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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

1.  Worship in the dusty museum of metaphysical abstractions 

Some time after the life of Proclus (ca. 410/11 a.d.-April 17, 485 
a.d.)1 had come to an end the members of the Neoplatonic school at 
Athens gathered in one of the spacious villas on the southern slope 
of the Acropolis that housed the institution. They had come to hear 
Marinus deliver an eulogy on the late Proclus whom he had 
succeeded as head of the school. Spirits were low. The passing away 
of the towering figure of Proclus, albeit worn down by old age in his 
last years, meant a severe blow to a community that was under 
steadily growing pressure from the Christian authorities. No longer 
they could feel safe under the aegis of Athena. It was gone. The 
immense statue by Pheidias that had crowned the Acropolis for ages 
had been removed by ‘those who move that which should not be 
moved,’ as they cautiously referred to the Christians in a coded 
phrase. She now dwelt with her last loyal followers in the villa of the 
school, after she had announced to Proclus in a dream that ‘the Lady 
of Athena wishes to live with you.’ With Proclus they had at least had 
the guarantee that the gods would protect them against the ‘typhonic 
winds’ of Christianity. He had been especially beloved by them from 
his youth onwards, as had become evident on many occasions: when 
he arrived at Athens as a young student, the gate-keeper told him 
that he would have closed if Proclus had not come, a clear sign that 
the continuation of the Platonic tradition had depended on him 
alone; divine powers had regularly appeared to him, inspired him 
when he lectured and studied, and came to his aid or that of others 
when he requested it. But now the destiny that he had prophesied for 
himself at the beginning of his forty-second year, when by divine 
inspiration he had cried aloud in verses that his soul would rise up to 
the stars, had come to pass. The esteemed speaker, Marinus, was an 

1  The date of Proclus’ birth is a debated question, since evidence from Marinus’ 
Vita Procli is confused. On the issue, see Siorvanes 1996: 25f. Jones 1999 has now 
put forward February 7, 412 a.d. as Proclus’ date of birth. 
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altogether different story. Although evidently full of respect for the 
gods, his limited intellectual capacities showed that he was not their 
favoured mouth-piece as Proclus had been. 

Our principal source for the miraculous in Proclus’ life is the very 
speech that Marinus delivered that day, known under the title 
PROKLOS H PERI EUDAIMONIAS (Vita Procli). It portrays Proclus as a 
very religious man, who worshipped as many gods as he could. Not so 
much because of a private interest, but because he and his followers 
firmly believed that this was a major task of the head of the school: he 
was the hierophant of the whole world. The gods of mythology and 
popular cult, if viewed correctly, coincided with the abstract meta­
physical entities that constituted the elaborate structure of Neo­
platonic metaphysics. Doing philosophy meant worshipping the gods. 
In order to make the traditional gods fit their philosophy, the later 
Neoplatonists needed to strip them of their human features. All those 
stories about jealous, hot-tempered gods and goddesses fighting and 
loving each other were explained away. E.R. Dodds (19632: 106) 
concluded from this: ‘That Homer’s Olympians, the most vividly 
conceived anthropomorphic beings in all literature, should have 
ended their career on the dusty shelves of this museum of meta­
physical abstractions is one of time’s strangest ironies.’ Dodds’ 
characterisation fails to do full justice to Proclus’ gods. To him, they 
were more than just metaphysical abstractions. They were beings with 
whom he could enter into direct contact, like many Greeks had done 
before. Although we sometimes glimpse Proclus’ religious sentiments 
in his scholarly work, it is especially in his hymns that these come to 
light. H.D. Saffrey puts it thus in the preface to his translation of the 
hymns: 

Dans leurs écrits, les Anciens ne parlent presque jamais d’eux-mêmes 
ni de leur vie privée. Mais il arrive que leurs prières prennent un 
caractère autobiographique. Cela se vérife dans le cas des hymnes de 
Proclus. Ils sont tous composés de la même façon. Ils commencent 
par une première strophe qui est proprement un éloge du dieu ou de 
la déesse, auquel s’adresse le philosophe. … Tout à coup cette incan­
tation s’arrête. Le ton change. Une voix s’élève. Celui qui s’exprime 
est alors Proclus lui-même. Il prie, il supplie, il formule ses demandes 
d’une manière tout à fait personelle (Saffrey 1994: 19). 

If the learned commentaries, the voluminous Theologia Platonica and 
the systematic Elements of Theology present us with a view of philo­
sophical and doctrinal Later Neoplatonism, the hymns — according 
to Marinus often composed in the nocturnal hours when Proclus 
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could not sleep — show us what it meant to be a Neoplatonist. To 
these hymns this study is dedicated. 

2. The corpus 

Today we possess only a fraction of Proclus’ hymns. Seven of them, 
the object of this study, have been preserved in a collection of mss. 
that contain a compilation of Greek hymns. Apart from those by 
Proclus, it consists of the Homeric Hymns, those by Callimachus and 
the so-called Orphic Hymns. There must have been more. Marinus Vita 
Procli § 19 refers to hymns in honour of exotic deities like Marnas of 
Gaza, Asclepius Leontuchos of Ascalon, some Arabic god called 
Thyandrites, and Isis. John of Lydia (± 490-565) De Mensibus 23, 9 (ed. 
Wuensch) cites a verse from an unknown hymn by Proclus (Fr. II in 
edition Vogt 1957: 33). Olympiodorus (born around 495) quotes 
twice another verse by Proclus (quoted in its correct form In Phd. 1 § 
5, 16; in an incorrect form In Alc. 1, 62 = Fr. I edition Vogt 1957: 33). 
Two other hymns, the Homeric Hymn to Ares and the anonymous Hymn 
to God, are sometimes ascribed to Proclus. These attributions will be 
discussed below. 

As for the tradition of the seven hymns in the above-mentioned 
compilation, the archetype must have arrived in Italy at the waves of 
the fall of the Byzantine empire, for none of the 34 mss. dates further 
back than the fifteen century and the oldest all originate from Italy. 
The careful edition by E. Vogt (1957) replaces all 24 previous ones, 
among which notably those by Cousin (18642: 1315-1323) and 
Ludwich (1897: 117-158).2 In this study we have not undertaken 
afresh an examination of all the mss., but we have consulted (repro­
ductions of) two of the prime witnesses: C (Ambrosianus 425) and E 
(Laurentianus XXXII 45).3 The few cases in which we have decided to 
diverge from Vogt’s text have been noted in the text which is printed 
before the commentary on each individual hymn. 

One aspect of the tradition deserves special attention. It will be 
noted that we have placed the titles of the hymns between brackets. 
The reason for this is that, since they were probably inserted by 

2 See also Vogt 1957b (a companion-article to the edition) and Vogt 1966 (a 
discussion of an manuscript not noted in the edition).

3 A new edition for the series of the Collection des Universités de France (better 
known as the Budé-series) has been projected. 
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Gemistos Plethon, they must have been absent from the archetype.4 

Since the hymns are usually referred to by these titles, this fact is 
easily forgotten. A misleading situation results from this, as is best 
illustrated in the case of the sixth hymn. It has been given the title 
UMNOS KOINOS EKATHS KAI IANOU. Ever since it has been readily 
assumed that this hymn addresses two deities, whereas a close reading 
reveals that Proclus actually invokes three gods (see my introduction 
to the hymn). 

West (1970) has claimed the Homeric Hymn to Ares for Proclus. He 
supports this attribution along the following line of argumentation: 
since the hymn to Ares is generally acknowledged to be later in date 
than the rest of the Homeric Hymns, and since it is impossible that it 
comes from anywhere else than the corpus of collected hymns, it has 
to be either Orphic or Proclean (Callimachus is obviously not its 
composer). The similarity with the Orphic hymns is only superficial. 
On the other hand, there are noticeable parallels between the hymns 
by Proclus and the Hymn to Ares in style and diction as well as in 
content. 

Gelzer (1987) has effectively demolished this claim.5 First, he 
shows that the hymn to Ares was already present in mss. of the 
Homeric Hymns that did not contain the Orphic and Proclean hymns. 
Hence, it makes no sense to postulate that the hymn to Ares neces­
sarily belongs to either one of these groups. He recognizes some of 
the parallels in diction and style between Proclus’ hymns and the 
hymn to Ares, but he explains them by assuming that Proclus had 
read this hymn. Furthermore, he stresses the dissimilarities in con­
tent. Finally, he ventures the hypothesis that the hymns were the 
product of someone who belonged to the circle of Plotinus. Although 
I hesitate to accept the latter hypothesis, it seems to me that Gelzer 
demonstrates beyond doubt that this hymn is not by Proclus. The 
content of the requests in the hymn to Ares is very different from 
those in Proclus’ hymns. We note here especially that the whole idea 
of epistrophe (the return of the fallen soul to its divine cause) is absent, 
whereas it is the core of Proclus’ hymns (as will be discussed in 
chapter III § 3.2). Furthermore, it is not implausible that Proclus 
took some of his inspiration from this hymn. H. II 13 shows that 

4 As appears implicitly from Vogt’s apparatus and is stated explicitly by 
Westerink 1957: 370 and Saffrey 1994: 20.

5  Cf. Saffrey 1994: 75 who follows Gelzer in rejecting West’s hypothesis. 
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Proclus had read the collection of Homeric Hymns attentively and used 
them in composing his own hymns. 

Another hymn sometimes ascribed to Proclus is the ÜUmnow efiw 
yeÒn included among the poems by Gregory of Nazianzus (1, 1, 29 PG 
37, 507-508).6 Gregory’s authorship of this has been questioned for a 
long time. Cousin and Jahn in the nineteenth century already sought 
to ascribe it to Proclus. For a detailed discussion of the matter the 
reader is referred to Sicherl (1988). We summarize here his findings. 
First, he shows by a careful study of the textual tradition that the 
hymn must have penetrated into the Gregorian corpus from the out­
side. Second, he demonstrates that the content of the hymn resists 
attribution to Gregory, who can thus be dropped from the discussion. 
Next, he turns to Proclus as a candidate for its authorship. The 
textual tradition does not provide any support for an attribution to 
Proclus. The content is clearly Neoplatonic and there are numerous 
parallels with Proclus, especially with his commentary on the 
Parmenides. Although this is a clear indication that the hymn is not by 
Gregory, it does not decide the case for Proclus. For these Neo­
platonic ideas and diction are not restricted to Proclus and may also 
be found in other authors like ps.-Dionysius Areopagitus, who was 
heavily influenced by Proclus’ commentary on the Parmenides. Sicherl 
puts him forward as a likely candidate. On the one hand, the hymn 
celebrates the highest god as veiled in an cloud impenetrable even to 
the heavenly minds. This mystical darkness that cloaks god is absent 
from Proclus, but a recurrent topic in Christian authors. On the 
other hand, the hymn features in some mss. that contain the works of 
ps.-Dionysius. Therefore it seems likely that the hymn his work.7 

3. Proclus’ hymns in twentieth century scholarship 

Proclus’ hymns have never failed to attract a readership. The testi­
monies quoted in § 2 show that they continued to be read during 
whatever little was left of Antiquity. The Renaissance Neoplatonists 
too, verging on paganism as they did, were attentive readers of the 
hymns. Gemistos Plethon showered his copy with notes. Remarkably 

6 For an English translation, see Rosán 1949: ix (Greek text p. 54); for a French 
translation with opposing Greek text, see Saffrey 1994: 78-9.

7 Sicherl’s conclusion is shared by Saffrey 1994: 75 who adds that the poverty of 
the poetry of the hymn is not in favour of an attribution to Proclus. 
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enough, his study of them has left no traces in the hymns that he 
composed for his Laws. It was probably Ficino, that prolific translator 
of all texts Platonic, who made the first translation of the (first five) 
hymns (in Latin of course).8 However, although numerous transla­
tions (among others one by the famous British Platonist Thomas 
Taylor) and editions continued to appear, most of it is of limited use 
for the modern student of the hymns.9 This situation reflects the 
enormous progress that has been made in the past century in 
Proclean scholarship. The production of reliable texts and transla­
tions — inaugurated by E.R. Dodds’ epochal edition of the Elements of 
Theology (1933) — has led to an increasingly better understanding of 
his thought, resulting both in a number of books dedicated to 
Proclus in general and in studies of various particular aspects of his 
philosophy.10 

Wilamowitz (1907) precedes these developments. As was so often 
the case with his opinions, his outspoken, if debatable, verdict has 
become proverbial: (Proclus’ hymns are) ‘leere Hülsen, und eigentlich 
paßt der Kern seines Glaubens nicht mehr hinein.’ Wilamowitz’ treatment 
of the hymns does not display any profound insight into Neoplaton­
ism. All the same, some of his observations concerning the Greek text 
merit attention. Meunier (1935) made the hymns more accessible to 
a larger audience by producing an annotated French translation, as 
did Giordano (1957) for an Italian public. Even the Dutch market 
was catered for by De Jong (1952). Unfortunately, they did not 
undertake any real effort to clarify what they had translated. 

The above-mentioned edition of Vogt (1957) meant a milestone in 
the study of the hymns. Not only did he produce the best edition of 
the text (including the fragments and the epigrams by Proclus) until 
now, but he also added a rich apparatus fontium et locorum, which was 
to considerably facilitate further research. However, such an appara­
tus, useful as it may be in its own right, is not a commentary, let alone 
an interpretation of the hymns. A good commentary needs a sense 
of direction. Heaping together parallels does not automatically pro­
duce insight. The first to point the way was Gelzer (1966) in an article 

8  Cf. Vogt 1957: 23; they have been published by Ilana Klutstein 1987: 111-115.
9 Vogt 1957: 20-22 lists all previous editions, pp. 23-24 list all previous transla­

tions. 
10 Books that may serve as an introduction to Proclus are: Rosán 1949; Beier­

waltes 19792; Trouillard 1982; Siorvanes 1996. The literature before 1949 is 
collected in Rosán 1949: 3-10; for the period 1949-1992, see Muth 1993; Siorvanes 
1996: 317-330 too provides the reader with a very detailed and useful bibliography. 
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dedicated to Proclus’ two surviving epigrams. He makes Proclus’ own 
theory of poetry the framework for the interpretation of his 
epigrams. We shall discuss this theory in chapters V and VI. Essential 
to this theory is that some poets, especially Homer, contain wisdom 
revealed to them by the gods. This wisdom is cloaked in symbolism. 
The philosopher who has gained insight into this symbolism may in 
his turn employ parts and pieces of this poetry to construct his own. 
This implies that the student of Proclus’ hymns must not content 
himself to listing parallels between Proclus and these symbolic poets. 
He should also try to discover Proclus’ — sometimes rather unexpec­

ted — interpretations of the source-text and then see how this 
interpretation fits in the context of the hymn under discussion. Erler 
(1987) has applied this procedure to H. II to Aphrodite. The way in 
which he does so, however, differs from my approach. He postulates 
that the interpretation of the hymn should be based on one 
symbolical adjective (vs. 1 Aphrogeneia). To my mind, Proclus no­
where suggests that this is the way in which to read symbolical poetry, 
even not in the passages from the commentary on the Cratylus that 
Erler produces in support of his approach. 

The greatest contribution to the study of the hymns since Vogt’s 
edition has been made by H.D. Saffrey. From his hand are articles on 
the hymn to Helios (Saffrey 1984a), the hymn to the Muses (1992b), 
as well as H. IV (Saffrey 1981b), which in his view addresses the gods 
of the Chaldaean Oracles. If this were not enough, he has also pro­
duced a splendid translation (Saffrey 1994). His profound knowledge 
of Proclus comes to the fore in all these publications. This is not to 
say that I always find myself in complete agreement with them. Apart 
from several cases of the interpretation of details, I diverge in 
particular from him where the identity of the gods of H . IV is 
concerned (see my introduction to that hymn). 

4.  Aims and structure of this study 

This study aims at interpreting Proclus’ hymns in the context of his 
philosophy. To my mind, the hymns in Proclus’ oeuvre are not a 
marginal phenomenon without much philosophical significance, as is 
the poetry of Plato (assuming that the epigrams ascribed to him are 
his indeed) and Aristotle. Rather, one can state without exaggeration 
that hymns are at the very heart of Proclus’ philosophical enterprise: 
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the reversion (epistrophe) of the human soul upon the divine world. 
Conceived as such, doing philosophy itself becomes singing hymns to 
the gods. For Proclus, the difference between his hymns and Plato’s 
Parmenides is one of form, not one of content. Chapter II examines 
this pivotal position of the hymn in the thought of Proclus. The 
equation of doing philosophy with hymn-singing may not come out 
of the blue, but the Athenian Neoplatonists elaborated it in an 
systematic way that had never been seen before, as appears from their 
use of the verb Ímne›n and their interpretation of the Parmenides as a 
hymn. We may regard it as characteristic for their approach to 
philosophy. It reflects the typical theological orientation of their 
Platonism. 

The next chapters examine how Proclus’ hymns are supposed to 
bring this movement of reversion about. First, Chapter III seeks to 
pinpoint the gods invoked in the hymns in the divine hierarchy. It 
will be argued that these belong to two categories of rather minor 
gods: the so-called leader-gods and gods that imbue us with divine 
madness. This is not a coincidence. Both groups contribute in their 
own way to the elevation of the human soul to the divine realm. The 
leader-gods have the power to establish us in the divine Nous of the 
Demiurge. This appears to be a important step in the ascent of the 
human soul. The divine madness too is a strong elevating force, for 
those touched by it lose themselves into the divine. 

I suggest that it is theurgy that lends the hymns their efficiency for 
attracting the elevating powers of the gods. Chapter IV offers an 
outline of this most amazing aspect of later Neoplatonism. It culmi­
nates in the hypothesis that there is a very close relationship between 
the leader-gods and theurgy. 

Chapter V focuses on the mechanisms of theurgy as we find them 
in the hymns. It is here that Proclus’ theory of poetry comes in, for 
poetical symbolism is somehow related to theurgy. A study of these 
mechanisms not only helps us to better understand what goes on in 
the hymns, but also enhances our understanding of theurgy. First, 
the hymns show us theurgy in action. Second, it appears from the 
hymns that two sorts of theurgy that are usually distinguished in 
scholarly literature — a higher sort of theurgy aiming at elevation of 
the human soul and a lower sort aiming at procuring earthly goods 
like health and prosperity — merge in the hymns. 

Chapter VI, finally, is entirely concerned with Proclus’ theory of 
poetry. It addresses afresh a question that has received much 
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attention in the past years: what is the difference between a poetical 
symbol (sÊmbolon) that belongs to the best type of poetry and a 
poetical image (efik≈n) often associated with the subsequent type of 
poetry? It takes issue with the by now generally accepted view that 
symbols are the opposite of the things to which they refer, whereas 
images are like them. It is argued that, instead, they have to do with 
two different kinds of knowledge and how we acquire these forms of 
knowledge. On the one hand, this discussion hopes to contribute to a 
better understanding of Proclus’ theory of poetry in general. On the 
other, it is meant to put what has been said about symbolical poetry 
in a broader perspective. 

The second half of this study is taken up by a commentary on 
Proclus’ hymns. The commentary is preceded by an introduction, 
text, translation and a discussion of the structure of the hymn. The 
introduction is in the first place intended to give the reader some 
background information about the deities invoked. In the cases of H. 
IV and H. VI the identity of the gods is not obvious. This situation 
requires more elaborate introductions. Concerning the gods of H. IV 
it is argued that the anonymous gods are not, as was suggested by 
Westerink and later argued for by Saffrey, those of the Chaldaean 
Oracles. In the introduction to H. VI it is argued that this hymn is to 
three gods instead to two, as is generally assumed. The translation is 
repeated in the commentary proper: each time the verses under 
discussion are preceded by a translation. The translation of the whole 
hymn allows the reader to easily gain an overview of the hymn, 
whereas the pieces of translation throughout the commentary are 
meant to facilitate its consultation. 

The commentary serves two purposes. The first is to clarify the 
hymns. At the most basic level this concerns the correct form of the 
Greek text. Next comes the interpretation. As far as philosophical 
matters are concerned, I have proceeded in accordance with the 
Neoplatonic Homerum ex Homero principle, i.e. I have tried to the 
extent possible to interpret the hymns by means of Proclus’ own 
writings. There are three reasons for this: (1) often tracing parallels 
in other philosophers would create copious lemmata that are there­
fore difficult to handle while adding little to the understanding of 
Proclus’ hymns; (2) parallels from other philosophical authors can 
be downright misleading, even when, or perhaps especially when, 
they are Platonists. Platonists among each other can have widely 
differing ideas about the same subject; (3) Since much of Proclus’ 
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writings have been preserved, we often have little need to direct our 
attention elsewhere. Evident allusions to other (philosophical) texts 
do of course receive the attention they deserve. Here we proceed in 
line with the observation made in § 3 that it is important always to 
take Proclus’ interpretation of the source-text into account. As far as 
non-philosophical matters are concerned, I draw from whatever texts 
that appear to shed light on the verses under discussion. 

The second purpose of the commentary is to bring out the strong 
traditional overtones in Proclus’ hymns. As Saffrey (1984a) has shown 
in his article on the hymn to Helios, Proclus deliberately falls back on 
traditional expressions in his hymn. His wish to be part of the 
tradition is prompted by his efforts to prove that the traditional piety 
that was in danger of being repressed by Christianity was not mere 
superstition. In fact it was justified by the metaphysical speculations 
of the Athenian Neoplatonists. Therefore, following Saffrey’s ex­
ample, we supply parallels that bring out this traditional orientation. 
They are preferably taken from texts that Proclus may have read like 
the collection of hymns that is now known as Orphic. It goes without 
saying that before plunging into any of these aspects, the comment­
ary, when necessary, first tries to settle issues concerning textual 
criticism and construction of the Greek. 

I abstain from comments on metre, since Proclus’ hexameter has 
already been excellently and exhaustively analysed by Vogt 1957: 42­
41 to which I have little to add.11 

11 For a comparison between Proclus’ hexameter and that of Nonnus, see also 
Schneider 1892: 594-598. He concludes that Proclus’ hexameter clearly ressembles 
Nonnus’. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE PHILOSOPHER’S HYMN 

Ah! Sun-flower, weary of time,

Who countest the steps of the Sun,

Seeking after that sweet golden clime

Where the traveller’s journey is done.


William Blake, Songs of Experience 215 

1.  Introduction 

The aim of this chapter is to place Proclus’ hymns in the broader 
perspective of the ancient hymnic tradition. First, we examine the 
question of what a hymn in general terms is in the ancient context. 
Second, we shall discuss the typical twist that Neoplatonists gave to 
hymns, namely that of hymns as spiritual motion. Finally, we shall see 
that the Athenian Neoplatonists incorporated various elements of 
ordinary and philosophical hymn-singing into a new concept which 
gave hymn-singing a place of prominence among the activities of the 
philosopher. This development, it will be argued, was the result of 
the characteristic theological orientation of the school. 

2. The characteristics of a hymn 

2.1 Prayer and praise 

What is a Ïmnow? There are two prevalent definitions. One describes it 
primarily as a kind of prayer:1 

A hymn is a sung prayer. Prayer is the more general concept, and 
singing does not necessarily belong to it. 

The source for this definition is an influential passage from Plato’s 
Laws.2 After lamenting the fact in the good old days the different 

1 Bremer 1981: 193; cf. Keyßner 1932: 2; Harvey 1955: 167; Gruber/Strohm 
1991: 21. 

2  In fact, Plato’s definitions of various forms of poetry have been very influential 
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types of lyric poetry (like hymn, dirge, paean and dithyramb) were 
neatly distinguished from each other, whereas in his own days they 
have become mixed up, Plato seeks to clarify things by defining 
hymns as songs that are prayers to the gods (Lg. 700b1f.: ka¤ ti ∑n 
e‰dow ”d∞w eÈxa‹ prÚw yeoÊw, ˆnoma d¢ Ïmnoi §pekaloËnto:). 

The second definition stresses the element of praise in hymns, 
especially praise in honour of the gods. An example is the definition 
by Träger, cited with approval by Lattke in the introduction to his 
voluminous study of ancient hymns: 

Preislied auf einen Gott, Helden oder erhabenen Gegenstand.3 

This definition too has an ancient pedigree. Plato already uses it in 
this sense when he presents Critias’ tale of Atlantis as a fitting 
recompense for Socrates’ performance of the other day and as a 
panegyric praising Athena as if it were a hymn (pr°pon ín ≤m›n e‡h so¤ 
te épodoËnai xãrin ka‹ tØn yeÚn ëma §n tª panhgÊrei dika¤vw te ka‹ 
élhy«w oÂÒnper ÍmnoËntaw §gkvmiãzein. Ti. 21a1ff.). The ancient 
manuals on rhetoric usually describe hymns as praise of the gods as 
opposed to encomia that praise mortals (see e.g. Proclus Chrestoma­
thy4 apud Photium Bibl. cod. 239, 319b, Menander Rhetor 331, 19f. 
and Ammonius Grammaticus Diff. nr. 482 ed. Nickau.). This distinc­
tion between hymns and encomia is somewhat artificial. It derives 
from Plato R. 607a3ff.: the only poetry allowed in his model state are 
hymns to the gods and encomia to good men (mÒnon Ïmnouw yeo›w ka‹ 
§gk≈mia to›w égayo›w poiÆsevw paradekt°on efiw pÒlin). However, as is 
indicated by the text from the Timaeus quoted above, even Plato 
himself sometimes neglects this distinction.5 However this may be, it 
suffices for our present purposes to conclude that hymns are 
associated with praise to the gods. 

both in Antiquity and in modern scholarly literature, cf. Harvey 1955: 6 who finds 
Plato ‘an important piece of evidence’ in his attempts to classify lyric poetry; Lattke 
1991: 30: ‘Platon und das platonische Schrifttum waren hymnologisch und musiko­
logisch besonders einflußreich mit den vielzitierten Stellen aus den Gesetzen.’ 

3  Lattke 1991: 3; cf. Harvey 1955: 165f.; Thraede 1994: 923. 
4  It is a matter of debate whether this Proclus is Proclus the Neoplatonist (as the 

Byzantines supposed). According to the prevalent opinion he is not. Content and 
style differ too much from Proclus’ other works. See Lamberton 1986: 177f. n. 51. 
for a review of this discussion. He reaches the unorthodox conclusion that there is 
no reason why the Chrestomathy should not be attributed to Proclus, since contrasts 
in style are widespread in the writings of Platonists. This seems to me to be a fair 
point (the difference between Porphyry’s Quaestiones Homericae and De Antro 
Nympharum being a good illustration for this phenomenon). 

5  Other instances where Plato neglects it are Lg. 800e1f. and 802a1; Criti. 108c4. 
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The two definitions do not necessarily exclude each other. Accord­
ing to the popular Greek opinion, the gods are not so different from 
humans. If one wishes to obtain something from them, one has to 
flatter them first: praying is partly rhetoric (Harvey 1955: 167).6 

Thraede 1994 explains that a hymn is a cultic song. A song of this 
kind more often than not praises deities. It incorporates various 
other cultic elements, including prayers. As a result it can be difficult, 
if not impossible, to distinguish hymns from prayers. The element of 
praise, though, seems to be prior to that of prayer. Plato’s Atlantis-
story is explicitly presented as a hymn in praise of Athena while it 
lacks the element of prayer. In the case of the so-called fusiko‹ Ïmnoi 
to which we shall turn below, Menander Rhetor 337, 25f. observes 
that ‘in these hymns there is no need for prayer at all.’ 

According to both definitions, a hymn is a song. In § 2.2 we shall 
add a qualification to this statement. All the same, many hymns are 
indeed metrical texts that could be sung. In a few cases the 
accompanying musical annotation has even been preserved.7 

As for Proclus’ hymns, they indeed fit the description of hymns as 
sung prayers praising the gods who are invoked. Proclus himself 
refers to them as hymns (H. II 1; III, 1; V 1; VII 5). Their metrical 
structure makes it at least possible that they were sung. Marinus Vita 
Procli § 19, when talking about the collection of hymns composed by 
Proclus, refers to the fact that Proclus celebrated festivals of all kinds 
of gods by means of Ímnƒd¤a (hymn-singing). All hymns extol the 
special qualities and powers of the gods invoked (although in H. IV 
this is restricted to a few epithets). We note, however, that since 
Proclus is convinced that the gods cannot be affected (they are 
characterized by épãyeia), this praise is not intended as rhetorical 
flattery. All hymns end in prayers. 

2.2  Speech versus song 

Up till now, hymns has been defined as sung texts. However, any text 
in praise of a god can by analogy be called a hymn, as the case of 

6 Race 1982 examines different aspects of rhetoric in Greek hymns that aim at 
pleasing the gods. 

7 An attempt to perform the hymns and other lyric texts of which the musical 
annotation has been preserved has been recorded by the Atrium Musicae de 
Madrid under the direction of Gr. Paniagua on the CD ‘Musique de la Grèce 
Antique’ (Harmonia Mundi France 1986). One must, however, be sceptical about 
the validity of the reconstruction. 



16 chapter two 

Plato’s Atlantis-story shows us. Another example from the Platonic 
corpus is the recantation of Socrates in the second half of the 
Phaedrus which is described as ‘a mythical hymn’ (muyikÒn tina Ïmnon 
Phdr. 265c1). Menander Rhetor, in his manual, takes Plato’s descrip­
tion of parts of his prosework as hymns literally, not just as a mode of 
speech. He classifies them among the fusiko‹ Ïmnoi, which he 
describes as follows: 

T. 2.1 Such hymns are found, for example, when, in delivering a 
hymn to Apollo, we identify him with the sun, and discuss the nature 
of the sun, or when we identify Hera with air or Zeus with heat. Such 
hymns are ‘scientific’. Parmenides and Empedocles make use of this 
form exactly, but Plato also uses it: thus, in the Phaedrus, when he 
examines the nature of Love, what kind of passion of the soul it is, he 
equips him with wings. (337, 1ff.; translation Russell/Wilson 1981: 
13).8 

Menander includes both the Phaedrus and the Timaeus in this 
category. He was not the last to consider the whole of the Timaeus 
(not just the Atlantis-story) as a hymn on the universe.9 His opinion is 
echoed not only in modern scholarly literature,10 but also by Proclus 
(see § 4.2 below). As the given examples indicate, these hymns may 
be poems (Empedocles, Parmenides), but not necessarily so. 

It should be stressed that these fusiko‹ Ïmnoi could indeed play a 
role in the worship of the divine. An epigram (IG II2 3816) found on 
the westwall of the Parthenon and dated to the time of Plutarch of 
Chaeronea, for example, commemorates such a hymn by a certain 
Platonist called Laetus: 

8 efis‹ d¢ toioËtoi, ˜tan ÉApÒllvnow Ïmnon l°gontew ¥lion aÈtÚn e‰nai fãskvmen, 
ka‹ per‹ toË ≤l¤ou t∞w fÊsevw dialeg≈meya, ka‹ per‹ ÜHraw ˜ti éÆr, ka‹ ZeÁw tÚ 
yermÒn: ofl går toioËtoi Ïmnoi fusiologiko¤. ka‹ xr«ntai d¢ t“ toioÊtƒ trÒpƒ 
Parmen¤dhw te ka‹ ÉEmpedokl∞w ékrib«w, k°xrhtai d¢ ka‹ ı Plãtvn: §n t“ Fa¤drƒ 
går fusiolog«n ˜ti pãyow §st‹ t∞w cux∞w ı ÖErvw, énapteropoie› aÈtÒn.

9 Remarkably enough, Menander claims that ‘Plato in the Critias calls the 
Timaeus a hymn on the universe’ (337, 22). As scholars (e.g. Russell/Wilson 1981: 
236; Lattke 1991: 30) have not failed to notice, this is not the case. To the defence 
of Menander, we note that in Ti. 47b3ff. Timaeus asks rhetorically why we should 
praise (Ímno›men) something less than the universe. Taylor 1928: 295 comments on 
this use of Ímne›n that it means not ‘hymn’, ‘celebrate’, but ‘harp on’. However, 
given the setting of the dialogue at the Panatheneae-festival, ‘hymn’ seems to me a 
defensible translation. 

10  See Hadot 1983: 113 n. 1 for various examples. He himself argues that ‘ce jeu 
sacré est une offerande poétique au Poète de l’Universe’, ‘comme hymne de fête 
sacrée’ (p. 129f.); see also Runia 1992 who interprets the extensive use of the 
superlative in the Timaeus as hymnic language. 
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T. 2.2 Having heard the sublime hymn of the theologian Laetus,
 I saw heaven opening itself for humans. 

If, as Pythagoras says, a soul reincarnates, 
then it is in you, Laetus, that Plato, appearing again, lives.11 

Bowersock 1982: 276 identifies the hymn of Laetus as an example of 
the fusiko‹ Ïmnoi described by Menander. A hymn by a theologian is 
apparently about the divine. Bowersock argues that this must be the 
supreme god. He explains that for a Platonist the supreme god was 
beyond the heights of heaven, and that in order to evoke it, the 
speaker would have, quite literally, to imagine the opening of heaven 
and the divinity beyond it.12 The hymn was sublime in the sense that 
it was about the highest realm of the cosmos, heaven, and what lay 
beyond: a hymn per‹ metars¤vn. Bowersock’s interpretation calls to 
mind the above-mentioned interpretation of the Timaeus as a hymn 
on the universe which deals with the cosmos and the heavenly realm. 
Whether this hymn was a work in prose or in verse cannot be deter­
mined with certainty. However, given the revival of versified 
philosophy at the time, Bowersock (o.c. p. 279) believes that it is likely 
that this hymn reflected that new fashion. 

We should note that Laetus is introduced here as a yeiolÒgow. It 
was precisely the task of theologians to deliver a kind of sermon on 
the god who was being worshipped (Nilsson 19612: 380f.). These 
sermons were considered as hymns, if not necessarily ones that were 
fusiko¤. Examples are some speeches, so-called manteutoi, by Aristi­
des Rhetor (orationes 37-46 ed. Keil)13 and the speech by the Neo­
platonist emperor Julian in honour of King Helios (XI [IV]) on the 
occasion of festival of Solis Agon.14 As Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. I 

11 YeiolÒgou La¤toio metãrsion Ïmnon ékoÊsaw | oÈranÚn ényr≈poiw e‰don 
énoigÒmenon:| efi katå PuyagÒrhn cuxØ metaba¤nei §w êllon, | §n so¤, La›te, Plãtvn 
zª pãli fainÒmenow.

12 I fail to see why the hymn has necessarily to be about the supreme god only 
and not about the gods in general, as opposed to daemons, angels and the like. 

13  Cf. Nilsson 19612: 380; Lattke 1991: 48-54 who, however, denies that these are 
(prose)hymns (p. 53). However, as Lattke himself notes, Aristides describes his 
speeches as hymns, see e.g. XXXVII 1, 5 (ed. Keil): this speech for Athena will be a 
mixture of hymn and prayer (miktÚw eÈx∞w te ka‹ Ïmnow); XLV 34, 11: this speech to 
Serapis has been a hymn (Ïmnow). Lattke’s argument is a formal one, but, as 
Aristides in XL 1,1 observes, hymns may take many forms: Heracles is much 
hymned (poluÊmnhtow): some honour him in prose, other in verse and everybody 
daily, when exclaiming ‘O Heracles!’. 

14 On this ‘hymn’ cf. Lattke 1991: 62, who once again denies that this speech is 
a hymn. Note, however, that Julian himself calls it a hymn (c. 3, 131d: ÍmnÆsvmen 
aÈtoË tØn •ortÆn). The speech that discusses the nature of the Mother of the Gods 
(VIII [V]) ends in a prosehymn (20, 179d-180c). 
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1968: lxxii n. 2 observe, Proclus, the author of the Theologia Platoni­
ca, places Plato’s Parmenides in this tradition when he calls its first 
hypothesis a ‘theological hymn by means of negations to the One’ (In 
Parm. VII 1191, 34f.: Ïmnon diå t«n épofãsevn yeologikÚn efiw tÚ ßn). 
We will return to this hymn below (§ 4.2) 

3.  Hymns as spiritual motion 

3.1  Neoplatonic worship of the divine 

The Ancients in general worshipped the gods in the belief that 
divinities, if they felt neglected, could cause a lot of harm, whereas 
worship in the form of offerings, hymns and the like could put them 
in a favourable mood. The gods were as obsessed with honour as the 
Homeric heroes, but, because of their formidable powers, the effects 
of their rage were far more destructive. Philosophers, from the Pre­
socratics onwards, were strongly opposed to this (in their opinion) 
blasphemous portrayal of the divine. They imagined the gods as 
transcendent beings, free from the petty human emotions like envy 
and pride. They could not be moved by gifts and flattery, nor did 
they need the greasy smoke from burning altars. All the same, the 
worship of the gods was considered to be an honourable thing. Not 
because the divine needs it, but because their majesty inspires us to 
do so. Porphyry Marc. 18 calls it for exactly this reason the greatest 
fruit of piety to honour god in accordance with the ancestral tradi­
tions. These considerations led the Neoplatonists to reflect upon and 
reinterpret the meaning and function of worship. 

The Neoplatonists redefined the essence of worship in accordance 
with the goal of their ethics: becoming like god as far as possible 
(ımo¤vsiw ye“ katå tÚ dunatÒn; Plato R. 613b1; Ti. 90d; Tht. 176b-c). 
Porphyry Abst. II 34, 2-4 admonishes us that we should not try to 
honour the highest god with anything sensible, either burnt offerings 
or words. ‘We should bring our own elevation as a holy offer to god 
by uniting ourselves with him, by becoming like him. This offer is 
both our hymn and our salvation.’15 Lower gods, Porphyry adds, can 
be honoured with hymns that consist of words (tØn §k toË lÒgou 
Ímnƒd¤an). Proclus expresses him likewise in Chal. Phil. Fr. 2: Our 

15 de› êra sunafy°ntaw ka‹ ımoivy°ntaw aÈt“ tØn aÍt«n énagvgØn yus¤an flerån 
prosãgein t“ ye“, tØn aÈtØn d¢ ka‹ Ïmnon oÔsan ka‹ ≤m«n svthr¤an. 
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hymn to the Father (Ïmnow toË PatrÒw) does not consist in words, 
nor in rites, but in becoming like him (tØn efiw aÈtÚn §jomo¤vsin). 

This striking resemblance between Proclus and Porphyry on the 
worship of the highest god ends where the question of how to reach 
this assimilation to the divine comes into play. As we shall see in 
chapter IV, Proclus, following Iamblichus but contrary to Porphyry, 
puts his trust in theurgy in order to become like god. Leaving the 
matter of theurgy aside for the moment, we will now concentrate on 
the relation between worship of the divine, the process of becoming 
godlike, and the role of hymns. 

3.2  Hymns as epistrophe 

Becoming like the divine consists in the process of ascent of the 
human soul to its divine origin. Proclus views this ascent in the 
context of his circular theory of causation. He explains the working 
of the cyclic process with great clarity in the Elements of Theology. First 
there is the cause of a product. The product ‘both remains in the 
producing cause and proceeds from it’ (El. § 30, p. 35, 12-13). For, if 
the product would wholly proceed from its cause, it would have 
nothing in common with it anymore, and therefore lose all likeness 
to its cause. However, procession is accomplished by means of like­
ness (El. § 29). What comes down, must go up: everything inevitably 
desires the Good. This can only be attained through the mediation of 
its proximate cause. Therefore its proximate cause is the primary 
object of its desire. Therefore it is the primary object of its reversion, 
its §pistrofÆ  (El. § 31). As a result of this, causation has a triple 
structure: ‘every effect remains in its cause (m°nein), proceeds from it 
(pro¤enai), and reverts upon it (§pistr°fein)’ (El. § 35, p. 38, 9-10).16 

We note that, although in the final instance everything desires the 
ultimate Good (i.e. the highest god), we ascend only gradually by 
reverting initially upon our proximate cause. In Proclus’ thought 
these proximate causes are minor deities that in their turn are the 
products of major deities, so that through the former we ascend to 

17the latter. These series of gods are the famous Neoplatonic seira¤.
For Proclus, this movement of epistrophe is the only proper form of 

worship of the divine. According to In Tim. I 43, 28-44, 19, humans 

16 Cf. Dodds 1963: 213f. For an extended discussion of causation and the cyclic 
movement in Proclus, see Gersh 1973, esp. pp. 49ff. 

17  This theme will be discussed in detail in the next chapter. 
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should repay services to each other. In the case of the numerous 
goods that the gods lavish on us, however, there is little to repay them 
with, for the divine is self-sufficient. Although it does not need it, it 
does wish that we show our gratitude by reverting upon it (In Tim. I 
44, 15f. §pistr°fomen). Not because the gods out of vanity want to 
hear our thank-yous, but because being good, their wish is that we 
too participate in the good. It is precisely through reverting to the 
gods that we are filled with the greatest goods that save us. 

Proclus, who like Porphyry above, wished to honour the divine ‘in 
accordance with the ancestral traditions,’ reinterprets the singing of 
hymns as an epistrophe to the gods. We have already seen this above 
(§ 3.1) in the case of the wordless hymn to the Father. Since every­
thing reverts upon its proximate cause, hymns are sung by all beings, 
whether god, man, or plant. To start with plants, in a passage — that 
most probably inspired William Blake’s poem Ah! Sun-flower18  — we 
read: 

T. 2.3 Or why do heliotropes move together with the sun and the 
moonplants with the moon, accompanying the lights of the cosmos in 
as far as possible? Because, since everything prays according to its own 
order and celebrates in hymns the leaders of the whole series 
noerically or with words or physically or perceptibly, the heliotrope 
too moves to the extent that it is flexible. And if someone would be 
capable of hearing it hitting the air as it turns around, he would 
observe that by means of this sound it renders to the King a kind of 
hymn, that a plant is capable of singing.19 (De Sacrificio 148, 10ff.; for a 
discussion of De Sacrificio , see chapter IV § 4.4) 

Not being much of a botanist myself, I will not try to determine which 
plant is meant here (if any in particular). The basic idea is clear: 
everything turns towards the leaders of its causative chain (its proxi­
mate cause) as best it can in a hymn or prayer (we note that hymn 
and prayer are here once again employed more or less as synonyms, 
cf. § 2.1). In the case of these plants, their hymns consist in produc­
ing a sound by beating the air while they move around. The god of 

18 Part of the poem has been quoted at the heading of this chapter. On the 
relation between the poem and Proclus, see Harper: 1961: 119f. 

19 ÖH pÒyen ≤liotrÒpia m¢n ≤l¤ƒ, selhnotrÒpia d¢ selÆn˙ sugkine›tai
sumperipoloËnta §w dÊnamin to›w toË kÒsmou fvst∞rsin; EÎxetai går pãnta katå 
tØn ofike¤an tãjin ka‹ Ímne› toÁw ≤gemÒnaw t«n seir«n ˜lvn µ noer«w µ logik«w µ 
fusik«w µ afisyht«w: §pe‹ ka‹ tÚ ≤liotrÒpion ⁄ ¶stin eÎluton, toÊtƒ kine›tai ka¤, efi 
dÆ tiw aÈtoË katå tØn peristrofØn ékoÊein tÚn é°ra plÆssontow oÂÒw te ∑n, Ïmnon 
ên tina diå toË ≥xou toÊtou sunπsyeto t“ Basile› prosãgontow, ˘n dÊnatai futÚn 
Ímne›n. 
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the series of the heliotrope is of course the sun, King Helios. He is 
the cause of everything that lives on this earth. As Proclus states in his 
hymn to Helios, he ‘holds the key to the source of life’ (H. I 2-3). 
Other plants may sing their hymns in another way, like the lotus, who 
opens its flower at sunrise and closes it when the sun goes down: 
‘What difference there is between people who sing a hymn to the sun 
(Ímne›n tÚn ¥lion) while opening and closing their mouth or lips and 
the lotus which opens and closes its leaves?’ (De Sacrificio 149, 12ff.). 
These floral hymns are examples of the physical hymn (149, 18 ı 

20Ïmnow fusikÒw) mentioned in T. 2.3.
The Moirai provide an example of hymning in a noeric way. 

According to Plato R. 617c3 (Ímne›n), they sing, accompanying the 
Siren’s song, with Lachesis singing of the past, Clotho of the present, 
and Atropos of the future (the temporal hymns referred to in T. 2.4 
below). Proclus interprets this as a reversion upon their Mother 
(Necessity): 

T. 2.4 And if you wish, examine21 the exegesis of the temporal hymns 
in another way. For the act of singing hymns itself as such makes it 
clear that their noeric activity is turned towards their superior causes, 
since hymns are sung about superior gods, not about those who are 
inferior. It is clear, then, that they reflect intellectually on the causes 
of all things in their mother and that they are truly the singers of 
hymns in honour of their mother.22 (In RP. II 250, 21-28). 

The hymns of the Moirai are here interpreted as a kind of philoso­
phical reflection upon transcendental causes. It is a noeric activity, 
hence we may assume that these are an example of noeric hymns. 
This reflection entails a reversion, for it is ‘turned (§pestramm°nhn) 
towards their superior causes.’ Note the explanation for this: hymns 
are always about superior beings, never about inferior ones. This is 
consistent with the idea that hymns consist in a movement of 
epistrophe towards a causative principle, which, by its very nature, can 
of course never be to something inferior to the one that sings the 
hymn. 

20  This Ïmnow fusikÒw is of course different from the one discussed in § 2.2. 
21   Reading with Festugière trans. In RP. v. III 1970: 208 n. 1 skÒpei, instead of 

<dunatÚn> skope›n ed. Kroll. 
22 efi d¢ boÊlei, ka‹ kay' ßteron trÒpon skÒpei t«n xronik«n Ïmnvn tØn §jÆghsin. 

aÈtÚ m¢n går ˜lvw tÚ Ímne›n dhlo› tØn §n°rgeian aÈt«n e‰nai tØn noerån efiw tåw 
Ípert°raw afit¤aw §pestramm°nhn: afl går ÍmnÆseiw t«n ye«n kreittÒnvn efis¤n, éll' 
oÈ xeirÒnvn. d∞lon oÔn ˜ti nooËsin tåw §n tª mhtr‹ t«n pãntvn afit¤aw ka‹ efis‹n 
ˆntvw Ímnƒdo‹ t∞w mhtrÒw. 
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As far as Proclus’ own hymns are concerned, it has been observed 
more than once that their main theme is that of the ascent 
(énagvgÆ) and hence the reversion of the soul towards the 
intelligible world.23 In H. I 34 Helios is invoked in his function of 
énagvgeÁw cux«n, in H. II Aphrodite is invoked as the mistress of the 
Erotes who cause the énag≈gia k°ntra (II 5) with their arrows. In H. 
III 1 an appeal is made to the Muses as the énag≈gion f«w. The gods 
of H. IV 2 are said to kindle the human souls with énag≈gion pËr. 
Even though the term énagvgÆ does not appear in the other hymns 
expresso verbo, what it refers to still remains the central theme of the 
hymns. In H. V 14 the local Lycian Aphrodite is asked to lift Proclus’ 
soul to the very beautiful (cuxØn d' íc énãeiron ép' a‡sxeow §w polÁ 
kãllow). The gods of H. VI are asked to lead him towards the 
harbour of piety (vs. 12). In H. VII 35-36, finally, he prays to Athena 
to draw him up to Olympus. All are descriptions of the divine world 
to which Proclus longs to go. In chapter III we shall discuss this 
movement of epistrophe in more detail. 

4. Philosophy as hymn-singing 

4.1  The philosopher-poet 

We have seen in § 2.2 that Menander Rhetor, following Plato’s lead, 
considered the Timaeus and the Phaedrus as ‘scientific’ hymns. The 
case of the theologian Laetus shows that these ‘scientific’ hymns 
might even have a cultic function. Proclus too connects doing 
philosophy with singing hymns. It will appear that these hymns, in 
accordance with the theory outlined in § 3.2, are presented as a form 
of epistrophe and that there is a cultic dimension to them. 

Apart from the texts from the Timaeus and the Phaedrus, it was 
especially the Phaedo that helped to shape the idea that philosophy is 
a sort of hymn-singing. According to Phd. 61a3ff., philosophy is the 
greatest of the musical arts. Proclus In RP. I 57, 11-16 comments: 

T. 2.5 By means of this art the soul is able to honour all things human 
and to sing hymns to the gods in a perfect way, while imitating the 
Leader of the Muses himself, who hymns his Father with noeric songs 
and keeps the cosmos together with indissoluble fetters while moving 

24everything together, as Socrates says in the Cratylus.

23  See e.g. Meunier 1935: 56 n. 1; Beierwaltes 1965: 291.

24  … di' ∂n ≤ cuxØ tã te ényr≈pina pãnta dunatÚn kosme›n ka‹ tå ye›a tel°vw
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The Leader of the Muses is Apollo. He keeps the cosmos together 
because he is the source of cosmic harmony (cf. commentary to H. I 
19-20). What interests us here is the fact that mankind hymns the 
gods in imitation of Apollo’s noeric hymns in honour of the Father. 
Apollo’s father is not the one found in the wordless hymns sung by 
the ascending soul from Chal. Phil. Fr. 2 which we discussed in § 3.1, 
for that Father is some cryptic supreme deity that surpasses Apollo by 
far and could for that reason never be his father. He is Zeus. Zeus is 
not just the father of Apollo, he is also the Demiurge, the Maker and 
Father of this universe. As we shall see in the next chapter, the 
Demiurge plays an important role at the background in Proclus’ 
seven ‘real’ hymns. For the moment it suffices that human philoso­
phy is an imitation of Apollo’s hymns.25 Proclus took this idea 
seriously. This appears for example from the ingenious way in which 
he tries to turn the Parmenides into a hymn by analogy with the 
Timaeus, as well as from his peculiar use of the verb to hymn. We shall 
now discuss these two phenomena. 

