the degree of
participation. This explains, thus Proclus, why Plato in the Timaeus describes
the material cosmos as being “the most beautiful,” because it, being the handi-
work of the Demiurge, participates more than any other physical object in the
intelligible. Moreover, the more beautiful an object, i.e., the more it partakes

24 I borrow this description of the visual impact of chryselephantine statues from
Constaninidou (2010) 92; Platt (2011) 83—91 makes a similar point in connection to the
statue of Athena Parthenos by Phidias.

25  On this passage and its relation to Plotinus, Enneads 1.6 [1], cf. Sheppard (2017) 283-28s5.
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in the intelligible, the more the divine is present to it. This holds also true for
statues:

Tao Every image that participates more distinctly in the form is indeed
an image of a paradigm with a higher degree of purity. Just as in the case
of statues connected with the practice of initiation, those who obtain
a dimmer divine presence (parousia)*®¢ enjoy the secondary and the
tertiary powers of the divine, but those who obtain a clear presence par-
ticipate in the very first and highest creations of the divine, in the same
way, | imagine, the god, who was initiator of the cosmos made it appear
most beautiful as an image of the very first of eternal beings. (Procl. in Ti.
1.330.29—331.4; transl. Runia and Share 2008, 186)27

In his recent study of this passage, Todd Krulak wonders why some of those
statues attract only the secondary and tertiary powers of the gods. He sug-
gests that in the case of these statues either the animation ritual had not been
performed completely perfect or that these statues were less fit to receive the
divine. It may also be due to a combination of these two explanations. Krulak
thus seems to ascribe the difference between the statues in terms of some sort
of failure. In view of what we have seen so far, however, I take it that Proclus
assumes that the difference between the statues is intentional. Above (cf.
T.8), we found that encounters with daimonic epiphanies supposedly prepared
the initiands for the manifestation of the gods who correspond to those dai-
mons. In a similar fashion, we may assume that the contemplation of statues
inhabited by daimonic powers proceeds the contemplation of statues of the
corresponding divine power. If so, the statues associated with the secondary
and tertiary divine powers should not be thought of as imperfect versions of
the ones associated with primary divine powers, but as being intentionally
designed to attract a daimonic presence.

The statue of Aphrodite that threw Damascius off balance (T.1), is such a
daimonic statue.

26  For the ancient Greeks epiphany is about divine presence (parousia), see Versnel’s defin-
ition of epiphany quoted in the introduction.

27  Procl. in Ti. 1.330.29—331.4: TA00 Yaip XV EVapYETTEPOV MeTéxoVaa ToD ldoug xabapwTépou
TapadelyHaTos ETIV ElNV XAl WTTER TAV A0 THS TEAETTIXNTS SryohpudiTeov T uev duudpotépag
Tux6vTa Tijs o0 Selov mapovaias deutépwv dmolavel xal Tpitwy Tod Belov Suvdpewv, Ta d&
dvapyeaTépag xal adTRY TAV TpwTioTwy avtod xal [TéV] dipotdtwy ueTé el mowjoEWY, TOV
adTov mov Tpdmov xal 6 Tod kéapou TEAETIOVPYSS Bed XAMTTOV ADTOV dTTéQVEY (S ElNbVal
T0) mMpwtioTov TAV alwviny:
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The description of Damascius’ affections, i.e., the sweat, the amazement
and confusion, echoes the descriptions of the effects of falling in love with
a beautiful person in Plato’s Phaedrus and Symposium. In this case, however,
Damascius does not fall in love with a beautiful person, but with a beautiful
statue of the goddess of love herself. Damascius next elaborates briefly on the
beauty of the statue: it is not the sweet or sensual beauty usually associated
with Aphrodite, but a dignified and virile one. This description invites compar-
ison to another statue of Aphrodite, the famous nude Aphrodite of Cnidus by
Praxiteles. It was so life-like, thus generating the experience of epiphany, that
it exercised a strong erotic attraction on male visitors, even to the degree that
some tried to have sex with it.?8 Praxiteles’s statue thus represented what in
the Platonic tradition is called the demotic or vulgar manifestation of Aphrod-
ite, the one that is primarily concerned with the desire for sex and procreation.
The Aphrodite of Damascius, on the other hand, is a manifestation of Aphrod-
ite Ourania, i.e., heavenly Aphrodite, who imbues philosophical souls with the
desire to ascend towards intelligible Beauty. She encourages the more philo-
sophically minded people to turn their back to the body and its pleasures. It
is hard to tell what this statue of a warlike Aphrodite looked like.2® However,
Proclus, in one of his hymns to Aphrodite Ourania, equips her with arrows, the
weapons traditionally associated with Aphrodite’s son Eros. More in particu-
lar, he prays to Aphrodite that she may steer his life “with your most righteous
arrows, while putting an end to the chilly impulse of unholy desires’ (Proclus
Hymn 2. 19—21). We may assume that overwhelming experience of seeing the
statue of Aphrodite has precisely this impact on Damascius: the amazement
and confusion (thambos and ekpléxis) directs his focus away from the material
world and fills him with desire for divine beauty, thus rendering him sympath-
etic to Aphrodite Ourania.