4.2 The Timaeus and the Parmenides as hymns 

Proclus interprets Critias’ hymn to Athena (the Atlantis-story) in the 
Timaeus as an imitation of the contemplation of a deity of a reality 
even higher than itself (cf. also T. 2.4 on the hymns of the Moirai). 
Socrates (according to Proclus’ interpretation) accepts Critias’ 
proposal (Tim. 26c5 ff.) to give a full account of the war between 
Athens and Atlantis as a sort of hymn, because this warfare is an 
image of the war between the intelligible Demiurge and matter (the 
topic of Timaeus’ subsequent discussion of the creation of the 
cosmos). He then adds: 

T. 2.6 … because as a hymn to Athena it is a contribution to the fes­
tival (sc. of the Panathenaea). For if mankind is in any way to benefit 
from its voice, it has to be used to sing hymns. And generally speak­
ing, because the goddess is the cause of contemplation and activity, 
we imitate her practical activity by means of the festival and her 
contemplative activity by means of the hymn (In Tim. I 197, 5-10).26 

Ímnƒde›n, aÈtÚn mimoum°nh tÚn moushg°thn, ˘w Ímne› m¢n tÚn pat°ra ta›w noera›w 
”da›w, sun°xei d¢ tÚn ˜lon kÒsmon to›w élÊtoiw desmo›w ımopol«n pãnta, kayãper ı 
§n t“ KratÊlƒ l°gei Svkrãthw.

25 For Apollo as a philosophical deity who draws the human soul upwards to 
divine Truth by means of philosophy, see chapter III § 5.1. 

26  …ka‹ …w Ïmnon t∞w ÉAyhnçw tª yus¤& prÒsforon: efi gãr ti fvn∞w ˆfelow 
ényr≈poiw, efiw Ïmnouw aÈtª xrhst°on. ka‹ êllvw §peidØ yevr¤aw ka‹ prãjevw ≤ yeÚw 
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Athena, the patroness of philosophy, is the cause of contemplation. 
Our worship consists in imitating this divine action by singing hymns 
like the one of Critias, i.e. by doing philosophy. The explicit connec­
tion with the Panathenaea-festival is noteworthy. Although Plato Ti. 
21a presents the story as a hymn on the occasion of the festival, 
Proclus connects hymn and festival even closer by interpreting them 
both as human imitations of divine actions. 

Imitation of Athena implies that one focuses on Athena, i.e. that 
one reverts upon her. Proclus comments that Critias (Ti. 21a2) 
considers it ‘just’ (dika¤vw) to offer the Atlantis-story as a hymn to 
Athena precisely for this reason: 

T. 2.7 (The story) is offered to the goddess as a ‘just’ and ‘true’ hymn. 
‘Just’, because everything that has proceeded needs to return to its 
own principle (In Tim. I 85, 16-18).27 

We note that the hymn is described in terms of the cyclic process of 
causation (see § 3.2): it is the tÚ proelyÒn (pro¤enai) that reverts 
(§pistr°fein). 

Let us now turn to the Parmenides. We have already seen (§ 2.2) 
that Proclus considers its first hypothesis as a theological hymn.28 

Elsewhere (Theol. Plat. I 7, p. 31, 25-27)29 the second hypothesis of 
the Parmenides too is considered as a hymn celebrating the generation 
of all the gods, a real theogony.30 Why did Proclus interpret (parts of) 
the Parmenides as a hymn? Unlike in the case of the Timaeus, Plato 
himself had not given any lead for doing so. To my mind, this has to 
do with the specific interpretation of the second hypothesis as 
developed by Proclus’ master Syrianus. It was the latter who first put 
forward the idea that the second hypothesis in fact contains the 
complete hierarchy of all gods, depending on the One which was 

afit¤a, diå m¢n t∞w yus¤aw mimoÊmeya tØn praktikØn aÈt∞w §n°rgeian, diå d¢ toË 
Ïmnou tØn yevrhtikÆn.

27 ka‹ Ïmnow épod¤dotai tª ye“ d¤kaiow ka‹ élhyÆw: D¤kaiow m°n, ˜ti de› pçn tÚ 
proelyÚn efiw tØn ofike¤an §pistr°fein érxÆn, … 

28  Cf. Theol. Plat. III 23, p. 83, 22ff.: ‘The very first and imparticipable One … is 
being hymned (Ïmnhtai) in the first hypothesis (sc. of the Parmenides).’ 

29 ka‹ oÈd¢n êllo §st‹n ≥ ye«n g°nesiw Ímnhm°nh ka‹ t«n ıpvsoËn ˆntvn épÚ t∞w 
érrÆtou ka‹ égn≈stou t«n ˜lvn afit¤aw. Cf. Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. vol. I 1968: 
140 additional n. 2 to p. 31. 

30 On Proclus’ interpretation of the second hypothesis as a theogony, see 
Saffrey 1992a: 44. In passing, we observe that Proclus in his turn opens his 
commentary on the Parmenides with a prayer — something, if not a hymn, very 
similar to it, see § 2.1 — to all divine classes in descending order. This structure 
clearly derives from Proclus’ interpretation of the second hypothesis as a theogony 
(cf. Saffrey 1994: 15). Thus one reversion upon the gods prompts another. 
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celebrated in the first hypothesis.31 It now became possible to see a 
parallel between the Timaeus and the Parmenides: 

T. 2.8 Hence Timaeus traces all thing back to the Demiurge, Par­
menides traces them to the One, and there is an analogous relation 
between the Demiurge and the contents of the cosmos, and the One 
and all things whatsoever (In Parm. I 642, 20-24; trans. Morrow/Dillon 
1987: 37). 

Proclus then observes that both dialogues have a similar dramatic 
setting: 

T. 2.9 As there is this analogy between the dialogues in respect of 
their purposes, so they agree in the temporal settings of the actions 
they portray. One presupposes the Lesser Panathenaea, the other the 
Greater (cf. Parm. 127a8), as I said before (In Parm. I 643, 5-10; trans. 
Morrow/Dillon 1987: 37). 

‘As I said before’ refers here in first instance to In Parm. I 618, 24ff. 
However, analogy is also observed in In Tim. I 84, 22ff., an indication 
that it derives perhaps from Syrianus himself.32 Although Proclus 
does not explicitly say so, it seems justified to conclude from the 
preceding discussion that Proclus interpreted the Parmenides as a 
hymn to the One and all the gods on the occasion of the Great 
Panathenaea. For this hypothesis we may have some further evidence. 
The anonymous Prolegomena to the Philosophy of Plato — probably the 
work of a successor of Olympiodorus active in the second half of the 
sixth century ce33 — says about the time of publication of the Plato’s 
dialogues: 

T. 2.10 As for the time when he (sc. Plato) published his dialogues, 
this was not left to chance, but he chose holy days and festivals of the 
gods for his works to be offered up as hymns and made known to the 
public, for it is on festivals that hymns are traditionally sung. Thus he 
published the Timaeus at the Bendidia (a feast in honour of Artemis 
in the Piraeus), the Parmenides at the Panathenaea, and others at 
other festivals. So much for the time (Prolegomena 16, 43-50; trans. 
Westerink 1962: 33).34 

31 On Syrianus’ revolutionary interpretation of the Parmenides, see Saffrey 1984b 

and Saffrey 1992a: 44. 
32   The commentary on the Timaeus is a work of Proclus’ youth, mainly based on 

the courses of Syrianus (Marinus Vita Procli § 13). 
33  Westerink 1962: L; Westerink/Trouillard et al. 1990: LXXXIX. 
34 ÉEn xrÒnƒ d¢ toÁw dialÒgouw §j°dvken oÈ t“ tuxÒnti, éll' §n ⁄ panhgÊreiw 

∑san ka‹ •orta‹ t«n ye«n, ·na tÒte kayãper Ïmnoi énumn«ntai ka‹ khrÊttvntai tå 
suggrãmmata aÈtoË, §n går ta›w •orta›w efivyamen toÁw Ïmnouw l°gein. ém°lei goËn 
T¤maion m¢n §n to›w Bendid¤oiw (•ortØ d' aÏth t¤w §stin t∞w ÉArt°midow §n t“ 
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One would like to know the festivals and holy days at which the other 
dialogues were supposed to have been published. Since the anony­
mous restricts himself to the two examples discussed by Proclus. We 
may therefore, I assume, regard him as the source.35 

4.3  The technical use of Ímne›n 

Any reader of, say, Proclus’ commentary on the Timaeus will not fail 
to notice the abundant use of the verb Ímne›n and its derivatives.36 

Very often it seems to be used in the sense of ‘say’, ‘uphold’. To give 
an example: ‘For Numenius, who has mentioned (énumnÆsaw) three 
gods, calls (kale›) the first the father, the second the creator, and 
the third the creation’ (In Tim. I 303, 27). Festugière37 observes that 
this is a case in which Ímne›n has lost any overtones of celebration or 
solemnity. At the same time, he points out that in other cases, this 
nuance is maintained. To my mind, however, Ímne›n never entirely 
loses a special sense of celebration, as can be learnt from an analysis 
of its occurrences. My claim is that the members of the Athenian 
Academy used it on purpose, because they were convinced that by 
doing philosophy, or rather metaphysics, they were as it were singing 
hymns to the gods. 

The subject who does the ‘hymning’ in the sense just described 
cannot be just any philosopher. He belongs without exception either 
to sources of wisdom which Proclus had incorporated in the Platonic 
tradition (e.g. Homer, Orpheus, Pythagoras) or to Platonic philoso­
phers (e.g. Socrates, Plato, Iamblichus, Theodorus, Numenius). 
There is, e.g., no instance of Aristotle who ‘hymns’. The reason for 
this cannot be that Aristotle does not figure prominently in Proclus’ 
writings, for there are over one hundred references to the Stagirite. 
Furthermore, not anything can be the object of ‘hymning’. These are 
predominantly metaphysical entities (the One, Nous, Soul, etc.) or 
traditional gods interpreted that way (Zeus, Athena, Dionysios, 

Peiraie›), Parmen¤dhn d' §n to›w Panayhna¤oiw §j°dvken, ka‹ êllon §n êll˙ •ortª. 
tosaËta ka‹ per‹ toË xrÒnou.

35   We note that Proclus In RP. I 18, 7-19, 23 clearly distinguishes between the 
Bendidia and the Lesser Panathenea. Hence, according to Proclus the Timaeus was 
not published at the occasion of the Bendidia. 

36 In the whole Proclean corpus the following words (in order of frequency) 
occur a near three hundred times: Ímne›n, énumne›n, Ïmnow, §jumne›n, poluumnÆtow, 
Ïmnhsiw, Ímnƒd¤a, ÍmnƒdÒw, proejumne›n.

37  Festugière trans. In Tim. vol. II 1967: 157 n. 3; 164 n. 2. 
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Hephaistos etc.). A small minority of the objects of hymning are 
philosophical ways of investigation (dialectics, diairesis). 

The distribution of Ímn°v and related forms in Proclus’ oeuvre 
squares with the suggestion that for him metaphysical discussions are 
as it were hymns to the gods. Such verbs are virtually absent from 
works that do not primarily deal with metaphysics. It is absent from 
the bulky commentary on Euclides, with the exception of In Euclid. 
211, 27: Plato extols (§jÊmnhsen) the diairesis as a help in all 
branches of knowledge. It is rare in works that deal (predominantly) 
with ethics: it appears just five times in the commentary on the 
Alcibiades. In the case of the three treatises De Providentia, De Malorum 
Subsistentia and Decem Dubitationes we are somewhat hampered by the 
fact that we lack large portions of the Greek text. However, the word-
for-word Latin translation by William of Moerbeke shows that it 
cannot have occurred often in the original. As for the remaining 
Greek text we have three instances.38 On the other hand, it occurs 
passim in the works that have — at least to Proclus’ mind — a 
metaphysical orientation: the commentaries on the Timaeus (75 
times), the Republic (45 times), the Parmenides (28 times), and the 
Cratylus (22 times). It is strikingly absent from the Elements of Theology. 
The main reason for this is that the systematic organisation of the 
work has no use for the appeals to authority which characterize most 
of Proclus’ works.39 Thus we lack the structure ‘X says/hymns that Y’. 
For the same reason, the score in the Commentary on the Parmenides, 
though the most metaphysical of all of Proclus’ writings, is rather low. 
Contrary to the Commentary on the Republic, and especially that on the 
Timaeus, it makes noticeably less appeals to authority. 

To conclude then, even when ‘hymn’ is used in a seemingly flat 
sense of merely ‘saying, noticing that’, it never entirely loses its 
nuance of celebration, i.e. the celebration of the divine by the 
Platonic philosopher who reverts upon it through the study of 
philosophy. 

4.4  Philosophy as hymn-singing: a characteristic of the Athenian Academy 

The idea that doing philosophy is singing hymns to the gods was a 
peculiarity of the Athenian Academy. Admittedly, we find in previous 

38 Decem Dub. 51, 35 (ÍmnƒdÒw/laudator); Decem Dub. 62, 3 (poluÊmnhtow/valde 
laudatus); De Providentia 22, 15f. (ÍmnoËntew /laudantes). 

39  As observes Dodds 19632: xi. 
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Platonists the idea that the philosopher should celebrate the divine 
with hymns. Plotinus II 9 [33] 9, 33 admonishes us to hymn (Ímne›n) 
the intelligible gods and the king of the intelligible world.40 As an 
example of what he has in mind, we may perhaps think of Enn. V 1 
[10] 2, 1-27, which we can read as a hymn to the World Soul.41 We 
have already seen that for Porphyry the ultimate hymn to god is to 
become like him (§ 3.1).42 Iamblichus Protrepticus c. 14, p. 104, 2 
maintains that the non-philosopher, contrary to the philosopher, is 
incapable of hymning the true life of gods and blessed men in the 
right way. However, these are just isolated passages. It cannot be 
compared to the consistent use of verbs like Ímne›n to describe what a 
Platonic philosopher is doing when he discusses higher realities. The 
first to do so, at least as far as we can trace it, is Proclus’ teacher 
Syrianus in his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Not withstand­
ing the fact that it is a commentary on Aristotle, we find only 
‘Platonic’ philosophers who make hymnic utterances like Platonists 
(60, 3), Pythagoreans (140, 17; 142, 21; 143, 15) and theologians (89, 
15) on elevated subjects like the One (60, 30). It is used in a 
comparable manner by the last of the Athenian Neoplatonists, 
Damascius. Furthermore, we have seen (§ 4.2) that the interpretation 
of the Parmenides as a hymn for the occasion of the Greater 
Panathenaea mirroring the Timaeus as a hymn for the Lesser 
Panathenaea, was a novelty of the Athenian Academy, be it by 
Syrianus or Proclus. 

As will be remembered, the representation of the Parmenides as a 
hymn derives from Syrianus’ revolutionary interpretation of the 
second hypothesis as a theogony. It is here that we touch upon the 
explanation why the Athenian Neoplatonists elaborated so much 
upon the idea, present in Plato only in germ, that philosophy was in a 
way a hymn in praise of the gods. In the Athenian school, the prime 
object of the study of philosophy had become to study the nature of 
the divine, and especially to establish its hierarchy, i.e. to fabricate 
philosophical theogonies. Proclus’ Theologia Platonica is, of course, 

40 It is telling for the difference between Plotinus and Proclus that this is the 
only time that Ímne›n appears in Plotinus. 

41  Phillips 1983 lists and discusses the various hymnic elements in this passage. 
42 Porphyry ascribes this idea to ‘a certain wise man’, probably the thaumaturg 

Apollonius Tyanensis (see Bouffartigue/Patillon 1979: 30-34 in their edition of 
Abst. vol. 2). We find something comparable in the writings of his older 
contemporary, Philo of Alexandria, see e.g. De spec. leg. I 272. For Philo, see further 
Scholer 1991: 70-71. 
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the best example of this. The philosophical theologian, like his 
predecessor Laetus (T. 2.2), is a servant of the gods who celebrates 
their mysteries. The prooemium of the Theologia Platonica (Theol. Plat. 
I 1, pp. 5, 6-8, 15) presents the Platonic tradition exactly in this way: 
as a sort of Eleusinian mysteries. Plato had been the hierophant 
(Theol. Plat. I 1, p. 6, 7; note that the flerofãnthw was the high priest 
of the Eleusinian mysteries); later Platonists like Plotinus, Amelius, 
Porphyrius, Iamblichus, and Theodore of Asine had later been sent 
by the gods to explain the Platonic revelations. Proclus’ teacher, 
Syrianus, had in his turn, initiated Proclus into these mysteries and 
had made him a member of the choir that sings the mysterious truth 
of the divine.’43 It is the irony of fate that just when Neoplatonism was 
becoming more and more theological, the more hostile society was 
growing towards paganism. Worship in the traditional public form 
became ever more problematic. This development forced the 
religious Athenian Neoplatonists to take their resort to philosophy as 
a way of honouring the divine even more. 

H. D. Saffrey has drawn our attention to this development of philo­
sophy into what he calls ‘scientific theology’ in numerous publica­
tions. It is perhaps best summarized in his own words: 

Avec Syrianus et Proclus, la recherche de la nature du divin et de la 
hiérarchie des dieux est devenue l’object presqu’ exclusif de la 
philosophie. Et comme, en Grèce, la philosophie n’a jamais été 
seulement une activité intellectuelle, mais aussi un style de vie, la vie 
spirituelle de ces philosophes est devenue une prière et une liturgie 
continuelles. Alors que les empereurs chrétiens interdisent le culte 
des dieux païens, font fermer les temples et enlever les statues de 
culte pour les transformer en object de décoration dans leurs palais et 
leurs jardins, la prière et la liturgie païennes sont devenues une 
prière intérieure et une liturgie domestique, mieux encore l’activité 
philosophique elle-même, par son objet propre, est un culte rendu 
aux dieux.44 

4.5 Proclus’ hymns in the religious context of the Athenian Academy 

Proclus’ ‘real’ hymns are best understood in the religious context of 
the Athenian Neoplatonic movement, in which the philosopher is at 
the same time a priest. A remark by Marinus Vita Procli § 19 is 

43 Theol. Plat. I 1, p. 7, 7f. : ka‹ dØ ka‹ t∞w per‹ t«n ye¤vn mustik∞w élhye¤aw 
sugxoreutåw ép°fhne.

44 Saffrey 1996: 217, cf. Saffrey 1976 esp. p. 207; Saffrey 1984b esp. p. 9; Saffrey 
1984c: 169f.; Saffrey 1992a: 45f. 
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illuminating in this respect. He tells us that Proclus celebrated the 
important holidays of all peoples and of every nations by hymn-
singing and the like. As proof he adduces Proclus’ collection of 
hymns (≤ t«n Ïmnvn aÈtoË pragmate¤a) which contained (now lost) 
hymns to all kinds of exotic deities. For as Proclus used to say, 
Marinus explains, it befits the philosopher (filÒsofow) not to observe 
the rites of any one city or only a few, but to be the hierophant of the 
whole world together (koinª toË ˜lou kÒsmou flerofãnthw). 

What does Proclus mean when he considers himself as the 
hierophant as the whole world because he is a philosopher? As we 
have seen above (§ 4.4), Proclus compares Plato to a hierophant. In 
the Eleusinian mysteries, the hierophant showed and explained to 
the initiates the holy secrets of the mysteries. In the same manner, 
Plato had revealed the mysteries of Platonic philosophy to the world. 
Syrianus is likewise an hierophant because he has explained the 
mysteries of the Parmenides to Proclus (In Parm. I 618, 23ff.). Now, 
one of the central convictions of the Athenian Neoplatonists was that 
the theological traditions of all peoples somehow expressed the same 
universal truths about the divine. One of the prime aims of their 
researches into the nature of the divine was to show that the 
theological systems of for example the Chaldaeans, Orpheus, and 
Homer were in harmony with each other and Plato’s philosophy.45 It 
is for this reason that the later Neoplatonists took an interest in all 
kinds of local cults. According to Marinus Vita Procli § 15, Proclus was 
once forced to leave Athens for a while and spent his time travelling 
through Asia. There he studied and participated in local rites while 
clarifying them to his hosts, who probably had no idea that their rites 
and beliefs were expressions of a Neoplatonic metaphysical system. It 
is in this way that Proclus the philosopher must have considered 
himself as the hierophant of the whole world. 

Proclus was not the only one to do so. About Isidore, Damascius’ 
mentor who succeeded Marinus as head of the Athenian Academy, 
we know that he composed hymns that showed loftiness of spirit 
but were found to fall short as far as versification was concerned. 
What is more they had some ritual function, for Damascius describes 
them as having an element of telesiourgÒn, whatever that may mean 
exactly (Damscius Vita Isid. Epitoma Photiana 61 p. 90). Even more 

45 This point has been stressed by Saffrey, see esp. Saffrey 1992a, cf. Saffrey 
1996: 215f. 



the philosopher’s hymn 31 

interestingly, the Egyptian Neoplatonist Asclepiades, a contemporary 
of Damascius,46 wrote a treatise on the agreement of all theologies, 
including this time the one of the Egyptians, while he composed 
hymns to the Egyptian gods (Damascius Vita Isid. Fr. 164 p. 137 t«n 
Ïmnvn, œn sugg°grafen efiw toÁw Afigupt¤vn yeoÊw). Unfortunately none 
of these hymns has survived. 

5.  Synesius’ hymns 

It will have been observed that up till now Synesius’ hymns have been 
left out of the discussion. Nine hymns by his hand have come down 
to us, directed to God, Jesus, or the divine Trinity.47 The reason for 
this omission is that to my mind there are considerable differences 
between the philosophical outlook of Proclus and Synesius. So 
considerable in fact that they overshadow the similarities, as we shall 
now see. 

Synesius of Cyrene received his philosophical education in Alex­
andria from the ill-fated Hypatia who adhered to a Porphyrian kind 
of Neoplatonism.48 Although called to the episcopacy in 410 ce 
(around the time of Proclus’ birth), he remained loyal to his 
Diotima. It is a hotly debated matter as how fully he embraced 
Christianity. Apparently as a philosopher he did not himself believe 
many of the doctrines which as a bishop he had to teach in public.49 

However this may be, his hymns show that, if not an orthodox 
Christian, he was a son of the Church all the same.50 It is exactly this 
mixture of Porphyrian Neoplatonism with Christianity that sets 
Synesius apart from Proclus’ Iamblichean Neoplatonism that seeks to 
incorporate paganism. 

An often noticed leitmotiv in Synesius’ hymns is the desire of the 
soul to return to God. As such this is in line with Porphyry’s and 

46  Damascius De Princip. III p. 167, 1f. (ed. Westerink-Combès). 
47 A tenth hymn once ascribed to Synesius, is most certainly not by him, cf. 

Lacombrade 1978: 106. 
48  See e.g. Bregman 1982: 22; Vollenweider 1985: 14. 
49  See e.g. Lacombrade 1978: xxxvii; Gruber/Strohm 1991: 13. 
50 Bregman 1982 downplays the role of Christianity in Synesius’ hymns. In his 

opinion, Synesius is primarily a Neoplatonist who was led to the church forced by 
historical circumstances. Vollenweider 1985 argues forcefully for the contrary view 
that the hymns are primarily an expression of a genuine Christian theology. See 
Gruber/Strohm 1991: 31-33 for a qualification of Vollenweider. 
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Proclus’ idea that the essence of worship is to become god (§ 3.1), 
i.e. to return to the divine origin (epistrophe).51 However, as we have 
seen, both Porphyry and Proclus stress that we should not celebrate 
(the highest) God by means of verbal hymns. To them, the idea that 
an absolutely transcendent God could be worshipped by sounds (i.e. 
in a material way) is nothing less than utter blasphemy. Our hymn 
can only consist in becoming like God. For Synesius, on the contrary, 
not only silent, noeric, hymns but also verbal ones are appropriate 
forms of worship, as his hymns testify.52 

Moreover, Proclus holds that reverting directly upon the highest 
God is of no use for the soul that tries to ascend. The soul should 
initially revert upon its proximate cause, not on its ultimate cause (§ 
3.2). Hence his hymns are directed to pagan deities that rank low in 
his hierarchy of the divine.53 It is precisely because of their low 
ontological status that they can be invoked by means of verbal hymns. 
Perhaps we may recognize in this the influence of the Christian belief 
in a personal deity as opposed to the impersonal divine of the 
Neoplatonists. 

As is well-known, Porphyry had only a very limited use for theurgy 
in the process of ascent of the human soul.54 Synesius adopts this 
dismissive attitude towards theurgy. According to Vollenweider 1985: 
23, Synesius assigns to the Christian gospel the crucial role in the 
process of salvation that the later Neoplatonists accorded to theurgy. 
Proclus, on the contrary, follows Iamblichus in his valuation of 
theurgy as the way to salvation. In chapter V, I shall try to show that 
Proclus’ hymns can best be viewed as exercises in theurgy. 

On a formal level too, there are noticeable differences between 
Proclus and Synesius. Proclus follows closely the vocabulary and 
metre of those ancient poets to whom he ascribes divine revelations, 
especially Homer, Hesiod and the Chaldaean oracles. The result is a 
set of hexametrical poems in epic Greek. Synesius’ hymns, on the 
other hand, are far less uniform than those by Proclus (and far more 

51 See e.g. Bregman 1982: 35-36; Vollenweider 1985: 29-37, see esp. p. 31 (‘Der 
Hymnus selbst ist gottgewirkter Aufstieg zur Gottheit.’); Gruber/Strohm 1991: 33 
(‘Was die folgenden Jahrhunderte mehr und mehr bewegte, die ımo¤vsiw ye“ als 
religiöses Hochziel, ist bei dem späten Dichter aus Kyrene zentral.’). 

52  For Synesius’ hymns as a libation of words to God, see e.g. H. I 8-11; for silent 
and verbal hymns as appropriate forms of worship, see H. II 80-86. Cf. Vollenweider 
1985: 37-41. 

53  As we shall see in chapter III. 
54  On theurgy, see chapter IV. 
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attractive from a literary point of view, one may add). His hymns in 
Doric Greek are composed in various less common metres and 
display a far richer intertextuality with a wide range of other poems. 
This difference can partly be explained from the fact that Proclus’ 
hymns are theurgical instruments. Proclus believes that the incorpo­
ration of (a small range of) inspired poems in his own poetry will 
attract the gods he is addressing.55 Synesius just seeks to honour God 
by composing hymns that are as beautiful as possible. 

This is not to say that there are absolutely no correspondences 
between the hymns of the two. They both use extensively the vocabu­
lary of the Chaldaean Oracles, even if Synesius is not interested in 
theurgy.56 Moreover, both are influenced by a long tradition of 
hymn-composing. This common ground explains at least some of the 
similarities, like in the case of Proclus H. VII 43-52 and Synesius H. V 
75-83.57 It is especially where these details are concerned that the 
hymns of Synesius can contribute something to the study of their 
Proclean counterparts. 

6.  Conclusions 

In this chapter we have seen that for the Greeks a hymn is essentially 
a text in praise of a deity that may or may not be sung and that may 
or may not contain a prayer. Since Neoplatonists believed that the 
only way proper to honour the divine was to become as much as 
possible like the divine, they reinterpreted hymns as a movement of 
reversion (epistrophe) upon the divine. Whereas someone like Por­
phyry had been content to leave it at this level, the Athenian school 
started to elaborate on this idea, as appears from the use of the verb 
‘hymn’ as a synonym for philosophizing about the divine and also 
from its efforts to reinterpret Plato’s dialogues as hymns. Although it 
had been a long-standing tradition to call some of Plato’s dialogues 
hymns (especially in the case of the Timaeus), Proclus and others 
sought to show that other dialogues too had been intended as hymns. 
This development reflects the Athenian Neoplatonists’ conception of 
Platonism as theology, in which the role of the philosopher had 

55  On this subject, see chapter V § 4.3. 
56 On the Chaldaean Oracles and Synesius’ hymns, see the classic study by 

Theiler 1942. 
57  On this correspondence, see Theiler 1942: 37. 
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become that of a theologian whose task it was to sing hymns in 
honour of the gods be it by means of songs or treatises. Hence 
Proclus the philosopher composed a whole collection of hymns, of 
which the seven that remain will be the topic of this study. 



CHAPTER THREE 

THE GODS OF PROCLUS’ HYMNS 

1.  Introduction 

In the previous chapter we have seen that for Proclus every 
movement towards someone’s or something’s cause, ranging from 
Plato’s Parmenides to the rotations of a plant following the sun, can be 
called a hymn. This is the movement of epistrophe. In the following 
chapters, I shall examine how this general principle applies to the 
seven hymns which are the object of this study. In this chapter, I shall 
discuss the nature of the gods addressed in Proclus’ hymns and why 
he hymns these particular gods. In the following chapters, I shall 
study how these hymns are supposed to bring about that reversion 
towards the causes of the human soul. 

2. The divine hierarchy 

2.1 The Theologia Platonica 

The natural order of things makes no leaps, especially not according 
to the later Neoplatonists. They judged the system of three hypostases 
they had inherited from Plotinus to be rather crude and applied 
themselves to the task of refining it by splitting up the three Plotinian 
levels into sub-levels and by adding other intermediary levels. All 
these new levels were equated with gods and as a result the Neo­
platonic pantheon became a crowded place. Just to keep things 
simple, entities at different levels of reality may bear the same name. 
To give an example, Zeus may, in descending order, either be the 
noeric Nous (i.e. the Demiurge), the whole demiurgic triad of the 
hypercosmic order, or the prime member of that triad, or the whole 
demiurgic triad of the hypercosmic-encosmic order, or the prime 
member of that triad, or, probably, an encosmic deity. To complicate 
things even further, Proclus seeks to harmonize the different sacred 
texts of Athenian Neoplatonism, especially the Orphic, Chaldaean, 



36 chapter three 

Pythagorean, Homeric and Platonic scriptures, into one system.1 As a 
result, one deity can be referred to by its Orphic, Chaldaean and 
Homeric name. 

If we were to reconstruct Proclus’ theology from the scattered 
remarks in his commentaries such as those on Plato’s Republic, 
Timaeus and Cratylus, this would be an almost impossible task. 
Fortunately however, Proclus was, in the words of Dodds, not so 
much a creative thinker, but rather a systematizer who carried to its 
utmost limits the ideal of one comprehensive philosophy that should 
embrace all the garnered wisdom of the ancient world.2 The chief 
product of his systematizing effort is the Theologia Platonica, a 
monumental work spanning six volumes in the series of the Collection 
des universités de France, in which Proclus provides us with an elaborate 
discussion of the divine world, starting from the One and going down 
to the class of hypercosmic-encosmic gods. But these last-named 
divine beings are by no means the lowest in the Proclean system. 
Between them and us humans there are, in descending order, the 
encosmic gods, the universal souls and superior beings like angels, 
daemons and heroes. 

Why these beings are not treated in the Theol. Plat. is not 
completely clear. From Theol. Plat. I 2, p. 9, 8-19 it appears that 
Proclus had, initially at least, the intention of dealing with these 
lower gods too, and even planned an appendix to the Theol. Plat. 
devoted to the hypercosmic and encosmic gods in Plato. The first 
thought that crosses one’s mind is that the last part of the Theol. Plat. 
was lost during the process of transmission, as Saffrey-Westerink once 
suggested.3 Later on, however, they came round to the opinion that 
we possess the complete Theol. Plat. Their main argument is that 
neither Damascius, nor a well-informed Byzantine scholiast make any 
reference to Proclus’ treatment of the encosmic gods in the Theol. 
Plat. when one would expect them to do so. Moreover, from a note by 
the same scholiast, it appears that his Theol. Plat. consisted of six 
books.4 If this is all there ever was, why did not Proclus complete his 
plan? Saffrey-Westerink5 draw attention to the fact that, according to 

1  Cf. chapter II § 4.4.

2  Dodds 19632: XXV.

3  Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. I 1968: lxiv f.

4  Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. VI 1997: xxxviii f.

5  Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. VI 1997: xxxvii f.
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In Tim. III 152, 7-153, 22, Proclus agrees with Plato that the study of 
the lower classes of divinities is a complex and difficult assignment. 
Add to this that the Theol. Plat. was probably written when Proclus was 
already a tired old man, and one can easily imagine why the project 
came to a premature end. 

In my opinion, we have good reason to believe that, even if we 
accept the thesis that we possess the complete Theol. Plat., Proclus 
nevertheless did not consider the project finished after the treatment 
of the hyper-encosmic gods. What we would expect in the case that 
Proclus had indeed considered the work finished, is an appropriate 
closure of the work. True, the last lines (Theol. Plat. VI 24, p. 114, 19­
22) indicate the end of the discussion of the hyper-encosmic gods, 
but this would hardly do as an appropriate ending of the enormous 
project of the Theol. Plat. as a whole. The completely preserved 
treatises all have a neat ending. If the little ethical writings have this, 
one would certainly expect it in the case of the Theol. Plat. There is, 
after all, an important difference between the nature of the former 
works and the latter. Humans may be able to discuss ethical 
questions, but knowledge of the higher classes of gods is outside the 
reach of our mental capacities. As I shall explain later in this chapter, 
since our souls have made a complete descent into the world of 
becoming we are no longer a part of Nous, and as a result we are 
incapable of contemplating the higher realities on our own. We need 
divine illumination to do so. Proclus himself stresses this in his 
introduction to the Theol. Plat. and consequently invokes the gods for 
enlightenment.6 For the same reason, Proclus opens the Parmenides 
commentary with a prayer. It would be only natural to end a work 
like the Theol. Plat. in the same solemn way as it started, especially 
because it was conceived as part of the worship of the divine.7 

Iamblichus and Simplicius provide us with an indication that this was 
indeed a honoured custom. Iamblichus ends his De Mysteriis (Myst. X 
8) with a prayer, not unlike Simplicius’ prayer at the end of his 
commentary on Epictetus’ Encheiridion. In the same way, the latter’s 
commentaries on Aristotle’s Categoriae and De caelo close with a 
prayer. As H. D. Saffrey rightly remarks in this context: ‘C’était en effet 
une chose habituelle de terminer un traité de théologie par une prière. Il est 
probable que c’était également une habitude de Proclus, mais il se trouve que, 

6 Theol. Plat. I 1, pp. 7, 9-8, 15.

7  See chapter II § 4.4.
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malheureusement, tous ses grands écrits théologiques sont mutilés de leur fin, 
si bien que les dernières pages en sont perdues.’8 

Be this as it may, the situation constitutes a problem for our 
present purpose. My claim is that the gods invoked in the hymns are 
notably the lower classes of gods, and these classes happen to be 
partly left out of consideration in the Theol. Plat. Thus two caveats are 
in place. On the one hand, we must make completely sure that e.g. 
Zeus in H. VI is indeed one of the different manifestations of Zeus we 
find in the Theol. Plat. and not for example an encosmic manifesta­
tion of Zeus, which, since he is an encosmic deity, falls outside the 
actual scope of the Theol. Plat. On the other hand, it is possible that 
some hymns are directed to deities which are not mentioned in the 
Theol. Plat. In that case we will have to determine whether this 
happens to be the case because that deity falls outside the scope of 
the Theol. Plat. or that it is an alias for a god mentioned in Theol. Plat. 

2.2  The divine hierarchy according to Theol. Plat. 

We cannot undertake to give a full presentation of the divine hierar­
chy in the present context. Instead we give a schematic presentation 
(Figure 1) based on a valuable discussion by Saffrey-Westerink9 of 
Proclus’ theology as presented in the Theol. Plat., together with a 
correction by Steel.10 

Starting from above with the One, we can distinguish in descend­
ing ontological order nine groups of gods. These can be organized in 
three classes: 

(a) the First God consisting of I. The One and II. The Henads 
(the latter are the participable representatives of the One); 

(b) the gods transcending the cosmos consisting of those belong­
ing to III. Being, IV. Life and V. Nous; 

(c) the gods of the cosmos consisting of those belonging to the 
groups of VI. The Hypercosmic Gods (the gods that are above the 
cosmos), VII. The Hyper-Encosmic Gods (the gods that are both 
above and in the cosmos), VIII. The Encosmic Gods (the gods that 
are in the cosmos) and IX. Lower Gods. 

8 Saffrey 1994: 67. For a discussion of this tradition of ending philosophical 
works with prayers, see also Ilsetraut Hadot 1996: 13-16. 

9  Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. I 1968: lx-lxvii. 
10  Steel 2000: 392-395. 
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Apart from the One, all other eight groups consist of a plurality of 
gods. Since the groups of Being and Life do not feature in the 
subsequent discussion, it will suffice to indicate that in these two 
groups there are nine of them. In the cases of Nous, the Hypercosmic 
Gods, and the Hyper-encosmic Gods, we have given the names of the 
individual gods that make up these groups. In most cases, these 
individual gods are organized in triads.11 Here we find the deities 
that are invoked in the hymns. Their names have been printed in 
bold. To Saffrey-Westerink’s scheme I have added Hecate (first 
member of the life-making triad of the hypercosmic gods), Helios 
(the elevating triad of the hypercosmic gods), and the Muses. The 
equation of Artemis with Hecate is based on Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 51, 
24-28, from which it appears that the barbaroi, i.e. the Syrian 
theurgists,12 call Artemis Hecate. That of the triad of Apollo with 
Helios on Theol. Plat. VI 12, esp. p. 58, 1-4. The place of the Muses is 
not mentioned at all in the Theol. Plat. They belong to the lower gods 
mentioned by Plato (especially the Phaedrus) which Proclus had 
planned to discuss in the appendix to the Theol. Plat. (see § 2.1). 

11 On the importance of the triadic structure in Proclus’ thought, see 
Beierwaltes 19792: 24-31. 

12  Thus Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. VI 1997 additional n. 7 to p. 51 on p. 151f. 
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I. The One 
II. The Henads 

III. Being: the nine noetic gods 
IV. Life: the nine noetic-and-noeric gods 
V.	 Nous: the noeric gods 

 pure Nous (Cronos)
 noeric life [Rhea = Mother of Gods H. VI]
 demiurgical Nous (Zeus [H. VI]) 

monad, which separates these gods from 
the lower ones. 

triad of Couretes 

VI. The Hypercosmic Gods demiurgical triad (Zeus):

 (also known as Leader-Gods)  Zeus

 Poseidon

 Pluto


life-making triad (Kore): 

 Artemis=Hecate [H. VI]

 Persephone

 Athena [H. VII]


elevating triad: Apollo=Helios [H. I] 

immaculate triad: Corybantes 

VII. The Hyper-Encosmic Gods demiurgical gods: 

 Zeus 
 Poseidon 
 Hephaistos 

guardian gods: 

 Hestia 
 Athena 
 Ares 

life-making gods: 

 Demeter 
 Hera 
 Artemis 

elevating gods: 

 Hermes

 Aphrodite [H. II and V]

 Apollo [H. I, 19]


VIII. The Encosmic gods 

IX. Lower Gods (not discussed in the Theol. Plat.)
 Muses [H. III] 

Figure 1: The divine hierarchy according to Proclus 
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2.3 The place of the gods of the hymns in the divine hierarchy 

Helios in H. I is Apollo/Helios of the elevating triad of the hyper-
cosmic gods. Not only is the latter the only Helios mentioned in 
Proclus, but, what is more, the treatment of Apollo/Helios in Theol. 
Plat. VI c. 12 displays striking similarities to the Helios in the hymn, 
which will be discussed in the commentary on H. I. 

Aphrodite in H. II is less easy to locate in the great chain of divine 
beings. The only Aphrodite in the Theol. Plat. is briefly dealt with in 
Theol. Plat. VI 22, p. 98, 17-20. This Aphrodite is located in the 
elevating triad of the hyper-encosmic gods. The Aphrodite of this 
hymn fits the description of that Aphrodite, at least partially. The 
latter Aphrodite is the source of the erotic inspiration that leads us 
towards divine Beauty, and this is one of the functions of the Aphro­
dite in H. II (see esp. vss. 4-5 and vss. 19-21 with my commentary). 

The Muses in H. III are not attested in the Theol. Plat. From the 
commentary on the Cratylus we learn that they belong to the series of 
Apollo (see my commentary on H. III 2) who acts as their leader. 
Which Apollo does Proclus have in mind here: the one who con­
stitutes the reverting triad among the hypercosmic gods, or the 
member of the reverting triad of the hyper-encosmic gods? Probably 
the latter, for in the extensive discussion of the former Apollo no 
mention is made of the Muses. Of the second Apollo, however, it is 
said that he perfects everything and makes everything revert by 
means of mousikê and pulls everything up by means of harmony and 
rhythm towards the noeric truth and the light there (Theol. Plat. VI 
22, p. 98, 20-4: ka‹ di' èrmon¤aw ka‹ =uymoË prÚw tØn noerån én°lkvn 
élÆyeian ka‹ tÚ §ke› f«w). The translation of mousikê as ‘l’art des 
Muses’ by Saffrey-Westerink may be somewhat poetical, but is never­
theless justified. From the quotations taken from the In Crat. and 
discussed in my commentary in vss. 1 and 2, it appears that the Muses 
are supposed to do just this. Moreover, the image of being pulled up 
towards the divine light by harmony and rhythm reoccurs almost 
verbatim in H. III 15 in connection with the Muses (ßlket' §mØn cuxØn 
panalÆmona prÚw fãow ègnÒn). The Muses, belonging to the series of 
Apollo as they do, are of course his inferiors, so we may suppose 
them to rank below the hyper-encosmic gods. 

The anonymous gods of H. IV are problematic. It has been 
suggested that these are the gods of the Chaldaean Oracles. However, 
even if this suggestion is accepted, we are still at a loss what the 
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ontological status of these gods is.13 In the introduction to H. IV, I 
shall propose that this is a general prayer to all the gods who may 
lead us to divine wisdom, comparable to the prayers at the beginning 
of the commentary on the Parmenides and the Theologia Platonica. 

For Aphrodite in H. V the same more or less applies as for Aphro­
dite in H. II. She too has a clear anagogic component (vss. 14-15), 
although she has also downward directed concerns with this material 
world; see the first part of the hymn, especially vss. 5-11, with my 
commentary. 

H. VI invokes Hecate and Ianus alias Zeus and perhaps Rhea, if 
that is to whom the invocation ‘Mother of the Gods’ in vs. 1 refers.14 

The Theologia Platonica places Hecate as an alias of Artemis in the 
triad of the life-making goddesses in the hyper-encosmic class. Hecate 
is closely connected to Rhea, her cause. Rhea holds the middle posi­
tion in the triad of Nous. The Zeus invoked is the Demiurgic Nous 
(lowest member of the triad of Nous), as is indicated by the adjective 
Ïpatow in vs. 3, for which see my commentary ad loc. 

The Athena in H. VII is the Athena of the life-making triad of the 
hypercosmic gods. This appears from the fact that in Theol. Plat. VI 
11, p. 52, 24-27, this Athena is equated with the Athena mentioned in 
Tim. 24c7f. as a lover of war and wisdom. Proclus’ exegesis of this 
phrase in his Timaeus commentary coincides with his treatment of 
Athena in H. VII, as will be shown in the commentary on the hymn, 
so we can be sure that this is the Athena invoked in this hymn. 

We must conclude, then, that the gods invoked in the hymns are 
minor deities. It is only in H. VI that Proclus invokes gods (Zeus and 
perhaps Rhea) on the level of Nous, which in itself is still not a very 
elevated hypostasis. Even in this case, however, it happens in connec­
tion with a prayer to Hecate, a goddess on the level of the hyper-
cosmic gods (also known as leader-gods). Leaving the anonymous 
gods of H. IV aside for the moment, it seems to me that the hymns 
address two types of deities. On the one hand there are the hypercosmic 
gods (H. I, VI, and VII). On the other there are lower divinities that 
are in the Platonic tradition associated with divinely inspired madness 
(H. II, III, and V). 

Below I shall advance the hypothesis that the hypercosmic or 
leader-gods accompany an important phase in the ascent of the 

13 On the question whether or not these gods are the gods of the Chaldaean 
Oracles, see the introduction to H. VI. 

14  See my introduction to H. VI. 
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human soul: the unification of the soul on the level of Nous, also 
referred to as reaching the paternal harbour. The gods that cause 
divine madness may in their turn support our attempts to reach that 
harbour. First we shall briefly discuss the process of ascent of the 
human soul that may be understood as a process of unification, with 
special attention for the unification on the level of Nous. 

3.  The unification of the soul 

Ultimately Neoplatonism pivots on a single principle: unity. At the 
top of reality is the absolute One. It transcends all things and causes 
them. The further that entities are removed from this ultimate cause, 
the more their degree of unity diminishes and the greater their 
degree of plurality becomes. Absolute plurality comes down to non-
being, for being demands some degree of ‘one-ness’, everything that 
is, is an ‘one something’. This also helps to explain why the One is 
the absolute cause of all things, even causing and transcending Being 
(see above Figure 1). Since, according to the Neoplatonists, causes are 
more perfect than their products, and since all things strive after 
perfection, all things ultimately strive after unity.15 According to 
Proclus this was exactly what Plato’s Parmenides was about. Syrianus 
had already asserted that the dialogue was about all things in so far as 
all things are the offspring of one cause and are dependent on that 
cause, i.e. the One. Proclus adds: 

T. 3.1 … and indeed, if we may express our own opinion, in so far as 
all things are deified; for each thing, even the lowest grade of being 
you could mention, becomes god in participating in unity according 
to its rank. For if God and the One are the same because there is 
nothing greater than God and nothing greater than the One, then to 
be unified is the same as to be deified.16 

In chapter II § 3, we have seen that the goal of Platonic ethics and 
Neoplatonic worship is to become like God. Here, becoming like 
God is linked with the unification of the human soul. As we shall see 

15   See for example El. § 13 (the One is identical with the universal Good) and § 
113 (all things aspire the Good, and therefore the One). 

16 In Parm. I 641, 6-12 (translation Morrow/Dillon 1987: 36): …ka‹, ·na tÚ 
dokoËn e‡pvmen, kay' ˜son pãnta tey°vtai: t“ går •nÚw met°xein ßkasta katå tØn 
•aut«n tãjin e‡poiw ín teye«syai, kín tå ¶sxata l°g˙w t«n ˆntvn. Efi går yeÚw ka‹ ©n
taÈtÚn, diÒti mÆte yeoË ti kre›ttÒn §sti mÆte •nÚw, tÚ ≤n«syai t“ teye«syai taÈtÒn: 
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in the next paragraphs, the two groups of hymns we have just 
distinguished aim exactly at this. 

The soul striving after its unification is hampered in its efforts by 
its present state. All souls that descend suffer from forgetfulness as far 
as their celestial origin is concerned. Most even forget completely 
about it and subsequently do not try to ascend towards a divine uni­
fied existence. The soul that does, however, has to cleanse itself from 
all influences of matter. If not, the ascending impure soul would 
contaminate the pure divine realm, and that cannot be. Daemons see 
to it that this does not happen. They keep the impure souls prisoner 
in the material realm. This fear of oblivion and captivity is vividly 
expressed in the hymns. We learn, e.g., about ‘daemons, the bane of 
humans, wild-tempered, preparing evils for our miserable souls in 
order that we, after our fall into the depth of the loudly roaring sea 
of life, shall suffer under the yoke of the body, and forget about the 
elevated bright-shining court of the Father’ (H. I 28-32). Proclus 
prays that ‘a daemon, doing cruel things, may not keep me in the 
streams of forgetfulness, far away from the blessed ones, that a 
chilling Penalty may not bind my soul with the fetters of life, which, 
fallen in the waves of icy-cold birth, does not want to roam there all 
too long’ (H. IV 7-12), that he may flee ‘the misery of dark genera­
tion’ (H. VI 10), that he may not ‘become a prey and a spoil for the 
horrible Punishments, while lying on the ground’ (H. VII 41-2). 

The soul, then, has to cleanse itself from the influences of matter 
and try to awake the memories it has of its divine origin. Partially this 
was done by purifying rites to which the hymns refer (e.g. H. IV 4, VI 
7), but it also involved changes in the condition of the soul brought 
about by the philosophical life. Proclus describes the ascent of the 
human soul in an exhortation to live the philosophical life in his 
commentary on the Alcibiades as follows:17 First we are encouraged to 
flee the unphilosophical ‘masses who roam around in herds’ and not 
to partake in their way of life nor in their opinions.18 In accordance 
with this injunction Proclus prays in H. III 12-3 that the wicked 
masses may not drag him from the small divine path of philosophy, a 
prayer repeated in H.  IV 14. This small path (étrapitÒw) is the 
opposite of the highways which the hoi polloi follow (see commentary 

17 In Alc. 245, 6-248, 3. 
18 In Alc. 245, 6-8: Kãtvyen oÔn érxom°noiw feukt°on tÚ pl∞yow t«n ényr≈pvn 

t«n égelhdÚn fiÒntvn, Àw fhsi tÚ lÒgion, ka‹ oÎte ta›w zva›w aÈt«n oÎte ta›w dÒjaiw 
koinvnht°on. 
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to H. III 13). These people have been completely absorbed by the 
material world. We, on the contrary, should flee the ‘irrational 
pleasures’ (≤donåw élÒgouw) and ‘the multifarious desires, which 
divide us in the body,’19 the sensory perceptions which lead our 
thinking astray (afisyÆseiw tåw tØn diãnoian épat≈saw), in short this 
whole world of images and fantasies. 

Proclus admonishes us to turn to the sciences instead: ‘Once we 
have fled these divided and diversified forms of life, let us ascend to 
science itself.’20 Science is characterized by unity, for it reduces the 
plurality of what we know to a unity (ßnvsiw). However, science itself 
still contains a high degree of plurality, for it consists in discursive 
reasoning. Such in contrast to the knowledge on the level of Nous, 
for Nous grasps the forms by means of simple intuitions (tåw èplçw 
§pibolãw). The soul should therefore go over to the noeric mode of 
life (tØn noerån zvÆn). Once we have ascended to Nous, ‘we should 
with it contemplate intelligible being, being initiated in the vision of 
simple and immobile and undivided sorts of beings by means of 
simple and undivided intuitions.’21 Note that Proclus refers here to 
Plato Phdr. 250c2ff.,22 i.e. the myth of the winged charioteer who 
manages to follow the gods towards a vision of the Forms. 