2.2 Ekpléxis in the Neoplatonic Classroom: Sublime Platonic Myths and
Inspired Teachers

I will now turn to a different category of artworks in which the divine may

be present and the encounter with which may turn the soul of the reader

around. The above-quoted passage from Proclus’ Commentary on the Repub-

lic (T.8) offers, as we found, valuable information about the celebration of

the Eleusinian mysteries. It deserves mentioning, however, that this passage

28  For an extensive discussion of this statue in relation to epiphany, see Platt (2011) 180—211.

29  Ruurd Halbertsma has kindly drawn my attention to examples of representations of Aph-
rodite in arms, see, e.g., LIMC 11, 1 (1984): 36 (Aphrodite with a lance) and 57 (Aphrodite
with a sword).
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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 pass-
words, in the same way texts which depict the divine in words may attract
their presence through literary symbolism. In T.8, Proclus refers his readers
back to his now lost work On Mythical Symbols for further elaboration on
this point. An elaborate discussion of symbolism in Homer’s poems else-
where in the Commentary on the Republic gives us a good impression of
what may have been the gist of this treatise.3? Proclus believes that Homer’s
poems were symbolical in a double sense. In reply to Plato’s complaint about
Homer's blasphemous depiction of the gods, Proclus argues that these should
be understood symbolically, i.e., all those stories that Plato in the Republic
found offensive of how the gods behave human all too human should not
be taken at face-value, but instead as referring to Neoplatonic metaphysics.
However, such symbolical literature functions also 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 hence 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.

On the issue of the theurgic qualities of Plato’s own myths, Proclus is far
less informative. Our present study of the notion of ekpléxis, however, may
allow us to speculate about this topic. The first thing to note is that ekpléxis is
a term that is at much at home in ancient literary criticism as it is in religious
contexts. In Plato’s Jon 535b—c, e.g., Socrates uses it to describe the impact that
the rhapsode Ion has on its public and ascribes that effect on Ion’s ecstatic
state. Jon next describes the violent emotions he experiences during a per-
formance: he will have tears in his eyes, his heart will leap and his hair will
stand up for fear. The term gains special prominence in the treatise On Sub-
limity, traditionally ascribed to a certain Longinus, perhaps the rhetorician
and philosopher Cassius Longinus, who taught Porphyry before he became a
pupil of Plotinus.3! Sublimity in literature is a matter of writing in a grand style
about elevated subjects in order to stir strong emotions in the audience, just

30  For discussion on this type of symbolism see Berg (2001) 91-101.
31 On the (contested) identification of the author of On Sublimity with Cassius Longinus,
see Heath (1999).
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as, for example, we may be moved by the sight of natural phenomena such as
mighty rivers or erupting volcanoes. Ekpléxis is a crucial term in this context,
as appears from the definition of sublimity that Longinus provides at the start
of his treatise:

T.1 Sublimity is a kind of eminence or excellence of discourse. It is the
source of the distinction of the very greatest poets and prose writers
and the means by which they have given eternal life to their own fame.
For grandeur produces ecstasy rather than persuasion in the hearer; and
the combination of confusion (ekpléxis) and amazement (thaumasion)
always proves superior to the merely persuasive and pleasant. This is
because persuasion is on the whole something we can control, whereas
amazement and wonder exert invincible power and force and get the
better of every hearer. (Longin. Subl. c. 1. 3—4; transl. Russell and Winter-
bottom 1972, 148 adapted)3?

We see here the combination of ekpléxis and ecstasy that we have already
encountered above in Plato’s Jon. In fact, Longinus considers both Plato and
Sappho to be sublime authors, because they have the power to move their
readers emotionally. In the case of Sappho, he even quotes (c. 10.2) pre-
cisely the ode of Sappho in which she describes the unsettling effects of
seeing her beloved which underlies the above-quoted passage from Plato’s
Phaedrus.