The transition to the noeric life of simple intuitions was con­
sidered to be an important step in the process of ascent and salvation 
of the human soul. The soul which has managed to contemplate the 
Forms is exempt from the law of Fate which rules over mankind and ties 
it to the world of matter. For Fate has only power over the material 
realm, and the soul that has ascended to Nous has left this behind it. 
No longer is it tormented by the daemons that separate the impure 
souls from the pure divine world, for it has become pure. No longer 
it is forced to be reborn again in the material. Instead it is allowed to 
return to its native star and lead a blissful existence (see commentary 
to H. III 7). Since it means the end of our wanderings in the material 
world, it is sometimes compared to reaching a harbour or, to be 

19 In Alc. 245, 9-10: feukt°on tåw Ùr°jeiw tåw polueide›w, a„ mer¤zousin ≤mçw per‹ 
tÚ s«ma ktl. 

20 In Alc. 246, 8-10: taËta dØ pãnta tå meristå ka‹ poik¤la t∞w zv∞w e‡dh 
feÊgontew §p' aÈtØn énadrãmvmen tØn §pistÆmhn ktl.

21 In Alc. 247, 5-8: §p‹ toËton to¤nun tÚn noËn énabãntew met' aÈtoË tØn nohtØn 
oÈs¤an yeas≈meya, ta›w èpla›w ka‹ émer¤stoiw §pibola›w tå èplç ka‹ étrem∞ ka‹ 
ém°rista t«n ˆntvn §popteÊontew g°nh.

22 ılÒklhra d¢ ka‹ èplç ka‹ étrem∞ ka‹ eÈda¤mona fãsmata muoÊmeno¤ te ka‹ 
§popteÊontew ktl. 
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more precise, to reaching the Paternal Harbour, about which more 
below (§ 4.3). This theory about the escape from Fate stems from the 
Chaldaean Oracles (for which see Lewy 19782: 212-213), although its 
has of course — as so often in the case of the Oracles — a Platonic 
background. Already Plato in Phdr. 248e-249a had promised an 
escape from the cycle of generation to those who dedicated them­
selves during three times to the philosophical life. Of special import­
ance is Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 130, according to which the souls that 
have seen ‘the works of the Father’ (i.e. the Forms), ‘flee the 
shameful wing of allotted Fate’ (mo¤rhw eflmart∞w tÚ pterÚn feÊgousin 
énaid°w). The quotation returns in Proclus Providentia 21, 15f. and In 
Tim. III 266, 14ff. which both express the same idea of escape of the 
realm of matter through contemplation of the Forms. 

Finally (In Alc. 247, 8-248, 4), the soul should awaken the highest 
mode of existence (tØn êkran Ïparjin) it is capable of. This mode of 
existence is referred to as the ‘one in us’ and ‘flower of our being’ 
(ênyow t∞w oÈs¤aw), a term from the Chaldaean theology. It is by this 
faculty of the soul that we make contact with the divine (t“ ye¤ƒ 
sunaptÒmeya). ‘For like should always be grasped by like’ (t“ går 
ımo¤ƒ tÚ ˜moion pantaxoË katalhpt°on), and the most unified 
measures of reality (tå •nik≈tata m°tra t«n ˆntvn) are grasped by 
the one in us. Proclus here refers to the henads, the divine repre­
sentatives of the imparticipable One, which can be participated in. 
We thus become one and function in an unified manner (ß n  
genÒmenoi ka‹ •noeid«w §nergÆsantew). This is the state of happiness 
which we may obtain through the philosophical life. 

4. Nous and the unification of the human soul 

4.1 The soul’s relation to Nous 

It is my contention that the hymns that address the leader-gods have 
to do with the passage of the soul to the noeric life. I shall try to 
prove this later on. Let us now look what this transition implies. In 
Proclus’ exhortation to the philosophical life discussed above, he is 
afraid that his readership may misunderstand what he means by the 
noeric life of the soul:. 

T. 3.2 I do not mean the Nous which transcends the soul, but the 
illumination itself which descends from above on the soul. Aristotle 
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too refers to this one when he says that it is by means of nous that we 
know the definitions, and also Timaeus when he says that it only 
appears in the soul.23 

Thus, we do not become Nous and transcend our own nature, i.e. 
that of Soul, but our soul is illuminated by Nous, while remaining 
itself. It is only because of this illumination that we may enjoy the 
contemplation of the simple and unvarying Forms as celebrated in 
the Phaedrus. 

Proclus hints here at a debate among the Neoplatonists about a 
problem at the very heart of Platonism: what is the relation between 
the transcendent Forms, which, by their very nature, belong to a 
world completely different from ours, and our world? This is a 
double-edged problem. On the one hand, in a top-down perspective, 
a Platonist has to account for the fact that these Forms somehow 
cause the things in this world to exist. In the bottom-up perspective, 
the Platonic assertion that we may gain knowledge of the transcend­
ent Forms stands in need of explanation. It is on the latter problem 
that we shall focus here. 

One strategy is simply to deny that there is a substantial difference 
between the hypostasis of Nous, the realm of the Forms, and that of 
Soul. Its best known representative is Plotinus, who holds that, 
although we have ascended into the world of becoming, part of us is 
still anchored in Nous. That undescended part of us enjoys perpetual 
vision of the Forms. We may not always be aware of this, but that is 
another matter.24 

Later Neoplatonists, at least from Iamblichus onwards, criticize 
this solution. They maintain that Nous and Soul differ essentially 
from each other, and that it is therefore impossible that a part of us 
remains forever in the realm of Nous: the human soul descends 
entirely. Proclus is among them.25 He discusses the Plotinian 
position, without actually naming Plotinus, in connection with the 
problem of contemplating the Forms in In Parm. IV 948, 12ff.: here it 

23 In Alc. 247, 1-5: oÈ l°gv tÚn §j˙rhm°non t∞w cux∞w noËn, éll' aÈtØn tØn 
§ke›yen ¶llamcin tØn §fÆkousan tª cuxª, per‹ o ka‹ ı ÉAristot°lhw fhs‹n ˜ti noËw 
§st‹n ⁄ toÁw ˜rouw gin≈skomen, ka‹ ı T¤maiow ˜ti §n oÈden‹ êllƒ §gg¤netai µ §n cuxª.

24  For a good discussion of the Plotinian position, see Steel 1978: 34-38. 
25  For Iamblichus’ and Proclus’ criticism of Plotinus, see Proclus In Tim. III 333, 

28ff. For a discussion of this text in which I argue that Iamblichus did not abandon 
the concept of an undescended soul entirely, see Van den Berg 1998. For Proclus’ 
criticism, see also El. § 211, Theol. Plat. V 19, p. 71, 16ff. with Saffrey-Westerink’s 
additional note 4 to p. 71 on p. 185. 
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is emphasised that human knowledge, the science in us (≤ par' ≤m›n 
§pistÆmh) is quite different from the knowledge based on the 
contemplation of the Forms which the gods enjoy. This is exactly the 
same point as he raised in the In Alc.-passage, in which he explained 
that episteme has a far higher degree of plurality than knowledge 
obtained from the simple intuitions of the Forms. Contrary to what 
some say, Proclus goes on, the noetic cosmos, i.e. the realm of the 
Forms, is not situated in us. It transcends us because it is the cause of 
our being. Nor should we say that part of us always remains above in 
that cosmos. For never could the part that remains above be yoked 
together with that which has fallen away from its proper intellection. 
Nor should we assume that the soul is of the same being (ımooÊsiow) 
as the gods. The upshot of all this is that only divine Nous is capable 
of contemplation of the Forms. Our knowledge of the Forms derives 
from illumination from the gods: 

T. 3.3 The transcendent Forms exist by themselves; what exists by 
itself and of itself is not in us; What is not in us is not on the level of 
our knowledge; what is not on the level of our knowledge is 
unknowable by our faculty of knowledge; so then the transcendent 
Forms are unknowable by our faculty of knowledge. They may, then, 
be contemplated only by divine Nous. This is so for all Forms, but 
especially for those that are beyond the noeric gods; for neither 
sense-perception, nor cognition based on opinion, nor pure reason, 
nor noeric cognition of our type serves to connect the soul with those 
Forms, but only illumination from the noeric gods renders us capable 
of joining ourselves to those noetic-and-noeric Forms, as I recall 
someone saying under divine inspiration.26 The nature of those 
Forms is, then, unknowable to us, as being superior to our intellec­
tion and to the partial conceptions of our souls. And it is for this 
reason, indeed, that the Socrates of the Phaedrus, as we said before, 
compares the contemplation of them to mystic rites and initiations 
and visions,…27 

26 Perhaps Syrianus (Morrow/Dillon 1987: 300 n. 92), but, as J. Dillon has 
kindly pointed out to me, Iamblichus In Parm. Fr. 2A seems to point in the 
direction of Iamblichus. 

27 In Parm. IV 949, 13-34, trans. Morrow/Dillon 1987: 300 (slightly adapted): tå 
kay' aÍtå ka‹ aÍt«n ˆnta oÈk ¶stin §n ≤m›n: tå oÈk ˆnta §n ≤m›n oÈk ¶sti sÊstoixa 
prÚw tØn ≤met°ran §pistÆmhn: tå mØ ˆnta sÊstoixa prÚw tØn ≤met°ran §pistÆmhn 
êgnvstã §stin ÍpÚ t∞w ≤met°raw §pistÆmhw: tå êra §j˙rhm°na e‡dh êgnvstã §sti 
prÚw tØn ≤met°ran §pistÆmhn: n“ går mÒnƒ t“ ye¤ƒ yeatã §sti: ka‹ pãnta m¢n tå 
e‡dh, diaferÒntvw d¢ ˜sa ka‹ t«n noer«n §stin §p' §ke›na ye«n: oÎte går ≤ a‡syhsiw, 
oÎte ≤ dojastikØ gn«siw, oÎte ı kayarÚw lÒgow, oÎte ≤ noerå gn«siw ≤ ≤met°ra 
sunãptei tØn cuxØn to›w e‡desin §ke¤noiw, mÒnh d¢ ≤ épÚ t«n noer«n ye«n ¶llamciw 
dunatoÁw ≤mçw épofa¤nei sunãptesyai to›w nohto›w §ke¤noiw ka‹ noero›w e‡desin, Àw 
poÊ fhs¤ tiw l°gvn §ny°vw. ÖAgnvstow oÔn ≤m›n ≤ fÊsiw t«n efid«n §ke¤nvn, …w 
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Interestingly enough, Proclus refers to the mystery-rites of the 
Phaedrus-myth when talking about these visions of the Forms which 
we obtain through illumination. In Plato all this talk about mystery-
rites was probably just a simile. Proclus, however, took things literal-
ly.28 One of the most striking features of his philosophy is the 
important place he assigns for a kind of ritual called theurgy. It is 
generally assumed that there is a connection between on the one 
hand the paramount role that theurgy was allowed to play in 
Neoplatonism from Iamblichus onwards, and on the other side the 
rejection of the Plotinian position about the nature of the soul by 
Iamblichus and subsequent Neoplatonists.29 Somehow theurgy was 
supposed to bridge the gap between the soul and the realm of Nous 
which resulted from the denial of a partly undescended soul. I intend 
to show that the hymns to the leader-gods were part of these theur­
gical attempts to obtain this noeric illumination. In the following 
chapters, I shall elaborate on the notion of theurgy, and show what is 
theurgical about the hymns. For the moment, however, we shall turn 
to the question why one has to invoke leader-gods in order to be 
illuminated. 

4.2 The divine Nous 

In order to be able to understand the role of the leader-gods in the 
process of illumination, it is necessary to study the nature of the 
divine Nous first. Proclus, in the wake of his admired master Syrianus, 
equates the Demiurge of the Timaeus with Nous.30 To some readers 
this may perhaps appear hardly surprising. The Demiurge in the 
Timaeus contemplates after all the Forms in order to cause the 
universe; the appropriate mental faculty to contemplate the Forms is 
Nous, therefore it is reasonable to suppose that the contemplator par 
excellence of the Forms is also the divine Nous. However, among the 
ancient commentators on the Timaeus the nature of the Demiurge 

kre¤ttvn t∞w ≤met°raw noÆsevw ka‹ t«n merist«n §pibol«n t∞w ≤met°raw cux∞w: diÚ 
ka‹ ı §n Fa¤drƒ Svkrãthw, …w proe¤pomen, teleta›w épeikãzei ka‹ muÆsesi ka‹ 
§popte¤aiw tØn §ke¤nvn yevr¤an, … 

28 On the tradition of mystery-language in Greek philosophy, see Sheppard 
1980: 146-149, see further Riedweg 1987 on mystery-language in Plato, Philo and 
Clemens. 

29  See, e.g., Steel 1978: 37-8; Saffrey 1984d: 165-6; Shaw 1995: 11ff. 
30  On how Syrianus arrived at this view, see Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. II 1974 

p. 101, additional n. 4 to p. 39.
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was a matter of dispute. The Demiurge had been located virtually 
anywhere between the hypercosmic soul (Porphyry) and the Good 
(Atticus), as we learn from the doxography Proclus offers us in the 
course of his discussion of the issue.31 

The Demiurge/Nous stands on the threshold between two worlds. 
On the one hand, as the ultimate cause of this universe, it is its 
supreme god. On the other hand it is at the bottom of the tran­
scendent realm in which, as the divine Nous, it looks upwards to the 
Forms above it. It thus functions as the link between the two worlds, 
between us and the Forms. This situation has important soterio­
logical implications. Life according to Nous is, as appeared above, an 
important step in the process of unification of the soul. However, in 
Proclus’ theory of causation at least, things can only revert upon their 
cause, not upon things that are completely alien to them.32 If we want 
to live in accordance with Nous — which implies that we revert upon 
it — Nous has to be in some sense our cause. As the general cause of 
the whole universe, Nous is also our cause and we may thus revert 
upon it. It is precisely for this reason that Proclus vehemently attacks 
Aristotle’s theory of the divine Nous in the Timaeus-commentary.33 In 
(Proclus’ reading of) Aristotle, the divine Nous is the Unmoved 
Mover, the causa finalis of the universe, but certainly not its causa 
efficiens, i.e. its Demiurge. The Aristotelian Nous would therefore be 
alien to the human soul. In that case reversion would be impossible 
and the divine Nous could never act as a causa finalis of the universe. 

The position of Nous as the Demiurge and therefore ultimate 
cause of the cosmos helps to explain why a life in accordance with 
Nous is such an important step in the process of unification/ 
deification of the human soul. The Demiurge contains all Forms as 
causes for this universe. In that way he is analogous to the One which 
contains all causes both of this universe and the intelligible realm.34 

Thus the soul that shares in Nous by means of illumination increases 
its degree of unity and thus becomes more divine. In the unity of 
Nous, it leaves the plurality of this world behind it. Just as all things 
ultimately derive their perfection from participating in the unity of its 

31 In Tim. I 303, 4-310, 2; for a detailed discussion of the nature of the 
Demiurge which takes the various ancient interpretations into account, see Brisson 
1994: 29-106. He concludes that the Demiurge is a nous. 

32  Cf. El. § 35. 
33 For a discussion of Proclus’ criticism of Aristotle’s divine Intellect as only a 

causa finalis, see Steel 1987: 213-225 and 1996 esp. 242-247. 
34  See T. 2.8. 
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ultimate cause the One (see T. 3.1), in the same manner everything 
in this cosmos, and notably the human souls, derive their unifying 
perfection from their cause. As Proclus puts it in Theol. Plat. V 19, p. 
70, 21ff.: ‘All immortal souls that obtained their procession from the 
Demiurge are filled with the unified and noeric providence (t∞w 
≤nvm°nhw ka‹ noerçw prono¤aw) that comes from him, because every­
where the offspring depending on its causes participates in the 
perfection that comes from them.’ 

4.3  The paternal harbour 

If, as has been argued, illumination by Nous constitutes an important 
phase in the process of the unification of the soul, we would expect it 
to be mentioned in a special way. And indeed Proclus does do this. 
He connects the illumination by Nous to what is probably a Chal­
daean concept:35 the reaching of the paternal harbour (ı patrikÚw 
˜rmow). 

What does this mysterious experience entail? This is clarified by 
Proclus’ discussion in In Tim. I 300, 28-302, 25 of Plato’s remark in 
Ti. 28c3-4 that it is quite a task to find the maker and father of this 
universe, i.e. the Demiurge. Finding the Father appears to amount to 
unification with the Demiurge-Nous, with the result that the soul is 
initiated in the vision of the Phaedrus. Proclus cites here once more 
Phdr. 250c (In Tim. I 302, 6-8). We recall here what was said in T. 3.3: 
only divine Nous is able to contemplate the intelligible; therefore 
contemplation of the divine requires that we are in some way unified 
with Nous. Finding the Father is a matter of touching on the 
intelligible and obtaining unification with the Demiurgic Nous (In 
Tim. I 302, 13-4: tØn §pafØn toË nohtoË ka‹ tØn ßnvsin tØn prÚw tÚn 
dhmiourgikÚn noËn). Proclus describes the process as follows: 

T. 3.4 For after the wanderings in the world of becoming (tØn plãnhn 
t∞w gen°sevw) and the purification and the light of knowledge 
(§pistÆmh), the noeric activity finally shines out and so does nous in 
us, which moors (ırm¤zvn) the soul in the Father and establishing it 
in a pure way in the demiurgic intellections (§nidrÊvn aÈtØn éxrãn-
tvw §n ta›w dhmiourgika›w noÆsesi) and linking light with light, not 
something like the light of knowledge (§pistÆmh) but an even more 
beautiful, more noeric and simpler light than that. For this is the 

35 On the likely Chadaean origin of the expression, see Saffrey-Westerink Theol. 
Plat. IV p. 147 additional n. 3 to p. 43. 
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paternal harbour (ı patrikÚw ˜rmow), finding the Father, the pure 
unification with him.36 

Let us compare this text to the philosopher’s progress as sketched in 
the commentary on the Alcibiades. There it was said that the 
philosopher should flee the temptations of the material world, here 
referred to as ‘the wanderings in the world of becoming.’ Instead the 
philosopher should turn to the sciences, episteme, the knowledge of 
discursive thought, referred to in T. 3.4 as the ‘light of knowledge.’ 
However, episteme was still characterized by a great degree of multi­
plicity as opposed to the noeric intuitions. T. 3.4 underscores this 
when Proclus describes the light of Nous as ‘an even more beautiful, 
more noeric and simpler light’ than that of episteme. The contact with 
the world of Nous is described in terms of illumination. It is the 
noeric light, i.e. nous in us, which shines out. In T. 3.2 Proclus 
stressed that he was not talking about the transcendent Nous, but 
nous as far as our soul participates in it. Here this is brought out 
again, for Proclus is talking about nous in us. The soul thus 
illuminated is placed in the ‘demiurgic intellections.’ These are the 
contemplations of the Demiurge of the Forms, the initiation into the 
simple, unvarying and undivided visions of the Phaedrus. 

Proclus summarizes this state as reaching the paternal harbour 
and unification with the Father. Is this notion of unification (ßnvsiw) 
with the Demiurge compatible with what we said above, namely that 
the soul does not become Nous but is illuminated by Nous (see T. 
3.2)? Part of the problem with the term henosis is that it is used by 
scholars to describe the mystical union of the soul to the One in 
Plotinus, although Plotinus himself never uses it that way.37 In 
Plotinus the unification of the soul with the One is complete, and for 
the duration of that event, the soul appears to lose its own identity.38 

It is not very likely that the unification of the Proclean soul to Nous 
would involve complete fusion with Nous to the extent that the soul is 

36 In Tim. I 302, 17-25: metå går tØn plãnhn t∞w gen°sevw ka‹ tØn kãyarsin ka‹ 
metå tÚ t∞w §pistÆmhw f«w énalãmpei tÚ noerÚn §n°rghma ka‹ ı §n ≤m›n noËw, ırm¤zvn
tØn cuxØn §n t“ patr‹ ka‹ §nidrÊvn aÈtØn éxrãntvw §n ta›w dhmiourgika›w noÆsesi 
ka‹ f«w fvt‹ sunãptvn, oÈx oÂon tÚ t∞w §pistÆmhw, éllå ka‹ toËde kãllion ka‹ 
noer≈teron ka‹ •noeid°steron otow gãr §stin ı patrikÚw ˜rmow, ≤ eÏresiw toË 
patrÒw, ≤ prÚw aÈtÚn êxrantow ßnvsiw. 

37 For the use of the term henosis in Plotinus and by scholars writing on 
Plotinus, see Meijer 1992: 307. 

38 Admittedly this interpretation is not uncontested. See Meijer 1992: 307-315 
who defends it against several objections that have been put forward. 
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of one substance with Nous. As Steel has shown,39 the Proclean soul 
never changes in respect of its being or substance (oÈs¤a). In the 
process of descent into the material realm, it is only the faculties and 
the activities of the soul which suffer. The term henosis does not force 
us to assume something like a substantial change. In Proclus, there is 
something like an unmixed henosis (ßnvsiw ésÊgxutow). An example 
of this is the human soul, which consists of different parts, some 
superior to others, which none the less constitute an unity.40 Thus 
the human soul can be in a state of henosis with Nous without losing 
its own nature. Since the contact with Nous stimulates the faculties 
and acts of the soul which had become damaged in the process of 
descent, the soul will now act in a more unified and noeric way than 
before the unification with Nous. 

This unification with the Father is described by means of a nautical 
image: nous in us moors (ırm¤zvn) the soul in the paternal harbour 
(patrikÚw ˜rmow). The image of safely reaching harbour after a 
troublesome journey, in this case the ‘wanderings in the world of 
becoming’, is a common one to express the idea of reaching ones 
goal after a lot of hardship.41 Since the One is the ultimate goal of 
the ascending soul, Proclus can for example call the One ‘the safe 
harbour for all beings’ (Theol. Plat. I 25, p. 111, 25: ˜rmow ésfalÆw). 
In the same sense it is now said of the soul reaching a higher state of 
existence in Nous and thus leaving the world of genesis behind itself. 
The archetypal seafarer who reaches his destination after many, many 
sufferings is of course Odysseus. Proclus connects the (probably) 
Chaldaean notion of the paternal harbour to his allegorical inter­
pretation of the Odyssey: 

T. 3.5 Only life according to Nous is free from wandering (éplan°w), 
and this is the mystical harbour of the soul, to which the poem brings 
Odysseus after the many wanderings in life.42 

I shall discuss Proclus’ allegorical reading of Homer in chapter VI; 
for Proclus’ allegorical interpretation of the Odyssey, see my com­
mentary to H. VI 10-12. For the moment it suffices to point out that 
Proclus connects the two images. As we shall see below, the same 

39  Steel 1978: 69-73.

40  See e.g. In RP. I 234, 15.

41  On this topos, see Bonner 1941.

42 In Parm. V 1025, 32-36: mÒnh d¢ ≤ katå noËn zvØ tÚ éplan¢w ¶xei, ka‹ otow ı


mustikÚw ˜rmow t∞w cux∞w, efiw ˜n ka‹ ≤ poiÆsiw êgei tÚn ÉOduss°a metå tØn pollØn 
plãnhn t∞w zv∞w. 
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connection appears in the hymns. Judging from the last line of text 
T. 3.4, the paternal harbour is obviously a well-defined concept (‘For 
this is the paternal harbour…’). However, it is not attested outside 
Proclus. In Proclus it is found five times: once in the commentary on 
the Timaeus  (T. 3.4), once in the commentary on the Cratylus and 
three times in Theol. Plat. IV. The use of it in the commentary on the 
Cratylus is comparable with that in the commentary on the Timaeus: 
Athena is said ‘to establish us in the harbour of the Father’ 
(§nidrÊousa t“ ˜rmƒ toË patrÒw).43 This is the Demiurgic Nous, as is 
apparent from a passage in the In Tim., where Proclus, inspired by his 
sympathy for the subject,44 dwells to some lengths on the exegesis of 
these names. In the course of it, he remarks (In Tim. I 168, 29-30): 
‘we call her (i.e. Athena) Saviour (s≈teira), because she establishes 
every partial intellect in the total intellections of the Father’ 
(§nidrÊousa ta›w ılika›w noÆsesi toË patrÒw). This father is the 
Demiurge (In Tim. I 166, 3: t“ patr‹ ka‹ dhmiourgƒ kÒsmou toË 
sÊmpantow). 

In the first part of Theol. Plat. IV the expression recurs three times, 
i.e. more than half of all occurrences. The reason why is easy to see.
This part of the Theol. Plat. is dedicated to the exegesis of the 
Phaedrus-myth. As we noted, this myth about the contemplation of the 
Forms by the human soul is often cited in connection with the noeric 
illumination of the soul. 

In Theol. Plat. IV 13, p. 43, 15, Proclus notes that two entities lead 
up to the supracelestial place of the Phaedrus: the individual intellect 
(noËw ı merikÒw) installed in the souls, which elevates the souls 
towards the paternal harbour (43, 19: ˜rmon tÚn patrikÒn) and true 
episteme. Here we may recall T. 3.2 which referred to the nous under 
discussion as the one of which Timaeus says that it appears only in 
the soul. Proclus further adds that this true episteme is a perfection of 
the soul. It circles around the supracelestial place and knows it only 
discursively (metabatik«w), whereas the partial nous does so by a 
simple intellection (èplª noÆsei). This remark illustrates once more 
the fact that episteme has less unity than noeric intellection and is 
therefore inferior to it. 

Nonetheless, the term seems to be used in a somewhat different 
way in Theol. Plat. IV. In T. 3.4 reaching the paternal harbour meant 
unification with the Demiurgic Nous and thus subsequently being 

43 In Crat. § 185, p. 113, 2.

44 In Tim. I 169, 9-11.
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able to contemplate the intelligible Forms. As we saw, the latter 
activity was described as ‘touching the noetic’ (tØn §pafØn toË 
nohtoË). In Theol. Plat. IV the paternal harbour seems to have 
become an equivalent for just touching the intelligible, leaving the 
unification with the Demiurge out of consideration. In this context 
Proclus seems to interpret the Father of the paternal harbour no 
longer as the maker and father of this cosmos from the Timaeus, but 
instead as the noetic Father, to whom the noetic-and-noeric gods 
elevate all things (Theol. Plat. IV 11, p. 38, 9-10). Thus he writes about 
the highest triad of the noetic-and-noeric gods that they ‘radiate 
upon the other gods the contact with the noetic realm and the 
paternal harbour’ (Theol. Plat. IV 21, p. 64, 23-24: … to›w êlloiw yeo›w 
tØn prÚw tÚ nohtÚn sunafØn §pilãmpvn ka‹ tÚn ˜rmon tÚn patrikÒn). 
The paternal harbour apparently cannot be the Demiurgic Nous 
here, for that entity is situated far below the first noetic-and-noeric 
gods. Hence they cannot illuminate with that Nous other gods on the 
noetic-and-noeric level, who are still above it. On the contrary, the 
paternal harbour seems here to be an equivalent to the noetic world 
(level III in Figure 1 above). This reading is corroborated by the 
conclusion of the discussion of the noetic-and-noeric gods. There, 
Proclus remarks that the stages towards the contemplation of the 
intelligible Forms as described in the Phaedrus are many. He is 
referring to the different triads in the noetic-and-noeric realm which 
he has just described and which constitute subsequent stages in our 
initiation into the intelligible through which we have to pass. 
However all stages ‘reach out towards the paternal harbour and the 
initiation into the Father.’45  From the context it is clear that the 
paternal harbour must be that of the noetic Father, for how could 
the noetic-and-noeric gods ever lead up to a lower entity like the 
Demiurgic Nous? 

My suggestion would be, therefore, that here we have a very 
exceptional case of Proclus changing his mind. As was pointed out in 
our discussion of T. 3.4, the notion of the paternal harbour seems to 
be a fixed one, probably of Chaldaean origin. This seems to rule out 
the possibility that there are paternal harbours on different levels of 
reality. This assumption is also justified by the fact that the descrip­
tion of the paternal harbour in the commentary on the Timaeus and 
Theol. Plat. IV converge at three points. First, the paternal harbour 

45 Theol. Plat. IV 26, p. 77, 20-21: Ka‹ pollo‹ m¢n ofl baymo¤, pant°w d¢ efiw tÚn 
patrikÚn ˜rmon énate¤nousin ka‹ tØn patrikØn teletÆn: 
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has something to do with touching the noetic realm. Second, it is 
linked to the Phaedrus-myth. Third the role of nous in us as the entity 
which moors us in that paternal harbour. Given the fact that Proclus 
wrote the commentary on the Timaeus at the early age of twenty-eight 
whereas the Theologia Platonica is generally considered to be the 
product of his old age, it is not unlikely that somewhere during his 
long career he came around to the view that the Father in question 
was not the Demiurge but the noetic Father. Why he may have 
changed his thoughts is hard to say. Perhaps, when working on the 
Theol. Plat., in which he divides up the divine world in minute detail, 
he realised that there was an enormous gap between the Demiurgic 
Nous and the level of the noetic realm (see Figure 1), and therefore 
decided that it was illogical to connect the unification with the Demi­
urgic Nous so closely to the contemplation of the intelligible, and 
that the Father involved thus had to be another than the Demiurge. 

Be that as it may, we certainly need to distinguish between pater­
nal harbour (I) and (II). The former is that of the commentary on 
the Timaeus, which identifies it with the Demiurgic Nous, the latter 
that of Theol. Plat. IV in which the Father is a noetic entity. The 
paternal harbour mentioned in the In Crat. refers to type (I), because 
the role of Athena as the goddess who installs the souls in the 
paternal intellections — it is the paternal harbour — recurs in the 
Timaeus-commentary. As for the hymns, we shall see that the 
references to the paternal harbour are to type (I), for it is the leader-
gods who bring us to that harbour. Since then the leader-gods lead us 
back to the Demiurgic Nous, it has to be the paternal harbour type 
(I). 

4.4 Nous and the leader-gods 

As we have seen, Nous and the Demiurge are one and the same. We 
have also seen that this enables us to ascend towards Nous. What then 
is the relation of the leader-gods to the Demiurgic Nous and how do 
they contribute to our ascent? 

The Demiurge in the Timaeus leaves most of the creation of the 
material universe to the younger gods. First among these lesser 
creating gods are, according to Proclus, the so-called leader gods (ofl 
≤gemoniko‹ yeo¤). Their nature is discussed at length in the first part 
of Theol. Plat. VI. The series of these gods are ‘continuous with the 
Demiurge and Father of the universe and interwoven with him. 
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Through the perfecting power of him, it proceeds from him, is 
perfected and reverts upon it.’46 They rule the universe47 and are 
completely hyper-cosmic.48 Their most important feature is their 
creating activity. The Demiurge contains all things, including the 
gods inferior to him, in the form of their causes.49 He can act as the 
causing principle of the universe because he is able to contemplate 
the Forms. One cannot contemplate the Forms one by one, so the 
Demiurge is a plÆrvma of all Forms before him.50 As a result, he 
contains the things after him as unified causes.51 Therefore the 
Demiurge is characterized by sameness.52 The process of creation 
requires, however, that this unity is split up.53 This process starts with 
the leader-gods. They are the utmost ends of the different series that 
come together in the same point, i.e. the Demiurge.54 All products in 
one series thus finally depend on one cause. Because the products 
have the same cause in common, they display a likeness both towards 
each other and to their source. Thus, in the same way as the 
Demiurge is characterized by sameness, so are the leader-gods by 
likeness (ımoiÒthw).55 

Since reversion is only made upon one’s proximate cause, we do 
not turn to the Demiurge directly, but first to the leader of our series, 
i.e. a leader-god. In the words of De Sacrificio: ‘For everything prays 
according to its own order and sings hymns on the leaders of the 
complete series.’56 As we have seen, these leader-gods are charac­
terized by likeness. It is this likeness that enables their products to 
revert upon them. For it is a general principle that ‘all processions 
and all conversions are accomplished because of likeness (diå tØn t∞w 
ımoiÒthtow afit¤an).’57 We shall return to the anagogic function of 
likeness in greater detail in the next chapter in the context of 
theurgy. 

46 Theol. Plat. VI 1, p. 5, 11-14. 
47 Theol. Plat. VI 1, p. 7, 5: êrxontew t«n ˜lvn yeo¤.
48 Theol. Plat. VI 2, p. 12, 1-6. 
49 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 15, 14-5. 
50  On the fact that each nous is a plÆrvma of Forms, see El. § 177. 
51 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 15, 14-17. 
52 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 15, 26-7: katå taÈtÚn t“ dhmiourg“ tÚ e‰nai par°stin.
53 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 16, 7ff. 
54   For this idea, see Theol. Plat. VI 1, p. 5, 18-9; cf. chapter II § 3.2: cause and 

product necessarily have something in common. 
55 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 16, 7-18 
56  For a discussion of this text, see chapter II § 3.2, the discussion of T. 2.3. 
57 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 17, 1-2. 
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In their turn, the leader-gods make the same movement towards 
their causes, which are contained in the Demiurge in a unified way. 
They ‘fasten themselves by means of likeness to their causes, which 
pre-exist in the Demiurge, while lifting up everything and unfolding 
it in his unity,’58 including ‘the blessed souls among us, who are lifted 
up away from the wanderings in the world of becoming (t∞w 
genesiourgoË plãnhw) towards their own source.’59 It should be noted 
that this elevation towards Nous leads us towards a greater degree of 
unity, thus of divinity, while we leave the material realm behind us. 

4.5 The leader-gods in the hymns 

To what extent then do the hymns to the leader-gods reflect the 
theory of the ascent towards the divine Nous as described above? I 
shall not treat the hymns here in their traditional order, but start 
with the hymns which bring out the relation with the theory best (H. 
VII to Athena, H. VI to the Mother of the Gods, Hecate and Zeus) 
and then proceed to the hymn to Helios. 

H. VII to Athena is perhaps the best illustration of the foregoing 
treatment of the leader-gods. As we have seen, leader-gods are able to 
link us to the divine Nous, because they are closely related to him 
and act as the causes of whole series (see § 4.4 above). In H. VII 1-2 
this is brought to the fore right away: Athena is invoked as ‘child of 
the aegis-bearing Zeus, sprung forth from the paternal source and 
from the top of your series.’ This Zeus and this source are the 
Demiurge. Athena’s causal activities are celebrated in the first part of 
the hymn, where she is portrayed as a warrior. As I shall explain in 
the commentary, Proclus understood the martial features which 
tradition attributed to the goddess as references to her role in the 
cosmic process of causation. If Proclus is to be united with Athena, it 
is not enough that Athena is just a cause, she has to be Proclus’ own 
cause, otherwise there is no bond of likeness between him and her. It 
is for this reason that Proclus stresses that he belongs to Athena (vs. 
42).60 Athena is first and foremost asked to give Proclus a blessed 

58 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 19, 24 ff.: (TÚ d¢ t«n ≤gemonik«n ye«n fËlon) §jãptei m¢n 
aÍtÚ diå t∞w ımoiÒthtow t«n §n §ke¤nƒ prouparxÒntvn afit¤vn, pãnta d¢ énate¤nei 
ka‹ énaplo› prÚw tØn ßnvsin tØn dhmiourgikÆn.

59 Theol. Plat. VI 3, p. 16, 26-27: ka‹ t«n ≤met°rvn cux«n tåw eÈda¤monaw épÚ t∞w 
genesiourgoË plãnhw §p‹ tØn ofike¤an phgØn énateinom°naw.

60 For the question how Proclus, as a non-native Athenian belongs to the series 
of Athena, see my commentary ad loc. 
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harbour after a life roaming around the earth (vs. 32 ˆlbion ˜rmon 
élvom°nƒ per‹ ga›an). This harbour is the paternal harbour dis­
cussed above, as is indicated by vs. 36, where this harbour is equated 
with the palace of Zeus on Mt. Olympus. According to Proclus, this is 
the place where traditional mythology locates the Demiurge.61 We 
recall here that, according to the commentaries on the Cratylus and 
the Timaeus, it was especially Athena who moored the soul in the 
paternal harbour and the demiurgic intellections (see § 4.3). 

It is noteworthy that Proclus presents himself as wandering around 
the earth, i.e. in the realm of matter. Moreover we saw in T. 3.4 and 
T. 3.5 and a quote from Theol. Plat. VI in § 4.4 that the soul is 
wandering around (plãnh) in the material world, before it reaches 
Nous. As we have seen in T. 3.4 that reaching the paternal harbour 
means that the light of our soul is brought together with a special 
kind of light that surpasses the light of knowledge. It is this light for 
which Proclus prays in vss. 33-34, when he asks for holy light (fãow 
ègnÒn), wisdom (sof¤hn) and philosophical love that transports us to 
the palace of Zeus. The fact that this light is mentioned together with 
wisdom indicates that it is not the light of knowledge but the even 
more precious light of Nous, because in Proclus wisdom (sophia) is 
often opposed to discursive knowledge (episteme). It is the divine 
knowledge that stems from the contemplation of the Forms. 

H. VI to the Mother of Gods, Hecate and Zeus too is a fine 
example of the theory of ascent put into practice. Hecate is invoked 
as standing before the door (proyÊraiow). This is a telling epithet. 
Entities that are the first to proceed from a source are as it were 
posted in the porch of that source.62 This is precisely the position of 
the leader-gods in relation to the Demiurge. In the hymn, Hecate is 
literally placed before Zeus,63 for it is only after she has been hailed 
that Proclus turns towards him. We may observe here that just before 
T. 3.4, Proclus declares that the soul stands before the door of Nous 
(In Tim. I 301, 28f.: diå d¢ t∞w ofikei≈sevw efiw tØn yÊran katastçsan 
toË patrÚw •nvy∞nai prÚw aÈtÒn), before it is unified to it. As was the 
case with Athena, Proclus believed to have a special relationship with 
Hecate.64 Once again Proclus presents himself as wandering around 

61  For this interpretation, see my commentary ad loc.

62  For a full discussion of the epithet, see my commentary ad loc.

63  This Zeus is the Demiurge, see § 2.3.

64   As Marinus testifies, see Vita Procli § 28 and my introduction to the hymn §


1.3. 
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in the material realm. In T. 3.3 he compared such a soul to the 
wandering Odysseus. Although Odysseus is not named in vss. 10-12, 
they contain numerous reminiscences of the Odyssey, for which see 
my commentary. According to T. 3.5, only a life in accordance with 
Nous frees us from these wanderings and brings us to the mystical, 
i.e. paternal, harbour, to which Proclus refers in H. VI 12 as the 
harbour of piety (˜rmon eÈseb¤hw). It is ‘precious light’ (vs. 9: fãow 
§r¤timon) that leads him out of the misery of the realm of genesis. I 
take this to be once again the light of Nous, which enables us to live 
in accordance with Nous, the only way to escape this world of matter 
(see T. 3.5). 

H. I to Helios is without any doubt directed to a leader-god. Theol. 
Plat. VI c. 12 is entirely dedicated to Apollo/Helios. In the comment­
ary on the hymn, we shall explore the correspondence between the 
hymn and this treatment. If any leader-god’s powers of causation are 
evident to us mortals, they are those of the sun. Plato had already 
noted in his simile of the sun in the Republic that the sun is the cause 
of the existence of the whole realm of becoming, and Proclus 
celebrates these powers abundantly in the first seventeen verses of the 
hymn. Since the sun is to some extent the cause of everything in the 
universe,65 everything reverts upon it. Helios ‘shows and announces 
the noeric light to all inferior beings, fills all with complete truth and 
leads them to the Nous of the gods.’66 This Nous is the Demiurge.67 

Contrary to H. VI and VII, Proclus does not explicitly pray to Helios 
to bring him to the paternal harbour. However, this request is 
implicitly present: Helios is asked to help Proclus in his function of 
uplifter of souls (vs. 34 énagvgeÁw cux«n). From the context it 
appears that Helios is supposed to lead the souls upwards to the 
palace of the Father, i.e. the Demiurge, about whom the souls have 
forgotten (vs. 32). Proclus prays to Helios for ‘holy light rich in 
blessings’ (vs. 40: fãow ègnÚn polÊolbon), which is supposed to 
scatter the cloud that prevents us from seeing the higher realities (vs. 

65  Cf. Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 65, 1-3, where Proclus explains that eudaimonia 
belongs to all encosmic gods because they have one leader-god as their cause, i.e. 
the sun, ‘for it is from this cause that perfection and blessedness flow towards all 
beings.’ 

66 Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 61, 14-17: T∞w to¤nun ÑHliak∞w triãdow ≤ m¢n prvt¤sth 
monåw §kfa¤nei tÚ noerÚn f«w ka‹ §jagg°llei pçsi to›w deut°roiw ka‹ plhro› pãnta 
t∞w ˜lhw élhye¤aw ka‹ énãgei prÚw tÚn noËn tÚn t«n ye«n… 

67  See Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 64, 26, where Helios appears to lead us to ‘the 
universal Demiurge.’ 



the gods of proclus’ hymns 61 

41). This is the noeric light mentioned in the quotation from the 
Theol. Plat. 

5. Mania and the unification of the human soul 

5.1  Mania and the triad of Truth, Beauty and Symmetry 

What then about the hymns to Aphrodite and to the Muses? These 
deities are not mentioned in the catalogue of leader-gods. As 
discussed above (§ 2.3), Aphrodite is a deity of the elevating triad of 
the hyper-encosmic gods, while the Muses are connected with Apollo, 
another god of that same triad. The hyper-encosmic class of gods 
hold the middle between the leader-gods and the encosmic gods and 
function as a link between them.68 Among other things they cause all 
beings that are inferior to them to revert upon them and to stretch 
themselves out towards the noeric light.69 They elevate the souls to 
their source.70 Their elevating powers are especially brought to the 
fore in the elevating triad, the last one in the class of the hyper­
encosmic gods.71 The gods of this triad are, in descending order, 
Hermes, the patron deity of philosophy, who leads the souls up to the 
Good itself (énãgei tåw cuxåw … §p' aÈtÚ tÚ égayÒn), Aphrodite, the 
goddess of love, who leads the souls to Beauty (tÚ kalÒn) and Apollo, 
the divine musician, who draws the soul upwards to noeric Truth and 
the light there (prÚw tØn noerån én°lkvn élÆyeian ka‹ tÚ §ke› f«w). 
As we have already discussed in § 2.3, Aphrodite and the Muses in the 
hymns do just that. The former leads to Beauty, the latter are asked 
to draw Proclus’ soul up to the noeric light. 

The treatment of the elevating triad in Theol. Plat. VI is extremely 
brief. Proclus does not explain why he groups these gods together. 
True, they all possess elevating powers, but that goes for more gods. 
A passage at Theol. Plat. III 18, p. 63, 16-21 is revealing. Here Proclus 
connects the triad of the qualities which characterize the Good in 
Phlb. 65a2 — Truth (élÆyeia), Beauty (kãllow), and Symmetry (sum-
metr¤a) — with different types of life. Proclus links Truth with the 
philosopher, Beauty with the lover and Symmetry with the musician, 
the followers of respectively Hermes, Aphrodite and Apollo. Note 

68 Theol. Plat. VI 15, pp. 73, 13-74, 16.

69 Theol. Plat. VI 17, p. 83, 9-12.

70 Theol. Plat. VI 17, p. 83, 22f.

71 Theol. Plat. VI 22, p. 98, 14-24.
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that here Truth is no longer associated with the musician but with 
the philosopher. The triad from the Philebus holds an important 
place in Proclus’ philosophy, as is apparent from the fact that he 
wrote a monograph on this triad and a commentary on the Philebus, 
both now lost. As manifestations of the Good within the realm of 
Being, they direct the human soul towards the Good.72 

Anne Sheppard 1980: 100 suggests that Proclus drew up a correla­
tion between the three monads of Truth, Beauty and Symmetry and 
the types of life listed in Phdr. 248d that belong to those souls who 
enjoyed the best vision of Being before they were born. Moreover, 
she draws attention to the fact that he links this triad to the forms of 
madness (man¤a) induced by the gods that are discussed in Phdr. 244a 
ff. These are the erotic madness, the prophetic madness and the 
poetic madness respectively. The link between Aphrodite and erotic 
madness on the one hand and Apollo and poetical madness on the 
other is evident. That leaves the mantic madness for Hermes and 
philosophy. We are indeed allowed to connect this madness with 
Hermes, for in In RP. I 178, 29-179, 2 Proclus connects prophetic 
madness with Truth, the monad to which Hermes leads up: 

T. 3.6 In the same way as we say that prophetic madness exists 
according to Truth and erotic madness according to Beauty, so also 
we say that poetical madness is defined according to divine 
Symmetry.73 

The anagogic triad, then, works by taking possession of someone. It is 
by means of this divine inspiration that the human soul surpasses its 
own limitations and is transported towards the divine. The divine 
madness comes especially to the fore in H. III 11: Proclus asks the 
Muses to make him a Bacchant (vs. 11) and let him feed on their 
honey (vs. 16), both traditional symbols for divine ecstasy (see 
commentary ad loc.). 

5.2  The relation between the leader-gods and the anagogic triad 

Sheppard 1980: 99ff. has drawn attention to the fact that Proclus, 
following Syrianus, connects the divinely inspired maniai with the 

72 For Proclus’ interpretation of the triad of divine qualities in the Philebus, see 
Combès 1987 and Van Riel 1997: 311-318. 

73 Àsper oÔn katå m¢n tØn élÆyeian tØn mantikÆn, katå d¢ tÚ kãllow tØn 
§rvtikØn man¤an Íf¤stasyai l°gomen, oÏtvw êra ka‹ katå tØn summetr¤an tØn ye¤an 
tØn poihtikØn éfvr¤syai fam°n. 
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‘one of the soul.’74 The reason for this is that, as we have seen, the 
divine maniai lead to the triad of divine qualities: Truth, Beauty and 
Symmetry. Since these are qualities of the henads, i.e. the One in as 
far as we can participate in it, and since like can only be known by 
like, the divine maniai that lead us to them require necessarily the 
involvement of the ‘one in us’.75 

Now does this mean that Proclus aspires to be unified with the 
highest gods through these hymns? I do not think so. How could 
after all such humble gods as invoked in H. II, III, and V ever guide 
the soul to the top of the metaphysical hierarchy? Moreover, the 
hymns themselves do not suggest that Proclus requests this supreme 
mystical experience76 from these gods. We should, I suggest, under­
stand this against the background of Proclus’ theory of emanation. 
The triad of Truth, Beauty, and Symmetry extends itself from the 
level of the henads throughout all levels of reality. The further 
downwards it manifests itself, the less powerful it is. Hence Aphrodite 
on the level of the hyper-encosmic gods cannot imbue us with the 
same erotic madness as Beauty itself can. All the same, she can 
inspire us to some degree with it, which is useful in the initial phase 
of our ascent for example to the level of Nous. 

The hymns suggest that the activities of the leader-gods and the 
anagogic gods are related. This is most evident in the case of Helios 
and Apollo and his Muses. H. I is directed to the leader-god Helios. It 
appears that Apollo belongs to the series of Helios, i.e. that Helios 
causes Apollo (vss. 18-19). The Muses, in their turn, emanate from 
Apollo and thus also belong to the series of Helios. This explains why 
Proclus prays for poetical inspiration from the Muses in a hymn to 
Helios (vs. 44). On the other hand, the Muses inspire us with Bacchic 
frenzy (vs. 11), i.e. the contemplation of the intelligible on the level 
of Nous towards which the leader-god Helios elevates us. 

In H. VII to the leader-goddess Athena, Proclus prays for things 
associated with Athena, like wisdom, but also for an eros strong 

74  For the ‘one of the soul’ see § 3. 
75  Cf. the discussion of In Alc. 247, 8-248, 4 in § 3 and Providentia § 31, 5ff. where 

the true madness (man¤an …w élhy«w yrulloËsin ¶nyeon) appears to be the ‘unum 
anime’ (one of the soul’) by means of which we unite with the One (sunafye›san 
t“ •n¤). ‘For everything is known by something similar’ (pãnta går t“ ımo¤ƒ 
gin≈sketai). 

76 Mysticism is understood here as the ‘belief in the possibility of an intimate 
and direct union of the human spirit with the fundamental principle of being, a 
union which constitutes at once a mode of existence and a mode of knowledge 
different from and superior to normal existence and knowledge’ (Dodds 1965: 70). 
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enough to lift him up towards Nous (vss. 34-36). Perhaps eros is 
mentioned in a hymn to Athena because Athena may herself be said 
to be a goddess of love in some respect: the intellectual love for 
wisdom, that turns the philosopher away from the vices of the 
material world, see, e.g., vs. 18 where Athena is said to love (≥rao) 
the power of virtue. 

Given the fact that the elevating triad ranks below the leader-gods, 
I suggest that the forms of mania caused by the former constitute a 
phase preliminary to that of the elevation by the leader-gods towards 
the divine Nous. At both levels, however, the same forces are at work, 
like that of Love in case of Aphrodite and Athena, and that of divine 
Symmetry or harmony in case of the Muses and Helios. Ultimately, 
these forces may lead us to such monads as Beauty and Truth, but 
long before that point hymns will have ceased to be functional. 
Hymns consist after all of logoi, the means of expression on the level 
of discursive intellect. 

6. Conclusions 

In the extant hymns, Proclus addresses two different groups of gods: 
anagogic gods who induce divine madness in the human soul, and 
the leader-gods who lead up towards divine Nous. Both groups of 
gods rank relatively low in the divine hierarchy. The latter group of 
gods emanate from the Demiurge or divine Nous. The divine Nous 
contains all causes in a unified manner. In the case of the leader-
gods, these causes emanate from the Demiurge and become split up. 
Each leader-god is the cause of a whole series. Since all members of 
such a series share the same cause, they have something in common 
with each other and with their cause. It is for that reason that the 
leader-gods are characterized by likeness (ımoiÒthw). We shall come 
back to this in the next chapter, because likeness will appear to be 
the pivotal element in the theurgical rites of which the hymns are a 
part. For the moment, let it suffice to note that, thanks to our 
relation to these causes, we may together with these leader-gods 
return towards the divine Nous. This return to Nous is sometimes 
described as reaching the paternal harbour, a formulation echoed in 
the hymns. To reach this state of being in Nous was of particular 
importance for Proclus, for it constitutes an important step in his 
mysticism. Being united with Nous lends a greater degree of unity to 
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the human soul and hence it becomes more divine. Perhaps even 
more important, it helps us to escape the ‘wing of Fate’, i.e. the cycle 
of rebirth in the realm of matter. The hymns directed towards leader-
gods are H. I, VI and VII. 