Longinus explicitly praises Plato (c. 13) for his grand and sublime style and
presents him as striving to outdo the sublime author par excellence, Homer
himself. He does not, unfortunately, deal with any of Plato’s myths. Many
ancient literary critics, however, celebrate the great myth of the Phaedrus for
its grandeur that is characteristic of sublime literature.33 At the beginning
of the Platonic Theology, Proclus, for example, imagines that someone may
accuse Plato that he is no better than the tragic poets when he interrupts
serious philosophical discourse for this “solemn and impressive spectacle”

32 Longin. Subl. c. 1. 3-4: ... dpdtng xai EEoxn Tic Adywv €otl & Uw, xal momTY TE Ol
uéytatot xai ouyypagéwv odx dModev 1) EvBévde mobev émplitevaay xal Tals Exvtdv TEpIEBatov
(edwdelong OV ai@va. o yap elg el Tovg dxpowpévovs AN i Exataaty dyel T& VTEPPUE:
névy 8¢ e ovv dxmAséer Tob mBavod xal Tod Tpds ydpw del wpotel w0 Javudatoy, elye O uév
mOavov W Ta oA ¢’ Ny, Tadta O€ SuvaaTelow xal Blov duo oV TPoTPEpovTa TAVTOS EMAVY
7o) dxpowpévou xadioTatal.

33  Cf Porter (2010) 79 for examples of how the ancient “literary tradition was drawn like a
magnet to this passage.”
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(¥) Towadty) Bewplar gepvy xat Oeppuyg) that does not encourage philosophical
investigation.3+

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 authors, such as the
divinely inspired poet Homer:

T.a2 For this sort of discourse is not demonstrative, but inspired, inven-
ted by the ancients not as a tool of coercion, but rather as one persuasion,
which aims not at bare instruction (mathésis psilé), but at sympathy
(sympatheia) with the subject-matter (i.e., the gods, RMvdB) at hand.
(Procl. Theol.Plat. 1.6.29.14-17)35

Philosophical demonstration has the power of logical necessity: one cannot
but accept the outcome of a logically sound argument, even if one is unwilling
to do so. This is different in the case of myths: they persuade us to accept them
willingly.36 The opposition between the bare instruction, offered by philo-
sophical argument, and the non-rational sympathy offered by myths, recalls
Aristotle’s remark as quoted by the Neoplatonist Synesius (T.6 above), that the
initiates need not learn (mathein) anything, but are made fit, i.e., are rendered
sympathetic to the divine.

For Proclus, then, Plato is a divinely inspired author, just as Homer is. In
the Symposium, Alcibiades had explained the emotional impact that Socrates
has on him from the fact that he speaks divine words, just as divine music
moves people. The above-mentioned passage from the lon, furthermore, sug-
gest that the performer of an inspired text will not only himself be moved

34  Procl. Theol.Plat. 1.6.30.11—17; cf. Porter 2010: 78 n. 7. Another example of a sublime Pla-
tonic passage is the (beginning of the) speech of the Demiurge (cf. Pl Ti. 41a), which
Proclus (in Ti. 111.199.29—200.3) describes, among other things, as “solemn” (gepvég) and
“striking” (xaramAnxtieds; cf. T.g). Anne Sheppard (2017) 278 rightly observes that Proclus,
when commenting on this Platonic passage, combines the ‘jargon’ of literary criticism
with that of Platonic philosophy.

35  Procl. Theol Plat. 1.6.29.14-17: OV yap dmodetxtindy 1 Totobrov €ldog t@V Adywv, &N
evleaatindy, o0de avdyxng dMa melfols Evexa Tolg Tahatols uepnavpévoy, oude uadjoews
Yidsfc dMG Ti Tpdg T Tpdrypartar cupmadeias atoxalbuevov.

36  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 is more or less identical
with it.
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by his divinely inspired word, but pass on this inspiration to his public, who,
like the performer, will share in the confusion (ekpléxis) that results from
this inspiration. In this respect, the Platonic teacher is in a situation that
is comparable to the Homeric rhapsode and the daimonic Socrates. Proclus,
when in the Platonic Theology discusses various interpretations of the great
myth of the Phaedrus, described above as a “solemn and impressive spectacle,”
recommends the interpretation of that myth by his master Syrianus, because
Syrianus was apparently himself moved to ecstasy by the Platonic myth, in the
manner described in T.g:

Ta3 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
amazement (thauma) and confusion (ekpléxis) about the Platonic spec-
tacle? (Procl. Theol.Plat. 1v.23.69.8-12)37

Longinus, in his account of the sublime especially highlights especially the
emotions of confusion (ekpléxis) and amazement (thauma) as hallmarks of
great literature. Proclus here ascribes these same effects to the great myth
from the Phaedrus. Above, we found that Proclus assigns theurgic powers to
confusion (ekpléxis), if caused by some sort of divine presence. The same goes
for amazement (thauma). Plato (Theaetetus 155d1-5) had famously stated that
wonder is the characteristic emotion (pathos) from which philosophy starts.38
The astonishment caused by the Platonic spectacle, i.e., by the literary imagery
of the myth of the Phaedrus, creates the sort of amazement that fuels philo-
sophical investigation. There is, however, also a religious aspect to it. When he
discusses the notion of wonder in his Commentary on Plato’s Timaeus, Proclus
reminds his reader that wonder is not only a human emotion, but also a divine
power:

T14 Amazement (thauma) comes first, since while already in our case
(i.e., that of human beings) this is the starting point of the knowledge
of universal entities, in the case of the gods it connects (synaptein) the
amazed with the amazing. For this very reason, the wise men concern-
ing divine matters praise Thaumas as a very great god, who by means of

37  Procl. Theol.Plat. 1v.23.69.8—12: Ti ydp Oel Aéyewv TOv Npétepov xalnyepuéva oV @g dAndis
Bdueyov, 8¢ ept tév ITAdTwva Stagepdvtwg évbedwy xal péypis NUdv T8 Sadua xol T ExrAnéy
i MMatwvindc Bewplag E&éhaupey.

38  Cf. Arist. Metaph. A 2. 982b12—a1g for the same idea.
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amazement (thauma) makes secondary entities submit to primary ones.
(Procl. in Tt. 1.133.8-12)39

Human wonder is the sort of wonder that we just discussed, i.e., the wonder
that initiates the philosophical search for the universal Forms. Divine wonder
is about entering into contact with the divine. In fact, the Greek term that
Proclus uses to describe this connection between man and god, synaptein (to
connect) is a technical term used in theurgic contexts to describe a stage that
precedes the final unification.*®

3 Conclusion

In this paper, we have seen how Proclus associates the strong emotions that
we may experience when exposed to beautiful works of art with daimonic
powers that transport us away from the material world and that forge a bond
of sympathy between us and the gods. The descriptions of the confusion that
overcame Damascius when he saw the beautiful statue of Aphrodite and that
of Syrianus when he read the sublime myth of the Phaedrus invite comparison
to the so-called Stendhal-syndrome. Stendhal famously describes how, when
he visited the Santa Croce basilica in Florence, the idea of the presence of all
the great men buried there and “the contemplation of sublime beauty,” sud-
denly got the better of him. He was overcome by such strong emotions that
he left the church completely confused.*! We may imagine that late Neopla-
tonists were prone to a similar experience for similar reasons. They believed
to be surrounded by divine presences, while they considered the artworks that
celebrated Greek pagan culture, be it statues of works of literature, as sub-
lime works of art that had been produced by inspired artists. It comes as
little surprise that viewing their surroundings in this state of mind, they too

39  Procl. in Ti. 1133.8—12: mpovyeltat uév odv 1o Sadua, Sidtt xal év iy dpy) 10016 ot ThS TAV
Bhwv yvaoews, &v 3¢ Tolg Belowg ouvdnrer ¢ Savuadousvw 6 Savudlov: 80ev xai Oaduavra Bedv
v uéytatov Duvxaaty ol ta Bela gogoi, Tov did Tod Jaduaros HmoxataxAivovta T Sevtepa
Tolg mpWTOLG.

40  Contact (cuvagy) with the gods is the third phase in Proclus’ theory of prayer, cf. Berg
(2001) 89. One of the wise man Proclus refers to is probably Hesiod. In the Theaetetus,
Socrates in support of his claim that philosophy starts from wonder, offers an allegorical
interpretation of the bit of Hesiod’s Theogony (265—267) according to which Iris, thought
to represent philosophy, is the off-spring of Thaumas. For this identification of Iris with
philosophy, cf. Procl. in R. 11.255.23—25 and (possibly) Pl. Cra. 408b3.

41 Stendhal (1826) 325.
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were at times overcome by strong, confusing emotions. While Stendhal him-
self framed his experience in terms of an at the time fashionable psychiatric
condition (in Berlin, he notes, they would call it “the nerves”), the Neopla-
tonists understood similar experiences in religious terms and associated these
with epiphanies. These must have been very welcome to them. As Verity Platt
observes in her recent study of ancient epiphany, epiphanies provided “cog-
nitive reliability, not only for the gods’ existence, but also for the traditions
of representation by which they were known to their worshippers.”#? If they
chose to be present in the statues and other forms of representation that man
had made of them, these representations apparently met with their favour. In
an age in which Proclus and his fellow pagan Neoplatonists were fighting a last-
ditch effort to stop Christianity, any proof for the existence of the traditional
gods and the efficiency of pagan rites must have been extremely welcome.
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