H. II, III and V invoke deities which Plato associated with divine 
madness, Aphrodite and the Muses. These gods rank below the 
leader-gods, but they appear to be somehow connected to the triad of 
Truth, Beauty and Symmetry from the Phlb. In my interpretation, this 
does not mean that these hymns are supposed to bring Proclus there 
directly, but rather that they inspire him with upward-leading powers 
which will eventually bring him there, but not before he has passed 
through subsequent other divine realms, including that of the leader-
gods. In fact, as we have seen, the leader-gods inspire the human soul 
with the same kind of erotic and poetical madness as Aphrodite and 
the Muses do. 

We have left the gods of H. IV out of the discussion because their 
nature cannot be determined. All the same, they fit into the general 
picture sketched above. In the introduction to H. IV, I shall argue 
that this hymn is a prayer for an inspired study of secret texts, not 
unlike H. III to the Muses. The gods invoked are celebrated as the 
gods of sophia, wisdom. Wisdom is the mode of knowledge of Nous 
and once we partake in it, we function like it.77 If they lead us towards 
wisdom, this implies that they bring us towards an existence 
according to Nous. This is brought out by the last verse of the hymn, 
in which Proclus asks the gods to reveal to him the ˆrgia ka‹ teletãw 
of the holy mythoi. This formulation calls into mind Phdr. 250b8-c1: 
when the souls contemplated the Form of Beauty, they were ushered 
into the most blessed of all mysteries (§teloËnto t«n telet«n maka-
rivtãthn) which we celebrated (»rgiãzomen).78 As we have seen 
above, Proclus consistently links this image of mystic rites from the 
Phaedrus to the contemplation of the Forms on the level of Nous. 

77 Theol. Plat. I 25, p. 109, 17-8: … tØn ye¤an sof¤an, ∏w ka‹ ı noËw plhroÊmenow 
gin≈skei tå ˆnta ka‹ cuxa‹ met°xousai noer«w §nergoËsin… 

78 Phdr. 250b8-c1: §teloËnto t«n telet«n ∂n y°miw l°gein makarivtãthn, ∂n 
»rgiãzomen ktl. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

THE THEORY BEHIND THEURGY 

1.  Introduction 

In the previous chapter (III § 4.1) we have seen that with Iamblichus 
Neoplatonic psychology underwent an important change. From now 
on, the human self was confined to the level of Soul and no longer 
rooted in the realm of Nous. As an important consequence we noted 
the fact that the contemplation of the Forms was thus placed outside 
the reach of the human soul proper, as well as all other divine enti­
ties above the level of Soul, and that consequently the Neoplatonists 
put their trust in theurgy in order to obtain divine help to overcome 
the limitations of the human soul. In the next two chapters we shall 
explore the nature of theurgy in relation to Proclus’ hymns. My main 
objective will be to show that Proclus’ hymns are part of theurgical — 
or hieratic, as it is sometimes called — practice and as such represent 
an essential part of the Neoplatonic philosophical life. 

There is a novel element in my approach. Admittedly, many 
scholars have mentioned the fact that the hymns abound with 
Chaldaean, i.e. theurgical, idiom1 or are even directed to Chaldaean 
deities.2 To the best of my knowledge, however, no one has ever 
systematically studied the hymns as examples of theurgical practice. A 
double benefit will be derived from this approach. On the one hand, 
it will enhance our understanding of the hymns. On the other, such a 
reading of the hymns will shed light on Proclus’ attitude towards 
theurgy. Until now, discussions of this subject have contented 
themselves with the treatment of Proclus’ remarks about theurgy. I 
think that the hymns put us in a position to compare theory to 
practice. One would expect the latter to foster understanding of the 
former and thus of Proclus’ attitude in general. 

This chapter deals with the theory of theurgy in general: what was 
theurgy? How was it supposed to work and what to achieve? What 
kind of gods did it involve and up to which level in the divine 

1  See e.g. Vogt 1957 apparatus fontium.

2  As H. IV is supposed to be, but see my introduction to the hymn.
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hierarchy did it function? In the next chapter, we shall examine to 
what extent Proclus’ hymns may be considered as part of his 
theurgical activities. 

2. Theurgy: the origins 

There was theurgy before there was Neoplatonism. This paragraph 
intends to sketch theurgy in its own right, before the Neoplatonists 
adopted and adapted it. The founders of theurgy are father and son 
Julian. Suda calls the former ‘Chaldaean’ and the ‘philosopher’, 
whereas the latter, who lived under the reign of Marcus Aurelius, is 
called the ‘theurgist’.3 Their reputation soon grew to mythical 
proportions, which led even a great scholar like H. Lewy astray, only 
to be deflated by H. D. Saffrey.4 To sum up his findings: There 
existed a collection of oracles and magical rites, to which Julian the 
father as a Chaldaean (magician) had access. He was, however, not 
just a magician but took also interest in the (Middle) Platonism of his 
day, hence the epithet ‘philosopher’. Through the intermediary of 
his son, who acted as a medium, he caused oracles to be given by 
Plato himself. The Chaldaean Oracles, the holy scripture of the 
theurgists, were a mixture of the older Chaldaean oracles and the 
newer ones given a Platonist colouring by the two Julians. 

The precise meaning of the word yeourg¤a is much debated. 
Contrary to yeolog¤a, it is not just a matter of speaking about the 
divine, but also involves action. The question is what kind of action 
we should think of. Some have suggested that the theurgist operated 
on the gods. Others suppose that he made yeo¤, i.e. that the theurgist 
had the power to make a god out of a man, or at least made him 
godlike. As we shall see, this is how the Neoplatonists were to under­
stand the works of the theurgist. On the other hand, it has been 
stressed that these interpretations cast the human theurgist in an 
active role, whereas, if theurgy was to function, the gods themselves 
could not remain passive. Thus we obtain the interpretation of 
theurgy as ‘action of the divine’ which the theurgist tried to procure 
from the gods.5 

3 Suda ÉIoulianÒw (433 and 434). 
4  Saffrey 1981a: 210-220, criticizing Lewy 1978: 3-4. 
5 For a survey of the different interpretations of the word theurgy, see Blumen­

thal 1993c, who himself tries to uncover the origins of the word. The interpretation 
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In any case the theurgist tried to summon forth the gods. This 
could take different forms. The god could manifest him or herself in 
a statue (êgalma) or in a medium.6 The god, who was thus present, 
then answered the questions of the theurgists by means of oracles. 
They took the form, as oracles often did in Antiquity, of hexameters 
in a sort of archaic Homeric Greek, which gave them a solemn and 
elevated ring. Concerning these oracles it should be noted that our 
collection of them is the result of the arduous attempts of modern 
scholars, beginning with W. Kroll’s edition in 1894, to flesh them out 
of later, especially neoplatonic, texts in which they were quoted.7 

These oracles are our prime source for the reconstruction of theurgy. 
However, the mutilated form in which they have come down to us, as 
well as the fact that the Neoplatonists who quote them usually cite 
them in the context of a neoplatonic interpretation, greatly impedes 
the attempts to do so. In this respect, the study of the oracles is 
comparable to the study of the Presocratics. Only fragments and 
testimonies survive in later philosophers. Regrettably, the context in 
which the latter quote them more often than not obscures rather 
than clarifies the actual meaning of the fragments.8 Hans Lewy’s 
monumental study Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy. Mysticism Magic and 
Platonism in the Later Roman Empire, which first appeared posthumous­
ly in 1956 and later in a reworked and augmented second edition in 
1978 edited by M. Tardieu, offers us such a reconstruction. Although 
on-going research has brought to light new testimonies and has 
corrected and qualified some of Lewy’s findings, the work is still 
indispensable for the student of theurgy. 

In the context of a study of Proclus’ hymns, we should pay 
attention to this situation. As we shall see in the commentary section, 
Proclus’ hymns abound with expressions from the Chaldaean oracles. 

of theurgy as ‘action of the divine’ is argued for by Majercik 1989: 22 and Smith 
1974: 100 (discussing Iamblichus’ concept of theurgy): ‘Men are involved in the 
operation of ritual on divine actions, but it is the divine which achieves results.’ 

6 For the evidence of the procedure, which is known as the ‘binding’ and 
‘loosing’ of a god, see Lewy 19782: 41f. and Majercik 1989: 27-29. 

7 Des Places’ edition in the Budé-series (19963) is now the standard. Helpful is 
also the edition with commentary and English translation by Majercik 1989. 

8 For the problems facing a scholar working on the oracles, cf. Lewy 1978: 74-6, 
who concludes: ‘If the task of its (sc. the Chaldaean Oracles, RMB) interpreter is 
often ungrateful, and if the problem he sets out to solve sometimes seems to 
partake of the nature of a jigsaw puzzle, the reason is to be sought in the fragment­
ary character of the tradition and in the necessity of keeping in check the constant 
temptation to adopt the Neoplatonic explanations.’ 
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However, since we lack an independent tradition, we are only able to 
recognize Chaldaean expressions in so far as Proclus and other 
Neoplatonist who cite the oracles have passed them down to us. In a 
prose text we can sometimes recognize a (part of a) Chaldaean 
oracle, even when it is not labelled as such, thanks to the fact that the 
oracles are hexameters in mock archaic Greek, and thus recognizably 
different from philosophical prose. However, since Proclus’ hymns 
also consist of hexameters in a kind of archaic Greek, we cannot re­
cognize references to the oracles in them, unless Proclus or someone 
else has quoted them elsewhere as being such. To give an example: 
there is no way to tell whether the rare adjective érsenÒyumow in H. 
VII 3 has been borrowed from the oracles or not. Therefore we can 
never hope to fully map the influence of the Chaldaean oracles on 
Proclus’ hymns. Moreover, the interpretation of references to the 
oracles in Proclus’ hymns is somewhat problematic. Since Proclus 
reads the oracles through his Neoplatonic spectacles, our task is to try 
to uncover the Neoplatonic significance Proclus attached to these 
expressions, not to determine the original meaning. 

The oracles provided the theurgists with precious knowledge of 
the divine world. They taught them how the divine world was struc­
tured, which god to contact, how to do it, and what use to put this 
contact to.9 As a result, the theurgist was a master in what we would 
call ‘white magic’ (magic for beneficent ends), like rainmaking in 
times of drought,10 preventing earthquakes11 and healings.12 Impres­
sive though these miracles might be in their own right, they were only 
of secondary importance in comparison to the real benefit to be 
derived from the practice of theurgy: the salvation of the human soul. 
The Chaldaean oracles preach the pessimistic view of the soul/body 
relation set out in Plato’s Phaedo. The human soul originates from the 
divine intelligible world, but has descended into the realm of matter. 
Most souls forget their origins completely and become wholly en­
gulfed by the world of matter. As a result, they die with a soul stained 
by matter and are not allowed to ascend towards the intelligible 
world, but are dragged off to Hades by daemons. Those souls, 

9 For a map of the Chaldaean system, see, e.g., Lewy 1978: 67-176, Des Places 
19963: 13-15, Dillon 1977: 393-395, Majercik 1989: 5-16. 

10   As for example Julian fils is reported to have done during the campaign of 
Marcus Aurelius against the Macromans, see Lewy 1978: 4. Saffrey 1981c: 213f., 
though, ascribes the miracle to Marcus Aurelius himself. 

11  As Nestorius did in the case of Athens, cf. Zosimus IV 18, 2. 
12  On this aspect of the theurgy, see Lewy 1978: 216. 
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however, who have been so fortunate as to go through the theurgical 
initiations, are cleansed and after death allowed to take their place in 
the intelligible realm (cf. chapter III § 3: the escape from the ‘Wing 
of Fate’). These rituals were of course supposed to be kept secret, 
and as a result not much is known about them.13 We know that, 
somehow or other, the sun played an important role in the initiation 
process: the initiate was supposed to be led up through the rays of 
the sun towards the sun itself, thus obtaining purification. We shall 
come back to this part of the Chaldaean initiation in our discussion 
of Proclus’ hymn to the sun. 

The working principle behind theurgy is the concept of cosmic 
sympatheia. Certain animals, stones, plants and names were supposed 
to be sympathetic to a certain deity. If handled properly during the 
invocation of a god, these sÊmbola or sunyÆmata would attract the 
deity invoked. As Dodds notes, the use of these symbols was far from 
original. Testimonies of their pivotal role in Greco-Egyptian magic 
are numerous.14 Nor was the philosophical interest in the phenome­
non of sympatheia restricted to the Neoplatonists, as the example of 
Posidonius shows.15 As we shall see below, this idea was to have a 
profound influence on Proclus’ thinking and helps to explain much 
of what is going on in the hymns. 

3.  Iamblichus and the introduction of theurgy in Neoplatonism 

Since the Chaldaean oracles partly went back to Middle Platonism, 
they were easily made compatible with Neoplatonism. However, 
compatibility is no guarantee for incorporation, and Plotinus indeed 
remains silent about the Chaldaean oracles and theurgy.16 Porphyry 
accepts theurgy, but has only a limited use for it as a way to purify the 
lower part of the human soul, while attacking those, notably Iam­
blichus, who give an overriding importance to it.17 There must have 
been more of such thinkers. In the often quoted words of Damascius: 

13 On this ritual, see Lewy 1978: 176-226, and Majercik 1989: 30-46 for a critical 
assesment of Lewy’s reconstruction and those by others. 

14  Dodds 1947: 63. 
15   For Posidonius on sympatheia see especially F106 ed. Edelstein-Kidd (=Cicero 

De Divinatione II 33-5) with the comments by Kidd 1988: 423-425. 
16 It seems probable, though, that he perused the Chaldaean Oracles at some 

stage of his career, as Dillon 1992 argues. 
17  For Porphyry’s views on theurgy, see especially Smith 1974. 
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T. 4.1 To some philosophy is primary, as to Porphyry and Plotinus 
and a great many other philosophers; to others hieratic practice, as to 
Iamblichus, Syrianus, Proclus, and the hieratic school generally 
(trans. Westerink).18 

As this quotation reveals, things changed with the appearance of 
Iamblichus19 (late third, early fourth century, exact dates un-
known).20 He assigned a new role to theurgy. It should not just 
cleanse parts of our soul, as Porphyry had it, but help us to ascend. 
This new role of theurgy was prompted by the aforementioned 
controversy between Plotinus and Porphyry on the one hand and 
Iamblichus and the later Neoplatonists on the other about the 
question whether or not the human soul descends entirely, as was 
discussed in chapter III § 4.1. 

Iamblichus defended the use of theurgy in the process of ascent 
against Porphyry in a work now passing under the erroneous title De 
mysteriis Aegyptiorum (Myst.), which it was given by its first translator 
Ficino. In fact it is only a small section of the treatise that deals with 
Egyptian ritual as an exponent of theurgy. A scholion21 offers the 
correct title: Answer of master Abamon to the letter of Porphyry to Anebo and 
solutions to the problems raised in that letter (ÉAbãmvnow didaskãlou prÚw 
tØn Porfur¤ou prÚw ÉAneb∆ §pistolØn épÒkrisiw ka‹ t«n §n aÈtª 
éporhmãtvn lÊseiw).22 According to the scholion, Proclus in his 
commentary on the Enneads noted that Abamon was really a nom de 
plume of Iamblichus. The work was to become a manifesto for all the 
Neoplatonists who valued ritual theurgy over contemplative 
philosophy, Proclus included. The latter had evidently read the De 
Mysteriis, as the scholion shows. 

18  Damascius In Phd. I § 172 ed. Westerink: ÜOti ofl m¢n tØn filosof¤an proti-
m«sin, …w PorfÊriow ka‹ Plvt›now ka‹ êlloi pollo‹ filÒsofoi: ofl d¢ tØn fleratikÆn, 
…w ÉIãmblixow ka‹ SurianÚw ka‹ PrÒklow ka‹ ofl fleratiko‹ pãntew.

19 Iamblichus’ views on theurgy and its relation to philosophy have recently 
been discussed in three monographs, all worth mentioning, Nasemann 1991, Shaw 
1995, and Clarke 1999. Unfortunately Shaw does not take Nasemann’s fine study 
into account. Also useful for the understanding of Iamblichus views on theurgy are 
Zintzen 1983 and Smith 1974: 83-99. 

20  On Iamblichus’ life, see Dillon 1987: 862-875. 
21   Des Places 19892: 38, the scholion is probably by Pselllus as Sicherl has 

argued. For an extensive treatment of the attribution of Myst. to Iamblichus and 
the value of the aforementioned scholion in that discussion, see now Nasemann 
1991: 13-24. 

22 The spelling of the name with double m, although frequent in editions, is a 
conjecture that can be traced back to Gale’s edition, as Clarke 1999: 26f. shows. 
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According to Iamblichus, theurgy brings about the elevation of the 
human soul to the gods and their subsequent union with them. 
Porphyry takes this to imply that the theurgist as an inferior being 
tries to force the gods into doing things. He thus accuses Iamblichus 
of being an impious magician, for magic as opposed to pious worship 
is characterized by Götterzwang. Iamblichus is at pains to deny this 
accusation, as is illustrated by the following quotation: 

T. 4.2 It is because of such a will (i.e. the free will of the gods to do 
good to the theurgists, RMB), that the gods, being gracious and 
propitious, illuminate the theurgists ungrudgingly; they call the souls 
of the theurgists upwards to themselves and furnish them with an 
union with themselves, accustoming them, although they are still in a 
body, to detaching themselves from it and to turning towards their 
eternal and noetic principle.23 

This could be a summary of what takes place in Proclus’ hymns: puri­
fication, i.e. detachment from the body, followed by anagoge leading 
towards illumination, which comes finally down to unification, in the 
case of Proclus’ hymns notably with the Demiurge and Beauty. 

Iamblichus here drives forcefully home the point that the gods 
willingly fulfil the prayers of the theurgist for illumination. They do 
so according to their free will ungrudgingly (diå boulÆsevw éfyÒ-
nvw), because they are gracious and propitious (eÈmene›w ˆntew ka‹ 
·leƒ). Theurgy, according to Iamblichus, is not based on force 
exercised by humans over the gods, but on love (fil¤a).24 It is not the 
emotional love to which mortals may fall victim — the perfect gods 
have no such things as emotions — but the love of the creating gods 
for their creatures. Proclus too, as will appear, believes that it is this 
causative relationship which underlies theurgy. Theurgy stimulates 
this love by means of symbols, about which we shall speak further 
below. The theurgist, by stimulating these feelings of love, does not 
use force but persuasion (peiy≈).25 Proclus, as we shall see in the next 
chapter, uses these terms to describe prayer, without however 
elaborating on them as Iamblichus does here. 

23 Myst. I 12 (41, 4-11): Diå t∞w toiaÊthw oÔn boulÆsevw éfyÒnvw ofl yeo‹ tÚ f«w 
§pilãmpousin eÈmene›w ˆntew ka‹ ·leƒ to›w yeourgo›w, tãw te cuxåw aÈt«n efiw •autoÁw
énakaloÊmenoi ka‹ tØn ßnvsin aÈta›w tØn prÚw •autoÁw xorhgoËntew, §y¤zont°w te 
aÈtåw ka‹ ¶ti §n s≈mati oÎsaw éf¤stasyai t«n svmãtvn, §p‹ d¢ tØn é¤dion ka‹ 
nohtØn aÈt«n érxØn periãgesyai.

24 Myst. I 12 (42, 7-9). 
25 On theurgy as persuasion of the will of the gods, see e.g. Zintzen 1983 and 

Nasemann 1991: 123-128. 
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For Iamblichus it is philia instead of sympatheia that connects us to 
the gods. He distinguishes between the two. He understands sympa­
thy as a power at work within the material cosmos only, whereas the 
divine love surpasses the limits of the cosmos and ties the material 
cosmos to the divine, noetic one. In Proclus, however, sympathy is 
taken in a wider sense and is equated with divine love. Iamblichus 
had good reason to make this somewhat artificial distinction. Plotinus 
had explained magic in terms of cosmic sympathy, and so did 
Plotinus’ student and Iamblichus’ opponent Porphyry. Therefore 
Iamblichus, in his attempts to vindicate theurgy, did not want to 
associate it with sympathy in any way whatsoever. By Proclus’ time, 
the advocates of theurgy had carried the day, and he did not feel the 
need to avoid the term ‘sympathy’. He uses it as an equivalent of the 
Iamblichean philia (a term also used by Proclus) between causes and 
effects at different levels of reality, not as the magic cosmic sympathy 
which Iamblichus had sought to exclude.26 

As Iamblichus explains, illumination and unification cannot be 
obtained through contemplative philosophy as advocated by Plotinus. 
The unification with the gods is the work of the gods, ‘for thinking 
does not link the theurgists with the gods. For, if so, what would 
prevent those who philosophize theoretically (toÁw yevrhtik«w 
filosofoËntaw) from experiencing the theurgical unification (tØn 
yeourgikØn ßnvsin) with the gods?’27 Iamblichus argues that if our 
thinking would indeed stimulate the divine to unify itself with us, the 
inferior would act on the superior. This is against the rules of 
nature.28 Something surpassing mere rational thinking by far (Íp¢r 
pçsan nÒhsin) could not be brought about by philosophizing. Iambli­
chus here cashes in the consequences of his rejection of Plotinian 
psychology. In Plotinus’ theory, unification with the gods of the world 
of Nous meant unification with what one is, at least partially, oneself. 
However, since Iamblichus downgrades the nature of the human 
soul, contact with the gods becomes contact with superior beings. He 
is thus able to turn the tables on Porphyry. It is the theoretical 
philosopher who as an inferior being seeks to manipulate the gods, 
just as a magician would have done. 

26 On the difference between cosmic sympathy and divine love, see Iamblichus 
Myst. V 7 and 9. This difference is discussed in e.g. Smith 1974: 90ff. and Nasemann 
1991: 123-128. 

27 Myst. II 11 (96, 14-16). 
28 Myst. II 11 (97, 9-11). 
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In the case of theurgy, on the contrary, the gods are moved not by 
means of our inferior thought but by means of their own sunyÆmata: 

T. 4.3 For in fact, even when we do not think, the signs themselves of 
their own accord do their characteristic work, and the ineffable power 
of the gods, to whom these signs belong, recognizes of its own accord 
its proper images, but not because it is woken up by our thinking.29 

So, for Iamblichus, theurgy was ultimately about unification with the 
gods and it was obtained by means of the divine sunyÆmata. These 
symbols may be a variety of things. He mentions material symbols30 

like ‘an animal or a plant here on earth, which preserves the 
intention of its creator in an unmixed and pure fashion,’31 stones and 
aromatic substances,32 but also symbolic pictures, names and musical 
compositions33 and numbers.34 These signs originate from the gods 
who respond to them of their own accord. The theurgist, then, does 
not force the gods to do anything. 

Contemplative philosophy fell short of achieving exactly this 
unification. That is not to say that philosophy was completely 
discarded. Iamblichus is after all justly noted as a philosopher, and an 
important one at that. He maintained philosophy as an auxiliary 
cause (suna¤tion), a requirement for receiving the illumination 
brought about by theurgy, along with such things like a good dispo­
sition of the human soul (tåw ˜law t∞w cux∞w ér¤staw diay°seiw) and 
purification (tØn per‹ ≤mçw kayarÒthta).35 In his interpretation, 
theurgy was not so much about working on the gods as making gods, 
i.e. turning men into gods by means of unification of the former with
the latter. In this way, he hoped to reach the goal of all Platonic 
philosophy: to become like god.36 

29 Myst. II 11 (97, 4-9): Ka‹ går mØ nooÊntvn ≤m«n aÈtå tå sunyÆmata éf' 
•aut«n drò tÚ ofike›on ¶rgon, ka‹ ≤ t«n ye«n, prÚw oÓw énÆkei taËta, êrrhtow 
dÊnamiw aÈtØ éf' •aut∞w §pigign≈skei tåw ofike¤aw efikÒnaw, éll' oÈ t“ diege¤resyai 
ÍpÚ t∞w ≤met°raw noÆsevw:

30 For a discussion of Iamblichus and Proclus on material symbols, see Shaw 
1995: 162-169. 

31 Myst. V 9 (209, 15-17), see Nasemann 1991: 129-131 for a discussion of this 
passage. 

32 Myst. V 23 (233, 11-14: ≤ yeourgikØ t°xnh … sumpl°kei pollãkiw l¤youw 
botãnaw j“a ér≈mata êlla toiaËta flerå ka‹ t°leia ka‹ yeoeid∞ … 

33  On these symbols, see Shaw 1995: 170-188. 
34  On numbers as theurgical symbols, see Shaw 1995: 189-215. 
35 Myst. II 11 (97, 13-17). 
36   See e.g. Myst. I 15 (48): we obtain likeness to god by means of theurgical 

contact with him (ka‹ tØn prÚw aÈtÚ (sc. the deity) ımoiÒthta épÚ toË sunex«w aÈt“ 
prosomile›n kt≈meya). 
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4. Proclus and the continuation of theurgy in Neoplatonism 

4.1  Introduction 

Iamblichus’ influence on the Athenian Neoplatonists can hardly be 
overestimated and Proclus does not conceal his debt to the Syrian 
master. This holds especially true in the field of theurgy. As Damas­
cius noted in T. 4.1, Proclus followed Iamblichus in the promotion of 
theurgy over philosophy. A point in case for Iamblichus’ influence 
will be Proclus’ theory of theurgical prayer, to be analysed in the next 
chapter, which he borrows straight from Iamblichus. If one wishes to 
understand Proclus’ ideas about theurgy properly, one could hardly 
do without some knowledge of Iamblichus. It is obvious that Proclus 
too was firmly convinced that mere philosophizing could not lead up 
the soul to union with the gods and that it had to take recourse to 
theurgy, although I do not claim that Proclus’ ideas about theurgy 
are exactly the same as those of Iamblichus.37 Let us therefore now 
examine Proclus’ relation to theurgy. 

4.2 Proclus the theurgist 

Proclus’ passion for theurgy is clear both from his own writings and 
his biography written by Marinus. The latter even dedicates a whole 
chapter to Proclus’ theurgical excellence. He was initiated into the 
Chaldaean wisdom by Asclepigenia, the granddaughter of Nestorius. 
Apparently, this was a gradual process: 

T. 4.4 [T]he philosopher was cleansed by the Chaldaean purification; 
then he held converse, as he himself mentions in one of his works,38 

with the luminous apparitions of Hecate, which he saw with his own 
eyes; then he caused rainfalls by correctly moving the iunx;39 by this 
means he saved Attica from a severe drought. He proposed means to 
prevent earthquakes; he tested the divinatory power of the tripod; 
and even uttered verses about his own destiny.40 

37 Sheppard 1982: 214 rightly reproaches Smith for assuming too readily that 
Proclus’ and Iamblichus’ views on the matter are essentially the same. The point is 
especially driven home in the stimulating study by Clarke 1999. 

38  The work mentioned does not survive. 
39 A kind of magical instrument, described by Psellus as a golden sphere 

embedded with a sapphire and swung around by means of a leather strap, on which 
see further Majercik 1989: 30. 

40  Marinus Vita Procli § 28, trans. after Rosán 1949: 29: ı filÒsofow to›w Xaldai-
ko›w kayarmo›w kayairÒmenow, fãsmasi m¢n ÑEkatiko›w fvtoeid°sin aÈtoptoum°noiw 
…m¤lhsen, …w ka‹ aÈtÒw pou m°mnhtai §n fid¤ƒ suggrãmmati. ˆmbrouw te §k¤nhsen, 
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Marinus then continues to quote two samples of these verses which 
foretell the beautiful destiny awaiting Proclus’ soul after this life. 
Apart from these and other miracles performed by Proclus (among 
which healings were especially important), Marinus also informs us 
that Proclus was an eager student of the Chaldaean Oracles. He 
started studying them under the guidance of Syrianus, who unfortu­
nately died soon after the course had started. This did not stop 
Proclus from studying the works by Porphyry and Iamblichus on the 
Oracles and other related Chaldaean writings. As a result of his study 
over a period of five years he managed in the end to produce a 
commentary on the Oracles (Marinus Vita Procli § 26). 

It is not clear whether the fragments of the writings by Proclus on 
the Oracles which have come down to us belong to the product of 
this five years labour. We have two opuscula which deal with theurgy 
only: a collection of five fragments on the philosophy of the 
Chaldaeans, entitled in the manuscripts PrÒklou §k t∞w aÈt∞w 
xaldaik∞w filosof¤aw (Chal. Phil.)41 and a fragment entitled Per‹ t∞w 
kay' ÜEllhnaw fleratik∞w t°xnhw,42 also known under the Latin title, 
given to it by Ficino, Opus Procli de sacrificio et magia (De Sacrificio).43 

To my mind, the former work could well be part of the commentary 
Marinus reported about in the Vita. The latter work deals especially 
with the powers of sympatheia and symbols. We shall look at this work 
in greater detail below. In the rest of Proclus’ œuvre too, we find 
numerous references to theurgy and the Chaldaean oracles.44 

4.3 Anne Sheppard on Proclus’ attitude to theurgy 

Preventing earthquakes is one thing, unification with the gods is 
another. Neoplatonists may bring both activities under the heading 

‡uggã tina prosfÒrvw kinÆsaw, ka‹ aÈxm«n §jais¤vn tØn ÉAttikØn ±leuy°rvsen. 
fulaktÆriã te seism«n katet¤yeto ka‹ t∞w toË tr¤podow mantik∞w §nerge¤aw 
§peirãyh, per¤ te t∞w aÈtoË lÆjevw st¤xouw §j°balen.

41 Text, translation and notes given by Des Places 19963: 202-212, who also lists 
previous editions (p. 202). 

42 Edition of the Greek text in Bidez 1928: 139-151, partial translation by 
Festugière 1944: 134-136. 

43 It should be noted that the Latin title is a somewhat unhappy one, because 
Iamblichus goes in Myst. to some lengths to show that theurgy is not magic, the 
difference being that the magician claims to force the divine to work for him, 
whereas in the case of the theurgist, the gods collaborate willingly. 

44 For a list of Proclus references to the theurgical ritual, see Lewy 1978: 495-6 
(Excursus X) and Sheppard 1982: 218-222 for references to Proclus’ attitude 
towards theurgy in his writings. 
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of theurgy, but one cannot help feeling that these are two quite 
distinct activities, however much they may depend on the same 
techniques of attracting the gods by means of symbols. Consequently, 
scholars tend to distinguish between a lower, i.e. more material, and 
a higher, i.e. more spiritual, kind of theurgy in Proclus. A similar 
distinction seems also to apply to Iamblichus.45 To my mind this is an 
important distinction in the context of the hymns. Therefore, I shall 
now pause to discuss it. 

The contribution of Anne Sheppard (1982) to the debate about 
lower and higher forms of theurgy in Proclus takes the foregoing 
discussion into account, as well as texts hitherto left out of considera­
tion. It therefore provides a good starting-point for the present dis­
cussion. She distinguishes between three sorts of theurgy. The lowest 
form of theurgy she equates with white magic, surely a somewhat an 
unhappy term in the light of Iamblichus’ attempts in Myst. to deny 
that theurgy has anything to do with magic. This lowest form of 
theurgy is concerned with operations in the material world. The 
miracles performed by Proclus mentioned in T. 4.4 come under this 
heading. The theurgical rites of this kind pertain to the affairs of 
human life, but there is no suggestion that Proclus used these rites to 
induce mystical experience.46 

Sheppard then proceeds to distinguish two other types of theurgy. 
In this, she introduces a new element, for in discussions up till then 
people tended to distinguish between just two types of theurgy in 
Proclus. The next two types of theurgy are to be distinguished from 
white magic, because they are directed towards the ascent of the 
human soul, whereas white magic is not. Sheppard suggests that Pro­
clus therefore did not regard this white magic of much importance. 

The task of the second type of theurgy is to unify the soul at the 
level of Nous and make it thus noerically active. It takes the ascend­
ing human soul as far as the point where the noetic world joins the 
noetic-and-noeric world.47 According to Sheppard, it is not clear 
whether this form of theurgy implies rites and if so, which sort of 
rituals we should be thinking of. She guesses that these rituals, if any, 
are purifying ones. 

We can induce some evidence from Theol. Plat. IV for the fact that 
there is indeed theurgy up till that level and that it entails more than 

45  See for Iamblichus Smith 1974: 83-99.

46  Sheppard 1982: 223.

47  Sheppard 1982: 221.
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just purifying rites. In the first half of Theol. Plat. IV, Proclus discusses 
the gods on the level of Life, i.e. the noetic-and-noeric gods. In his 
discussion of the ascent of the human soul through their realm, he 
refers to a Chaldaean ritual, in which the body of the initiate is to be 
buried with the exception of his head during the most secret part the 
of initiations.48 Smith takes this to be an indication that Proclus still 
allows some form of theurgical rite at higher levels.49 Sheppard again 
argues that this only shows that the theurgists and Plato hold the 
same metaphysical views.50 However, at the end of his treatment of 
the noetic-and-noeric gods, Proclus prays to these noetic-and-noeric 
gods that they may initiate him in their mysteries, ‘illuminating me 
not by means of words but through theurgical rites’ (oÈ lÒgoiw éll' 
¶rgoiw fvt¤santew).51 Thus I think it highly unlikely that Proclus re­
fers to the burial rite just for the sake of pointing out the parallelism 
between Plato and the theurgists. Be this as it may, it shows that there 
is even still ritual theurgy at the level of the noetic-and-noeric gods 
and moreover that at this level the theurgical ritual involved does 
more than just cleanse us. It also illuminates. 

The last and highest type of theurgy is the one that brings about 
the mystical union with the One, sometimes described as assimilation 
with the Father (Chal. Phil. Fr. 2, p. 207, 24, cf. chapter II § 3.1). The 
‘one in us’ contacts the one of the gods (see chapter III § 3). It 
functions as a theurgical symbolon. 

Sheppard is convinced that this form of theurgy leaves all ritual 
behind it. She presents this as something that is very likely,52 but in 
fact we can be absolutely sure. Proclus says so in as many words in 
Chal. Phil. Fr. 2 p. 207, 17ff. There he cautions us not to think that we 
please the Father ‘with an empty storm of spoken words nor with a 
fantasy of (ritual) acts embellished with art.’53 The only form of true 
worship of him consists in unification with him, thus positively 
denying any function to ritual. To this we may add the evidence of In 
Crat. § 71, p. 32, 29f., already pointed out by Sheppard herself54 and 

48 Theol. Plat. IV 9, p. 30, 17ff. 
49  Smith 1974: 116. 
50  Sheppard 1982: 222. 
51 Theol. Plat. IV 26, p. 77, 23, for the identification of the with theurgic 

mysteries, see Saffrey-Westerink additional n. 6 to p. 77 on p. 172. 
52 Sheppard 1982: 221: ‘There is no clear indication in Proclus that it was 

external theurgic rites which were used to activate the ‘one in the soul’ in this way.’ 
53 mØ oÔn kenª =hmãtvn kataig¤di pe¤sein §lp¤zvmen tÚn lÒgvn élhy«n despÒthn 

mhd¢ ¶rgvn fantas¤& metå t°xnhw kekallvpism°nvn 
54  Sheppard 1982: 221. 
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discussed at chapter V § 3.4.3, which seems to imply that ritual 
theurgy only works up to the level of the noetic-and-noeric gods. 

I agree with Sheppard’s tripartite division of Proclean theurgy, 
although it needs a qualification. In the next chapter, I hope to show 
that Proclus’ hymns may be understood as theurgical devices. If so, 
this fact will shed new light on our understanding of theurgy. As I 
have argued in the previous chapter, most of the hymns aim at 
unification with Nous, which corresponds to the second type of 
theurgy in Sheppard’s division. In that case, we would have dis­
covered an example of the second type of theurgy. We could then 
know that the second type involved ritual, which may have included 
purifying rites, but certainly hymns. Note, however, that the hymns 
cover only a part of this type of theurgy, since it elevates us up to the 
noetic-and-noeric domain, far past Nous. 

4.4 Proclus on symbols 

As we have seen in this chapter so far, the essential ingredient in the 
theurgical ritual, both as conceived in pre-Neoplatonic theurgy and 
in theurgy as conceived by Iamblichus, are symbols (sÊmbola or 
sunyÆmata). The same goes for Proclus. I now intend to show that 
there is a special relation between the leader-gods, i.e. the gods to 
whom most hymns are dedicated, and the theurgical symbols. In 
order to demonstrate this, I shall now focus on what Proclus has to 
say about symbols. 

What is a symbol for Proclus? It is something immaterial which 
marks someone or something as the product of a cause. These 
causes, which are the gods of Proclus’ metaphysical system, are 
situated at the various levels of reality and even seem to include the 
One itself.55 It is due to such symbols that we are able to return to the 
causes of which we bear the symbols. Sometimes Proclus also uses the 
term to designate something which, since it contains such a mark, 
can be used in the theurgical ritual to attract the god who is its cause. 
Thus, both a certain man and a certain stone may have the sun as 
their cause. Of the man we will say that he has an immaterial symbol 
of the sun engraved in his soul. The stone too contains such an 
immaterial symbol. However, this same material stone, used in a 
theurgical ritual to attract the support of the god Sun, may also be 
called a symbol. 

55 Chal. Phil. Fr. 1, p. 206, 21-23. 
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It is these material symbols to which the few remaining pages of De 
Sacrificio are dedicated. Starting-point is the famous Neoplatonic 
golden rule of ‘all in all but appropriately’56: we can see sun and 
moon on earth (§n tª gª) in an earthly manner (xyon¤vw), whereas 
plants and stones and living creatures can be seen in heaven in a 
heavenly way (§n oÈran“ oÈran¤vw), living noerically (noer«w).57 

Once the wise of old came to see this, and were able to link things 
here to celestial things, ‘they led the divine powers towards the 
mortal place and attracted it through likeness. For likeness is suffi­
cient to join the beings together.’58 Note that it is likeness (ımoiÒthw) 
which lends the material symbols its efficiency. 

Proclus next draws an analogy to explain how theurgy attracts the 
divine powers.59 Take a wick (yruall¤w) and heat it first. Then place 
it under the light of a lamp not far from the fire (we should bear in 
mind that the Greeks lighted their homes with oil lamps and the like, 
thus there was no light without fire). Next you will see the wick catch­
ing fire from above downwards without actually having touched the 
fire of the lamp. The heating of the wick is analogous to the sympathy 
(sumpãyeia) of the things down here for the divine which already 
exists beforehand. Placing the wick under the lamp is analogous to 
handling the right material symbols at the right time in the proper 
way. The catching fire of the wick is analogous to the coming (par-
ous¤a) of the divine light to that which is capable of participating in 
it (tÚ dunãmenon met°xein), while the divine illumination moves from 
the ontologically superior towards the inferior, thus from above to 
below. Theurgy, the art of handling these material symbols, does not 
just enable the theurgist to enter into contact with divine beings, like 
daemons, but even to embark on the ‘making of gods’ (t«n ye«n 
poiÆseiw), i.e. theurgy proper. 

These material symbols can be virtually anything. They may be 
stones, plants or animals. In De Sacrificio, Proclus gives a few examples 
in regard to the sun. Examples of plants which are symbols of the sun 
are the heliotrope and the lotus. The fact that the former turns 
around while following the sun and that the latter opens its flowers 

56  On this rule, see Siorvanes 1996: 51-56. 
57 De Sacrificio 148, 19-21. 
58 àA dØ katidÒntew ofl pãlai sofo¤, tå m¢n êlloiw, tå d¢ êlloiw prosãgontew t«n 

oÈran¤vn, §pÆgonto ye¤aw dunãmeiw efiw tÚn ynhtÚn tÒpon ka‹ diå t∞w ımoiÒthtow 
§feilkÊsanto: flkanØ går ≤ ımoiÒthw sunãptein tå ˆnta éllÆloiw: (pp. 148, 21-149, 
1). 

59 De Sacrificio 149, 1-11. 
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when the sun rises and closes them at sunset show that they have 
some relation with the sun. Examples of stones which are symbols of 
the sun are the helites, which has a goldlike radiance, and one called 
‘the eye of Belos’ (ı BÆlou ÙfyalmÒw) which resembles the pupil of 
an eye and from which a glittering light shines out. The cock, which 
always greets the rising sun, and the lion are examples of animals 
sympathetic to the sun. We know that (parts of) sympathetic plants, 
stones and animals were used during theurgical rites as appropriate 
offerings. Often they were placed in the statue of the god to be 
invoked. The Chaldaean Oracles refer to this practice. Fr. 224 
instructs the priest to make a statue of Hecate from wild rue and to 
adorn it with animals which live around the house like lizards. Of 
these animals a mixture should be rubbed with myrrh, gum, and 
frankincense. This statue has to be completed in the open, under the 
waxing moon while the priest is praying. Proclus too refers to such 
statues, for example in the commentary on the Cratylus, where he 
writes that the telestic art, i.e. theurgy, makes the statues down here 
(tå tªde égãlmata) to be like the gods by means of symbols (diå 
tinvn sumbÒlvn ka‹ éporrÆtvn sunyhmãtvn),60 as well as in the 
commentary on the Timaeus.61 He mentions a specific symbolic statue 
of Aphrodite in H. V 4-5. 

5. The relation between the leader-gods and theurgy 

It is time to take stock. In this chapter we have seen that the later 
Neoplatonists favoured theurgy over philosophy, because they were 
convinced that the entirely descended human soul could not unite 
itself by philosophizing with anything surpassing mere rational 
thinking. In the previous chapter we have seen that Proclus strives 
after unification with the Demiurgic Nous, i.e. with an entity surpass­
ing the human soul. We have also seen that the leader-gods play an 
important role in this process. It is therefore reasonable to suppose 
that the leader-gods play some role in theurgy. In the next chapter, I 
will try to show that the hymns function in accordance with the 
theurgical mechanism of sympathetic symbola, and hence demon­
strate that there is a practical link between theurgy and the leader-
gods. However, in Theologia Platonica VI c. 4 Proclus appears to give a 

60 In Crat. § 51, p. 19, 12ff.

61 In Tim. III 155, 18-22.
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theoretical explanation for the fact that the leader-gods are involved 
in theurgy. Moreover, the close resemblance between the passage 
from the Theologia Platonica and the fragment from the De Sacrificio 
(discussed in § 4.4) makes it likely that the leader-gods are intimately 
connected with theurgy. 

It is stressed in De Sacrificio that symbola derive their efficiency from 
likeness (ımoiÒthw) to their causes, i.e. with the gods. In chapter III § 
4.4 it appeared that the leader-gods are characterized by likeness, as
opposed to the Demiurge who is characterized by sameness. The 
leader-gods — who are also appropriately called the ‘like-making’ or 
‘assimilative’ gods (éfÒmoivtiko¤ yeo¤) — cause a double likeness. 
The fact that all products of a cause proceed from the same cause 
and revert upon the same cause makes the products like each other. 
At the same time, they are also like their causes.62 What marks all 
things off as belonging to the same series is an immaterial symbol of 
their own monad, i.e. the top of their series (tÚ sÊnyhma ©n pçs¤n 
§sti t∞w ofike¤aw monãdow).63 In this way, very lofty things are present 
in very humble things because the lower things partake of the higher 
ones, while the less perfect are also present in the more perfect, 
because the latter contain them as causes.64 Thus this is once again 
the principle we came across in the De Sacrificio of ‘all in all but 
appropriately’ (§ 4.4). Because of this likeness causes and products 
and products of the same cause are bound together by an indissol­
uble interweaving (sumplokØ édiãlutow), which may be called philia 
or sympatheia.65 Note that Iamblichus’ distinction between the two 
terms is neglected, although the expression sumplokØ édiãlutow is 
borrowed from him.66 Proclus also gives two examples of such series 
bound together by likeness: that of Hermes and that of Helios the 
sun. Such a series, like that of Helios, he stresses, does not only 
consist of beings which are superior to us, but also includes souls, 

62 Theol. Plat. VI 4, p. 23, 19-26. 
63 Theol. Plat. VI 4, p. 24, 8-9. The relation between the theory of symbolism and 

that of causative series is not explicitly found in Iamblichus, although it seems 
justified to suppose that Proclus was inspired by certain remarks by Iamblichus, see 
Nasemann 1991: 135-136. 

64 Theol. Plat. VI 4, pp. 24, 30-25, 2. 
65 Theol. Plat. VI 4, p. 24, 26ff. 
66 The expression occurs only in Iamblichus, Proclus and Damascius. For 

Iamblichus, see, e.g., Myst. I 5 (17, 9f.); I 12 (42, 8f.). Nasemann 1991: 32 
comments on the term sumplokÆ: ‘sumplokÆ ist in De myst. ein haüfiger und 
zentraler Ausdruck, der insbesondere die Vereinigung des Menschen mit den 
Göttern bezeichnet.’ 
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animals, plants and stones.67 From our reading of the De Sacrificio we 
have just learnt what particular stones, plants and animals Proclus is 
thinking of. 

But Theol. Plat. VI c. 4 does not tell us everything we would like to 
know about the relation between theurgy and the ascent of the soul 
to the paternal harbour of Nous. Especially it does not tell us whether 
the material symbols are of any use in that process. It may very well 
be, for example, that we only use our innate symbols to ascend, 
whereas we use material symbols to invoke the divine power of that 
series in order to perform white magic. The divine representative of 
that series thus invoked need not even be the leader-god, but some 
minor deity of that series like a daemon, for the likeness between the 
different members of a series guarantees a mutual sympathy. Fortu­
nately, the last paragraph of De Sacrificio reveals that, in the case of 
the leader-gods too, real material symbols are used. Let me quote this 
text: 

T. 4.5 In the initiations and other ceremonies concerning the gods 
too, they selected the appropriate animals and other things. Starting 
from these and similar things, they obtained knowledge of the 
daemonic powers, that their beings (i.e. of the daemons) are con­
nected with the activity in nature and in bodies, and they are drawn 
by means of these things towards intercourse with them. And from 
the daemonic powers they proceeded even towards the actual making 
of gods; in some cases they were instructed by the gods, in other cases 
they themselves were successfully moved by the gods themselves 
towards the discovery of the symbols belonging to them. In this way 
then, leaving the nature and the activities of nature behind them in 
the world below, they used the primary and divine powers.68 

In this text two levels of theurgy are distinguished: theurgy on the 
level of daemons and that on the level of the gods. The former level 
is evidently inferior to the latter. It is connected with nature and the 
activity of nature. This seems to me to point towards the lowest kind 
of theurgy in the triple division of theurgy according to Sheppard, 

67 Theol. Plat. VI 4, p. 23, 27ff.: l°gv d¢ oÈ tå kre¤ttona g°nh mÒnon ≤m«n, éllå 
ka‹ cux«n ériymÚw ka‹ z–vn ka‹ fut«n ka‹ l¤yvn.

68 De Sacrificio 151, 14-23: Ka‹ §n ta›w teleta›w d¢ ka‹ ta›w êllaiw per‹ toÁw yeoËw 
yerape¤aiw z“ã te prosÆkonta §jel°gonto ka‹ ßter' êtta. ÉApÚ dØ toÊtvn ka‹ t«n 
toioÊtvn ırmhy°ntew, tåw daimon¤ouw dunãmeiw ¶gnvsan, …w prosexe›w efisin oÈs¤ai 
t∞w §n tª fÊsei ka‹ to›w s≈masin §nerge¤aw, ka‹ §phgãgonto di' aÈt«n toÊtvn efiw 
sunous¤an: épÚ d¢ toÊtvn §p' aÈtåw ≥dh tåw t«n ye«n én°dramon poiÆseiw, tå m¢n 
ép' aÈt«n didaskÒmenoi, tå d¢ ka‹ aÈto‹ kinoÊmenoi par' •aut«n eÈstÒxvw efiw tØn 
t«n ofike¤vn sumbÒlvn §p¤noian: ka‹ oÏtv loipÒn, tØn fÊsin ka‹ tåw fusikåw 
§nerge¤aw kãtv katalipÒntew, ta›w prvtourgo›w ka‹ ye¤aiw §xrÆsanto dunãmesi. 
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i.e. white magic. However, the theurgy concerning the gods leaves
the world of nature behind it. Does this thus also exclude material 
ritual concerning these gods? No, for the text states the theurgists 
find the symbols appropriate to the gods, either because the gods 
teach the mortals — by means of oracles I presume — or because the 
theurgists, inspired by the gods, find these themselves. These symbols 
cannot be the innate symbols. They consist of ‘animals and other 
suchlike things’ which are used in rites. The powers of these gods are 
described as prvtourgÒw (primary). As Festugière translates it, taking 
the word literally, ‘puissances divines qui opèrent en tête de la 
chaîne.’69 It underlines that these powers belong to the gods which 
are ‘the leaders of the complete series’ (toÁw ≤gemÒnaw t«n seir«n 
˜lvn).70 As we have seen, these gods to whom a whole series belong, 
like Helios, are the leader-gods of Theologia Platonica. Indeed, Proclus 
Theol. Plat. VI 4, p. 23, 22-23 refers to the leader-gods as the ofl 
≤gemoniko‹ ka‹ prvtourgo‹ afit¤ai. 

6. Conclusions 

We summarize our results in this chapter. Theurgy in its original 
form aimed at making contact with and working on the gods by 
means of rites based on cosmic sympatheia. The theurgist could thus 
perform all kinds of miracles and secure the fate of the initiated after 
death, by cleansing them ritually in this life from the defilement of 
the body. Neoplatonists from Iamblichus onwards were driven 
towards the practice of theurgy, because they had lost Plotinus’ 
optimism that philosophical contemplation could lead to unification 
with the gods. It is important to heed the fact that the Neoplatonists 
adapted theurgy to their own needs. References to theurgy in 
Neoplatonic writings, and thus also in Proclus’ hymns, should thus be 
understood not in the light of what we know of theurgy as such, but 
according to the interpretatio neoplatonica. 

As for Proclus, we have seen that he participated enthusiastically in 
both the study and practice of theurgy. However, for Proclus theurgy 
is not a monolithic thing. I accept Anne Sheppard’s tripartite struc­
ture of theurgy in Proclus, consisting of white magic, theurgy which 
makes the soul noerically active and a kind of supreme, non-ritual 

69  Festugière 1944: 136, see also his note 4 .

70 De Sacrificio 148, 13.
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kind of theurgy. It is my contention that Proclus’ hymns are part of 
Proclus’ theurgical practice. They belong to the theurgy of the first 
and second type. In the next chapter I will argue for this. 

Finally, I have argued that the leader-gods, the gods to whom most 
hymns are directed and who are the ones who establish us in Nous, 
are the theurgical gods par excellence. They are the prime causes of the 
likeness that endow the material symbols in the theurgical rites with 
their special powers. It is by means of these symbols that the Neo­
platonic theurgist attracts the divine powers and thus ‘make gods’, 
i.e. they allow us to make an epistrophe to and subsequently effectuate 
unification with the leader-gods, our return to the paternal harbour of 
divine Nous. 



CHAPTER FIVE 

THE HYMNS: THEURGY IN PRACTICE 

1.  Introduction 

In the preceding chapter we focused on the mechanisms of theurgy. 
In the present chapter we shall examine to what degree we see the 
mechanisms of theurgy at work in the hymns. We shall first turn to 
Proclus’ theory of theurgical prayer, which he borrowed from 
Iamblichus. It is sometimes suggested that this theory underlies the 
structure of Proclus’ hymns. We shall examine this view. Next, we 
shall look into the use of different sorts of symbols in the hymns. 
Thirdly, we shall raise the question whether Proclus’ hymns were 
themselves part of ritual acts. Finally, in our concluding section, we 
shall determine to what extent the study of Proclus’ hymns contri­
butes to our understanding of theurgy. 

2. Proclus’ theory of prayer 

2.1 Prayer as theurgy 

In the search for theurgy in Proclus’ hymns, we shall now first turn to 
his theory of prayer as presented in In Tim. I 206, 26-214, 12. It is 
intended as a commentary on Plato Ti. 27c where Timaeus first prays 
(eÎxesyai) to the gods and goddesses before embarking upon his 
account of the creation of the cosmos. Proclus seizes this opportunity 
to reflect and elaborate on Iamblichus’ doctrine concerning the 
power and perfection of prayer, which is ‘amazing, supernatural and 
surpasses everything we may hope for.’1 His subsequent account of 
prayer is indeed in line with Iamblichus’ discussion of prayer in Myst. 
V 26, although Proclus will appear to divide prayer into five stages, 
whereas Iamblichus restricts himself to three.2 

1  In Tim. I 209, 7-9.

2 For Iamblichus’ theory of prayer, see appendix A in Dillon 1973: 407-411.
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Proclus starts by giving a brief exposition of his theory of 
causation. Everything somehow proceeds from the gods. Everything 
that proceeds from its cause remains in it, hence we remain somehow 
rooted in the gods. On the other hand, everything that proceeds 
seeks to return to its cause. Therefore everything has had implanted 
in itself two types of symbols (In Tim. I 210, 13: dittå sunyÆmata) of 
the gods: one type in order that the products remain with their 
causes, another enabling a return to those causes.3 These symbols are 
placed in the souls at the time of their creation by the Demiurge. It is 
by means of the latter type of symbols that through prayer we return 
to the gods. Proclus’ explanation of the efficiency of prayer shows 
that his theory is, as he professes it to be, a chip off the old 
Iamblichean block, as the following passage shows: 

T. 5.1 And prayer contributes enormously to this epistrophe by means 
of the ineffable symbols of the gods, which the Father of the souls has 
sown into them. It attracts the beneficence of the gods towards itself 
and it unifies those who pray to those to whom they pray, it links the 
intellect of the gods to the words of those who pray, it moves the will 
of those who contain all goods in a perfect way to bestow them 
without envy, it creates the persuasion of the divine, and it establishes 
all that we have in the gods.4 

We have seen in T. 4.2 that Iamblichus went to some lengths to show 
that the theurgist did not force the gods, but that the gods conferred 
their blessings on the theurgist because of the ties of philia between 
the gods and their creatures. They did so in accordance with their 
own will (boÊlhsiw). Moreover, they did so without envy (éfyÒnvw). 
In the same vein, Proclus says that prayer creates persuasion (peiy≈) 
of the divine, i.e. as opposed to force. This persuasion too originates 
from Iamblichus who states that prayer awakens persuasion, commu­
nion and indissoluble friendship.5 

3 See chapter II § 3.2 for a discussion of hymn-singing against the background 
of this theory of causation. 

4 In Tim. I 210, 30-211, 8: prÚw d¢ tØn §pistrofØn taÊthn ≤ eÈxØ meg¤sthn 
par°xetai sunt°leian sumbÒloiw érrÆtoiw t«n ye«n, ì t«n cux«n ı patØr 
§n°speiren aÈta›w, t«n ye«n tØn eÈpoi¤an ßlkousa efiw •autØn ka‹ •noËsa m¢n toÁw 
eÈxom°nouw §ke¤noiw, prÚw oÓw eÎxontai, sunãptousa d¢ ka‹ tÚn t«n ye«n noËn prÚw 
toÁw t«n eÈxom°nvn lÒgouw, kinoËsa d¢ tØn boÊlhsin t«n tele¤vw tå égayå 
periexÒntvn §n •auto›w §p‹ tØn êfyonon aÈt«n metãdosin, peiyoËw te oÔsa t∞w ye¤aw 
dhmiourgÚw ka‹ ˜la tå ≤m°tera to›w yeo›w §nidrÊousa.

5  Myst. V 26 (239, 6f.): (prayer) peiy∆ d¢ ka‹ koinvn¤an ka‹ fil¤an édiãluton 
§ge¤rei. 
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Iamblichus also helps us to understand the somewhat puzzling 
remark that prayer links the intellect of the gods to the words of 
praying men. Porphyry had asked whether it was still useful to pray to 
the gods, who must be supposed to be pure intellects without sensory 
perceptions. Sensory perception presupposes after all contact with 
matter. Therefore, it seems impossible that the gods can actually hear 
what we are saying to them. Iamblichus replies that, given the fact 
that the theurgist is united to the gods, his thoughts coincide with 
theirs. Thus he does not communicate with the gods as one being to 
another, but they are literally of one mind, with no need for verbal 
communication, even though the theurgist utters a prayer.6 Since 
prayer, according to T. 5.1, unifies us to the gods, it enables us to 
make our prayers known to the gods. Most important, finally, is the 
fact that the notion that prayer leads to unification (≤ êrrhtow 
ßnvsiw) with the gods is also Iamblichean.7 

It will be remembered that in De Sacrificio too prayer was conceived 
as an epistrophe to a causative principle (see T. 2.3) and that this 
happens on the basis of sympatheia derived from engraved symbols 
(see chapter IV § 4.4). Proclus In Tim. I 210, 14-25 connects what has 
been said there with his theory of prayer here, when he observes that 
this is not only the case for human souls but also for things without 
souls. In them Nature has sown symbols which render the various 
things akin to the various series of the gods, like the sunlike things 
and the moonlike things. The moonstones, heliotropes, and lotuses 
of De Sacrificio (chapter IV § 4.4) spring to mind here. For this reason, 
I believe that we are allowed to assume that Proclus believed that this 
mechanism of theurgical symbolism is at work in the case of his own 
hymns. All the same, this does not mean that we can project 
everything that is said in the In Tim.-passage onto the hymns, as we 
are now about to see. 

2.2 Do Proclus’ hymns follow his theory? 

Proclus proceeds (In Tim. I 211, 8-212, 1) to divide true prayer into 
five successive stages. First of all, one should have knowledge 
(gn«siw) of all the ranks of divinities which the person praying will 

6 Cf. Proclus In Crat. § 73 p. 35, 24-26 where Proclus denies that gods hear 
prayers, since they are without a body, but that they know beforehand what we 
want. 

7  Myst. V 26 (238, 3-6) 
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encounter. Next we should become familiar with the divine (ofike¤v-
siw), aiming at becoming like the divine (ımo¤vsiw) in respect of 
purity, chastity, education and order, ‘by means of which we offer 
what is ours to the gods, and attract their favour.’ Thirdly we gain 
contact (sunafÆ) with the gods, when we attain the divine being with 
the summit of our soul and converge upon it. Fourth there is the 
approaching (§mp°lasiw). Proclus here quotes Chaldaean Oracle Fr. 
121 from which he borrows the term: ‘For the mortal who has 
approached the fire will possess the light from God.’8 Finally there is 
the unification which establishes the one of the soul in the one of the 
gods (In Tim. I 211, 24f.: teleuta¤a d¢ ≤ ßnvsiw, aÈt“ t“ •n‹ t«n ye«n 
tÚ ©n t∞w cux∞w §nidrÊousa) and makes our energeiai and that of the 
gods one. 

It is only logical to wonder with Beierwaltes to what extent this 
theory of a five-fold prayer emerges in the hymns.9 Esser 1967: 105­
108 formulated an affirmative answer to this question. He set himself 
the task of comparing the hymns to the theory. Let us now present 
his findings. In the hymn to Helios he recognizes the fourth stage 
(§mp°lasiw), for Proclus prays to Helios for divine light. In the hymns 
to Aphrodite he finds the second phase of ofike¤vsiw, since in both 
hymns Proclus prays that he may not fall victim to the wrong kind of 
love, and because it is characteristic of Aphrodite to familiarize the 
soul with divine Beauty. The hymns to the Muses and to the Mother 
of the gods, Hecate, and Zeus also illustrate the second phase, for 
these two hymns contain prayers for the liberation of the soul from 
the realm of matter. 

Esser assumes too hastily that we may compare Proclus’ hymns to 
this theory. The fact is that the theory of prayer focuses on ‘perfect 
and true prayer’ (In Tim. I 211, 9f.: t∞w tele¤aw ka‹ ˆntvw oÎshw 
eÈx∞w) which culminates in unification on the level of the henads. 
That is what Proclus means when he speaks about the unification of 
the one in us with the one of the gods.10 Moreover he has made it 
clear from the start of the discussion that the gods to whom these 
prayers are directed are the henads: they are ofl yeo¤ ka‹ ofl prvt¤stoi 
•nãdew (In Tim. I 210, 5f.), ka‹ being explicative here. 

8 Trans. Majercik 1989: 95: t“ pur‹ går brotÚw §mpelãsaw yeÒyen fãow ¶jei.
9 ‘Eine verlockende Aufgabe wäre es, durch eine philosophische Interpretation 

der Hymnen des Proklos zu untersuchen, inwieweit in ihnen seine Theorie des 
Gebetes Prinzip der Dichtung geworden ist’ (Beierwaltes 19792: 393 n. 9). 

10 About which see chapter III § 3. 
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Now the first two phases of knowledge and becoming familiar are 
perhaps not very specific for our contact with the divine henads, and 
it is perhaps justified to recognize something of this in the hymns. 
The subsequent phases, though, are a different matter. When we take 
a closer look at the third phase in which contact is gained with the 
gods, we see that it is the moment at which we touch upon the divine 
being with the summit of our soul (In Tim. I 211, 18f. §faptÒmeya t∞w 
ye¤aw oÈs¤aw t“ ékrotãtƒ t∞w cux∞w). According to Esser 1967: 90 
this summit is the noerÒn. However, Proclus Chal. Phil. IV explains 
that nous can never be the summit (p. 209, 18: oÈk ¶sti noËw tÚ 
ékrÒtaton), including in the case of the human soul (p. 209, 19f.: §n 
ta›w cuxa›w oÈk ¶sti noerÚn tÚ pr«ton t∞w §nerge¤aw e‰dow). Instead it 
is the ‘one in us’ (p. 209, 25f.). Since the third phase of perfect 
prayer already involves the ‘one in us’ touching the henads, it seems 
to me impossible that we can have the fourth phase in a prayer to a 
leader-god. 

What about the first two phases, that of knowledge and ofike¤vsiw, 
which are not necessarily characteristic for our contact with the 
henads? We have noted that Esser finds the second phase in some of 
the hymns. It is true that the hymns are primarily concerned with 
attempts to flee the realm of matter and hence with ofike¤vsiw with 
the divine (see e.g. H. I 36-38; H. II 20-21; H. III 10-15; H. IV 10-12; 
H. V 14-15; H. VI 6-7, 10; VII 37-42). We may add to this that the 
hymns also display the first phase, i.e. that of knowledge. As we shall 
see, the first part of each hymn is not taken up by prayers proper, but 
by a celebration of the god invoked which shows Proclus’ profound 
knowledge of the place of each deity in the divine hierarchy and his 
or her functions. This first part is often also the largest section of a 
hymn. The notable exception here is the sixth hymn to the Mother of 
the Gods, Hecate and Zeus, but even in that case the use of the 
epithets betrays a profound theological knowledge, as will appear in 
the commentary to vss. 1-3. In my opinion, this does not necessarily 
point into the direction of influence from the theory about prayers 
on Proclus’ hymns. Even Plotinus, who has no reputation for being a 
great lover of prayer, believes that every movement of ascent starts 
with acquiring knowledge, followed by purification.11 As for Proclus’ 
display of knowledge in the opening sections of the hymns, I shall 

11  Enn. VI 7 (38) 36, 6ff., for a discussion of this passage, see Hadot 1988: 347ff. 
and Meijer 1992: 188f. 
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argue below that these have a special purpose. In my opinion they 
serve as theurgical symbols of some sort. 

In answer to Beierwaltes’ question, then, I would respond that the 
scheme of prayer in five stages as we find it in the commentary on the 
Timaeus does not in any clear way surface in Proclus’ hymns. The 
reason for this is that the type of prayers discussed in the In Tim. are 
concerned with the unification on the level of the henads, whereas 
Proclus’ hymns are not. 

3. Symbols in the hymns 

3.1 Four sorts of symbols 

As we have seen in the chapter on theurgy, Proclus can take symbols 
in a narrower and a wider sense. In the former it is the immaterial 
mark of a certain series imprinted in its product. In the latter sense, it 
is the product itself which the theurgist may use to attract the god 
belonging to the same series as it. In Proclus’ discussion of the role of 
symbols in prayer which we have analysed above, he only refers to 
innate symbols in the human soul which link our prayers to the gods. 
Nevertheless, we may also detect the latter kind of symbols in Proclus’ 
hymns. These can be divided into two groups. On the one hand there 
are what I would like to call linguistic symbols, i.e. certain stories and 
names which may serve as a theurgical symbol; on the other hand 
there are some references to the handling of material symbols in the 
hymns during the recitation of the latter. 

3.2 Innate symbols 

Innate symbols can of course not be shown in a hymn. However, 
there are two occasions in the hymns on which Proclus underlines 
that he belongs to the series of the deity invoked. In his hymn to 
Athena, Proclus begs Athena to come to his aid ‘since I profess to 
belong to you’ (vs. 42 ˜ti teÚw eÎxomai e‰nai). As Marinus explains in 
his biography (quoted in the commentary ad loc.), Proclus was born 
in Byzantium, a city dedicated to Athena. Thus she ‘became the cause 
of his birth.’ Hence Proclus belongs to the series of Athena, and she 
is therefore bound to exercise providence towards him because of 
sympatheia. 
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In H. V, Proclus invokes Aphrodite, the queen of the Lycians (vs. 1 
Luk¤vn basilh¤da). Later on in the hymn, Proclus implores the help 
of the goddess ‘for I myself too am of Lycian blood’ (vs. 13). This is 
true, for Proclus’ parents were natives of Lycia (see my commentary 
on that verse). The idea behind this reminder is the same as in the 
hymn to Athena. Since Proclus is a Lycian, there is a certain bond of 
sympathy with the god of the Lycians, which Proclus tries to activate 
in this way. 

To this we may add the invocation of the sun as ‘holding himself 
the key of the life-supporting source’ (H. I 2f.). Proclus, following the 
famous sun simile in Plato’s Republic, ascribes a special role to the sun 
as cause of all life in the universe. It is a second demiurge.12 As such 
the sun holds a special place in the process of causation, and thus, of 
reversion, as will appear from a discussion of the role of the sun in 
Chaldaean soteriology.13 The situation in this case is somewhat 
different from the two above-mentioned examples. Proclus does not 
explicitly mention that the sun should therefore come to his aid, as 
he did in the other two cases. However, the aretology in the first part 
of that hymn, including this line, as a whole serves as an expression of 
the power of the god Helios, who should fulfil Proclus’ prayers, ‘for 
you have mighty and infinite power’ (H. I 47). 

3.3  Symbolic myths 

3.3.1  Myths as symbols 
Contrary to e.g. the Homeric hymns and those by Callimachus, 
Proclus’ hymns do not contain elaborate versions of myths in which 
the deities invoked play the leading roles. Instead he refers in an 
allusive manner to stories about these deities. Take for example the 
hymn to Athena. In vss. 1-2, Proclus refers to the spectacular birth of 
Athena from the head of Zeus (without even so much as mentioning 
Zeus’ head); in vs. 8 he refers to the battle against the Giants; in vss. 
9-10 to Hephaistos’ frustrated attempt to rape Athena; in vss. 11-15 to 
the Orphic myth of the assault on Dionysus and his subsequent 
raising by Zeus with the help of Athena; in vss. 16-17 to an unknown 
story of Athena fighting Hecate; and finally in vss. 21-30 to the story 
of the battle between Poseidon and Athena about the possession of 
Attica. 

12 See my commentary ad loc.

13 For which see my commentary to H. I 34.




the hymns: theurgy in practice 93 

Why does Proclus refer to these myths? This was not a matter of 
blindly following conventions and traditions. Far from it. The tradi­
tional stories about the gods as found in Homer and Hesiod do not 
present the gods as philosophical sages, completely disengaged from 
the pãyh of the material world. Instead they behave like humans do: 
they fight each other, as Athena the Giants, they are driven by lust, 
like Hephaistos had for Athena, or envy each other, like Poseidon 
and Athena. For Plato this had been sufficient reason to drive the 
authors of such repellent stories about the gods, including Homer, 
out of his ideal city. However, since the Neoplatonists of the 
Athenian school accepted the claims of Homer and Hesiod to be 
divinely inspired, they were unwilling to discard them as authorities 
on divine matters. In their efforts to save Homer and Hesiod they 
resorted to an allegorical reading of their poetry, which neutralized 
offensive elements and turned the old poets into state of the art 
Neoplatonic philosophers instead. Since a good understanding of the 
Neoplatonic allegorical reading of these texts is a requirement for 
understanding Proclus’ own poetry, we shall look more deeply into 
this matter in the next chapter. 

For the moment, it will suffice to point out that Proclus refers to 
this allegorizing approach not as ÍpÒnoia, as Plato had done, nor as 
éllhgor¤a, as was the term in Hellenistic times, but as symbolism, 
using the word sÊmbolon.14 Since the word symbol is the same as the 
one used in the context of theurgy, one cannot help wondering 
whether there is some connection between Proclus’ theory of litera­
ture and that of theurgy. Anne Sheppard has convincingly argued 
that there indeed is.15 Just as the gods cast innate symbols into their 
products, they inspire some poets with stories. Just as the gods may be 
attracted by means of these symbols, the recitation of these inspired 
stories in the context of a ritual may attract the gods. 

Let us look at a passage which brings out the relation between 
literary symbolism and theurgy. In In RP. I 81, 28-86, 23, Proclus 
discusses the symbolical interpretation of some myths, which Plato 
had labelled indecent and therefore banned from his ideal city. 
Among these stories is Hephaistos’ attempt to rape Athena, also 
commemorated as we just saw in the hymn to Athena. Proclus admits 

14 So Sheppard 1980: 145. 
15 Sheppard 1980: 145-161; her lead has been taken up by Erler 1987 in his 

interpretation of H. II, and referred to with approval in Lamberton 1986: 190 n. 
102. 
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that these stories should not be told to youngsters, but all the same 
they should not be done away with completely, for 

T. 5.2 … to a small number of people who have woken up to 
understanding, myths reveal the sympathy which they have towards 
reality, and the theurgical rites themselves guarantee that their power 
is connatural to the gods. For the gods themselves rejoice at hearing 
such symbols and they are persuaded willingly by those who call upon 
them and they show what is peculiar to them through these signs 
because they are appropriate to them and especially familiar. … <If 
we really want to ban these myths completely>,16 let us then not say 
that such myths of the Greek theologians do not help to educate (sc. 
the young, RMB) in virtue, but let us show that they are not as much 
in harmony with the hieratic rites as they can possibly be. Let us then 
not say that they imitate the divine in a dissimilar way by means of 
incongruous symbols, but let us demonstrate that they do not prepare 
in us beforehand an ineffable sympathy with a view to communion 
with the gods.17 

The relation between symbolic poetry and theurgy is made explicit 
here. It is theurgy itself which guarantees that these seemingly 
indecent myths can be trusted to reveal the truth. They are as much 
related to the hieratic rites, i.e. theurgy, as they can possibly be. Just 
as is the case in theurgy, the gods are moved by these symbolic stories 
to hearken to the people who make use of them. Note that the gods 
do so willingly (ékoÊontew xa¤rousin/•to¤mvw pe¤yontai). We recall 
here that Iamblichus defined theurgy as opposed to magic by the fact 
that theurgy used persuasion (peiy≈) as opposed to force. The 
sympatheia, that pivotal ingredient of theurgy, that exists between 
these symbolic stories and the gods activates in its turn our relation of 
sympatheia with the gods so that we may have communion with them. 
Another passage in the commentary on the Republic extols the power 
of myths in initiation rites. Myths not only influence people who have 
prepared themselves, but even the masses: 

16 I follow here Festugière’s suggestion that we have to insert something like 
this, see Festugière trans. In RP. vol. 1 p. 100 n. 2. 

17   In RP. I 83, 15-84, 2: to›w d¢ efiw noËn énegeirom°noiw Ùl¤goiw dÆ tisin §kfa¤nei 
tØn •aut«n prÚw tå prãgmata sumpãyeian, ka‹ tØn §j aÈt«n t«n fleratik«n ¶rgvn 
par°xetai p¤stin t∞w prÚw tå ye›a sumfuoËw dunãmevw: ka‹ går ofl yeo‹ t«n toi«nde 
sumbÒlvn ékoÊontew xa¤rousin ka‹ to›w kaloËsin •to¤mvw pe¤yontai ka‹ tØn •aut«n 
fidiÒthta profa¤nousin diå toÊtvn …w ofike¤vn aÈto›w ka‹ mãlista gnvr¤mvn 
sunyhmãtvn: … mØ to¤nun l°gvmen …w oÈ paideutiko‹ prÚw éretÆn efisin ofl toio¤de 
mËyoi t«n par' ÜEllhsin yeolÒgvn, éll' …w oÈx‹ to›w fleratiko›w yesmo›w sumfv-
nÒtatoi deiknÊvmen, mhd¢ …w énomo¤vw mimoËntai tå ye›a diå t«n épemfainÒntvn 
sumbÒlvn, éll' …w oÈx‹ sumpãyeian ≤m›n êrrhton proparaskeuãzousin efiw tØn 
metous¤an t«n ye«n. 
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T. 5.3 The initiations show that the myths even influence the masses. 
For these too, using myths as vehicles, in which to embody the 
ineffable truth concerning the gods, establish for the souls a sympathy 
with the ongoing ritual in a divine way that is incomprehensible to us. 
The result is that some of the initiates, filled with divine terror, are 
astounded, whereas others are affected in a positive way by the holy 
symbols and, in a state of ecstasy, are completely established in the 
gods and inspired by them. Evidently, I would say, the classes of 
beings superior to us which follow the gods awake in us, by means of 
our love for such signs, the sympathy with the gods which is brought 
about by means of them.18 

T. 5.2 stressed that the use of mythical symbols attracts the gods and 
makes them obey us voluntarily. However, since sympathy connects 
god and man, it is not enough just to arouse sympathy on the part of 
the divine. We too have to be disposed sympathetically towards the 
divine if we are to benefit from the divine beneficence. Here too, the 
recitation of myths in the context of ritual proves functional, as T. 5.3 
shows. It awakens in us a sympathy for the divine, with the result that 
we, in ecstasy, step outside ourselves into the world of the gods. In 
the commentary on the Parmenides Proclus stresses the need for 
action on both sides. ‘When a man is anticipating the appearance of 
the divine, he must exert himself to stir up the divine spark within 
him in preparation for participating in higher beings.’19 Dillon sees a 
reference to theurgical practice in this line.20 He suggests that we stir 
up the divine spark in us by means of uttering incantations and 
performing theurgical rites. As T. 5.3 shows, one way of stirring up 
the divine in us is by reciting myths during these rites. As for the 
hymns, this double function of symbolic myths (i.e. the fact that they 
awake sympathy at both ends) explains why Proclus chooses to refer 
to such myths especially at their beginning. On the one hand, it 
guarantees that the divinity invoked will answer Proclus’ prayers, and 
on the other hand it prepares Proclus to receive the gifts asked for. 

18   In RP II 108, 17-27: ÜOti d¢ ka‹ efiw toÁw polloÁw dr«sin ofl mËyoi, dhloËsin afl 
teleta¤. ka‹ går atai xr≈menai to›w mÊyoiw, ·na tØn per‹ ye«n élÆyeian êrrhton 
katakle¤vsin, sumpaye¤aw efis‹n a‡tiai ta›w cuxa›w per‹ tå dr≈mena trÒpon 
êgnvston ≤m›n ka‹ ye›on: …w toÁw m¢n t«n teloum°nvn kataplÆttesyai deimãtvn 
ye¤vn plÆreiw gignom°nouw, toÁw d¢ sundiat¤yesyai to›w flero›w sumbÒloiw ka‹ •aut«n 
§kstãntaw ˜louw §nidrËsyai to›w yeo›w ka‹ §nyeãzein: pãntvw pou ka‹ t«n •pom°nvn 
aÈto›w kreittÒnvn ≤m«n gen«n diå tØn prÚw tå toiaËta sunyÆmata fil¤an 
énegeirÒntvn ≤mçw efiw tØn prÚw toÁw yeoÁw di' aÈt«n sumpãyeian.

19  In Parm. II 781, 11ff., trans. Morrow/Dillon 1987: 143.

20 Morrow/Dillon 1987: 100.
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3.3.2 Parallels for the use of symbolic myths 
Proclus’ use of symbolic myths in rituals is no innovation on his part. 
Comparison with other examples of the use of symbolic myths may 
increase our understanding of their use in the context of Proclus’ 
hymns. The idea is already present in the writings of Julian the Apos­
tate, especially in his long exposition on myths in the treatise against 
the cynic Herakleios. The secret and unknown nature of the charac­
ters (t«n xaraktÆrvn), i.e. theurgical symbols, treats both body and 
soul and causes appearances of the gods (yerapeÊei goËn oÈ cuxåw 
mÒnon, éllå ka‹ s≈mata, ka‹ ye«n poie› parous¤aw). These things are 
also often brought about by means of myths (diå t«n mÊyvn), which 
Julian calls telestic myths (t«n telestik«n mÊyvn).21 We note that, 
according to Julian, myths — since they are supposed to do the same 
as symbols — work into two directions. On the one hand they work 
on the body and soul of man, on the other they make the gods 
appear. This corresponds to Proclus’ account that the myths draw the 
gods towards us and prepare us to enter into contact with them. 

Bouffartigue, in his impressive study on Julian and the culture of 
his day, notes that Proclus’ idea that myths and theurgy are related 
parallels Julian’s idea.22 He is convinced that both Julian and Proclus 
are inspired by Iamblichus.23 He may very well be right, although it 
should be noted that the Iamblichean text, which Bouffartigue cites 
to show that Proclus’ ideas depend on those of Iamblichus, is not 
concerned with myths but with iconic representations.24 In fact, 
Iamblichus has disappointingly little to say on the specific theurgical 
qualities of hymns. 

However, other Neoplatonists are not the only source for parallels. 
As we have seen (chapter IV § 2), Neoplatonic theurgy was not inven­
ted by the Neoplatonists but was an adaptation and rationalisation of 
existing magical practice to meet philosophical ends. The use of 
myths in order to evoke sympathy in prayers illustrates this process of 
adaptation, as may be shown when we look at the use of myths in 
ordinary, i.e. non-philosophical, hymns. William Furley (1995) 
examines it in an article on praise and persuasion in Greek hymns, 
paying special attention to the use of myths. Furley admits that myths 

21 Julian Or. VII c. 11 (216c-217b). 
22 See Bouffartigue 1992: 337-345 on Julian’s doctrine of myths and its relation 

to Iamblichus and Proclus. 
23 Bouffartigue 1992: 341: ‘La source commune à Julien et à Proclus ne peut 

être que Jamblique.’ 
24 As Bouffartigue 1992: 340 n. 92 himself admits. 
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may sometimes have been included in hymns for entertainment, as in 
case of the humorous story of Hermes’ theft of Apollo’s cattle in the 
Homeric Hymn to Hermes.25 However, most of the time they 

must be viewed as an element of the worshipper’s attempt to secure 
divine favour and guide it in a direction or channel beneficial to 
himself. Frequently the attempt uses familiar mythical narrative from 
the past with a view to extracting similar favours now or in the future 
(similar to the ‘da quia dedisti’ type of argument in prayer); … 
Hymn-singing involves belief in, and accurate naming of, divine 
powers; the myths used in supplicatory address show these powers in 
action as a model for present expectations. Just as kings like to hear 
tales about other kings (which the minstrel can cleverly tailor so as 
both to please the sovereign and project his own ideal of monarchy) 
so divine myths in hymns are sung to please the deity addressed and 
suggest suitable ways for him/her to act (Furley 1995: 43). 

Two of Furley’s examples may sufficiently illustrate his point. In a 
hymn to Apollo, composed for the Athenian Pythais festival either in 
138 or 128 bc, the poet commemorates the facts that Apollo slew the 
Pytho and overcame the Gauls, who are described in mythological 
language as ‘latter-day Titans’. These two episodes serve as examples 
of Apollo’s saving power in a prayer for deliverance from adversity. 
They argue that Apollo could do so again. 

Another example is taken from the magical papyri. It is an 
incantation used in healing illness. It refers to the (unknown) story of 
an initiate who was set afire on the top of a mountain. Fortunately, 
however, seven divine dark-eyed maidens appeared with dark urns 
pouring water on the fire. In the same way, the bodily inflammation 
of the patient should be extinguished. Furley here quotes Kotansky 
who calls this the employment of some sort of ‘sympathetic magic’. 

Let me first point out the essential difference between this sympa­
thetic magic and Proclus’ use of myths. As Furley observes, these 
mythical references are included to please the gods as if they were 
human kings. As we have seen in the previous chapter, Iamblichus 
took great pains to show that the theurgists did not envisage the gods 
as beings full of emotions like mortals and who are thus be suscep­
tible to flattery and can be manipulated. Instead the Neoplatonic 
gods are sympathetic towards the symbols which they themselves, on 
their own account, have revealed to mankind. 

All the same the similarity in the use of myths between these 
hymns and those by Proclus is clear. Let us take our example of the 

25 Furley 1995: 40. 
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hymn to Athena mentioned above (§ 3.3.1). The myths referred to 
may be explained along the same lines as the myths in the non-
philosophical hymns. In order to understand the relevance of the 
myths for Proclus’ prayers in the second part of the hymn, it is 
important to know Proclus’ symbolical reading of them. In the 
commentary to this hymn I shall elaborate on Proclus’ allegorical 
interpretation of these myths. At this point, I shall only refer briefly 
to the outcome of that discussion. The story of Athena’s birth from 
the head of Zeus refers to the fact that Athena belongs to the class of 
leader-gods who emanate directly from the demiurgic Nous, i.e. Zeus. 
As we have seen, it is the task of these leader-gods to establish us in 
that paternal Nous, which they can only do because they themselves 
emanate directly from it. In this hymn Proclus prays to Athena twice 
to help him to return to that paternal Nous: in vs. 32 he asks for a 
safe harbour, i.e. the paternal Nous, and in vs. 36 he asks Athena to 
drag him away to the house of her father (patrÚw §∞ow) on Mt. 
Olympus, i.e. to Zeus. By mentioning this myth, then, Proclus 
activates the bond of sympathy between Zeus, Athena and himself. 
Athena is the mediator between Proclus and Zeus. As such she can 
and should help Proclus to come into contact with Zeus. 

The next myth referred to is that of the battle between the 
Olympian gods and the Giants. In Proclus’ allegorical reading of the 
myth this means that Athena makes the intelligent prevail over the 
irrational, the immaterial over the material, unity over plurality on a 
general level. Later on Proclus prays to Athena to help him to 
achieve exactly this in his private life, to escape from the chains of the 
material world that keep his soul captive (vss. 37-42). The same goes 
for the myths of Hephaistos in vain trying to rape Athena, the 
onslaught on Dionysus, and the fight between Athena and Hecate. 
According to Proclus, all these myths come down to a struggle 
between the rational and the irrational, the immaterial and the 
material, in which the forces of Athena in the end carry the day. The 
last myth, that of the quarrel between Athena and Poseidon over 
Attica, serves yet another function. According to this myth, Attica was 
allotted to Athena, thus she is obliged to care for it and its inhabi­
tants, notably the philosophers of the Neoplatonic Academy. This 
myth activates the bond of sympathy between Athena and Athens. It 
seems to me that it is supposed to bequeath power to Proclus’ prayer 
at the end of the hymn for power against his enemies. These are 
probably the Christians, who threaten to close down the pagan 



the hymns: theurgy in practice 99 

philosophical school and thus endanger everything Athens as a 
centre of learning (vs. 23: Athens as a ‘mother of books’) had always 
stood for. 

3.3.3 A proof: the use of Il. 5, 127-8 
It may be objected that the interpretation of mythical references in 
Proclus’ hymns as theurgical symbols which I have just sketched is 
hypothetical. How do we know that Proclus intended to put his 
theory that myths may operate as symbols into practice? It is not 
enough just to point out the parallels with non-philosophical hymns. 
This just pushes the problem one stage back. Although I am fully 
convinced by Furley’s approach of myths in hymns, he does not 
produce proof that this what the ancient hymnmakers thought they 
were doing. His main argument is that it makes good sense of 
mythical portions within the context of the unity of the hymns. I now 
intend to show, first, that in non-philosophical hymns and prayers 
there was such a thing as the magical use of myths and, second, that 
Proclus’ use of myths to evoke the divine sympathy is indeed linked 
with this usage. 

In his old but still valuable study on the worship of the Muses by 
Greek philosophers, Pierre Boyancé draws attention to the use of 
Homer and Hesiod by the Pythagoreans as a medicine against the 
passions which impede the philosopher in his progress. He then 
elaborates on the history of the use of Homeric texts in magical 
contexts.26 He refers notably to an episode in Lucian Cont. 7. Charon, 
who visits the world of the living under the guidance of Hermes, is 
unable to see the things up here clearly. Hermes offers Charon to 
cure (fiãsomai) him by means of an incantation (§pƒdÆ) taken from 
Homer. He then recites Il. 5, 127-8. In the context of the Iliad, 
Athena encourages Diomedes, telling him that she will imbue him 
with power and courage and that she will lift the mist which covers 
his eyes, so that he will be capable of distinguishing mortals from the 
gods. Literally she says: éxlÁn d' aÔ toi ép' Ùfyalm«n ßlon, ∂ pr‹n 
§p∞en, | ˆfr' eÔ gin≈skoiw ±m¢n yeÚn ±d¢ ka‹ êndra. These words are 
verbally repeated by Hermes, whose cure proves to be effective. 

Boyancé observes that there is a certain analogy between the 
mythical context in the Iliad and this situation. In both cases the 
physical ability to see is improved. In the case of Charon the 

26 Boyancé 1936: 115-131, see especially pp. 126-131. 
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quotation of the verses from the Iliad heals him as ‘par une sorte de 
magie sympathique.’ He then continues by showing that Neoplatonic 
sources attach an allegorical meaning to these verses. The human 
soul is blinded because of its life in a body. It is unable to see the 
material realities clearly unless aided by the gods. As a result of this 
symbolic reading, Proclus can insert these verses in his hymn to the 
unnamed gods of wisdom (H. IV 6-7) in his prayer for illumination. 
Boyancé could have added H. I 41, which paraphrases the same 
verses. The fact that Proclus alludes twice to the same Homeric verses 
point to the fact that he did probably think of them as important for 
the quality of his hymns as instruments for attracting the divine 
powers. So, what we have here, then, is a nice demonstration that 
mythological material, like the Diomedes-episode, could be used for 
magical purposes and that Proclus, in his hymns, avails himself of this 
practice, after he had interpreted the story allegorically. 

3.3.4  Further proof from the hymns 
To the example of the Diomedes-passage, another proof that Proclus 
indeed believed that myths had some theurgical power can be added. 
In his hymn to Athena, of which we have just analysed the mythical 
components, he prays: ‘Give my soul holy light from your sacred 
myths (ép' eÈi°rvn s°o mÊyvn) and wisdom and love (H. VII 33f.).’ 
This request follows after the mythical sections in the first part of the 
hymn and it seems to me that these myths are therefore the ones just 
mentioned. In the analysis of how symbolic myths work (§ 3.1), we 
saw that they work in two directions: they activate the divine sympathy 
towards us, whereas at the same time they awaken our sympathy 
towards the divine. These two dimensions are brought out in this 
prayer. On the one hand, Proclus hopes to obtain the holy light of 
illumination and wisdom from Athena’s myths (the top-down per­
spective). We may recall here that, according to T. 5.2, the gods show 
willingly what is peculiar to them through symbolic myths. On the 
other hand, Proclus prays for love. From what follows (vss. 34-36) it is 
evident that this is the love felt by the philosopher for the divine 
realm that makes him flee the material world. Thus, this love inspired 
by Athena’s myths is, in the words of T. 5.2, that ‘ineffable sympathy 
with a view to communion with the gods’, which symbolic myths 
prepare in us. 

In H. III 11, Proclus prays to the Muses that they may bring him to 
ecstasy through the noeric myths of the wise (noero›w me sof«n 
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bakxeÊsate mÊyoiw). As shall be shown in the commentary to these 
verses, Phdr. 245a1ff. underlies this verse. There, Plato discusses 
poetic madness. The myths mentioned here thus probably include 
the myths as found in inspired poets such as Homer and Hesiod. 
These myths cause a state of ecstasy (bakxeÊsate). All in all, there 
seems to be good evidence that Proclus indeed ascribed theurgical 
qualities to myths and that he puts these to use in his hymns. 

3.4 Symbolic names 

3.4.1  Names as symbols 
A firm belief to be found in most cultures is that names contain 
special powers. Especially in case of divine names, these powers can 
be used for magical purposes. The Greeks were no exception to this 
rule and the theurgists took over this belief. One of the Chaldaean 
oracles warns the theurgist not to change the ÙnÒmata bãrbara, i.e. 
not to translate the foreign names of the gods into Greek, for these 
names possess an ineffable power in the initiation rites.27 As we might 
expect, Proclus takes a special interest in the powers contained in 
divine names for theurgical purposes. His views on this matter are 
recorded in the commentary on Plato’s Cratylus. This work is prob­
ably an excerpt of a collection of notes taken by an anonymous 
student during Proclus’ course on that dialogue without any demon­
strable additions of the student’s own.28 Proclus’ theory of language 
and its relation to his notion of theurgy as it appears in this com­
mentary was the object of Hirschle’s study entitled Sprachphilosophie 
und Namenmagie im Neoplatonismus. Although, as we have seen in the 
chapter IV § 3, the Neoplatonists denied emphatically that they had 
anything to do with magic, and the use of the term Namenmagie to 
describe theurgy is therefore most unfortunate, this study provides 
the reader with a profitable discussion of Proclus’ philosophy of 
language. I shall now sketch Hirschle’s views on the relation between 
theurgy and the philosophy of language. 

3.4.2 Hirschle on divine names and theurgy 
In the commentary on the Cratylus, Proclus engages himself in the 
old debate about the status of ÙnÒmata as to whether they are y°sei, 
i.e. based on convention or fÊsei, i.e. based on nature. He takes a 

27 Fr. 150; for more information on this oracle, see Majercik 1989: 197.

28 For this characterization of the work, see Sheppard 1987: 138f.
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sophisticated stand: all ÙnÒmata are both fÊsei and y°sei. When it 
comes to their form (e‰dow), they are fÊsei because they resemble 
the things to which they refer. Hirschle 1979: 7 translates e‰dow 
without further ado as Bedeutung (meaning). This translation renders 
correctly the particular use of the word in this context, but blurs the 
classical Form-Matter distinction which underlies Proclus’ analysis of 
the nature of language. He contrasts the form of a word to its matter 
(Ïlh). He argues that the latter is based on convention. By the 
‘matter’ of a word Proclus means its vocalization, the air modelled by 
the organs of speech like the tongue. He uses y°sei as synonymous 
with tÊx˙ (fate). He hastens to add that we should not consider fate 
as a cause deprived of reason (élÒgistow afit¤a), but as a divine or 
daemonic power which leads our activities in the right direction. An 
example clarifies much of what Proclus has in mind. Take the names 
Hector and Astyanax.29 According to Proclus, a philosopher will see 
that both names are about equal when it comes to their form and 
meaning (efiw tÚ e‰dow ka‹ tÚ shmainÒmenon). Proclus takes this 
example from Crat. 394bff., where Socrates, apparently in jest,30 

suggests that the two names mean the same, i.e. holder or ruler, of 
the city. However, as far as their matter and letters (efiw tØn Ïlhn ka‹ 
tåw sullãbaw) are concerned they appear to be different.31 

The fact that there is a certain likeness between ÙnÒmata and the 
things they refer to as far as their form is concerned is of importance 
for the theurgical potential of the former. How do they function in 
the context of theurgy? Hirschle32 distinguishes three types of names 
in Proclus: the first names (pr≈tista ÙnÒmata) occur on the level of 
the gods, the second names on the level of the daemons, while the 
third are names on the level of human beings. These first names do 
not represent reality, but are coexistent with the things themselves as 
they are present in the gods as causes. According to Hirschle, it 
follows that these first names are at the same time the causes of the 
things which the gods produce.33 The daemonic names are the 
middle term between the divine and human names.34 Although 

29  In Crat. § 80 p. 37, 22-25. 
30 The Socratic irony is lost on Proclus, who takes Socrates’ efforts in the field of 

etymology surprisingly seriously. 
31 For Proclus’ discussion in the In Crat. whether onomata are according to 

nature or convention, see Hirschle 1979: 4-11. 
32 Hirschle 1979: 20-35 in a chapter entitled ‘Die Stufen der ÙnÒmata’. 
33 Hirschle 1979: 23. 
34 See Hirschle 1979: 25-28 on the daemonic names. 
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Hirschle complains that Proclus has very little to say about them, he is 
convinced that these are the names used in theurgy to call forth the 
gods. These names are revealed to the theurgists by the gods and 
daemons themselves. They were kept secret by the theurgists (Geheim­
namen). Proclus does not give a single example of such a name. To 
this category of names belong the so-called voces mysticae, i.e. the 
completely meaningless sequences of vowels which can be found in 
magical papyri and which Iamblichus mentions in Myst. VII 4. By 
means of these the gods can be called forth during the rites. Finally, 
there are the human names, whose resemblance to reality just is 
tenuous, since they are so far removed from it. 

What interests us most in the present context is of course the 
category of names which the theurgists use. As such, there is nothing 
strange about these names being so secret that Proclus does not 
reveal them in his philosophical writings. Hirschle refers to magical 
papyri which urge the reader to keep the magical names mentioned 
secret. However, in the context of the hymns the situation is 
different. When reading the hymns, one does not get the impression 
that they contain Geheimnamen or that Proclus left the magical names 
out when he wrote down the hymns. This could have been a possi­
bility, for it is done in some of the magical papyri. Thus, it is most 
likely that these secret names have never been part of Proclus’ 
hymns. However, this presents us with a problem. Suppose that 
Proclus knew these secret names, as Hirschle argues, why did he not 
use them in his hymns? After all, they would have rendered his 
hymns far more effective. Fear that they might fall into the hands of 
uninitiated people or, even worse, the downright enemies of pagan 
cult, the Christians, seems unlikely. If that had been the case, he 
should also have refrained from using symbolic myths in his hymns. 
As we have seen, he ascribes special powers to them, and it is for that 
particular reason that he urges his public not to divulge their 
knowledge about them at the end of the second of his two essays on 
symbolic poetry.35 In order to solve this problem, I now propose a 
critical reconsideration of Hirschle’s interpretation. 

3.4.3  Hirschle reconsidered 
It is my contention that Hirschle’s reconstruction of Proclus’ theory 
of naming is incorrect: theurgical names do not necessarily have to 

35  In RP. I 205, 23f. 
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be secret names, but can also be the names familiar to any reader of 
Greek myths. The evidence for this view can be found in In Crat. § 71 
pp. 29, 21-35, 15. This section deals with the question whether there 
are names on the level of the gods or that the gods are beyond 
meaning (p. 29, 25f.: §p°keina t∞w toiaÊthw shmas¤aw). Here Proclus 
has the gods proper in mind, i.e. the henads which are ineffable (29, 
28f.: t«n to¤nun ye«n ka‹ Ïparjin §xÒntvn •noeid∞ ka‹ êrrhton). 
These gods cause the world, so everything depends on them and has 
their symbols. These symbols also cause the products to revert upon 
their causes.36 They are above all thinking (31, 7: Ípera¤rei pçsan 
nÒhsin), and thus ineffable. However, the creative powers diminish in 
the process of creation, as a result of which the unity which 
characterizes the henads is gradually replaced by plurality. The gods 
at the highest level may be ineffable in their uniformity but the 
plurality of their manifestations, i.e. the causative symbols, at lower 
levels makes them more and more utterable, until at our level they 
are perfectly utterable, although, of course, these names refer to only 
a shadow of a shadow of the real thing. Next, Proclus connects this 
story about the causative symbols with the names of the gods: 

T. 5.4 Such are the above-mentioned symbols of the gods: in the 
higher regions they are uniform, whereas in the lower they are multi­
form. And theurgy, in imitation of this situation, puts the symbols 
forward by means of exclamations, albeit unarticulated ones. And the 
third class of symbols which have come down from the noeric realm 
to all the peculiar properties and emanated as far as us are the divine 
names, by means of which the gods are invoked and by means of 
which they are honoured in hymns. They have been revealed by the 
gods themselves and make us turn around towards them, and in as far 
as they are clear, they contribute to human knowledge.37 

In the course of this paragraph, Proclus points out at which levels the 
different types of names are situated. The highest, ineffable symbols 
or names can be found on the level of the noetic gods and upwards. 
At this level one has to remain silent. The first utterable names 

36  In Crat. § 71 p. 30, 24-25. 
37  In Crat. § 71 p. 31, 24-32, 3: toiaËta d' §st‹n tå kaloÊmena sÊmbola t«n ye«n: 

monoeid∞ m¢n §n to›w Íchlot°roiw ˆnta diakÒsmoiw, polueid∞ d' §n to›w 
katadeest°roiw: ì ka‹ ≤ yeourg¤a mimoum°nh di' §kfvnÆsevn m°n, édiaryr≈tvn d°, 
aÈtå prof°retai. tå d¢ dØ tr¤ta ka‹ épÚ t«n noer«n Ípostãsevn §p‹ pãnta 
kayÆkonta fidi≈mata ka‹ m°xriw ≤m«n proÛÒnta tå ÙnÒmatã §sti tå ye›a, di' œn ofl 
yeo‹ kaloËntai ka‹ oÂw énumnoËntai, par' aÈt«n t«n ye«n §kfan°nta ka‹ efiw aÈtoÁw 
§pistr°fonta, ka‹ ˜son §st‹n aÈt«n fanÒn, efiw gn«sin ényrvp¤nhn proãgonta: 
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appear at the level below the noetic gods,38 which is the noetic-and-
noeric level (p. 32, 27: ≤ noerå t«n noht«n fÊsiw). I take that these 
names are the above-mentioned unarticulated sounds uttered by the 
theurgists. Proclus remarks that it is up to this level that theurgical 
ritual functions,39 an important argument in favour of Anne 
Sheppard’s tripartite division of theurgy (chapter IV § 4.3). 

When we compare this account to Hirschle’s reconstruction, we 
may conclude that he is right in assuming some relation between the 
causative process and three different categories of names. As for the 
first category on the level of the gods, I agree with him. I disagree 
with him, however, on role of the second and third categories. 
Hirschle equates the second category with the voces mysticae. This is in 
line with what Proclus says in T. 5.4. The unarticulated sounds 
uttered in theurgical rites seem to coincide with them. However, 
contrary to what Hirschle leads us to believe, they are not the only 
type of names used in theurgical contexts, for the third type, which 
consists of utterable names, is also used to invoke the gods and to 
praise them in hymns (énumnoËntai). The kind of names one uses to 
invoke the gods seems to depend on the category of gods one wishes 
to invoke. Both categories of names are credited with special powers 
which bring us in contact with the divine. 

Proclus gives an example of the third type of divine names. He 
explains that the same god may be invoked by means of different 
names by different peoples, for every people invokes a god according 
to its native tongue. All the same, these different names come all 
from the gods and all refer to the essence of the god in question. 
They also all have theurgical powers, although some more than 
others. As an example he gives the name of the god which the gods 
have taught the Greeks to call Briareos, whereas the Chaldaeans call 
him differently.40 This example is taken from the Cratylus. There, 
Socrates draws attention to the fact that, according to Homer Il. 1, 
403f. man calls this creature Aigaion, but the gods call it Briareos. 
From this it appears that the divine names can be the ordinary names 
from Greek mythology by which the gods are known to us. 

38  In Crat. § 71 p. 32, 25: tØn t«n noht«n prÒodon efiw taÊthn époperatoËsyai tØn 
tãjin.

39   In Crat. § 71 p. 32, 29f.: ka‹ diå toËto ka‹ ≤ telestikØ pçsa m°xri taÊthw 
êneisi t∞w tãjevw §nergoËsa yeourgik«w. The intended taxis is the noetic-and-
noeric one. I take the expression §nergoËsa yeourgik«w to refer to the performance 
of ritual. 

40  In Crat. § 71 p. 32, 5-17. 
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3.4.4 Divine names in the hyms 
Does Proclus use these divine names in his hymns? As he remarks in 
T. 5.4, divine names contribute to our knowledge of the gods since 
they originate from them. In the commentary on the Cratylus, Proclus 
thus sets himself the task of analysing certain divine names in order 
to bring to light the secret knowledge they contain. This process 
strongly resembles the symbolic interpretations he undertakes of the 
hymns by Homer and Hesiod. Among the names he analyses are 
Titan, the name by which Helios is invoked in the H. I 1,41 Aphrodite, 
invoked in H. II 1 and V 1,42 Hecate43 and Zeus,44 both invoked H. VI 
2 and 3, and Pallas, invoked in H. VII 4.45 Why do we not find those 
famous voces mysticae in the hymns? It could be that Proclus does not 
mention them in his other writings because he wanted to keep them 
secret. In case of the hymns, however, the answer is, I think, that he 
had no need for them. As we have seen, these voces mysticae belong to 
the gods who come right after the noetic gods. The gods invoked by 
Proclus, however, are mostly leader-gods and do not pass the level of 
the demiurgic Nous. I conclude, then, that the use of these names is 
in itself a theurgical technique of attracting the gods by means of 
symbols. Hirschle missed this point in his study. 

3.5 Material symbols 

There is but one reference to a material symbol in the hymns.46 In 
the hymn to Athena, Proclus invokes Athena thus: ‘You, who ob­
tained the Acropolis on the high-crested hill, a symbol (sÊmbolon), 
mistress, of the top of your great series’ (vss. 21-22). What has this to 
do with theurgy? Just as animals, plants and stones can be symbola to 
which a certain god may feel sympatheia, so it is for whole regions. 
Such a region contains symbols of its patron deity. This shall be 
discussed in detail in the commentary to these verses. Athena was in 

41  In Crat. § 106 p. 56, 11-23. 
42  In Crat. § 183, p. 109, 22ff. 
43   In Crat. § 179 p. 106, 25-107, 11 (not so much an explanation of the name as 

a discussion about her place in the divine hierarchy). 
44  In Crat. § 101 p. 52, 4-8. 
45  In Crat. § 185 p. 112, 4-16. 
46 The fact that there only one reference to a material symbolon in the hymns 

does not say much about the handling of material symbola during the singing of the 
hymn. In the case of the so-called Orphic hymns for example, it is indicated what 
materials should be burnt while singing the hymns. However, the hymns themselves 
contain no references to the burning of these materials. 



the hymns: theurgy in practice 107 

any case the goddess of Athens, and Proclus apparently considered 
the acropolis to be a symbolon. The Neoplatonic Academy, the place 
where Proclus lived and worked, was situated at the very foot of the 
Athenian Acropolis and it seems to me very likely that it was at the 
same spot that the hymn to Athena was recited. 

4.  The ritual context of the hymns 

In this chapter I have tried to understand the hymns as some sort of 
theurgy. In the preceding chapter on theurgy, we saw that ritual was 
an important constituent of this practice. So the question arises in 
what context Proclus’ hymns were performed. Should we imagine 
Proclus composing his hymns for his own private use, or for the use 
of others, like his pupils as Wilamowitz suggested in the case of H. VII 
to Athena?47 And if they were performed in rites, what kind of rites 
should we think of? Cultic rites? Or were they, like (perhaps) the 
Orphic hymns, part of so-called literary mysteries? In the case of the 
latter kind of mysteries, it is enough just to read a text in order to be 
initiated in some wisdom, but in the case of the former kind, ritual 
acts too are needed.48 

To start with the first question, in one case it is clear that Proclus 
composed a hymn solely for his own use: H. V to the Lycian Aphro­
dite. In this hymn, as we pointed out above in § 3.2, Proclus asks the 
Lycian Aphrodite to help him, ‘for I myself too am of Lycian blood’ 
(vs. 13). We have pointed out that this line served to activate the ties 
of sympathy between this deity and Proclus. It is clear that it would be 
nonsense for most of Proclus’ students to repeat after him that they 
were Lycians, for they were not. Besides, it would be in vain. They 
could never establish a bond of sympathy between this deity and 
themselves, for they did not stand in a special causal relationship to 
that specific Aphrodite. This is, I think, the only indisputable case. H. 
VII to Athena seems also to have a personal element — see vs. 42: ‘I 
profess to belong to you’ — especially when one realizes that Proclus 
was considered by Marinus to belong to the series of Athena because 
he was born in Byzantium (see my commentary ad loc.). As for 

47 Wilamowitz 1907: 274. 
48 For the Orphic hymns as part of literary mysteries as opposed to cultic 

mysteries, see Brisson 1990: 2930. He bases the opposition between cultic and 
literary mysteries on Boulanger 1935: 124. 
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Wilamowitz’ idea that this hymn was meant for students leaving the 
school and settling in the world, his arguments do not carry much 
conviction; see my commentary to vs. 47. All the same, it is very 
possible that all members of the Academy considered themselves to 
be servants of Athena and could thus profess to be hers. As for the 
other hymns, there is no reason why another member of the Acade­
my could not repeat them. From Marinus Vita Procli § 19, we learn 
that Proclus composed hymns for the celebration of festivals of Greek 
and foreign gods, as his collection of hymns would reveal (≤ t«n 
Ïmnvn aÈtoË pragmate¤a). What we may infer from this remark is that 
Proclus composed at least some of his hymns for public use. It is 
possible that our selection of hymns was part of the aforementioned 
collection of hymns, so perhaps even some of our hymns were 
performed at these occasions. 

This remark also indicates that Proclus’ hymns were not just 
literary but could be part of a ritual as well. It was not enough just to 
read the hymns in a quiet corner. This view is corroborated by the 
scanty information we can gather about Neoplatonic religious prac­
tice. In the by now familiar text Chal. Phil. Fr. 2, Proclus warns us that 
a hymn to the Father should not consist of words or rites, which 
implies a strong connection between hymns and rites. According to 
Marinus Vita Procli § 17, as soon as Proclus learnt that someone of his 
friends or acquaintances had fallen ill, he went to make supplications 
to the gods on behalf of the patient ‘by sacrifices and hymns’ 
(flk°teuen ¶rgoiw te ka‹ Ïmnoiw). About Proclus’ star pupil Asclepio­
dotus of Alexandria, to whom he dedicated the commentary on the 
Parmenides,49 Damascius Vita Isid. Fr. 209, p. 179, 6-7 writes that he 
‘adorned statues and contributed hymns to them’ (égãlmatã te 
diakosm«n ka‹ Ïmnouw protiye¤w) in honour of the gods, thus linking 
ritual worship of statues to hymn-singing. We could easily imagine 
Proclus in the same way worshipping the statues of Athena and the 
Mother of the Gods found near his house while reciting H.VII and 
VI. 

According to Marinus Vita Procli § 28, Proclus made use of the 
Chaldaean sustãseiw and §ntux¤ai. Lewy 19782: 228f. discusses this 
passages and explains that the sustãseiw, ‘conjunctions’, were meant 
to establish a conjunction with a god or a daemon in order to be able 

49 It is difficult to distiguish this Asclepiodotus from another younger relative, 
see Goulet s.v. ‘Asclepiodote d’Alexandrie’ in the Dictionnaire des Philosophes 
Antiques vol. I; Athanassiadi 1999: 348f. 
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to perform a theurgical act for which the assistance of the divine was 
needed. These rites of conjunction included certain rites as well as 
prayers. The term sÊstasiw is even often applied to the prayer which 
effects the conjunction. The term §ntux¤a is, unlike the former, not 
specifically magical. According to Lewy (o.c. p. 239) it designates a 
supplicatory prayer in the course of Chaldaean rites. Little is known 
about these kinds of prayers. Proclus may have composed some of his 
hymns for these occasions, but this suggestion is doomed to remain 
mere speculation. 

In the hymns, the singing of hymns is connected with purifying 
rites. According to H. IV 4, the human soul is cleansed by means of 
ineffable rites consisting of hymns. The correctness of this verse is 
disputed. Some prefer to change the text from teletªsi Ïmnvn (rites 
consisting of hymns) into Ím«n (your, i.e. of the gods invoked, rites). 
However, I see no compelling reason to opt for the latter reading.50 I 
have not been able to connect them to any specific rites. The verse 
suggests at least that hymns were performed in a ritualistic setting. 

All in all, we may conclude that Proclus sang hymns during rites. 
Because of the scanty evidence, it is, however, impossible to deter­
mine whether the specific hymns which have come down to us were 
sung in a ritual context, let alone during a specific stage of Chal­
daean rituals. In the case of H. V, this seems even rather unlikely. 

Here we face a potential objection. Admitted that many gods who 
are invoked in the hymns are traditional Greek gods who have little 
to do with Chaldaean lore, can we still maintain that the hymns are a 
form of theurgy? To my mind we still can, because the Neoplatonists 
did not exclusively associate theurgy with Chaldaean initiations. Al­
ready Festugière (1966: 1581f.), discussing Proclus’ attitude towards 
traditional religion, observed that the later Neoplatonists linked 
theurgy firmly with traditional religion. He points especially to a pas­
sage from Marinus’ Vita Procli (§§ 28-34), where the latter discusses 
Proclus’ theurgical excellence (≤ yeourgikØ éretÆ). In this context he 
mentions not only the fact that Proclus attended Chaldaean 
meetings, but also a miraculous healing which Proclus brought about 
by praying to Asclepius in his temple (§ 29), Proclus’ familiarity with 
Athena, Asclepius (§§ 30-32), Pan, and the Mother of the Gods (§ 33) 
and what miraculous things came from these privileged relations. 
None of these gods play any role in Chaldaean rituals. Nevertheless, 

50 For a discussion of this problem, see my commentary to this verse. 
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Marinus concludes (§ 34) that these things ‘resulted from Proclus’ 
possession of theurgical excellence’ (épÚ t∞w yeourgik∞w aÈtoË 
éret∞w). Festugière (o.c. p. 1582) therefore rightly concludes: ‘Il est 
donc clair que Marinos établit un lien entre la théurgie et la religion 
traditionelle’. 

He finds the same link in Hierocles in Carm. Aur. § 26, p. 118, 10 f. 
ed. Koehler where the cults of the city (tå t«n pÒlevn flerã) are 
considered as good examples of theurgy. We may add to this a similar 
remark by Hermeias In Phdr. 99, 14-19 who appears to consider ‘the 
cults of statues by the law of the city and according to native customs’ 
(tåw yerape¤aw t«n égalmãtvn nÒmƒ pÒlevw ka‹ katå tå ofike›a 
pãtria) as the most common type of theurgy.51 In fact, already 
Iamblichus had connected traditional Greek religion with theurgy. In 
Myst. III 11, for example, he explains how Apollo’s oracles in 
Colophon, Delphi and Branchidai function in accordance with his 
general theory about theurgy. Nor should we assume that the gods of 
the Chaldaean Oracles existed isolated from the other gods, as 
Proclus’ hymns show. H. I is directed primarily to Helios, a god with a 
clear Chaldaean background. All the same he appears to be related 
to such gods like Apollo, Paiêon, Dionysus, Attis and Adonis. H. VI is 
directed to Hecate, perhaps the most important goddess for the 
theurgist, together with Rhea and Ianus-Zeus, who both have little to 
do with the Chaldaean pantheon. 

In short, the technique of attracting the benevolence of the gods 
by means of symbola may have been pivotal to the Chaldaean 
mysteries, but the Neoplatonists were happy to apply it in the case of 
traditional gods too. 

5.  Conclusion: what the hymns teach us about theurgy 

In this chapter, I have examined to what extent Proclus put theur­
gical theory into practice in his hymns. As for his treatment of prayer 
in the commentary on the Timaeus, it appeared that this theory had 
little influence on the composition of his hymns. This is hardly 
surprising given the fact that the prayer described in the commentary 
aims at unification with the divine henads, whereas the hymns aim at 

51 Sheppard 1982: 218 cites this passage as an example of theurgy of the lowest 
form (cf. chapter IV § 4.3). 
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contact with lower classes of gods. All the same, Proclus uses theur­
gical techniques in his hymns by using different kinds of symbols 
(innate symbols, divine myths, names and material symbols) in order 
to activate the ties of sympathy between god and man. As for the 
setting in which the hymns were used, it is difficult to say anything for 
sure. My guess is that at least some of them were recited in 
combination with rituals. 

Given the fact that the hymns are theurgical, at least as far as the 
techniques used in them is concerned, do we gain a better under­
standing of Proclean theurgy by studying the hymns? To start with, 
they give us some impression of theurgy in action. In Proclus’ 
writings we read about the special powers of certain myths, divine 
names, and objects like stones. Here, we can see Proclus actually 
using them in his hymns. 

Secondly, the hymns also allow us to elaborate on Anne 
Sheppard’s tripartite division of Proclean theurgy. As we have seen 
(chapter IV § 4.3), she distinguished theurgy which makes use of 
ritual from a higher kind of theurgy which does not and which aims 
at the Plotinian mystical experience. She divides ritual theurgy into a 
kind of white magic and theurgy which activates us intellectually. 
When we look at the hymns, we find no trace of that higher theurgy. 
This does not surprise us, for as we pointed out in the previous 
chapter, Proclus himself stresses that all rites and all hymns are 
useless in the search for unification with the henads. However, both 
the lowest and middle type of theurgy seems to be present in the 
hymns. On the one hand, as appeared in the chapter on the gods 
invoked in Proclus’ hymns, Proclus hopes to be taken to the level of 
Nous by these leader-gods. Sheppard suspects that the rites involved 
in this type of theurgy aim at purification. H. IV 4 mentions indeed 
purification by means of the initiation rites of the hymns, but at the 
same time it is clear that the ritual in so far as it consists of hymn-
singing also aims at unification. On the other hand, the hymns also 
contain prayers for, e.g., health (H. I 42; VI 5-6; VII 43-46), fame (H. I 
43; III 17; VII 48), prosperity (H. VI 4-5; VII 48), i.e. external goods 
which have apparently little to do with the philosophical life. I 
conclude therefore that there is a sharp distinction between theurgy 
of the highest class and the two lower classes, whereas the two latter 
two may be mixed together. 



CHAPTER SIX 

TYPES OF POETRY 

1.  Introduction 

In the previous chapter we have seen that Proclus’ hymns contain 
symbolism. This symbolism is not just a matter of allegory, but also of 
theurgy. It goes without saying that Proclus did not believe that all 
poetry is symbolic and imbued with theurgical powers. This chapter is 
dedicated to the two other types of poetry he distinguishes: scientific 
and mimetic poetry. First we shall focus on Proclus’ sixth essay on 
Plato’s Republic. This is his prime treatment of poetry. The discussion 
serves two purposes: on the one hand, to place what has been said in 
the previous chapter about symbolic poetry in a broader context; on 
the other hand, to elaborate on the other two types of poetry in order 
to provide the necessary background for the treatment of the central 
issue of this chapter: to what extent are the other two types of poetry 
present in the hymns? I shall then proceed to discuss scientific 
poetry. Its nature seems to me to be not very well understood. Even if 
this type of poetry appears to be of limited relevance to the study of 
the hymns, I hope that the present discussion may contribute to our 
understanding of Proclus’ theory of poetry in general. Finally, I shall 
say a few things about mimetic poetry in relation to the hymns in so 
far as emotions are involved. 

2.  Proclus on poetry 

2.1 The issue: Plato's criticism of Homer 

Proclus presents his views on poetry in what is known as his In Platonis 
Rempublicam commentarii. This is not a running commentary on the 
whole of Plato’s Republic as Proclus’ commentaries on Plato’s Parmeni­
des and Timaeus are. In fact, it consists of a series of independent 
treatises on different parts and aspects of Plato’s Republic. They were 
written at different times, on different occasions, and in different 
formats, including a line-by-line commentary on the myth of Er, as 
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well as essays and lectures. The fifth and sixth essays, both dealing 
with Plato’s views on poetry, are an illustration in point.1 The fifth 
essay seems to be designed as a schoolroom lecture suited for 
beginners (though not absolute ones) in the study of Plato,2 whereas 
the sixth originates from a lecture for the inner circle of the Academy 
held in celebration of Plato’s birthday. It contains all the intellectual 
fireworks one might expect from the Diadochus on such an occasion. 

Both lectures focus on Plato’s ambivalent attitude towards poetry. 
On the one hand, Plato appears to hold poets in high esteem, as is 
for example apparent from the discussion of divine mania in Phdr. 
245a (cf. chapter III § 5). On the other, he drives them out of his 
ideal state which he sets out in the Republic. There, he rebukes 
Homer for two different reasons.3 In R. 376d4ff. he blames Homer, 
Hesiod and others for making up indecent stories about gods and 
heroes, which have a corrupting effect on the religious convictions of 
the youth. Plato is referring here to stories like the one about the 
castration of Uranos by Cronos in Hesiod and the battles between the 
gods in Homer. In R. 598d7 ff., on the other hand, poetry is criticized 
as being mere mimesis, imitation. It depicts things in the material 
realm, which themselves are just images of the Forms. Thus, the poet 
presents third-degree images of reality. Moreover, poetry — 
especially tragedy and comedy — aim at stirring the emotions by 
means of imitation (R. 606a ff.). In this case, Plato blames poetry for 
contributing nothing to the philosophical quest for Truth. Instead it 
hampers these efforts by causing all kinds of emotions which only 
divert our attention from philosophy. 

For a Neoplatonist of the Athenian school this was not just a 
scholarly puzzle. Some poets, especially Homer and Hesiod, were 
considered to be divinely inspired sages. Just as the gods had revealed 

1 For the observation that the fifth and sixth essay must be considered as dis­
tinct units, composed at different times, with different purposes, and for different 
types of occasion, see Sheppard 1980: 15-21. 

2  For the nature of the fifth essay as a more basic treatise when compared to the 
sixth, cf. Sheppard 1979: 25 and Kuisma 1996: 71-2. Kuisma’s qualification of the 
fifth as a public lecture as opposed to the sixth as a private one seems to me to be 
somewhat of an exaggeration. In Proclus’ days, the Academy was a private institu­
tion run in a private, albeit spacious, house, not a public institution paid for by the 
state, like, e.g., the Imperial chairs of philosophy in Athens paid for by Hadrian had 
been. All lectures were thus private, although at different levels and for different 
groups of audiences. 

3 For the two different perspectives from which Plato criticizes Homer in the 
Republic, cf. Coulter 1976: 33f. 
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things unknowable to the human mind in the Chaldaean oracles, so 
they did through the mouths of these poets. Consequently, the 
Neoplatonists regarded them as members of the same tradition in 
which Plato stood. They had somehow to get rid of the apparent 
clash between two of their revered authorities. The fact that Plato 
appears to hold contradictory views about poetry was another puzzle 
that cried out for a solution. Any modern approach to such a 
problem, such as that Plato makes Socrates sometimes say things for 
the sake of the argumentation in a particular context of a dialogue 
which should not be expounded outside that context, or that the 
opinions voiced by the Socrates in the dialogues does not necessarily 
reflect Plato’s own opinion, would be considered ridiculous in the 
eyes of a Neoplatonist interpreter. Plato was a medium which the 
gods had chosen to expound the doctrines concerning themselves. 
Therefore Plato had to be completely consistent with himself. 

In what follows we shall especially concentrate on Proclus’ solution 
to this problem as he presents it in the sixth essay. We shall see that 
he approaches the problem by dividing poetry into three types. First, 
however, we must say something about the fifth essay, because it 
seems to diverge from the division of poetry in the sixth. The fifth 
essay on the Republic consists of ten questions concerning Plato’s 
remarks about poets and poetry. The fifth question runs thus: how 
are poetry and music related to each other and how many sorts of 
music are there according to Plato?4 Proclus answers that there are 
four types of music. The first type of music is philosophy proper. It is 
clearly superior to the three other types of music. Next Proclus 
mentions the music that consists in possession by the Muses. It moves 
the souls to divine poetry. This kind of inspired poetry provides the 
young with examples of good deeds which they should try to imitate.5 

Furthermore, there is a kind of music that is not inspired by the gods, 
but all the same directs the attention of the soul towards them. By 
means of audible harmonies it awakens in the soul a love for the 
beauty of the divine Harmony in the same way as bodily beauty 
awakens love for the divine beauty. The fourth kind of music is the 
paideutic musical art. It teaches which accords and which rhythms 
are best suited to mould the human soul in the best way possible. To 

4 In RP. I 56, 20ff. 
5 For the second type of music and the poetry related to it, see In RP. I 57, 23­

58, 27. 
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this kind of music belongs another kind of uninspired poetry.6 So in 
the fifth essay we have two sorts of poetry connected with two forms 
of music instead of three. Moreover, as will appear below, the type of 
inspired poetry seems to encompass what are two distinct kinds of 
poetry in the sixth. 

According to Anne Sheppard, the scheme presented in the sixth 
essay reflects an original development in Proclus’ thought, whereas 
the fifth essay is the product of Syrianus’ teachings. She stresses that 
this does not mean that Proclus rejects Syrianus, but rather that he 
elaborates on him.7 If she is right, we should make a restriction here 
for the validity of our attempts to link Proclus’ theory of poetry as 
discussed in the sixth essay to his hymns. Whatever we say about this 
connection would rest on the assumption that the hymns were 
composed after Proclus had rethought Syrianus’ teachings. Since it is 
impossible to pinpoint the exact date of composition for either the 
sixth essay or the individual hymns, this assumption cannot be pro­
ven. Nevertheless, I do not think that this should cause us too much 
concern, as long as we find the theory of the sixth essay compatible 
with what happens in the hymns. 

2.2  Three types of poetry 

According to the sixth essay, the three types of poetry are related to 
three forms of life of the human soul.8 The first, most perfect form of 
life in the human soul is the ‘one of the soul’.9 In this state the 
human soul is linked to the gods (sunãptetai to›w yeo›w). Because of 
likeness (di' ımoiÒthtow) to them it lives a life which is not that of 
itself, but that of the gods. It leaves its own nous behind it, while it 
awakens in itself the ineffable symbol of the divine unity, thus linking 
like to like, the light here to the light above, the one in itself to the 
One above all being and life.10 

6 In RP. I 59, 20-60, 6 for the fourth kind of music, see o.c. 60, 6-13, and the 
interpretation of Sheppard 1980: 18f. for the fact that a kind of uninspired poetry 
belongs to the fourth type of music. 

7  Sheppard 1980: 95-103. 
8 Discussions of Proclus three-tiered system of poetry can be found in Sheppard 

1980: 162-202, Bouffartigue 1987 and Lamberton 1992; the latter two provide 
helpful schemes. 

9   See e.g. In RP. I 177, 19f. (tÚ êrrhton sÊnyhma t∞w t«n ye«n •nia¤aw 
Ípostãsevw); p. 177, 22f. (tÚ •noeid°staton t∞w ofike¤aw oÈs¤aw te ka‹ zv∞w). 

10 In RP. I 177, 15-23. 
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This form of life is that of the ultimate mystical experience of the 
ultimate unification discussed in chapter III § 3. This form of life 
comes down to becoming like god as much as possible with the result 
that the soul surpasses the limitations of its own existence and lives 
the divine life instead. This is a matter of activating the innate symbol 
and linking the light of the soul to the divine light. 

To this life of the soul corresponds a kind of poetry which ‘installs 
the soul in the causes of being, making by some sort of ineffable 
unification the one that is being filled (i.e. with divine goods) 
identical to the one that is filling’.11 This results in divinely inspired 
madness superior to temperance (In RP. I 178, 24f.: man¤a m°n §stin 
svfrosÊnhw kre¤ttvn),12 comparable to the madness of inspired 
prophecy and that of love.13 It is the kind of poetry inspired by the 
Muses. Plato discusses this kind of poetry in the Phaedrus, the Ion, and 

14the Laws.
Second15 — inferior to the first way of life — comes the life of the 

soul which has descended from the enthusiastic, inspired, mode of 
life and turned back to itself. It is the existence according to science 
(§pistÆmh) full of discursive reasoning (plÆyh t«n lÒgvn).16 The 
poetry related to this kind of life, ‘admired by people with good 
sense,’ appears to have two objects: the being of the beings (tØn 
oÈs¤an t«n ˆntvn) and morally applaudable deeds. Later on this 
‘being of beings’ appears to entail notions about the incorporeal 
nature (per‹ t∞w ésvmãtou fÊsevw noÆmata)17 and likely opinions 
about corporeal substance (per‹ t∞w svmatik∞w Ípostãsevw efikÒta 
dÒgmata).18 Proclus, referring to the Laws, mentions Theognis as a 

11 In RP. I 178, 12ff. … §nidrÊousa tØn cuxØn to›w afit¤oiw t«n ˆntvn, katå tinã 
te ßnvsin êrrhton efiw taÈtÚn êgousa t“ plhroËnti tÚ plhroÊmenon … 

12  The source of the expression is Plato Phdr. 244d3-5. 
13  On divine madness, see chapter III § 5. 
14 For Proclus’ treatment of the Phaedrus, see In RP. I 180, 10-182, 20; for the 

Ion In RP. I 182, 21-185, 7; for the Laws, see In RP. I 185, 8-186, 21. 
15 Bouffartigue 1987: 133 claims that Sheppard 1980: 182 assumes that Proclus 

divides inspired poetry into two different types of inspired poetry, which would 
make the present type the third one after the two inspired ones. He argues against 
this. However, Sheppard does not claim such a thing, neither here nor anywhere 
else. All she does is argue that in the sixth essay Proclus splits the inspired poetry of 
the fifth essay into the inspired type and the non-inspired type now under 
discussion. 

16 In RP. I 177, 23-178, 2. 
17 In RP. I 186, 24. 
18 In RP. I 186, 25-6; cf. the descripton of the Timaeus (the dialogue about 

corporeal hypostasis) as an efikÒta mËyon (Ti. 29d2). Brisson 1994: 104 comments 
on this Platonic expression: ‘C’est celui qui a pour object le vraisemblable (efikÒw), 
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poet concerned with these morally applaudable deeds.19 Some 
passages from Homer too belong to this type of poetry. 

Third comes the type of life which has turned itself away from the 
intellectual life altogether. It is the life of the soul concerned with 
fantasies and irrational sense-perception and fills itself completely 
with inferior beings.20 The poetry that goes with it is a mixture of 
mere opinions (dÒjai) and fantasies (fantas¤ai). It is nothing else 
than imitation (oÈd¢n éll' µ mimhtikØ), which inflates the smallest 
passions (efiw ˆgkon m¢n §pa¤rousa tå smikrå t«n payhmãtvn),  
especially feelings of joy and misery (xa¤rein ka‹ lupe›syai). Such is 
in fact its chief goal. Within this type of poetry two different forms 
may be distinguished. One form (tÚ efikastikÒn) consists in copying 
reality as precisely as possible; the other (tÚ fantastikÒn) only 
suggests an imitation, but is in reality mere fantasy.21 

2.3  Proclus’ defence of Homer 

Proclus’ triple division of poetry is the basis of his defence of Homer 
against the allegations brought in against him by Socrates in the 
Republic. Socrates’ first objection against poetry, as corrupting a non-
philosophical audience of youngsters, only applies to the lowest type 
of poetry. This type of poetry is therefore rightly banned from the 
model state. However, these things have nothing to do with the two 
other types of poetry, the inspired and scientific ones. Although all 
three types of poetry are present in Homer, the inspired type is 
predominant. His poetry is therefore immune to the reproaches of 
being just mimesis and aiming at stirring up emotions.22 Moreover, 
Proclus claims that this triple classification of poetry can be based on 
remarks by Plato on poetry throughout his writings.23 This implies 
that Plato is not inconsistent with himself when it comes to poetry, 
but that different valuations of poetry refer to different types of 
poetry. 

c’est-à-dire ce qui effectivement est l’image (efik≈n) du monde des formes intelli­
gibles’. As we shall see (§ 3.1), these eikones play an important role in scientific 
poetry. 

19 In RP. I 186, 22-187, 24. 
20 In RP. I 178, 4f.: fantas¤aiw te ka‹ afisyÆsesin élÒgoiw prosxrvm°nhn ka‹ 

pãnt˙ t«n xeirÒnvn énapimlam°nhn.
21 In RP. I 179, 15-32. 
22  For this, see esp. In RP. I 196, 14-199, 28. 
23 In RP. I 180, 1ff. 
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This move does not solve the entire problem. Plato also objected 
against poetry that it does not contribute anything to our knowledge. 
It only presents us with the depiction of an image of reality. Accord­
ing to Proclus, this may hold true for the lowest form of poetry, which 
is mimetic in essence, but certainly not for the highest, inspired, form 
of poetry. As we have seen, the divine inspiration of the poet is 
identical to the illumination of the theurgist. In both cases, the 
inspired men are unified to the gods. As we explained in the chapter 
IV § 3, mere philosophizing is not enough to comprehend the gods. 
Our intellectual capacities fall short in doing so. We have to be 
elevated out of our human condition and be made like the gods. The 
divine poet is in such a condition and may therefore supply us with 
divine wisdom in his poetry, just as the theurgists do in the 
Chaldaean Oracles. Does this mean that in the end we should take 
the scandalous stories about the Olympian gods in Homer at face 
value? Certainly not. Notwithstanding the fact that Plato had said in 
so many words that even an allegorical reading would do to excuse 
Homer and Hesiod,24 this is exactly how Proclus reads these stories. 
In his opinion, the poets conceal their wisdom deliberately in 
seemingly provocative stories. According to Neoplatonic doctrine 
from Iamblichus onwards,25 this is no disadvantage for them, but, on 
the contrary, 

T. 6.1 [t]hat is exactly what lends the myths their special excellence, 
the fact that they bring nothing of the truth out among the profane, 
but that they just extend some traces of the complete mystagogy to 
those who are by nature capable of being led towards the 
contemplation inaccessible to the masses.26 

Proclus quotes Plato R. 378a4-6 in support of his view that the 
content of the myths, if they are true, should not be vulgarized, but 
only be told to as few people as possible, and certainly not to the 

24 R. 378d5f. : … ˜saw ÜOmhrow pepo¤ken oÈ paradekt°on efiw tØn pÒlin, oÎt' §n 
Ípono¤aiw pepoihm°naw oÎte êneu Íponoi«n.

25 Bouffartigue 1992: 337-345 shows that it was Iamblichus who initiated the 
idea that seemingly indecent myths in particular constituted the perfect mystagogy 
for the spiritual happy few. In this, he diverged from Porphyry who held that myths 
only deal with inferior gods and daemons. Bouffartigue goes on to show that 
Iamblichus thus exercised influence on later Neoplatonists like the emperor Julian 
and Proclus. 

26 In RP. I 74, 20-24: ka‹ toËtÒ §stin, ˘ mãlista §ja¤reton aÈto›w égayÚn 
Ípãrxei, tÚ mhd¢n t«n élhy«n efiw toÁw bebÆlouw §kf°rein, éll' ‡xnh tinå mÒnon t∞w 
˜lhw mustagvg¤aw prote¤nein to›w épÚ toÊtvn efiw tØn êbaton to›w pollo›w yevr¤an 
periãgesyai pefukÒsin. 
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youngsters who are not yet ready for them.27 It is for that reason, 
Proclus explains, that Plato composed his own myths, which he 
inserted in his writings. These myths do not contain offensive 
elements. Both types of myths teach about the nature of the divine, 
but those by Plato in a more philosophical way, aiming at a young 
audience, whereas those by Homer in a way appropriate to theurgical 
rites,28 aiming at those who have already gone through an elaborate 
training and education, and who now wish to plant the nous of their 
soul — as it were a kind of mystical organ — in the recitation of these 
myths.29 

3. The second type of poetry: images versus symbols 

3.1 Sheppard’s interpretation of scientific poetry 

The second type of poetry — the one concerned with episteme — has 
not received much scholarly attention. Anne Sheppard opposes this 
‘scientific’ poetry to symbolic poetry as follows: Inspired poetry con­
veys ‘truths about the divine world in allegorical form.’30 Scientific 
poetry on the other hand ‘presents either facts about the physical 
world or ethical precepts. In either case it tells the reader what is true 
and morally commendable in a straightforward way, without allego­
ry.’ Later on she broadens the scope of this type of poetry somewhat 
as also including ‘the lower ranges of metaphysics,’31 without 
defining what these lower ranges of metaphysics might be. Following 
up a remark by Festugière, she guesses that the poetry of the 
Presocratics like Parmenides and Empedocles belongs to this class.32 

For that reason she called it didactic poetry at the time.33 I shall be 
referring to it as scientific. Her contention is that its concept is of 
Proclus’ own making. Moreover, she claims that it is the odd one out 
when compared to inspired and mimetic poetry. For, contrary to 
inspired and mimetic poetry, it ‘is poetry which teaches directly, 

27 In RP. I 79, 27ff. 
28  For the relation between theurgical rites and myths, see e.g. T. 5.3. 
29 In RP. I 76, 17-79, 18. 
30  Sheppard 1980: 163. 
31  Sheppard 1980: 182. 
32  Sheppard 1980: 163, 185. 
33 Sheppard 1980: 97, 182-187; she informs me that she would now prefer not 

to use that name, accepting Beierwaltes’ criticisms (1985a: 207) of her use of it. 
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without the use of representation of any kind. This distinction is 
really more important than the distinction in terms of subject-
matter.’34 By representation Sheppard means that mimetic poetry as 
an imitation of reality represents it directly, whereas the symbolic 
mode represents reality indirectly through symbols.35 Her interpreta­
tion of this type of poetry as didactic has been quite influential.36 

Sheppard’s claim that scientific poetry does not use representation 
cannot easily be reconciled with her observation that this poetry may 
employ efikÒnew (here translated as ‘images’) to represent higher 
reality, as she shows herself to be aware of.37 These eikones are rather 
problematic things. What exactly is an eikon, especially as opposed to 
the symbols of inspired poetry? Furthermore, do we have clear 
evidence that we should indeed connect them to scientific poetry? 
Sheppard postulates this only tentatively, since there is no direct 
evidence for this assumption in the sixth essay. 

In this section I propose to rethink the concept of scientific poetry 
in Proclus as well as the related notion of efikÒnew. It will be argued 
(1) that scientific poetry does indeed represent reality through
images, but (2) that scientific poetry is not at odds with the other 
types of poetry, and (3) that H. I (to Helios) is an example of this 
type of this kind of poetry. 

3.2  A preliminary discussion of the concept eikon 

3.2.1  Distinguishing eikones from symbola: likeness versus unlikeness? 
There is a general tendency to assume that the difference between 
the symbols of inspired poetry and images is that symbols are unlike 
the entities they refer to, whereas images are like them.38 This seems 

34  Sheppard 1980: 183. 
35  Sheppard 1980: 97. 
36 See e.g. Lamberton 1986: 191, Bouffartigue 1987: 135f., and Kamesar 1997: 

184ff., who claims that Proclus’ idea of didactic poetry takes its inspiration from 
Peripatetic literary theory. 

37  Sheppard 1980: 200. 
38 See e.g. Sheppard 1980: 199: ‘Analogia (Sheppard takes analogy as 

representing the iconic mode, RMB) then is a matter of representing something on 
a higher level of reality by something on a lower level which is like it. This is to be 
distinguished from symbolism where there is no resemblance between symbol and 
the object symbolised.’ cf. Sheppard 1995: 343; Trouillard 1981: 299: ‘On voit que 
l’essence du symbole est, à la différence de l’image, de proposer sa signification à 
travers une inversion, de substituer à l’analogie la correspondence des opposés.’; 
Trimpi 1983: 216: ‘it is the very purpose of symbols to indicate the nature of reality 
by representing what is most antithetical to it.’ He opposes (p. 216 n. 51) an icon as 
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to be a neat and clear-cut distinction. However, it will appear to 
involve several complications. In this paragraph I shall first outline 
this distinction in order to reject it in the next. Aim of this discussion 
is to show the need of rethinking the concept of eikon and to lay the 
foundations of a new interpretation in connection with scientific 
poetry. 

The key passage for the assumption that symbols are characterized 
by unlikeness is In RP. I 198, 15-19: 

T. 6.2 For symbols are not imitations of the things which they symbo­
lize. For it is impossible that opposites could ever be imitations of 
their opposites, like what is shameful could never be the imitation of 
what is noble, and what is contrary to nature could never be the 
imitation of what is according to nature. But the symbolic mode hints 
at the nature of things even through their extreme opposites.39 

Proclus makes this remark in his defence of Homer against the 
Platonic reproach that poetry is just an imitation of a material image 
of transcendent reality. Proclus argues that Plato did not have the 
Homeric myths in mind when he made this remark. Take the story of 
the adultery of Aphrodite and Ares in the Iliad. Adultery is something 
shameful. However, the philosophical reader of Homer understands 
that we should not deduce from this that the gods would ever do 
such an indecent thing. He understands that this story should on the 
contrary be interpreted symbolically. In fact it indicates (§nde¤knutai) 
something beautiful: the functioning of the principles of causation in 
the universe.40 

Symbols are thus associated with unlikeness. Images on the other 
hand are supposed to be characterized by likeness in respect to the 
realities they depict. The fact that images bear a certain likeness 
towards their paradeigmata is already implied by the definition of the 
word. The word designates a reflection of something, like a picture 
or a statue or an image in a mirror reflects a certain person.41  A 

a ‘mimetic likeness’ and the ‘antithetical symbol’; Steel 1986: 196 speaks of a 
fundamental difference (‘fundamenteel verschil’) between icon, which preserves a 
certain likeness and symbol, which does not. 

39 tå går sÊmbola toÊtvn, œn §sti sÊmbola, mimÆmata oÈk ¶stin: tå m¢n går 
§nant¤a t«n §nant¤vn oÈk ên pote mimÆmata g°noito, toË kaloË tÚ afisxrÒn, ka‹ toË 
katå fÊsin tÚ parå fÊsin: ≤ d¢ sumbolikØ yevr¤a ka‹ diå t«n §nantivtãtvn tØn t«n
pragmãtvn §nde¤knutai fÊsin.

40  For the interpretation of this story, see In RP. I 141, 4ff. 
41 Cf. Dillon 1976: 250: ‘For an eikon, in fact, ‘reflecting’ should be the key 

word. An eikon is, after all, properly a mirror-image, or a direct representation, of 
an original, its paradeigma, whereas a symbolon merely ‘fits together’ with some 
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passage in which Proclus discusses Platonic myths, opposing them to 
Homeric symbolic myths, may serve as an illustration. Contrary to 
Homer, Plato teaches about the gods by means of certain images (In 
RP. I 73, 17: diã tinvn efikÒnvn), which contain none of the repulsive 
elements of Homeric myths. These images are as it were statues (o.c. 
73, 21: oÂon égãlmata) and likenesses (o.c. 73, 22: ımoi≈mata) of the 
gods. It seems impossible that such an image could ever involve an 
extreme opposite, as a symbol apparently can. 

Let me add one remark about the translation and interpretation 
of T. 6.2. It seems to me that most scholars are inclined to translate 
the text in a way that it supports as fully as possible the claim that the 
essence of symbolism is its antithetical nature.42 The Greek reads: 

≤ d¢ sumbolikØ yevr¤a ka‹ diå t«n §nantivtãtvn tØn t«n pragmãtvn 
§nde¤knutai fÊsin. 

The vital point here is how one renders ka¤. Most translations seem 
either just to ignore it or take it to reinforce the superlative 
§nantivtãtvn. However, if it were to reinforce the superlative, one 
would expect ka‹ to have been put in front of that superlative, not in 
front of diã. The most natural way to render the Greek as it stands is 
that the symbolic mode hints at the nature of things ‘even through 
their extreme opposites’ or ‘through extreme opposites too.’ This 
implies that the symbolic mode may hint at reality by means of 
opposites, but not necessarily so. A few scholars indeed read the 
remark in this way.43 

The fact that symbolism may hint at reality through extreme 
opposites is all Proclus needs for the point he wishes to make in the 
present context. He seeks to prove that Homer’s symbolic poetry is 
not mimetic in nature: the opposite of a thing can never ever be its 
imitation (m¤mhma) (strong negation by means of a negated potential 
optative). In some cases symbolism uses complete opposites to refer 

corresponding reality in a higher realm’, see also L.S.J. s.v. efik≈n. 
42 Most evident in Trimpi 1983: 215: ‘But it is the essence of symbolization to 

indicate the nature of the real by what is most strongly anthithetical to it.’ Compare 
also Festugière In RP. vol. I 1970: 215: ‘Or, la doctrine symbolique indique la natue 
du réel par les oppositions même les plus forts’; Coulter 1976: 50f.: ‘For symbolic 
wisdom hints at the nature of reality through the medium of elements totally 
contrary in their nature’; Trouillard 1981: 299: ‘Or, la doctrine symbolique indique 
la natue du réel à travers les extrêmes opposés.’ 

43 Sheppard 1980: 197 paraphrasing this line: ‘Symbolism can represent things 
even by their opposites.’ Lamberton 1986: 190, also referring to the same passage: 
‘‘Symbols are not imitations of that which they symbolize.’ On the contrary, 
symbols may be just the opposite of that which they symbolize.’ 
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to things. Conclusion: symbolism cannot be essentially mimetic, as 
opposed to mimetic poetry. 

It is true that the examples of symbolic exegesis listed in the sixth 
essay are examples of gods doing apparently shameful things whereas 
in fact the opposite is the case. However, this does not support the 
claim that symbols are essentially opposites of the things hinted at. 
The examples of symbolic poetry dealt with in the sixth essay con­
stitute a specific selection. These are all passages referred to by Plato 
in the Republic as testimonies for the fact that Homer presents a 
corrupted impression of the gods. In accordance with the overall aim 
of the sixth essay to save Homer from Plato’s criticism Proclus has to 
interpret away these offensive elements, i.e. the descriptions of the 
gods that are in opposition to their actual nature. 

3.2.2  The distinction likeness versus unlikeness rejected 
The suggestion that the difference between symbols and images is 
one of likeness as opposed to unlikeness is appealing for its apparent 
simplicity. However, Dillon’s old observation44 that it is plainly only 
when he is on his very best behaviour that Proclus maintains any 
distinction between the term symbolon and eikon should have been a 
warning. It is an understatement to say that the distinction between 
the two is somewhat fluid. Proclus even appears to use them as 
downright synonyms.45 If both terms are each others opposites, it is 
hard to see how they could ever be used indiscriminately. It rather 
suggests that they have much in common. I shall now argue that 
images too inherently contain an element of unlikeness, whereas 
symbols contain necessarily an element of likeness. For this reason 
symbols may even be called ‘images’, as we shall see at the end of this 
paragraph. 

Likeness does not only entail similarity of one thing to another, 
but also dissimilarity. Otherwise things would be typologically identi­
cal. Take for example a lifelike statue of Socrates as something that 
displays likeness to Socrates. Both image (eikon) and paradeigma will 
show a bearded face with protruding eyes and a snub nose. All the 
same there are notable differences between the image of Socrates 

44  Dillon 1976: 254. 
45   See e.g. In Euclid. 128, 26 the angle is a symbol and an image (sÊmbolon ka‹ 

efikÒna) of the coherence that obtains in the higher realm of divine things; In Alc. 
25, 10f.: symbols (sumbÒlvn) have the power to be images of things (tØn dÊnamin 
épeikonizÒmenon); In RP. II 247, 9f.: the crowned heads of the Moirai in the myth of 
Er should be understood sumbolik«w for their heads are efikÒnew of divine powers. 
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and Socrates himself. To mention the most important one: the image 
is a dumb lifeless piece of marble whereas the other is living flesh and 
blood, always willing to enter into discussion. 

The inherent unlikeness of eikones did not escape Proclus’ subtle 
mind. In the commentary on the Parmenides, he spells it out for us 
that eikones have to be to some degree unlike their paradeigmata: 

T. 6.3 This is the nature of an eikon, that together with likeness to its 
paradeigma it reveals also its unlikeness to it. Likeness alone makes 
another paradeigma, not an eikon, and unlikeness alone, in removing 
likeness, does away with the eikon’s likeness. It is therefore necessary, if 
anything is to be an eikon of something else, that there is both likeness 
and unlikeness.46 

To be sure, this was by no means a startling new insight. Proclus 
himself refers to Plato, probably to Crat. 432c: ‘a perfect likeness, as 
Plato says, makes it impossible to see the eikon as the eikon and leads 
to the conclusion that paradeigma and eikon are the same’47 

In the case of symbols, on the other hand, we need a certain 
amount of likeness for two reasons: 

1. Theurgy is based on likeness. It will be remembered from chapter V 
§ 3.3 that myths are theurgical symbols. The basis of theurgy is the 
likeness between a symbol and the god to which it belongs. Now, if 
literary symbolism was indeed to be characterized by unlikeness, this 
would be at odds with Proclus’ general theory of theurgy. This seems 
not very likely, especially not since Proclus refers to this theory in his 
discussion of the three modes of life of the soul to which the three 
modes of poetry are related. As we have seen in § 2.2, the perfect 
form of life is the one in which the human soul is linked to the gods, 
because of its likeness to them. This likeness originates from the one 
of the soul, the innate symbol of the soul which refers to the divine 
Henads. 

2. Symbols could not refer to other things if they had nothing in common 
with the things they were supposed to refer to. Without anything in 
common the two would become completely disconnected and the 
symbols would cease to be symbols. Proclus is aware of this. In T. 6.2 
he observes that symbols may hint at things through their extreme 

46 In Parm. II 743, 14-21 (trans. Morrow/Dillon 1987: 116 slightly adapted): 
toiaÊth går ≤ efik∆n, metå t∞w prÚw tÚ parãdeigma ımoiÒthtow ka‹ tØn énomoiÒthta 
paremfa¤nousa: ¥ te går ımoiÒthw mÒnon parãdeigma poie› ka‹ toËto ént‹ efikÒnow, ¥ 
te énomoiÒthw pãlin éfairoum°nh tØn ımo¤vsin éfan¤zei tØn ımoiÒthta t∞w efikÒnow: 
de› oÔn, ·na g°nhtai efik∆n êllh êllou, ka‹ ımo¤vsin e‰nai ka‹ énomo¤vsin. 

47 In Parm. II 744, 9-11. 



types of poetry 125 

opposites. It is important to note that he talks about opposites, not 
about mere unlike things. In the latter case the link between symbol 
and the thing symbolised is lost. Pairs of opposites, on the other 
hand, have something in common and may thus be said to be like 
each other in some respect or another.48 

Proclus makes exactly this point in his efforts to counter Plato’s 
criticism of Homer. Plato, according to Proclus, argues against 
Homeric symbolic mythology as follows. This mythology appears to 
have no resemblance to the gods. If myths are not to fall short 
completely of representing the truth, however, they need to have 
some resemblance to them.49 Therefore, Homeric mythology is to be 
rejected. Proclus agrees with Plato that representations of reality 
need some form of resemblance even in case of symbolism. Symbol­
ism may make use of extreme contraries but still this does not 
exclude likeness al together. It hints at the supra-natural being of the 
gods by means of what is against nature, to the divine which surpasses 
all reasoning by means of what is against reason, to what transcends 
all partial beauty by means of ugliness. ‘And in this way, the makers of 
myths make us recall the transcending superiority of the gods by 
means of a likely account’ (katå lÒgon tÚn efikÒta).50 Proclus thus 
rejects Plato’s claim that the symbolic stories do not contain any 
resemblance to the gods at all. His argumentation appears to hinge 
precisely on the point that opposites have something in common, 
and therefore have some form of likeness: the supra-natural and what 
is against nature both share the characteristic of being not-natural; 
what is above reason and what is against reason are both not-reason-
able; what surpasses beauty and what is ugly both are not-beautiful. 

48 Breton 1981: 316 raises in fact this point: ‘La différence entre image et 
symbole est ainsi assez aisée à discerner: le symbole ‘propose sa signification à 
travers une inversion’; il ‘substitue à l’analogie la correspondance des oppositions’. 
Je prévois ici une objection, …. On sait, suivant la vieille doctrine classique, que les 
opposés de contrariété sont du même genre. Je veux ‘bien que le contraire ne 
saurait être une imitation de son contraire’. Il n’en reste pas moins que les opposés 
sont du même genre. Ne rétablissons-nous pas, finalement, la ressemblance que le 
symbole devait exclure?’ Unfortunately, Breton tries subsequently to save the 
traditional distinction between symbols and icons. He concludes that we should not 
press too hard the term ‘opposite’. He prefers to take the term to mean that two 
things stand so far apart that no shared quality could ever put them together and 
make them resemble each other. 

49 In RP. I 73, 11-16: oÈ går §oikÒta fane›tai tå sÊmbola taËta ta›w Ípãrjesi
t«n ye«n. de› d¢ êra toÁw mÊyouw, e‡per mØ pantãpasin épopeptvkÒtew ¶sontai t∞w §n 
to›w oÔsin élhye¤aw, épeikãzesya¤ pvw to›w prãgmasin, œn épokrÊptein to›w 
fainom°noiw parapetãsmasin tØn yevr¤an §pixeiroËsin.

50 In RP. I 77, 24-28. 
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Theol. Plat. VI 4 p. 24, 7-20, in which Proclus discusses the relation 
between the leader-gods and the members of their series, summarizes 
most of the points made above against distinguishing symbola and 
eikones on the basis of likeness versus unlikeness. All products bear 
the same sÊnyhma of their leader-god. As we have seen in chapter IV, 
sÊnyhma is another word for a theurgical symbolon. However, Proclus 
continues, in some cases this sÊnyhma is clearer and in others more 
obscure, because the first products of a leader-god have a higher 
degree of likeness (ımoiÒthw) towards him than later products. 
‘Eikones and paradeigmata own their existence to likeness which brings 
them together.’51 Note that Proclus here treats eikon as a synonym of 
a theurgical symbolon, a sÊnyhma. This likeness creates an unbreak­
able bond of philia which holds the cosmos together. Likeness binds 
even opposites (ka‹ tå §nant¤a sunde›) together. This shows that two 
opposite things may still share a certain likeness. 

I conclude then that the distinction between symbols and eikones 
cannot be one of likeness versus unlikeness. In the next section I 
shall try to provide an alternative description of an eikon. In order to 
do so, I shall now first study the nature of science and scientific 
poetry as recollection. 

3.3  Scientific poetry reconsidered 

3.3.1  Science as recollection 
Proclus ends his description of scientific poetry with an intriguing 
remark. Scientific poetry, with all its advice and admonitions, 

T. 6.4 induces recollection of the revolutions of the soul and of the 
eternal logoi contained in them and of their diverse powers.52 

The revolutions of the soul are those of the Same and the Other 
mentioned in the Timaeus. At the time that the individual soul 
entered a body, these revolutions were disturbed (Ti. 43c7 ff.). The 
revolution of the Same is even completely put out of action. It 
severely damages the cognitive powers of the soul, especially where 
intelligible knowledge is concerned.53 But what have recollection and 

51 EfikÒnew oÔn ka‹ parade¤gmata diå tØn sunagvgÚn ımoiÒthta tØn Ípostasin 
¶laxon.

52 In RP. I 179, 13-5: énãmnhs¤n te parexÒmena t«n t∞w cux∞w periÒdvn ka‹ t«n 
éÛd¤vn §n aÈta›w lÒgvn ka‹ t«n poik¤lvn dunãmevn.

53  For the soul’s capacity of intelligible knowledge, see Brisson 1994: 417. 
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the eternal logoi to do with it and why are they connected with 
scientific poetry? 

Carlos Steel has examined Proclus’ theory of recollection in an 
instructive article54 which I shall briefly summarize here. Proclus 
subscribes to Plato’s view, expressed in the Meno and the Phaedo, that 
the soul contains some sort of innate knowledge. This knowledge 
takes the form of lÒgoi. These are not just cognitive principles in the 
soul, but also constitute the essence of the soul itself. Hence they are 
called oÈsi≈deiw lÒgoi, ‘essential reasons’. These logoi are emanations 
on the level of soul of the Forms (e‡dh) contained in Nous. They are 
therefore inferior to the latter. Since the soul always possesses these 
logoi it is always engaged in some sort of intellectual activity, without, 
however, being aware of it. Proclus compares it to such physical activi­
ties as breathing and the blood beating in our veins. These things 
also happen without any special effort or decision. We possess this 
knowledge in an unarticulated way. What we should do is to arouse 
these internal logoi through recollection (énãmnhsiw) induced by 
looking at the fainÒmena: we study the sensible world, try to derive a 
posteriori universal notions from it, and in this way manage to 
articulate, i.e. to remember, our internal a priori notions. This 
process of articulating our innate logoi is described by means of an 
Iamblichean term: projection (probãllein toËw lÒgouw). These 
articulated notions constitute the sciences. Science (§pistÆmh) is thus 
not based on abstractions from the sensible world, as Aristotle would 
have it. It is based on the eternal Forms as far as these are present in 
our soul as logoi. Abstractions only serve as a means to call forth our 
innate notions. 

Since our souls are these logoi, remembering them is remembering 
ourselves. Steel refers to a beautiful passage in which the soul 
engaged in doing science is compared to someone looking at his own 
reflection in a mirror. Such a person may marvel at his own appear­
ance and wish to look upon himself directly. In the same way, a soul 
engaged in doing science studies the notions it itself projects. It 
realises that these projected notions are but images of the logoi of 
which it consists. Next it will turn to its own beautiful logoi and adore 
its own beauty.55 Proclus refers to this process as the awakening of the 
soul and the purification of its eye. The soul that turns towards her 

54  Steel 1997.

55 In Euclid. 141, 2-19, cf. Sheppard 1995: 348 on this passage.
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own logoi, moves away from the realm of matter and towards the 
intelligible.56 

We can now understand what T. 6.4 means. Science makes the 
soul remember itself. It induces memory of its cognitive powers, 
especially where intelligible knowledge is concerned. These are the 
revolutions that make up the immortal part of the soul that consists 
of the innate logoi. These logoi originate from the eternal Forms. 

3.3.2 Mathematics as recollection through eikones 
All science is recollection. Proclus attributes to the Pythagoreans the 
discovery of this principle. What is more, they also realised that, 
although evidence of such memories can be cited from many areas, it 
is especially from mathematics that they come. This is why the study 
(mãyhsiw) that especially brings us the recollection of the eternal 
logoi in the soul is called mayhmatikÆ.57 In this paragraph, I shall 
argue that eikones belong primarily to mathematics, understood by 
Proclus as this Pythagorean science of recollection.58 

The mathematician in the process of recollection studies mathe­
matical objects which Proclus calls eikones. Right in the first pages of 
his commentary on Euclid’s Elements, Proclus discusses their onto­
logical status. He assigns an intermediate position to them between 
the Forms and material things 

T. 6.5 Mathematical objects, and in general all objects of discursive 
thought, have an intermediate position. They go beyond the objects 
of Nous in being divisible, but they surpass sensible things in being 
devoid of matter. They are inferior to the former in simplicity yet 
superior to the latter in precision, reflecting reality more clearly than 
do perceptible things. Nevertheless they are only eikones, imitating in 
their divided fashion the indivisible and in their multiform fashion 
the uniform paradeigmata of true reality.59 

56 For mathematics purifying the eye of the soul, see e.g. In Euclid. 20, 14ff. with 
a reference to Plato R. 527e and In Euclid. 46, 15-47, 8 in which mathematics is 
extolled as ‘arousing our innate knowledge, awakening our thinking, purging our 
understanding, bringing to light the concepts that belong essentially to us, taking 
away the forgetfulness and ignorance that we have from birth.’ 

57 In Euclid. 44, 25-47, 8. 
58 It is true that both Trimpi 1983: 200-210 and Sheppard 1995 point to the use 

of eikones in connection with mathematics. However, both adhere to a distinction 
between eikones and symbola in terms of likeness versus unlikeness and do not seem 
to notice the central role eikones play in the process of scientific recollection. 

59 In Euclid. 4, 18-5, 2 (tr. Morrow 1970: 4 adapted): tå d¢ mayhmatikå ka‹ ˜lvw 
tå dianohtå m°shn keklÆrvtai tãjin, t«n m¢n tª diair°sei pleonãzonta, t«n d¢ tª 
é#l¤& pro°xonta, ka‹ t«n m¢n tª èplÒthti leipÒmena, t«n d¢ tª ékribe¤& 
proupãrxonta ka‹ tranest°raw m¢n §mfãseiw ¶xonta t«n afisyht«n t∞w noht∞w 
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Note the fact that this text corroborates our observation that eikones 
are not simply like their paradeigmata, but also unlike. They are di­
vided and multiform, whereas the Forms are indivisible and uniform. 

The context of T. 6.5 reveals the Platonic pedigree of the term 
eikon. Proclus gives his definition of mathematical objects as images of 
the intelligible realm in a paraphrase of Plato’s famous image of the 
Line in R. 509dff. Like Plato, Proclus assigns an ontologically inter­
mediary position to mathematical objects between the perceptible 
things and the Forms. However, he goes beyond Plato’s text in 
describing the relation between mathematical objects and Forms as 
one of image and original comparable to the relation of shadows and 
reflections to the concrete things that cause them (509e1 efikÒnew), 
and that of the concrete things (510b4 …w efikÒsin) to their corre­
sponding mathematical objects. This is understandable, given the fact 
that the mathematical objects are supposed to stand to the Forms as 
the shadows and reflections stands to the concrete objects.60 All the 
same, Plato does not explicitly say so, but presents the difference 
between the sections of the mathematical objects and the Forms as 
being one of method (i.e. doing mathematics versus doing dialec-
tics).61 Personally, I doubt whether Plato wants us to consider the 
mathematical objects as images of the Forms. It seems to me that the 
very method of dialectics is opposed to the use of images, for it is 
described as a method which has nothing to do with images (êneu 
t«n per‹ §ke›no efikÒnvn) since it occupies itself with the Forms only. 
If even modern scholars are drawn to conclude that the mathemati­
cal objects are images of the Forms, Proclus was all the more tempted 
to do so given his theory of innate ideas. As we have seen, the innate 
logoi are themselves emanations of the Forms. Science studies the 
projections of these emanations, which are therefore images of the 
Forms. This also holds true for mathematical objects. Thus, the 
image of a triangle projected in the phantasia62 is only gradually 
different from a drawn triangle. They may both be considered as 
images of a Form Triangle. When a mathematician examines the 

oÈs¤aw, efikÒnew d¢ ˜mvw ˆnta ka‹ merist«w m¢n tå ém°rista, polueid«w d¢ monoeid∞ 
parade¤gmata t«n ˆntvn épomimoÊmena … 

60 See e.g. O’Meara 1989: 168 who follows Proclus’ lead here: ‘(This text by 
Proclus) also treats geometry as performing the role assigned to mathematics in 
general in Plato’s Republic: to mediate through images between material reality and 
the Forms.’ O’Meara has the image of the Line in mind here, see o.c. p. 169. 

61  As observes e.g. Annas 1981: 248. 
62  On the role of phantasia in Proclus’ psychology, see Sheppard 1995. 
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nature of a triangle, he does so by articulating, i.e. projecting, his 
innate notion of a triangle with the aid of material triangles: 

T. 6.6 Although we are stirred to activity by sense objects, we project 
the logoi within us, which are eikones of other things; and by their 
means we understand sensible things according to their paradigms 
and noeric and divine things according to their eikones. As these logoi 
in us unfold, they reveal the forms of the gods and the uniform 
boundaries of the universe by which the gods, in an ineffable manner, 
bring back all things and enclose them.63 

From this text it appears that the innate logoi hold the same middle 
position between paradigms and images as the material geometrical 
objects in Plato’s simile of the line. The latter are paradigms in 
relation to the shadows and reflections of themselves, but images in 
relation to the immaterial, real, geometrical objects. The sequence of 
the text proves that these projected, unfolded innate logoi are indeed 
the eikones which the Pythagoreans use to hint at divine reality. These 
eikones are said to reveal the forms of the gods. The idea that innate 
mathematical notions may reveal the gods is the result of Pythago­
reanizing tendencies in the Neoplatonic movement, especially 
fostered by Iamblichus. In this approach the gods may be understood 
as the paradeigmatic divine Numbers and Figures.64 

The idea that it is a typical Pythagorean thing to teach about the 
divine, or rather to activate our recollection of it, through eikones 
often recurs is Proclus. Let me give a few examples. In the prooemium 
to the Theologia Platonica, Proclus discusses the four modes of teach­
ing theology: the symbolic method, the one that uses eikones, oracles 
and scientific discourse. About the iconic mode Proclus writes: 

T. 6.7 The mode of exposition which speaks about the gods by means 
of eikones is Pythagorean, because mathematics were invented by the 
Pythagoreans in order to stimulate the recollection of the divine 
principles, and they attempted to reach these by going through 

65mathematics as eikones.

63 In Euclid. 140, 15-22: ka‹ ≤me›w énakinoÊmeya m¢n épÚ t«n afisyht«n,
probãllomen d¢ toÁw ¶ndon lÒgouw, efikÒnaw êllvn ˆntaw, ka‹ diå toÊtvn tå m¢n 
afisyhtå paradeigmatik«w, tå d¢ noerå ka‹ ye›a gin≈skomen efikonik«w. énaploÊmenoi
går ofl §n ≤m›n lÒgoi tåw morfåw t«n ye«n §pideiknÊousi ka‹ tå •noeid∞ t«n ˜lvn 
p°rata, di' œn érrÆtvw efiw •autoÁw §pistr°fousi pãnta ka‹ sun°xousin §n •auto›w.

64 On the Pythagorizing tendencies in Neoplatonism, see O’Meara 1989. He 
points out that Iamblichus places a special emphasis on divine Numbers as gods 
(pp. 79-81), whereas Proclus turns especially to mathematical figures as gods, due 
to a difference in psychology (pp. 166-169). 

65 Theol. Plat. I 4 p. 20, 8-10: ÑO d¢ diå t«n efikÒnvn PuyagÒreiow, §pe‹ ka‹ to›w 
Puyagore¤oiw tå mayÆmata prÚw tØn t«n ye¤vn énãmnhsin §jhÊrhto ka‹ diå toÊtvn 
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This neatly summarizes everything that has been said in this 
paragraph: mathematics as recollection is a Pythagorean invention; 
its objects function as eikones of the divine world. The four modes are 
repeated in In Parm. I 646, 21ff. About the iconic mode it is said that 
some ‘aim at presenting divine matters through images (di' efikÒnvn), 
using mathematical terms, those used either in arithmetic or in 
geometry.’ In Tim. I 129, 31 ff., finally, states that Timaeus’ discourse 
on the nature of the universe is in accordance with the philosophy of 
the Pythagoreans (ofike¤vw tª t«n Puyagore¤vn filosof¤&), for he 
explains Nature by means of numbers and geometrical figures as if by 
images (épÚ t«n ériym«n ka‹ t«n sxhmãtvn …w di' efikÒnvn tØn fÊsin 
éfermhneÊvn). 

3.3.3  The extended use of eikones 
Eikones are primarily projected mathematical innate logoi. In a more 
general sense, though, they appear to be any projection of innate 
logoi, even when the mathematical aspect is absent. This may be 
demonstrated by means of Proclus’ interpretations of passages in 
Plato that evidently have little to do with numbers and mathematical 
figures, but which are nonetheless conceived as eikones in the sense of 
projections of innate logoi. Let me start this demonstration with a 
passage from the Sixth essay in which Proclus compares the myths of 
Homer and other poets to those constructed by Plato. The latter 
abstained from ascribing immoral behaviour to the gods. Instead, he 
taught about the gods by means of certain images (In RP. I 73, 17: 
diå t«n efikÒnvn): he projected (prob°blhtai cf. § 3.3.1) likenesses, 
statues as it were, which are images (épeikasm°na) of those hidden 
conceptions about the gods.66 Thus, Plato’s myths are projected 
eikones of a higher reality and as such analogous to mathematical 
objects as projections. The fact that Proclus compares these projec­
tions to statues is interesting. In In Crat. § 16 p. 6, 12f. he compares 
the mathematical eikones and discursive essential logoi to statues as 
well.67 

Elsewhere Proclus appears to connect Plato’s iconic, non-mathe-
matical discourse to the Pythagorean eikones. In his commentary on 

…w efikÒnvn §p' §ke›na diaba¤nein §pexe¤roun:
66 In RP. I 73, 20-22: éll' aÈtå tå per‹ ye«n noÆmata êxranta épok°kruptai,

prob°blhtai d¢ aÈt«n oÂon égãlmata §mfan∞ to›w ¶ndon épeikasm°na ımoi≈mata t∞w 
éporrÆtou yevr¤aw.

67 efikÒnaw ka‹ lÒgouw oÈsi≈deiw diejodikoÊw, oÂon égãlmata t«n ˆntvn. 
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the Timaeus he explains why a short summary of the Republic precedes 
the myth of Atlantis.68 Both are enquiries into nature, but the 
summary of the Republic functions as an eikon, whereas the Atlantis-
myth serves as a symbolon. Plato, according to Proclus, borrowed this 
procedure from the Pythagoreans, who gave their instructions first 
through similitudes, then through eikones, and finally through 
symbola. As we have seen, Pythagorean eikones are ordinarily under­
stood to be numbers and mathematical figures. The fact that Proclus 
interprets the summary of the Republic as a Pythagorean eikon is 
therefore a clear indication that we may consider the Platonic eikones 
as derived from of the Pythagorean mathematical ones. 

Another passage that shows that the Platonic eikones are a special 
form of the scientific ones is provided by Proclus’ interpretation of 
the organisation of the Parmenides in the fashion of a Chinese box:69 

Pythodorus, a friend of Zeno’s, had told Antiphon about the con­
versation between Socrates, Zeno and Parmenides. Antiphon, in his 
turn, informed Cephalus, who is himself the narrator in the 
Parmenides. So we have four versions of that conversation: (1) the 
original conversation, (2) Pythodorus’ version of it, (3) Antiphon’s 
version, and (4) Cephalus’ version. Proclus interprets this compli­
cated narrative structure in an iconic way.70 He believes that it reflects 
the content of the dialogue, which is about the theory of Forms.71 

The passing of the logoi, the words that make up the conversation, is 
compared to the emanation of the Forms, which pass from Nous to 
the different levels of Soul. In this interpretation, conversation (1) is 
analogous to the divine Nous. At this rank ‘there is no imaging 
(oÈd¢n efikonikÒn) of anything higher, just as in the original conver­
sation the argument (logoi) was not transmitted through phantasia or 
memory (memory is an eikon of the things remembered).’72 The logoi 
of the second conversation represent the Forms on the level of Soul. 

68 In Tim. I 30, 2ff. 
69 In Parm. I 625, 37-630, 14. 
70  For the fact that Proclus interprets the dialogue as an eikon, see e.g. In Parm. I 

626, 23 the logoi told to Antiphon correspond to (efikÒtvw épeikãzointo) the logoi in 
the human soul; o.c. 628, 13f.: we may liken (§neikon¤zesyai) Zeno to Life; o.c. 628, 
25: the first conversation, i.e. that of Parmenides, Zeno and Socrates bears the
likeness of genuine beings (efikÒna f°rein t«n ˆntvw ˆntvn). 

71 In Parm. I 625, 37ff.: ‘for we must speak now of the analogies to reality which 
this series (sc. of the four conversations) presents, taking our point of departure 
from the inquiry about Ideas, which is so prominent in the dialogue that some 
persons have entitled it On Ideas (tr. Morrow/Dillon). 

72 In Parm. I 627, 8-12. 
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These Forms are secondary to the Forms on the level of Nous and are 
thus eikones of the latter (t«n noht«n efikÒnew), ‘even as the second 
exposition is secondary because it uses memory and phantasia.’73 

Proclus refers here to the eikones we are discussing in this chapter, for 
they are in soul as reflections of the Form produced by memory and 
phantasia. Next come the forms in nature that are eikones of eikones, 
and finally the forms in sensible objects.74 So what we have here then 
is an eikon, the dramatic setting of the Parmenides, about Forms and 
their eikones. 

3.3.4 Homer and Theognis as iconic poets 
Now it is time to see how the examples of scientific poetry mentioned 
by Proclus fit into our interpretation. Let us first turn to the Homeric 
passages which he considers to belong to the category of scientific 
poetry. Proclus In RP. I 193, 4-9 refers to passages in which Homer 
reveals the various substances of the different parts of the soul, the 
difference between the eidolon and the soul that makes use of it, and 
finally the order of the elements in the cosmos. In the case of the 
difference between the eidolon of the soul and the soul itself, Proclus 
has passages from the Nekyia in Od. 11 in mind, as appears from In 
RP. I 172, 9-30. For the other two cases, it is not clear which passages 
Proclus is thinking of.75 The fact is, however, that Homer nowhere 
actually treats these subjects. Hence it is only logical to suppose that 
the Homeric texts are conceived as eikones, comparable to the eikones 
used in the extended way described in § 3.3.3 above. The discussion 
in In RP. I 172, 9-30 seems to justify that assumption. The eidolon of 
Heracles in Hades, and the real Heracles among the Olympian gods 
is supposed to show that the real self is situated in the soul, whereas 
the eidolon represents the corporeal nature which resembles the real 
self but is not identical to it. 

Theognis constitutes a different case. One can imagine that 
Theognis is supposed to convey episteme about ethical notions to his 
audience, and that therefore his poetry belongs to the category of 
scientific poetry. But what about its iconic character? Theognis’ 
account of what one should do and from what one should refrain is 

73 In Parm. I 627, 12-15. 
74 In Parm. I 627, 17-22. 
75 In the case of the substances of the soul, Festugière trans. In RP. vol. 1 1970: 

210 suggests a reference to the discussion in In RP. I 155, 1ff. where Proclus cites 
Od. 20, 17. That discussion, however, deals with the superiority of the harmony of 
the soul in comparison to that of the body. 



134 chapter six 

rather straightforward. There is scarcely any need to twist the 
material a bit as was the case for Homer. Before producing a possible 
solution as to how Theognis can still be an example of iconic poetry, 
two qualifying remarks need to be made. First, it is important to 
realize that Proclus nowhere says that scientific poetry necessarily has 
to use images. I hope to have explained above that there is a close 
connection between the knowledge on the level of episteme and 
eikones. However, it does not follow that episteme has always to be pre­
sented in the form of images. Second, it is not clear whether Proclus 
had ever read Theognis at all.76 The example stems, as Proclus In RP. 
I 186, 29ff. acknowledges, from Plato’s Laws. He discusses Theognis 
as part of his overall project to classify the various references to 
poetry in Plato in accordance with his own tripartite division of 
poetry. He has to bring it under some heading, and that of scientific 
poetry seems to be the most appropriate one given its subject-matter. 

All the same, we are perhaps allowed to consider his poetry as 
iconic after all. The advice and admonitions of poets like Theognis 
are in some way supposed to induce recollection of the innate logoi 
(see T. 6.4). This may perhaps be a reason for Proclus to consider 
them as eikones of morality in general: just as eikones of circles are 
projections of the innate Form Circle in the phantasia, in the same 
way all kinds of moral admonitions are projections of the innate 
notion of morality. The study of these projections refers the reader of 
Theognis back to that notion, just as the study of projected circles will 
ultimately refer the student of mathematics back to the innate Form 
of the circle. 

3.3.5 Conclusions: distinguishing eikones from symbola 
We are now in a position to distinguish eikones from symbola. To start 
with, eikones and symbols come from different sources. Symbols 
belong to the first class of poetry. This poetry is a form of mania, of 
inspiration by the gods. Thus it is a product of the gods, not of the 
human poet. This helps to explain why symbolic poetry seems to 
coincide with myths:77 most of the myths are found in the divinely 
inspired poets, notably Homer, Hesiod and Orpheus. Scientific 
poetry on the other hand takes its origin in the human soul. It 
consists in articulating innate knowledge by means of eikones. 

76  As Anne Sheppard has pointed out to me.

77  As observes Dillon 1976: 249.




types of poetry 135 

Furthermore, symbols and eikones work differently on the human 
soul. The study of eikones helps us to turn inward to our true selves. It 
awakens our soul and purifies its eye. That is to say, it turns our 
attention from the sensible world to the intelligible. It thus puts the 
soul on the track of the Forms themselves and moves the souls 
towards Nous.78 The effect of symbolic poetry is even more intensive: 
it unifies us to the gods themselves. Science may therefore be 
regarded as a preparation for divine mania, and this is exactly how 
eikones and symbola are related. As we saw above (§ 3.3.3) Proclus 
interprets the summary of the Republic in the Timaeus as an eikon 
which is followed by the myth of Atlantis, a symbolon. He explains that 
this reflects a Pythagorean practice. The Pythagoreans proceed 
gradually in their instructions. First they explain things by means of 
likenesses (diå t«n ımo¤vn), next by means of images (t«n efikÒnvn) 
and finally through symbols (diå t«n sumbÒlvn).79 

It will be remembered that Sheppard considered scientific poetry 
as ‘somewhat of an oddity’ besides mimetic and poetic poetry, for it 
did not represent anything, ‘but simply tells the reader or the 
audience of its subject-matter.’80 In my analysis of the concept of 
iconic poetry this does not hold true, or at least not completely. It is 
not a matter of simply telling things, but of awaking the recollection 
of innate principles. This can be done by means of eikones. These are 
representations of a higher reality. As the case of Theognis shows, 
however, it is difficult to say whether scientific poetry always involves 
the use of images. All the same, the representations by mimetic, 
scientific and symbolic poetry constitute an ascending scale. Mimetic 
poetry represents the material world as a product of Forms and thus 
furthest from metaphysical reality, symbolic poetry represents the 
world of Forms itself, whereas scientific poetry represents the in-
between world of innate Forms. 

In my rejection of the traditional interpretation of eikones and 
symbola, I did not conceal the fact that they are sometimes used as if 

78 In Euclid. 47, 2f.: kine› d¢ tåw cuxåw §p‹ noËn, ka‹ Àsper §k kãrou bay°ow 
énege¤rei.

79 In Tim. I 30, 4-15. In reports on Pythagoreanism, symbola appear to be 
equivalents for the famous akousmata (Burkert 1972: 196). Interestingly enough, 
Aristotle recognizes a twofold pragmateia among the Pythagoreans: on the one hand 
the Pythagorean myths and the acusmata, on the other a philosophy of number 
connected with mathematics, astronomy, and music (Burkert 1972: 197). The latter 
seem to me to corrrespond to teaching by means of eikones, whereas the former to 
teaching by means of symbola. 

80  Sheppard 1980: 182. 
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they were synonyms. Does this observation turn itself against this new 
interpretation? I believe not. A symbolon is a product of a certain 
divine principle and thus has some likeness to it.81 As a product it is 
ontologically speaking secondary to its cause. In the same way an 
eikon has a certain likeness in regard to its model and is secondary to 
it. More specifically an eikon in a scientific context is the projection of 
an innate Form, i.e. of a divine principle in so far as it is present in 
us. Scientific eikones then are highly comparable to inspired symbols. 
For that reason Proclus chooses approximate synonyms terms to refer 
to them. The distinction between the two is triggered by contexts 
which contrasts modes of revealing knowledge. Outside these 
contexts they may be used more or less as synonyms. 

3.3.6  Scientific poetry and the Hymn to Helios 
To my mind Proclus’ hymns are theurgical in nature and about the 
elevation of the soul towards the divine, and thus not so much about 
articulating our innate notions. This is not to say that scientific poetry 
and eikones are completely absent from Proclus’ poetry. Proclus’ 
Hymn to Helios may to some extent be considered as an example of 
scientific poetry. I do not wish to suggest, however, that this hymn is a 
textbook example of such poetry. Helios was after all a prime deity in 
Chaldaean rites concerning theurgical purification and elevation. 
This aspect will be dealt with at length in the commentary on that 
hymn. The blend of inspired, theurgical poetry on the one hand and 
scientific poetry on the other does not need to surprise us. According 
to Proclus, even Homer happily mingles the three types of poetry.82 

As for the scientific poetry in the hymn, this aspect is most obvious 
when Proclus calls Helios an efik∆n paggen°tao yeoË (vs. 34). It is a 
reference to the simile of the sun as an image of the Good in Plato R. 
506eff. This is not just a matter of intertextuality. As we have seen 
above, eikones are used to stir the recollection of forgotten knowledge. 
In the context of the hymn, the sun is invoked as the eikon of the 
Father of all and the anagogeus to him of the fallen souls (vs. 34) that 
have forgotten (lãyointo) about the ‘bright-shining court of the 
Father’ (vss. 29-32). 

We may carry this point somewhat further. Just as the sun is an 
image of the Good in the Republic, in the same way the whole material 

81 See chapter II § 3.2 for the fact that a product necessarily always preserves a 
certain likeness to its cause. 

82 In RP. I 192, 6-195, 12. 
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cosmos is an eikon of the intelligible cosmos according to the Timaeus 
(92c7: efik∆n toË nohtoË yeÚw afisyhtÒw). Plato admonishes us to study 
the divine harmony that pervades this eikon. Man in his turn is a copy 
of the material macrocosmos and by studying it we may restore 
harmony in ourselves and in that way become like god.83 The idea 
that scientific research of the cosmos has a salutary effect on the soul 
is accepted by Proclus.84 When we look at the first part of the hymn, 
we note that harmony is the main topic. Helios is praised for pouring 
a rich stream of harmony into the cosmos (vs. 4: èrmon¤hw =Êma 
ploÊsion). Proclus then enumerates different sorts of harmony, 
starting with the cosmic harmony: the movements of the planets, 
which cause ‘fruitful drops’, the succession of the seasons, and the 
elements which are bound together (vss. 8-14). Next in the hymn 
come other forms of harmony, especially the harmony of the body, 
i.e. health. This praise of Helios as the source of all harmony seems
to me to serve a double aim. On the one hand it is used in the way 
some myths are used: as a symbolon to activate the beneficent gifts of 
the gods invoked (cf. chapter IV § 3.3). On the other hand this 
enumeration of forms of harmony in the cosmos may also function as 
an eikon, a reminder, of the notion of harmony and in this way foster 
the harmony in the soul. It thus prepares the soul of Proclus for the 
reception of the things he is praying for. 

In this context we also note that Helios is asked to scatter the mist 
(éxlÊw) which surrounds Proclus (vs. 41). This mist is the body that 
hampers the eye of the soul. This image is borrowed from Homer.85 

Interestingly enough, Proclus refers to this same passage in his 
commentary on Euclid: ‘Plato himself clearly affirms that mathematics 
purifies and elevates the soul, like Homer’s Athena dispersing the 
mist from the intellectual light of understanding (In Euclid 30, 1f.: 
tØn éxlÁn éfairoËsan toË noeroË t∞w diano¤aw fvtÒw). In this case 
the light of understanding consists of the innate logoi of the soul. 
Steel, in his article on innate knowledge discussed above,86 refers to 
the same simile found in De malorum subsistentia c. 22. In this text 
Proclus compares the innate knowledge of the soul to a light shining 
inside. Even when it is surrounded with a thick smoggy mist 

83  On this theme, see Hadot 1983. 
84  See e.g. In Tim. I 5, 7-6, 6. 
85  For a discussion of the significance of this image, see chapter V § 3.3.3. 
86 Steel 1997: 298, as Steel notes this text is primarily about divine souls, though 

it may be applied to all souls descending into generation. 
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(extraneitatem eius quod circum, grossi et nebulosi entis) it remains shining 
inside and is not entirely obscured. It should be added that this hymn 
is about more than bringing out innate knowledge, for Proclus prays 
that Helios may imbue him with holy light after he has dispersed this 
darkness. Proclus is thus also praying for illumination. All the same 
such a prayer is quite compatible with the idea of purification 
through science. In chapter III we have proposed the view that the 
leader-gods, including Helios, connect the human soul to Nous and 
that the holy light prayed for is the illumination that goes with union 
with Nous. It is precisely to Nous that science moves us.87 

4.  Emotions in the hymns 

4.1 The problem with emotions 

In the discussion of the three types of poetry it appeared that Proclus 
rejected mimetic poetry because ‘it inflates the smallest passions, 
especially of joy and misery.’ For that reason we do not expect to find 
anything resembling this type of poetry in the hymns. All the same, 
many passages in the hymns appear to be intended to raise feelings 
of misery. The horrible sufferings of the soul are painted in the most 
vivid and touching details throughout the hymns: the soul trapped in 
matter is beleaguered by daemons (H. I 28-31, H. IV 12, H. VII 41-2), 
and Proclus’ prayer to Helios to protect him against them is full of 
tears (H. I 36: flkes¤hn poludãkruon), his life is full of hardship (H. II 
19), he is like Odysseus being tossed back and forth by cold waves (H. 
IV 10-11), a potential victim to flesh-wasting illnesses (H. VII 44-46). 
One cannot help feeling pity for such a tormented man. This seems 
to be at odds with his dismissal of poetry that arouses such emotions. 
What then should we make of this? 

The first thought one might have is that this is part of Proclus’ 
attempts to win the favour of the gods to whom he is praying. To 
arouse feelings of pity is a normal procedure in ancient rhetorical 
practice and is amply attested in ancient hymns and prayers. We may 
note here that, according to Marinus Vita Procli § 8, Proclus enjoyed a 
thorough rhetorical education in Alexandria. He was groomed for a 
career at the bar and was a quite promising student until Athena 

87 In Euclid. 47, 2: (mathematics) kine› d¢ tåw cuxåw §p‹ noËn. 
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called him to the study of philosophy. However, all major philoso­
phers in Antiquity postulated that the gods are free from pãyh. After 
all, emotions stand between man and perfect happiness and one of 
the aims of the philosophical exercises of most schools is to free the 
student of philosophy from them. Since the gods by definition enjoy 
an existence of permanent bliss, they must be immune to their 
effects. Proclus too subscribes to this idea. It appears problematic to 
him that in Homer the gods weep for their favourite mortals, whereas 
Socrates, as a true philosopher, remained untouched by the tears of 
his relatives while awaiting execution.88 Proclus denies that the gods 
could ever fall victim to such emotions. Therefore it is not to be 
expected that Proclus believed he could influence the gods by mere 
rhetorical tricks. 

4.2 Human nothingness 

Iamblichus explicitly denies in De Mysteriis that emotional appeals 
sway the gods. Porphyry objected to Iamblichus that the invocations 
(afl klÆseiw) of the gods made by the theurgists make the gods look 
like beings who may be emotionally influenced (§mpaye›w). Iambli­
chus emphatically rejects this: if the ascent obtained by means of the 
invocations grants the priests purification from emotions (kãyarsin 
pay«n) and deliverance from becoming and unification to the divine 
principle, how could anyone ever ascribe emotions to that principle 
(t¤ dÆpote pãyh tiw aÈtª prosãptei)?89 

Iamblichus’ reply to a subsequent objection by Porphyry throws 
interesting light on Proclus’ moving descriptions of his hopeless 
condition. Porphyry wonders whether it is right that we, impure as we 
are, bother the pure divinity with prayers (afl litane›ai). Iamblichus 
replies that it is precisely our awareness of our nothingness (≤ 
suna¤syhsiw t∞w per‹ •autoÁw oÈdene¤aw) when we compare ourselves 
to the gods that makes us turn automatically towards prayers. From 
these supplications (flkete¤aw) we are soon elevated to the god who is 
the object of our supplications (prÚw tÚ flketeuÒmenon énagÒmeya). In 
this way we acquire likeness to him and progress from imperfection 
towards perfection.90 Iamblichus stresses the nothingness of man 
against Plotinus and Porphyry’s optimistic belief that our souls 

88 In RP. I 122, 25-123, 28.

89  Iamblichus Myst. I 12 (40, 16-42, 17).

90  Iamblichus Myst. I 15 (47, 16-48, 4).
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belong ultimately to the realm of Nous. It is exactly the fact that we 
are impure and imperfect that makes us pray to the pure and the 
perfect. 

Later on in De Mysteriis, Iamblichus returns to the topic of the 
nothingness of the human soul. In Myst. III 18, Iamblichus answers 
Porphyry’s question whether it is a god who is present at theurgical 
sessions, or just an angel or a demon. Iamblichus replies that it is 
impossible to perform divine works (fisÒyea ¶rga) without the 
assistance of the gods. 

T. 6.8 For the human race is weak and but small; it cannot look far, 
and its nothingness is innate. There is only one cure within its reach 
from its inherent wandering and disorder and its unending change: 
when it partakes somehow, to the degree possible, in the divine 
light.91 

It is because of this human weakness that Iamblichus vehemently 
rejects Porphyry’s suggestion that the powerful gods perform these 
works because they are forced to do so by human invocations (Myst. 
III 18 (145, 6-7): di' ≤m«n •lkÒmenow énãgkaiw ta›w t∞w klÆsevw taËta 
§pitele›). 

I would suggest, therefore, that the horrific descriptions of the 
fallen soul in Proclus’ hymns originate from these sentiments of 
nothingness. They are not intended to stir the pãyh of the divinities 
invoked but are the expression of genuinely felt feelings of anxiety 
on the side of the praying Platonist. If one is to obtain participation 
in the divine light, the recurrent theme of Proclus’ hymns, one has to 
fully realize the position one is in. People like Plotinus and Porphyry, 
with their belief in an undescended soul, do not really know them­
selves. Their optimism is their doom. The Platonist who faces his 
situation is overcome by fears and worries. However, once he recog­
nizes his position and turns to theurgical prayer, he can become like 
the gods. He thus reaches the safe harbour of the transcendent world 
away from the material realm. In this way he is freed from pãyh, since 
these are connected to the material world. 

91 Myst. III 18 (144, 12-17): TÚ går ényr≈peion fËlon ésyen°w §sti ka‹ smikrÒn, 
bl°pei te §p‹ braxÊ, sÊmfutÒn te oÈd°neian k°kthtai: m¤a d' §st‹n §n aÈt“ t∞w 
§nuparxoÊshw plãnhw ka‹ tarax∞w ka‹ t∞w éstãtou metabol∞w fiatre¤a, e‡ tina 
metous¤an ye¤ou fvtÚw katå tÚ dunatÚn metalãboi: 
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Appendix 
Proclus’ tripartite division of poetry and Syrianus 

Anne Sheppard (1980: 95-103) has argued that Proclus’ division of poetry 
into three types as presented in the sixth essay of the In RP. was an 
invention of his own, not withstanding the fact that Proclus In RP. I 71, 2ff. 
disclaims originality for the views he is to expound. Sheppard argues that 
we should not attach too much value to this statement. Proclus probably 
owed indeed much of the allegorical interpretations of Homer he offers in 
this essay to Syrianus. Since he seizes almost every occasion to stress his debt 
to his master, this could easily be a somewhat exaggerated disclaimer. 
Sheppard’s main argument is the fact that Proclus interprets Plato Phdr. 
245a differently in the earlier fifth essay. In the fifth essay, Proclus offers a 
bipartite distinction of poetry between inspired and uninspired poetry as 
opposed to the tripartite division in the sixth. This bipartite division 
corresponds to Hermeias’ interpretation of the same passage in his account 
of Syrianus’ course on that dialogue. 

I agree with Sheppard that we do not have any passage of Syrianus which 
puts all the bits of the theory of the three types of poetry together in quite 
the way Proclus does in the sixth essay. All the same, Syrianus’ inter­
pretation of the three speeches in Plato’s Phaedrus as reported by Hermeias 
may have helped Proclus to develop his own classification of poetry. This is 
what he has to say about these three speeches: 

T. 6.8 And to put it briefly, the course of thought in that book could 
be divided in three parts into three types of life: the licentious life, 
which is shown in Lysias’ speech, the prudent life, which is shown in 
the first speech by Socrates, and thirdly the inspired life, which can be 
seen in Socrates’ second and final speech.92 

Note first that Syrianus divides the three speeches in accordance with three 
types of life. It will be remembered that Proclus arrived at his tripartite 
division of poetry by matching poetry to the three types of life of the soul. 
In both cases the highest type of life to which the best poetry and the best 
speech correspond involves the inspired sort.93 The second best type of life 
is according to Syrianus the prudent life. He characterizes it as ‘the beauty 
of virtues and branches of knowledge.’94 As we have seen, Proclus put 
enthusiastic poetry above scientific poetry, stating, that inspired madness is 
superior to svfrosÊnh. Proclus’ scientific poetry was precisely about 
knowledge (episteme) and good and fine deeds. The latter square with 

92 In Phdr. p. 12, 5-10 ed. Couvreur: Ka‹ sunelÒnti efipe›n efiw tr¤a t°moiw ên tØn 
pçsan toË lÒgou diãnoian ka‹ efiw tre›w zvãw: e‡w te tØn ékÒlaston ¥tiw §n t“ lÒgƒ 
toË Lus¤ou ırçtai, ka‹ tØn s≈frona ¥tiw §n t“ pr≈tƒ lÒgƒ toË Svkrãtouw ırçtai, 
ka‹ tr¤thn tØn ¶nyoun ¥tiw §n tª palinƒd¤& ka‹ t“ teleuta¤ƒ lÒgƒ toË Svkrãtouw 
§norçtai:

93  Cf. In RP. I 178, 28: tØn §nyeãzousan cuxÆn.
94 In Phdr. p. 12, 4-5: tÚ cuxikÚn kãllow ka‹ tÚ t«n éret«n kafi §pisthm«n. 
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Syrianus’ virtues. Third comes the licentious life. This may correspond to 
Proclus’ type of life that fills itself with fantasies and irrational sense-
perceptions and may go with a kind of poetry that inflates the passions. If 
this suggestion holds water, Proclus’ disclaimer seems a bit more justified. 



Part Two 

COMMENTARY 
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I. (EIS HLION) 

Introduction 

Homer already recognizes in the sun a god, Helios. Traces of solar 
cult are rare for this early period in contrast to later times. All the 
same, the archaic Greeks must already have been fully aware of the 
vital importance of Helios.1 Julian, that devoted reader of Homer and 
fervent adept of King Helios, makes the following lucid observation 
in this respect. When Helios threatens Zeus in Od. 12, 377 ff. that 
from now on he will shine for the dead instead of the living if Zeus 
and the other Olympians do not punish the crew of Odysseus for the 
theft of his cattle, Zeus gives in straight away. This time he does not 
boast that he is stronger than all other gods together, as he did in his 
confrontation with the other Olympian gods (Il. 8, 17ff.). On the 
contrary, he begs Helios to continue to shine for the gods and for the 
living and promises to punish the thieves (Julian Or. XI [IV] On King 
Helios c. 11, 136d ff.). 

Helios in his classical appearance is the god who gives warmth and 
light to the world and thus makes life possible. He drives his solar 
chariot daily along the vault of heaven and during his course sees and 
hears everything. He is especially a witness of injustice and often 
avenges it.2 He is thus associated with harmony and order in both the 
motions of the heavenly bodies and society. In this respect he 
resembles Apollo with whom he is often identified. In the course of 
time, Helios becomes more and more the absolute master of the 
universe. For this reason he is sometimes identified with Zeus. He 
even holds power over the Moirai. Because of this dominant position, 
his help is sought by magicians — as magic papyri testify — and all 
kinds of mystery cults that aim at the salvation of the initiated, like 
that of Mithras.3 Hymns bear testimony to the worship of Helios, like 

1 On the rarity of solar cult in the early period, see Fauth 1995: xvii ff., who 
denies that this reflects an inferior position of Helios in regard to other gods, as 
e.g. M. P. Nilsson has argued.

2 For Helios’ qualities in classical times, see e.g. Fauth 1995: xix ff. and R. 
Gordon, DDD 750-763. 

3  For Helios’ appearance in magical papyri, see Fauth 1995: 1-120. 
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the Homeric Hymn to Helios, Orphic Hymn 8, and the hymn to Herakles-
Astrochiton-Helios by Proclus’ contemporary Nonnus D. 40, 369-410.4 

Proclus takes much of his inspiration from this traditional 
representation of Helios, as H. D. Saffrey has shown in a richly docu­
mented article.5 In this respect he is certainly the servant of the 
Muses loyal to the ancestral traditions that he hopes to be (vss. 43­
44). 

The Neoplatonists took a special interest in the sun, which found 
its inspiration both in religious practice and in Platonic texts, 
especially the comparison of the Good to the sun in Plato’s Republic. 
Plotinus for one compares the mystical vision of the Good or the One 
to the well-established practice of the worship of the rising sun6 (see 
Enn. V 5 [32] 8, elaborated upon by Proclus Theol. Plat. II 11, pp. 64, 
11ff.7). Porphyry wrote a book now lost on Helios, which probably 
served as a source of Macrobius’ discussions of Helios in his 
Saturnalia I 17-23.8 The introduction of theurgy by Iamblichus makes 
solar cult even more important, since in theurgical mysteries the sun 
plays an important role in the purification and elevation of the soul.9 

The emperor Julian, who proudly announces that he has been an 
adept of King Helios from an early age onwards,10 introduces the 
public cult of Sol Invictus in his heroic attempt to save the world 
from Christianity. His oration — or his Ïmnow, as he himself called it11 

— composed in honour of King-Helios (Or. XI [IV]), testifies to this 
special theurgical role of Helios. He acknowledges his dependence 
on Iamblichus’ now no longer extant writings (44, 57cd) and thus 
allows us to glimpse Iamblichus’ own treatment of Helios.12 It is 
important to keep the different perspectives of Porphyry/Macrobius 

4  On this hymn by Nonnus, see Fauth 1995: 165-183. 
5  Saffrey 1984a. 
6 For the worship of the rising sun, see e.g. Hermes’ instruction to Tat to 

worship the sun by bowing to it at its setting and rising (Corpus Hermeticum XIII, 16, 
p. 207, 11-12 ed. Nock- Festugière) and an inscription from the city wall of
Oenoanda: ‘God is all-seeing Ether; look and pray to him at dawn, looking to this 
east’ (Smith 1995: 98). 

7  On this image, see Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. II 1974: 121 n. 12 to p. 64.

8  See Gersh (vol. 2) 1986: 510.

9  See commentary to vs. 34 cux«n énagvgeË.

10  Julian Or. XI [IV] (On King Helios) 1, 130b.

11  See chapter II § 2.2.

12 On Julian’s solar theology, see now the fine study by R. Smith 1995 on


Julian’s gods, esp. pp. 114-178. He stresses the Chaldaean character of Julian’s 
hymn on Helios against those like P. Athanassiadi-Fowden, Julian and Hellenism. An 
Intellectual Biography, London 1981 who believe that its nature is Mithraic. 



commentary 147 

and Iamblichus/Julian in mind when one seeks to elucidate Proclus’ 
hymn to Helios. Macrobius’ interpretations of traditional myths 
connected with Helios, like that of Attis and Adonis (cf. vss. 25-6), are 
rather sober, whereas Julian interprets them in the light of theurgical 
mysteries.13 As will be argued in the commentary, Proclus — not very 
surprisingly — seems to follow Iamblichus’ approach. In any case, 
one should not, as Vogt does in the apparatus fontium et locorum 
similium to his edition, lump them together. Nor is it justified to claim 
that Macrobius’ solar theology is basically that of Iamblichus and 
Julian without the theurgical element.14 

Proclus worshipped Helios at dusk, noon and dawn (Marinus Vita 
Procli § 22). His Helios is the deity of the theurgists who protects the 
soul from punishing daemons, helps it to escape the realm of matter 
and elevates it to the intelligible realm. Echoes of the Chaldaean 
Oracles abound in the hymn. His most important discussion of 
Helios can be found in Theol. Plat. VI 12, pp. 56, 1-pp. 65, 3. Helios, 
identified with Apollo, constitutes the elevating triad of the 
hypercosmic gods (see chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1). As always Proclus 
seeks to harmonize the Chaldaean tradition with Plato. He does so by 
connecting two Platonic texts: Plato R. 507a1ff. (the comparison of 
the Good to the sun) and Tim. 39b4f. (the light of the sun originates 
from the Demiurge, not from a material substrate). The text of the 
Republic shows that Plato, in accordance with the Oracles, attributes 
to the sun a superiority over all other things in the cosmos. The text 
from the Timaeus explains why: Helios receives its light from the 
Demiurge. The sun becomes thus a mediator between the divine 
world and ours, the gate through which we may pass to the 
intelligible realm. For a more elaborate discussion, see commentary 
to vs. 1 purÚw noeroË basileË. 

13 One should also take into account the fundamental difference between 
Porphyry’s and Iamblichus’ exegetical approach, see commentary to H. III 4 § 2: 
The teleta¤ as the study of texts. 

14 See Fauth 1995: 163. One wonders what is left if one takes theurgy out of 
Iamblichus’ solar theology. 



148	 EIS HLION 

Text 

KlËyi, purÚw noeroË basileË, xrusÆnie Titãn, 
klËyi, fãouw tam¤a, zvark°ow, Œ êna, phg∞w 
aÈtÚw ¶xvn klh›da ka‹ Íla¤oiw §n‹ kÒsmoiw 
ÍcÒyen èrmon¤hw =Êma ploÊsion §joxeteÊvn. 

5.	 k°kluyi: messat¤hn går §∆n Íp¢r afiy°row ßdrhn 
ka‹ kÒsmou kradia›on ¶xvn §rifegg°a kÊklon 
pãnta te∞w ¶plhsaw §gersinÒoio prono¤hw. 
zvsãmenoi d¢ plãnhtew éeiyal°aw s°o pursoÁw 
afi¢n Íp' éllÆktoisi ka‹ ékamãtoisi xore¤aiw 

10. zƒogÒnouw p°mpousin §pixyon¤oiw =ayãmiggaw. 
pçsa d' Íf' Ímet°r˙si palinnÒstoisi difre¤aiw 
ÑVrãvn katå yesmÚn éneblãsthse gen°ylh. 
stoixe¤vn d' ÙrumagdÚw §p' éllÆloisin fiÒntvn 
paÊsato se›o fan°ntow ép' érrÆtou genet∞row. 

15. so‹ d' ÍpÚ Moirãvn xorÚw e‡kayen éstuf°liktow: 
íc d¢ metastrvf«sin énagka¤hw l¤non a‡shw, 
eÔte y°leiw: per‹ går krat°eiw, per‹ d' ‰fi énãsseiw. 
seir∞w d' Ímet°rhw basileÁw yeopeiy°ow o‡mhw 
§j°yoren Fo›bow: kiyãr˙ d' ÍpÚ y°skela m°lpvn 

20. eÈnãzei m°ga kËma baruflo¤sboio gen°ylhw. 
s∞w d' épÚ meilixÒdvrow élejikãkou yiase¤hw 
PaiÆvn blãsthsen, •Øn d' §p°tassen Íge¤hn, 
plÆsaw èrmon¤hw panapÆmonow eÈr°a kÒsmon. 
s¢ klutÚn Ímne¤ousi DivnÊsoio tok∞a: 

25. Ïlhw d' aÔ neãtoiw §n‹ b°nyesin eÎion ÖAtthn, 
êlloi d' èbrÚn ÖAdvnin §peufÆmhsan éoida›w. 
deima¤nousi d¢ se›o yo∞w mãstigow épeilØn 
da¤monew ényr≈pvn dhlÆmonew, égriÒyumoi, 
cuxa›w ≤met°raiw duera›w kakå porsÊnontew, 

30. ˆfr' afie‹ katå la›tma barusmarãgou biÒtoio 
s≈matow ÙtleÊvsin ÍpÚ zugÒdesma pesoËsai, 
ÍcitenoËw d¢ lãyointo patrÚw polufegg°ow aÈl∞w. 

éllã, ye«n riste, puristef°w, ˆlbie da›mon, 
efik∆n paggen°tao yeoË, cux«n énagvgeË, 

35.	 k°kluyi ka¤ me kãyhron èmartãdow afi¢n èpãshw: 
d°xnuso d' flkes¤hn poludãkruon, §k d° me lugr«n 
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=Êeo khl¤dvn, Poin«n d' épãneuye fulãssoiw

prh@nvn yoÚn ˆmma D¤khw, ∂ pãnta d°dorken.

afie‹ d' Ímet°raisin élejikãkoisin érvga›w


40. cuxª m¢n fãow ègnÚn §mª polÊolbon Ùpãzoiw 
éxlÁn époskedãsaw Ùles¤mbroton, fiolÒxeuton, 
s≈mati d' értem¤hn te ka‹ églaÒdvron Íge¤hn, 
eÈkle¤hw t' §p¤bhson §m°, progÒnvn t' §n‹ yesmo›w 
Mousãvn §rasiplokãmvn d≈roisi melo¤mhn. 

45. ˆlbon d' éstuf°likton ép' eÈseb¤hw §ratein∞w, 
e‡ ke y°loiw, dÒw, ênaj: dÊnasai d¢ tå pãnta tel°ssai 
=hid¤vw: kraterØn går ¶xeiw ka‹ épe¤riton élkÆn. 
efi d° ti moirid¤oisin, •lijopÒroisin étrãktoiw, 
ésterodinÆtoiw ÍpÚ nÆmasin oÈloÚn êmmin 

50.	 ¶rxetai, aÈtÚw ¶ruke teª megãl˙ tÒde =ipª. 

Departure from ed.Vogt: 46 d' •å pãnta 

Translation 

Hearken, king of noeric fire, Titan holding the golden bridle, 
hearken, dispenser of light, you, o lord, who hold yourself 
the key to the life-supporting source and channel off from above 
a rich stream of harmony into the material worlds. 

5.	 Hearken: for you, being above the middlemost seat of aether 
and in possession of the very brilliant disk, the heart of the 

cosmos, 
have filled everything with your intellect-awakening providence. 
The planets, girded with your ever-blooming torches, 
through unceasing and untiring dances, 

10. always send life-producing drops down for earthlings. 
Under the influence of your chariot’s returning courses 
everything that is born has sprouted up according to the 

ordinance of the Seasons. 
The din of the elements clashing with each other 
stopped once you appeared from your unspeakable begetter. 

15. For you the unshakeable choir of the Moirai has yielded. 
Back again they wind the thread of compelling destiny, 
when you wish it. For all around you dominate, all around you 

rule by force. 
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From your chain the king of the song that obeys the divine, 
Phoibos, sprung forth. Singing inspired songs to the accompani­

ment of the kithara, 
20. he calms the great wave of deep-roaring becoming. 

From your evil-averting band that imparts pleasant gifts 
Paiêon sprouted, and he imposed his health 
by filling the wide cosmos with harmony wholly devoid of harm. 
People honour you in hymns as the famous father of Dionysus. 

25. And again some praise you in songs as Euios Attis in the extreme 
depths of matter, whereas others praise you as pretty Adonis. 
The threat of your swift whip holds fears for 
the wild-tempered daemons, noxious to men, 
who prepare evil for our miserable souls, 

30. in order that forever, in the gulf of heavy-resounding life, 
they suffer once they have fallen under the yoke of the body 
with the result that they forget the bright-shining court of the 

lofty Father. 

But, you the best of gods, crowned with fire, blest daemon, 
image of the all-creating god, uplifter of souls, 

35. hearken and always purify me of every fault; 
receive my tearful supplication, pull me out of baneful 
defilement and keep me far from the punishing deities 
while mollifying the swift eye of Justice that sees all. 
May you always through your evil-averting help 

40. give holy light rich with blessings to my soul, 
once you have scattered the man-destroying poisonous mist, 
and to my body fitness and gift-bestowing health; 
bring me to glory, that in accord with the traditions of my fore­

fathers

I may cultivate the gifts of the Muses with pretty locks.


45. Give me, if you wish so, lord, unshakeable bliss 
as a reward for lovely piety. You perfect all things 
easily, for you have the power and infinite might. 
And if some ill comes my way through the threads moved by the 

stars

from the spindles of destiny that revolve in helices,


50. ward it off yourself with your mighty radiance. 
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Structure 

The hymn consists of three parts. Part I (vss. 1-5) invokes Helios and 
asks him to hearken to Proclus’ hymn. This invocation opens and 
closes with klËyi/ k°kluyi. 

Part II (vss. 5-32) gives the reason why (vs. 5 går) Helios should do 
so: it is his task as the most important deity of the cosmos (vs. 6: he is 
the heart of it) to fill everything with his providence (vs. 7 pãnta te∞w 
¶plhsaw §gersinÒoio prono¤hw). The rest of this section is taken up by 
examples of this providence as exercised either by Helios or by gods 
that belong to his series. Vss. 9-17 celebrate Helios as the god who 
causes cosmic harmony. He guarantees the regular movements of the 
planets and the seasons as well as the order between the elements.15 

Most important in the context of the hymn, however, is the fact that 
Helios is able to intervene with the Moirai because he steers the 
planets (see vss. 15-17 with my commentary). The second half of vs. 
17 (per‹ går krat°eiw, per‹ d' ‰fi énãsseiw) summarizes this celebra­
tion of the cosmic power of Helios and in that way closes this section. 
In the next one (vss. 18-26), Proclus studies Helios in his relation to 
other gods. Phoibos the god of music and Paiêon the god of health 
are both gods who too are concerned with harmony. They are 
presented as belonging to the series of Helios, and therefore as 
subordinated to him (vss. 18-23). Next (vss. 24-6) come three gods — 
Dionysus, Attis, and Adonis — who are associated with mystery cults 
that help the soul to escape from the material realm towards the 
intelligible world. Helios is the father of Dionysus, and some 
celebrate him as Attis or Adonis. The final section of the second part 
(vss. 27-32) takes up this theme by describing the souls trapped in the 
material realm and in need of divine assistance in order to enable 
them to flee to the divine world. 

Part III (vss. 33-50), introduced by éllã, contains Proclus’ own 
prayers to Helios. Now that Helios’ powers have been established in 
the second part of the hymn, Proclus asks him to employ these 
powers for his own benefit. Vss. 33-41 are concerned with the salva­
tion of Proclus’ soul: in part II (vss. 27-32) Proclus had celebrated 
Helios as the deity who has the power to drive away the horrible 

15  Note the resemblance to In Tim. I 332, 20ff.: Plato rightly calls the cosmos the 
most beautiful thing, as may easily be learned from the order of the celestial 
revolutions, the order of the seasons, the harmony of the elements. The order of 
that enumeration corresponds to that in the hymn. 
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daemons that plan to imprison us in the material world when we 
forget about the divine realm. Here Proclus asks Helios to cleanse 
him from the stains of matter, to guard him from the Punishing 
deities (these correspond to evil daemons, see commentary), and 
illuminate him, i.e. remedy the forgetfulness from which he suffers. 
Next come prayers for health (vs. 42) and poetical fame (vss. 43-44), 
justified by the fact that Paiêon and Apollo belong to the series of 
Helios. Thus we have prayers for the goods of the soul, of the body, 
and finally for the external good of fame. Finally, in vss. 45-50, 
Proclus prays that Helios may intervene with the Moirai on his behalf. 
Helios’ power to do so had been established in vss. 15-7. The latter 
verses are brought back into memory by means of various parallels 
(see commentary to vss. 15-7). 

Commentary 

Tr. 1-4: Hearken, king of noeric fire, Titan holding the golden bridle, / 
hearken, dispenser of light, you, o lord, who hold yourself / the key to the 
life-supporting source and channel off from above / a rich stream of 
harmony into the material worlds. 

vs. 1 KlËyi 
Ever since Chryses’ prayer that triggered the chain of events of the 
Iliad  (Il. 1, 37), klÊv is a common way to start a prayer. It always 
carries the connotation of listening favourably.16 Proclus begins Hymns 
I, IV and VII in this way (in fact VII 1 is a Homeric quotation, see 
commentary ad loc.). At the end of each hymn (H. I 35, IV 14, VII 51) 
the same verb is repeated but now with epic reduplication. This type 
of ring composition recurs in the Orphic Hymns (2, 1 and 13; 8, 1 and 
20; 28, 1 and 11). We need not necessarily conclude from this, 
however, that Proclus was inspired by the Orphic Hymns, for in the 
latter case epic reduplications are absent. 

vs. 1 purÚw noeroË basileË 
The sun is the king of the visible universe. He consists of noeric fire. 
It is precisely because of this noeric fire that the sun is the king of this 
world. 

16  Race 1982: 10 n. 16. 
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In making fire the constituent of the sun, Proclus follows the 
authority of Plato Tim. 40a (the Demiurge constructs the heavens out 
of a mixture of the four elements in which fire predominates) and 
the Chaldaean Oracles against Aristotle’s claim that the heavenly 
bodies consist of a fifth element, aether. For this discussion, see 
especially In Tim. II 42, 9-44, 24 and 49, 12 ff. In order to guarantee 
the special status of the heavenly bodies Proclus distinguishes 
between the sublunary fire and that of the heavens.17 The latter is a 
‘divine fire’, ‘an image of the noeric fire’ (In Tim. II 43, 30: ye›on pËr, 
m¤mhma te toË noeroË purÒw). This noeric fire is a concept which 
Proclus borrows from the Chaldaean Oracles, see Frr. 37, 4 and 81, 1, 
quoted by Proclus In Parm. III 800, 20ff. and IV 941, 27-8. 

The fire of the sun appears to be more than just an image of the 
noeric fire. According to Proclus’ interpretation of the Timaeus 
(Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 62, 25ff.), the sun is characterized by a double 
procession from the Demiurgic Nous. In its humbler manifestation it 
is just one of the heavenly bodies. According to (Proclus’ interpreta­
tion of) Ti. 39b4, however, the Demiurge himself gave the sun its 
light ‘not from a material substrate, but from himself.’ Hence it is 
also called ‘noeric light’ (noerÚn f«w, see e.g. Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 61, 
7 and 15). This light does two things: on the one hand it creates 
order and harmony in the universe (see Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 68, 7­
10); on the other hand it elevates all things to the Demiurgic Nous 
(see Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 64, 23-6), a central doctrine in Neoplatonic 
theurgical practice.18 Proclus repeats the same doctrine in his 
commentary on the Timaeus (In Tim. III 80, 31-83, 17), cf. also Theol. 
Plat. II 7, pp. 43, 13-51, 19 (discussion of the comparison from the 
Republic).19 Admittedly, light is not fire. However, the sun emits light 
because it consists of fire, and it seems plausible to assume that it is 
noeric fire, i.e. fire originating from the Demiurgic Nous, which 

17 For a more elaborate discussion of the earthly and heavenly fire, see 
Siorvanes 1996: 235-247. 

18 Fauth 1995: 135f. wrongly believes that Helios is the mediator between the 
visible cosmos and the One itself. True, the sun is an eikon of the One, see vs. 34, 
but the discussion in Theol. Plat. VI c. 12 makes it clear that the sun mediates 
between us and the Demiurgic Nous. It would run counter to Neoplatonic thought 
if it were different. The human soul can only ascend gradually, see chapter II § 3.2. 
The sun is separated from the One by many intermediate layers. 

19 The passage contains no explicit reference to the Tim. See, however, p. 45, 9­
10 and the accompanying note by Saffrey-Westerink for the idea that the sun takes 
its light from the intelligible world). 
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emits the noeric light. For the Chaldaean background of this theory, 
see Lewy 19782: 150-155 (the sun derives its light or fire from Aion) 
and p. 203 for its soterological implications: the derivation of the 
solar fire from the transcendent light accounts for the peculiar 
properties of the rays. They take their origin from pure Intellect and 
accordingly have the effect on the initiate of a spiritual illumination, 
which results in the elevation of the soul to the transcendent world of 
the supreme intelligence. 

The sun is the ruler of this universe because of its special origin. 
According to Theol. Plat. VI 12 p. 63, 20-3, the sun is superior even to 
all other gods in the cosmos (¶laxen ÍperoxØn prÚw toÁw §n t“ kÒsm“ 
yeoÁw ı ÜHliow), because of its superior existence (tØn prohgoum°nhn 
Ípostasin). It is the hegemonikon part (≤gemonik∞w fidiÒthtow) of the 
universe. For that reason it is called ‘king of everything visible’ (basi-
leÁw toË ıratoË pantÒw), a reference to Plato R. 509d, see In Tim. III 
82, 23-27. For the sun as king of this world because of its special light, 
see further Theol. Plat. II 4, p. 32, 5-7 (ı basileÁw ÜHliow) and p. 95 
the additional note 2 to p. 32 by Saffrey-Westerink for a discussion of 
Helios as basileus in Proclus and other Neoplatonist authors, notably 
Iamblichus and Julian. The latter even wrote a complete treatise 
entitled EIS TON BASILEA HLION. 

Although Proclus’ theory concerning the noeric fire of the sun 
primarily derives from an interpretation of passages from Plato 
Timaeus and Republic inspired by Chaldaean theology, it should be 
added that it has a parallel in the Stoic tradition. For the Stoics, god 
is a noeric entity, which takes the form of designing fire (texnikÚn 
pËr) which permeates the world. It is this designing fire, which may 
also be called noeric fire, which is the cause of the cosmos, i.e. the 
world as a well-ordered whole.20 According to Zeno, the heavenly 
bodies consist of it. The sun, the moon and the other stars are ‘intel­
ligent and prudent and have the fieriness of designing fire.’ This fire 
causes ‘growth and preservation.’21 Chrysippus holds that the nous of 
the universe, its leading (hegemonikon) part, is the ouranos, heaven. 
Cleanthes limits this function even to the sun alone.22 For the theme 

20 Note that the Stoic god is thus not a detached craftsman as the Platonic 
Demiurge, but an actual constituent of the world. In this Proclus differs from the 
Stoics, for in his case the Demiurge illuminates the sun, while he himself stays clear 
of the material world. 

21  Stobaeus 1 213, 15-21 = SVF 1, 120. 
22  Diogenes Laertius 7, 138. 
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of Helios as king in other texts ranging from Philo to magic papyri, 
see Fauth 1995: 151. 

vs. 1 xrusÆnie 
From Homer (e.g. Il. 6, 205, Od. 8, 285) to Nonnus (D. 44, 253) a 
common epithet in connection with gods, whose standard means of 
transport is a chariot. It is especially appropriate in the case of Helios 
the driver of the shining solar chariot, see P G M  II 91 (ed. 
Preisendanz), cf. Sophocles Aj. 847 xrusÒnvton ≤n¤an.23 Gold, being 
the most precious metal, is the favourite material of the gods in 
general.24 However, it is especially associated with the sun, because 
the gold-like radiance of the latter, see e.g. Euripides Hec. 635f.: tån 
kall¤stan (sc. Helena) ı xrusofaØw ÜAliow aÈgãzei. 

For Proclus, this is probably more than just an epitheton ornans. 
According to him too, gold belongs to the sun (In Tim. I 43, 5). It is 
thus a theurgical symbolon of that deity. A reference to it may activate 
the sun’s sympatheia and thus add to the effectiveness of this prayer. 

vs. 1 Titãn 
Helios, the Moon, and Aurora are the children of Theia and 
Hyperion (Hesiod Th. 371-374), two of the Titans produced by Gaia 
and Ouranos (Hesiod Th. 134-5). As such he is in fact a Hyperionid 
(Od. 12, 176) rather than a Titan.25 All the same, Helios is often 
invoked by that name, see e.g. Empedocles DK 31B 38, 6, Synesius H. 
III (V) 20, VIII (IX) 50, Orphic Hymns 8, 2. 

vs. 2 fãouw tam¤a 
Both the expressions fãouw tam¤a and §joxeteÊvn (vs. 4) seem to 
take their inspiration from the Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 60.26 Proclus In 
Tim. II 9, 17-8 refers to these verses when he discusses a possible 
objection by Aristotle against Proclus’ thesis that whatever is visible is 
visible because it participates in fire. Aristotle would probably point 

23  For literature on the solar chariot, see Fauth 1995: 2 n.6.

24  According to Kirk 1985: 331 commenting on Il. 4, 2.

25 On the fact that Helios, although not a child of Gaia and Ouranos, is called a


Titan, see Rudhardt 1991: 276f. 
26   The title tam¤a is however not restricted to the Chaldaean Oracles, see e.g. 

PGM II 88 (ed. Preisendanz): xa›re, purÚw tam¤a, cf. Plato R. 508b: the power to see 
is given by the sun to the eye as a flow (tamieuom°nhn Àsper §p¤rruton). Synesius H. 
I (III) 36, perhaps also inspired by the Chaldaean Oracles, invokes the sun as ısiçn 
cuxçn | ëgiow tam¤aw. 
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to the ‘chorus of the stars, and the great sun’ as counterexamples. As 
outlined above at vs. 1 purÚw noeroË basileË, Aristotle, contrary to 
Proclus, believes that they consist not of fire but of aether. Proclus 
appeals to the Oracles which say that the sun is pËr purÚw §jox°teuma 
and purÚw tam¤an (‘a fire that is a channel of fire’, ‘a dispenser of 
fire’). It will be observed that in these verses the sun is not the 
dispenser and channel of fire, but that of light and harmony. 
However, given the fact that Proclus does not use the words tam¤a 
and §joxeteÊvn anywhere else — in the latter case he prefers 
§poxeteÊv, see for example Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 64, 19 — a reference 
to these verses is very likely. 

vss. 2-3 zvark°ow, Œ êna, phg∞w | aÈtÚw ¶xvn klh›da 
A divinity who holds the key to something has the power to grant that 
thing or to withhold it. The image is found both in Chaldaean and 
Orphic sources, see for example Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 197 (quoted 
by Damascius) and Proclus In Tim. III 101, 14 in the context of 
Orphic theology. However, it is such an ordinary expression in Greek 
poetry from Pindar (see e.g. Pyth. 8, 4) to Nonnus (see for example 
D. 9, 86) that there is no reason to assume that Proclus borrowed it 
from some arcane source. 

Proclus does not refer here to the commonplace that the sun is 
the source of all life. The Demiurge has that function. On the one 
hand, the source surpasses the one who has access to it in 
importance. In an aretology it is thus more appropriate to celebrate 
the sun as that source, if that had indeed been what Proclus had in 
mind. On the other hand, according to Proclus Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 
56, 20ff., there are many sources (polla¤ phga¤) in the demiurgic 
monad. Among other things, the Demiurge is the source of the sun 
as a celestial body (Proclus refers here to Tim. 38cd). For this reason 
he calls the Demiurge ı phga›ow ÜHliow. It is in this way that the sun is 
the mediator (‘holds the key’) between the Demiurge, the source of 
life, and this world. 

vss. 3-4 Íla¤oiw §n‹ kÒsmoiw | ÍcÒyen èrmon¤hw =Êma ploÊsion 
§joxeteÊvn 
According to Plato R. 509d2f., Helios is king of the sensible — hence 
material (Íla¤oiw) — world. His harmony creates ordered wholes 
(kÒsmoiw) at different levels in this material world: the cosmos of the 
heavenly bodies (vss.8-12), that of the elements (vss. 13-4), of music 
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(vss. 18-20) and of health (21-3). For harmony as one of the four 
characteristic powers of Helios, see Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 61, 9-11. The 
verb §joxeteÊvn alludes to Chaldaean oracles Fr. 61 (=Proclus In Tim. 
II 9, 17), see commentary to vs. 2 fãouw tam¤a. Lewy 19782: 155 n. 321 
explains: ‘the solar fire is poured out in rays (Ùxeto¤) downwards to 
the earth.’ The fire/light of the sun is its special noeric fire (see vs. 1 
with commentary) which has the power to impose harmony on the 
disorderly material realm. 

Tr. 5-7: Hearken: for you, being above the middlemost seat of aether / and 
in possession of the very brilliant disk, the heart of the cosmos, / has filled 
everything with your intellect-awakening providence. 

vs. 5 messat¤hn går §∆n Íp¢r afiy°row ßdrhn 

1. Textual matters 
The text of the mss. (followed here) has been doubted in the past 
without good reason. As Wilamowitz 1907: 275 n. 1 suggested, and 
Vogt 1957b: 360-365 defended at length, Íp¢r should be connected 
with messat¤hn ßdrhn instead of afiy°row, a genitive depending on the 
accusative messat¤hn ßdrhn. In classical Greek in general Íp¢r  + 
accusative implies a movement, whereas movement is absent here. 
However, later Greek produces numerous examples of Íp¢r  + 
accusative without a sense of movement, see e.g. Proclus Hyp. IV § 54, 
p. 113, 17f. ed. Manitius: toÁw Íp¢r ¥lion (the planets above the sun). 
For other examples see Vogt 1957b: 363. Would one not expect that 
the sun is on its seat of aether, rather than above it? Vogt 1957b: 364 
ingeniously observes that the sun moves around and that it thus 
rather hovers above its seat of aether than rests on it. 

2. The sun as the centre of the cosmos (messat¤hn ßdrhn) 
Proclus was confronted with two rivalling theories concerning the 
right order of the five planets, the Sun and the Moon: the Platonic 
order and that of the Chaldaeans (and Ptolemy).27 According to 

27 On the two orders of planets in Proclus, see Siorvanes 1996: 304-311. He 
claims that Proclus adheres to both orders. The Platonic order is true insofar as it 
pertains to the physical aspect of the planets, the Chaldaean order is true insofar as 
it reveals the metaphysical circulations of the planets around the sun. This may well 
be but, unfortunately, Siorvanes does not produce evidence in favour of Proclus’ 
support of the Platonic order. For Proclus’ support of the Chaldaean order for the 
reason that it has been revealed by the gods themselves, see, e.g., In RP. II 220, 11­
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Plato, they are arranged thus: Earth, Moon, Sun, Morning Star 
(Venus), Hermes (Mercury), followed by the three others (Mars, 
Jupiter, and Saturn).28 Here, Proclus adopts the order of the 
Chaldaean Oracles which place the Sun in the middle with Venus, 
Mercury and the Moon below and Mars, Jupiter, and Saturn above.29 

This central position of the sun reflects its position as king of the 
universe: 

For the sun, as the king of all things visible and the one that imitates 
the demiurgic powers through its rays of light, has all the cosmic 
rulers (kosmokratores, i.e. the other planets) as his bodyguards, while 
he generates, fills with life and renovates the generations.30 

3. Comments on details 
gãr 
Helios should hearken to Proclus’ prayers, for (gãr) he fills all things 
in the cosmos with his providence which should thus apply to Proclus 
too. 

afiy°row 
Not the special fifth element of Aristotle, but a special kind of fire 
from which the heavens are constructed, see ad vs. 1 purÚw noeroË 
basileË. 

vs. 6 kradia›on 
Reference to the Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 58 quoted by Proclus in In 
Remp. II 220, 14f. in a passage in which he opposes the Platonic order 
of planets to that of the Chaldaeans. The Chaldaean theurgists 
(Xalda¤ow yeourg«n) say that God places the solar fire (tÚ ≤liakÚn 
pËr) at the place of the heart of the universe (krad¤˙w tÒpƒ 
§stÆrije), cf. In Tim. II 104, 20f.: o„ d¢ tÚn ¥lion, …w §n tÒpƒ kard¤aw, 
fldrum°non: 

The image of the sun as the heart of the cosmos brings out its vital 
importance. Just as the heart is the cause of life for an organism 
which causes it to move and to be warm, so the sun is the source of 

20, cf. In Tim. III 63, 21-24. 
28  For the Platonic order of the heavenly bodies, see Tim. 38cd. 
29  See In Tim. III 60, 31-63, 30 and In RP. II 219, 20-221, 26. 
30 In RP II 220, 25ff.: ı m¢n går …w ka‹ t«n ırat«n pãntvn basileÁw ka‹ tåw 

dhmiourgikåw dunãmeiw diå t«n toË fvtÚw ékt¤nvn épomimoÊmenow ÍpÚ pãntvn 
dorufore›tai t«n kosmokratÒrvn, genn[«n te ka‹] zv∞w plhr«n <ka‹> énaneãzvn tåw 
gen°seiw. For the planets as the bodyguards of the sun, cf. In RP. II 59, 1f. 
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the life in the macro-organism of the cosmos which heats it and sets it 
in motion (cf. vss. 8-10), as is observed by Theon of Smyrna Exposito 
rerum mathematicarum 187, 13ff. ed. Hiller. 

vs. 7 §gersinÒoio prono¤hw 
‘Providence (prono¤hw) is the cause of the good things that befall 
those to whom it is exercised’ (Proclus Providentia 7, 2f., cf. El. § 120, 
p. 104, 34f.). It is a quality that belongs primarily to the Henads
because they are pure goodness (El. § 120, p. 104, 31ff.), and to all 
other lower deities as far as they are good and are thus impelled to 
bestow their goodness on their inferiors, cf. my commentary to H. II 
7. The good things Helios bestows on the cosmos are celebrated in
the subsequent verses. 

One particular aspect of Helios’ providence is indicated by the 
adjective ‘intellect-awaking’ (§gers¤noow). Helios scatters the dark 
cloud that surrounds the soul and illuminates it with noeric light (vss. 
40-1) so that it remembers the divine world about which it had 
forgotten (vs. 32). For the adjective, see H. III 4 with my commentary 
and H. VI 7. 

Tr. 8-10: The planets, girded with your ever-blooming torches, / through 
unceasing and untiring dances, / always send life-producing drops down 
for earthlings. 

vss. 8-9	 zvsãmenoi d¢ plãnhtew éeiyal°aw s°o pursoÁw 
afi¢n Íp' éllÆktoisi ka‹ ékamãtoisi xore¤aiw 

The regular circular movements of the planets are often compared to 
dances (xore¤a) in classical literature, see e.g. Euripides El. 467, Plato 
Ti. 40c3f. with Proclus commentary In Tim. III 145, 32, 1-7 and 149, 
24-28, Julian Or. XI [IV] (On King Helios) c. 9, 135a. For a book-length 
discussion of this image in Antiquity, see Miller 1986, esp. pp. 414­
482 on Proclus.31 Proclus explains these cosmic dances in accordance 
with his doctrine of the noeric fire of the sun: 

For that reason (the noeric light, RMB) too, Helios strikes them (the 
planets, RMB) with awe when he appears, and they all want to dance 
around him and be filled with that light, and it is for that reason that 
this world is beautiful and sunlike.32 

31  Miller should be used with care. His translation of the hymn to Helios is not a 
success. 

32 Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 63, 7-10: DiÚ ka‹ §j°plhjen aÍtoÁw ı ÜHliow fane¤w, ka‹ 
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The reason that the planets want to be filled by that light is that 
‘everything in the cosmos receives its perfection and being’ (Theol. 
Plat. VI 12, p. 63, 14f.) from the light of the sun. Moreover, Helios 
creates all the encosmic light (o.c. 12, p. 63, 17-18), hence the planets 
are said to be girded with Helios’ ever blooming torches (zvsãmenoi 
d¢ plãnhtew éeiyal°aw s°o pursoÁw). 

The dances of the planets are said to be tireless (ékãmatow). In 
Homer ékãmatow is an epithet for Helios, see Il. 18, 239 and 484. For 
examples after Homer, see e.g. Homeric Hymn to Helios 7, Orphic Hymns 
8 (to Helios), 3, Vettius Valens p. 318, 18 ed. Pingree. The underlying 
idea is that the sun rises every day, and will never stop doing so (cf. 
Basil Contra Sabellianos P.G. 31, p. 613d f.: ÉAkãmatow d¢ toË ≤l¤ou ≤ 
k¤nhsiw, diå toËto ka‹ êpaustow). In Greek literature this is never said 
of the planets. In this case the planets owe this quality to the sun. It is 
because they are girded with the ever blooming (éeiyalÆw) torches 
of the sun that they are indefatigable. 

vs. 10 zƒogÒnouw p°mpousin §pixyon¤oiw =ayãmiggaw 
The ‘life producing drops’ caused by the movements of the planets 
are raindrops, cf. for example Aratus I 889 (=ayãmiggew Íeto›o). 
According to Ptolemy the planets influence the weather on earth. 
Some constellations of the sun and the planets are supposed to be 
especially responsible for rain. Ptolemy remarks that Saturn, Jupiter 
and Mars, in their oriental aspects only, are more productive of 
moisture from their heliacal rising to their first station.33 

Saffrey 1984a: 80 offers an alternative interpretation: all planets 
offer to the mortals their specific gifts (e.g. the moon natural growth, 
the sun sensations, Jupiter anger and so forth). The drops are these 
gifts. 

Tr. 11-12: Under the influence of the courses of your chariot, which return 
to their point of departure, / everything that is born has sprouted up 
according to the ordinance of the Seasons. 

vss. 11-12	 pçsa d' Íf' Ímet°r˙si palinnÒstoisi difre¤aiw 
ÑVrãvn katå yesmÚn éneblãsthse gen°ylh. 

pãntew per‹ §ke›non xoreÊein §y°lousi ka‹ plhroËsyai toË fvtÒw, ka‹ ı kÒsmow otow
kalÚw ka‹ ≤lioeidÆw. 

33  Ptolemy Tetr. I 8, for the fact that the planets Saturn, Jupiter, and Mars are 
meant and that this is about heliacal rising, see the notes by Robbins 1980: 45 
(Loeb edition). 
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The sun is the cause of all generation in the universe (p ç s a  
éneblãsthse gen°ylh). Since the processes of generation depend on 
the sun, they take place in accordance with its annual cycle (Íf' 
Ímet°r˙si palinnÒstoisi difre¤aiw), i.e. they follow the seasons 
(ÑVrãvn katå yesmÒn). 

The sun is the cause of the generation of all sensible things, 
according to Plato R. 509b. Proclus often refers to this passage, see 
e.g. Theol. Plat. II 4, p. 32, 13ff.; VI 12, p. 62, 14-6. 

For the use of Ím°terow as an equivalent of sÒw in poets (but never 
in Attic), see L.-S.-J. s.v. Ím°terow II. Proclus may use it this way, see 
e.g. vs. 39 Ímet°raisin érvga›w. The ‘courses which return to their 
point of departure’ refer to the fact that the sun travels annually up 
and down between Cancer in the north and Capricorn in the south, 
the so-called ‘portals of the sun’ which the sun never trespasses. As 
Macrobius observes, this movement causes the seasons. When the sun 
reaches Cancer it subjects us to summer heat, for it is directly above 
us. When it reaches Capricorn it is furthest removed from us and 
produces winter.34 The adjective pal¤nnostow appears only in late 
Greek. It is favourite with Nonnus who uses it often in reference to 
the cycles of the moon, see e.g. D. 25, 307: d°ka kÊkla palinnÒstoio 
SelÆnhw, same expression D. 38, 228; 41, 380. For Helios as the driver 
of the solar chariot, see commentary ad vs. 1 xrusÆnie. 

The processes of generation under the influence of the annual 
cycle of the sun take place in accordance with the seasons (ÑVrãvn 
katå yesmÒn) because the annual cycle of the sun constitutes the 
cycle of the seasons. See Proclus In Tim. III 55, 32f.: ka‹ ≤ t«n …r«n 
per¤odow épotele›tai kat' aÈtÒn (sc. the sun, RMB). This is the 
standard view, see e.g. Ptolemy Tetr. I 2 4: very ignorant men, even 
some dumb animals understand that the sun is responsible for such 
things as the annual variations of the seasons and the winds; Julian 
Or. XI [IV] (On King Helios) c. 27, 147d: Helios is the father of the 
Seasons because of the turns he makes, i.e. the solstices (tåw tropåw 
§rgazÒmenow, Àsper ‡smen, patØr ÑVr«n §stin); Orphic Hymns 8 (to 
Helios), 5, 10; Nonnus D. 40, 373f. For the Horai as deities, see e.g. In 
RP. II 16, 10, In Tim. I 163, 15ff. 

34 On the portals of the sun, see, e.g., Porphyry Antro 28; Macrobius In Somnium 
Scipionis 2, 7, 6ff. 
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Tr. 13-14: The din of the elements clashing with each other / stopped once 
you appeared from your unspeakable begetter. 

vss. 13-14 stoixe¤vn d' ÙrumagdÚw §p' éllÆloisin fiÒntvn | paÊsato 
The sun establishes harmony between the colliding elements of 
which the universe consists because of the powers invested in him by 
the Demiurge. 

The elements (stoixe›a) as such, because of their opposite 
qualities, do not go together well. Proclus describes them as if they 
are waging war against each other. He uses a Homeric vocabulary: in 
Homer ÙrumagdÒw is the din of fighting men, see e.g. Il. 4, 449. The 
ending éllÆloisin fiÒntvn reflects an Homeric formula used in 
combat scenes: §p' éllÆloisin fiÒntew (always last words of a verse), 
see e.g. Il. 3, 15; 5, 14, 5, 630. The Homeric colouring is perhaps 
intended to call into mind the fight between the river Xanthos and 
the god of Fire, Hephaistos in Il. 21, 324-382. Proclus explains that 
water, being cold and humid, and fire, being hot and dry, contain the 
contrary principles which constitute the whole of the world of 
becoming. It is Aphrodite who, through the force of friendship 
(philia) brings them together in harmony, see In RP. I 95, 16-26. 

This interpretation of the confrontation between Xanthos and 
Hephaistos reflects Plato Ti. 32b9-c4 and Proclus’ discussion of it (In 
Tim. II 53, 13-55, 2). According to Plato it is philia which keeps the 
four elements that constitute the cosmos together with an insoluble 
bond. Proclus returns to this notion of philia. It keeps together and 
contains the powers of the stoicheia in this cosmos. It may be 
considered a gift of Nature, the World Soul, Nous, or Noeric Being, 
but ultimately it derives from the unique Demiurge (for the inter­
pretation of the ‘unspeakable begetter’ as the Demiurge, see below). 
This is the ‘fiery bond of love’ (desmÚn puribriy∞ ¶rvtow) of which 
the Chaldaean Oracles speak.35 Proclus quotes Fr. 39, according to 
which the Paternal Intellect has sown this bond into everything in 
order that the universe continues to exist for an infinite time, and it 
is ‘because of this love that the elements of this world continue their 
course’ (In Tim. II 54, 16: ⁄ sÁn ¶rvti m°nei kÒsmou stoixe›a y°onta). 
The Demiurge brings forth Aphrodite, the deity of love, so that 
‘beauty, order, harmony, and communion may shine on all encosmic 

35 Note that according to Neoplatonic interpretations this fire is of course not 
the stoicheion fire, but Noeric Fire, see vs. 1. 
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beings’ (In Tim. II 54, 21ff: tØn går ÉAfrod¤thn parÆgagen ı dhmiour-
gÒw, ·na kãllow §pilãmp˙ ka‹ tãjin ka‹ èrmon¤an ka‹ koinvn¤an pçsi 
to›w §gkosm¤oiw). 

It is easy to see how Proclus can transpose this function of 
Aphrodite to Helios. The latter, like Aphrodite, is said to be the cause 
of beauty, harmony and order in the cosmos.36 In vss. 3-4 Helios is 
especially celebrated as the cause of universal harmony. Julian does 
indeed connect the two in his treatment of Helios. According to him, 
Aphrodite sustains the demiurgic activities of Helios. She gives philia 
and henosis, see Or. XI [IV] (To King Helios) c. 33, p. 150bc. 

vs. 14 fan°ntow ép' érrÆtou genet∞row 
Fauth 1995: 134, following Vogt, believes that the unspeakable 
begetter (érrÆtou genet∞row) is the One. Their evidence is Theol. 
Plat. VI 12, p. 63, 4: aÈtÚw éf' •autoË paragag∆n ka‹ gennÆsaw (sc. 
Helios).37 However, the subject there is not the One, but the 
Demiurge. In the foregoing lines, Proclus describes how, according 
to Plato Ti. 39b4, the light of the sun derives from the Demiurge (cf. 
my commentary to vs. 1 purÚw noeroË basileË). Hence Helios 
appears (fan°ntow) from the Demiurge. 

The Demiurge is ‘unspeakable’ (êrrhtow), for as Plato Ti. 28c3f. 
observed, it is impossible to talk about him to all of mankind. Proclus 
In Tim. I 302, 25-303, 23 offers two interpretations of this remark 
Firstly, it may reflect the Pythagorean custom not to divulge doctrines 
about the gods. Secondly, it may refer to the fact that the soul cannot 
know the essence of the Demiurge by means of a name, a definition, 
or scientific reasoning, but by intellection (diå noÆsevw mÒnhw) only.38 

Therefore it is incapable of expressing whatever it has ‘seen’ in a 
mystical vision of the Demiurge by means of names and words. 
Proclus appears to favour the second interpretation as being ‘a far 
more august one.’39 

36   See, e.g., Theol. Plat. VI c. 12, p. 61, 7-11 (Apollo-Helios destroys the disorder 
and installs harmony), p. 61, 20-24 (idem), p. 63, 9f. (Helios renders this world 
beautiful). 

37  Vogt in his citation of the text changes the participia into indicativi. 
38 Discursive knowledge goes with a discursive mode of expression, i.e. 

language. This discursive mode of expression, however, fails to express noeric 
knowledge properly: ‘For discourse, which takes place by means of composition, 
cannot present a uniform and simple nature’ (In Tim. I 303, 15f.). 

39 For a list of the principal interpretations of this passage in Antiquity, see 
Runia 1986: 111. 
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Tr. 15-17: For you the unshakeable choir of the Moirai has yielded. / Back 
again they wind the thread of compelling destiny, / when you wish it. For 
all around you dominate, all around you rule by force. 

vss. 15-17 so‹ d' ÍpÚ Moirãvn xorÚw e‡kayen éstuf°liktow 
íc d¢ metastrvf«sin énagka¤hw l¤non a‡shw, 
eÔte y°leiw: per‹ går krat°eiw, per‹ d' ‰fi énãsseiw. 

The Moirai 
The Moirai (Moirãvn xorÒw) are the three goddesses of Fate. Proclus 
In RP. II 245, 24-246, 4 gives a twofold explanation for the name 
‘Moirai’ (portions). On the one hand, they determine the portions of 
fortune for everyone (mer¤zousai), on the other they have divided 
among themselves their task in three portions (merisãmenai). Hesiod 
Th. 904-6 is the first to call the Moirai by name: Lachesis, Clotho, and 
Atropos (cf. Proclus In RP. II 207, 29ff. for a reference to this 
passage). They reappear under these names in Plato R. 617b7-621a2 
as part of the myth of Er. Proclus discusses this myth in great detail; 
for the part on the Moirai, see In RP. II 239, 19-347, 16. He repeats 
this discussion in Theol. Plat. VI 23, pp. 99, 22-109, 17. 

They determine the fortune of each individual by spinning a 
thread of fate (l¤non a‡shw) of everyone’s life, an image which al­
ready occurs in Od. 7, 196-8. This image recurs in Plato’s description 
of them and is discussed at length by Proclus in his commentary. 
According to Plato, the eight whorls of the spindle of Necessity which 
the Moirai use to spin these threads consists of eight concentric 
hemispheres. These are the celestial spheres. The three Moirai while 
spinning move these spheres (Plato R. 616b1-617d1). Plato thus links 
the belief that the Moirai determine our future with the ancient 
belief that our fortunes depend on the stars. Proclus, in his com­
mentary on this passage, states explicitly that ‘it is clear that the 
Moirai steer everything in the cosmos by means of these revolutions, 
while distributing to everything — souls as well as animals and plants 
— what belongs to it and spinning for it its due share.’40 

No one, not even a god, is able to interfere, hence the Moirai are 
unshakeable (éstuf°liktow) and the fate they determine is compell­
ing (énagka›a). Proclus explains that Atropos is called thus because 

40 In RP. II 240, 19-22: éll' ˜ti m¢n afl Mo›rai diå t«n periÒdvn toÊtvn pãnta tå 
§n t“ kÒsmƒ kateuyÊnousi, d∞lon, •kãstoiw épomer¤zousai tÚ pros∞kon, ka‹ cuxa›w 
ka‹ z≈oiw ka‹ futo›w, ka‹ §pikl≈yousai tØn Ùfeilom°nhn mo›ran. 
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she, as the third of the Moirai, takes care that the threads the Moirai 
have spun cannot be rewound (In RP. II 244, 23-24: ÖAtropon d¢ 
tr¤thn émetãstrofa tå klvsy°nta époteloËsan:). 

Helios more powerful than the Moirai 
Helios is the exception to the rule. Under his influence the Moirai 
may indeed rewind (íc d¢ metastrvf«sin) a thread of fate already 
spun, i.e. they may change someone’s fortune they had already 
determined. They yield (ÍpÚ e‡kayen) to him. The idea that Helios is 
capable of influencing the Moirai is not restricted to Proclus. Fauth 
and Saffrey refer to instances in Greek magical papyri.41 Helios owes 
this special capacity to the fact that he, as the king of the cosmos, 
rules over the heavenly bodies and their movements on which our 
fortunes depend. In this way Helios can interfere with our destiny.42 

See for a clear expression of this idea Macrobius Sat. 1, 17, 3: necesse 
est ut solem, qui moderatur nostra moderantes (sc. the heavenly bodies), 
omnium quae circa nos geruntur fateamur auctorem. His ascription of this 
theory to Plotinus (ut Plotino constat placuisse) seems to be based on a 
highly questionable interpretation of En. II 3 [52].43 Proclus takes the 
same line as is evident from vss. 48-50. Helios is asked to protect 
Proclus from whatever harmful threads of fate spun by the Moirai on 
their spindle of stars, see my commentary ad loc. 

Proclus discusses the question whether we can compel divine 
powers to change the future in De Providentia 10, 37-39. That 
discussion is instructive for a correct understanding of this hymn. 
Proclus observes that if the future cannot be changed, prayers and 
theurgy (10, 38, 1f.: tåw eÈxaw ka‹ tØn fleratikØn pragmate¤an) would 
be pointless. In that case, it should not be allowed any more ‘to 

41  Fauth 1995: 139; Saffrey 1984a: 81. 
42   Saffrey 1984a: 80-81 explains Helios’ supremacy over the Moirai by pointing 

to the fact that both the Seasons and the Moirai are daughters of Zeus and Themis. 
If Helios rules over the Seasons (vs. 12), it is only natural that he should rule over 
the Moirai too. According to Fauth 1995: 130-131, Helios rules over the Moirai 
because he has the power to purify and elevate souls and make them thus escape 
punishments. This is certainly true; however, Helios’ domination over the Moirai is 
not just limited to his ability to make souls escape punishment, but includes e.g. 
also the power to save someone from physical death, see below. This cannot be 
explained in terms of purification. 

43 Although Plotinus acknowledges that the stars to some modest degree influ­
ence our fortunes. However, he limits this role to a bare minimum and nowhere 
voices the theory about the sun Macrobius ascribes to him. Probably this misunder­
standing is due to ‘a hasty perusal of the original texts typical of a Roman man of 
letters’ (formulation Gersh 1986: 509). 
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stretch out the hands upwards and to make supplications to those 
who can suspend the celestial influences’ (10, 38, 3f.: oÈd¢ énate¤nein 
tåw xe›raw oÈd¢ flkete¤aw g¤nesyai d≈somen prÚw toÁw énast°llein 
dunam°nouw tå oÈrãnia =eÊmata). Apollo, for example, would in vain 
give oracles about what people have to do in order to escape the 
penalties which the celestial cycles inflict on them (10, 38, 7f.: eas que 
a celestibus periodis appensas penas). These are the penalties inflicted 
upon us for our way of life, such as reincarnation. Proclus hastens to 
assure us that prayers and theurgy are really useful: a glimpse in 
Greek and non-Greek history books proves this (10, 38, 10ff.). It 
should be stressed that the power of theurgy to influence our fate is 
not just limited to the major issue of eschatological punishment. In 
the case of an illness for example, it is possible to block lethal evil 
powers by means of favourable powers that cause recovery by means 
of theurgy (≤ fleratikÆ), see 10, 39, 8-14. Compare the vague ti 
oÈloÒn spinned by the Moirai in vss. 48-9. 

The hymn to Helios as an attempt to influence the future 
The present hymn is an expression of Proclus’ belief that we can 
indeed influence our determined fate. It is a theurgical prayer, ex­
plicitly presented as a supplication (vs. 36: flkes¤hn poludãkruon) in 
order to escape punishment (vs. 37f.: poin«n d' épãneuye fulãssoiw 
prh@nvn yoÚn ˆmma D¤khw, ∂ pãnta d°dorken, cf. also my commentary 
to vss. 27-32), but also to obtain more worldly goods like health (vs. 
42: s≈mati d' értem¤hn te ka‹ églaÒdvron Íge¤hn, for the salutary 
powers of the seira of the sun see vss. 21-3). 

The idea that Helios may interfere with the Moirai and suspend 
harmful celestial influences is to my mind pivotal to this hymn. The 
structure of the hymn underlines this. Vss. 15-17 close the first part of 
the aretology, which celebrates the cosmic rule of Helios. The verses 
that end the hymn recall the verses that close the first part of the 
aretology. In vs. 45 Proclus asks Helios for unshakeable bliss (ˆlbon 
éstuf°likton). This may be contrasted with the choir of the Moirai 
which is only seemingly unshakeable. Helios is capable of altering 
their decisions, but no power can take away whatever the king of the 
cosmos has given. The phrase ‘if you please’ returns (vs. 46 e‡ ke 
y°loiw). The reason why Helios can do such things is the same: 
because of his enormous power (vs. 47 kraterØn går ¶xeiw ka‹ 
épe¤riton élkÆn). Both these expressions might originate from the 
same (Chaldaean?) distich, see commentary to vs. 47. Finally, we note 
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that the imagery of the cosmic spindle of the Moirai returns (vss. 48­
9). 

‰fi énãsseiw 
A Homeric phrase, see especially Il. 1, 38 and 452 said of Apollo, who 
is often identified with Helios (for this identification, see Intro­
duction). Other occurrences in Homer: Il. 6, 478; Od. 11, 284; 17, 443. 

Tr. 18-20: From your chain the king of the song that obeys the divine, / 
Phoibos, sprung forth. Singing inspired songs to the accompaniment of the 
kithara, / he calms the great wave of deep-roaring becoming. 

vss. 18-19 seir∞w d' Ímet°rhw basileÁw yeopeiy°ow o‡mhw | §j°yoren 
Fo›bow: 

The concept of seira (seirã, cord, chain, series) goes back to an 
allegorical interpretation of the golden seira in Homer Il. 8, 19. Zeus 
boasts that if he would let down a golden cord from the heavens, with 
all gods and goddesses pulling at the lower end and Zeus at the 
upper end, they would still be unable to drag Zeus down to the 
earth.44 

The term indicates a group of entities which have the same cause 
to the effect that they share its distinctive property.45 The word is 
used in slightly different contexts. Proclus may speak of the unique 
seira (miå seirã), which spans the whole of reality: all things share the 
property of one-ness (otherwise they would not exist) because they all 
depend on the One as the ultimate cause.46 

On the other hand, he also speaks of different seirai (plural): 
groups of entities which depend on a cause and thus share in a 
quality that is characteristic of that particular group. In this sense 
Proclus speaks here of the series of Helios (seir∞w d' Ímet°rhw). 
Helios as a leader-god is the cause of a whole series of products which 
share its distinctive characteristics.47 For Helios as the head of a 
series, see also De Sacrificio p. 148, 12-18. Cf also H. II 1f.: this hymn 
celebrates the series of Aphrodite and the source of the series itself, 

44 For a complete survey of allegorical interpretations of this episode, see 
Lévêque 1959; for Proclus, see esp. pp. 61-75 ‘Appendice I: Les chaînes divines 
chez Proclus.’ 

45  As defined by Proclus in El. § 97, p. 86, 8-26. 
46  See, e.g., El. § 119, p. 104, 16-30. 
47 See chapter IV § 4.4 for a discussion of leader-gods causing likeness among 

their products because of their distinctive property which they impart on them. 
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i.e. Aphrodite; H. VII 2: Athena springs forth from the summit of 
series of Zeus. 

A seira implicates hierarchy. The more a product shares in its 
cause, i.e. the higher it is positioned on the chain, the more perfect it 
is. If Phoibos springs from the chain of Helios, i.e. a chain of which 
Helios is the cause, Phoibos is inferior to Helios and therefore not 
Helios himself, as both Fauth and Saffrey have it.48 The Apollo of the 
last triad of the hyper-encosmic gods (the so-called elevating triad) is 
a likely candidate among the many different manifestations of Apollo 
(see chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1). This Apollo is not only inferior to 
Helios, but the minimal description of this god squares with the 
characteristics of Apollo as a musician in the hymn. See Theol. Plat. VI 
22, p. 98, 14-24 for the description of this triad, and esp. p. 98, 20-24 
for Apollo. 

Apollo is called ‘king of the song that is obedient to god’ (basi-
leÁw yeopeiy°ow o‡mhw), i.e. divinely inspired songs (y°skela). For 
Proclus’ concept of inspired poetry, see chapter VI § 2.2. 

vss. 19-20 kiyãr˙ d' ÍpÚ y°skela m°lpvn | eÈnãzei m°ga kËma 
baruflo¤sboio gen°ylhw 

Apollo plays on the kithara (kiyãra), the major string instrument of 
professional and public performance. For a description of the instru­
ment, see A. D. Barker OCD 19963: 1004. In the oracle in Porphyrius 
Vita Plotini 22, 15 and 63 Apollo plays the kithara too, cf. the 
commentary by L. Brisson and J.-M. Flamand on that passage in L. 
Brisson, J.-L. Cherlonneix et al. 1992: 572f. 

His harmonic music calms the noise of the great gulf of loud-
roaring generation (eÈnãzei m°ga kËma baruflo¤sboio gen°ylhw). 
The comparison of the world of becoming to a stormy sea is common 
in the hymns. Often it endangers the soul (see commentary to vs. 
30). In this case, however, it refers primarily to the turmoil of the 
world of becoming which Apollo brings to a rest by introducing 
harmony to it, not unlike the way Helios puts an end to the hostilities 
between the elements (vss. 13-4). For Apollo who causes cosmic 
harmony by means of his music, see esp. In Crat. § 174 p. 98, 10-18, § 
176 p. 101, 22-102, 9. It is a traditional element in hymns to the sun, 
see e.g. Mesomedes vss. 17-20 with commentary by Heitsch 1960: 147 

48 See Fauth 1995: 133, Saffrey 1984a: 81-84. This is not to say that Helios may 
not be equated to Apollo at all. Saffrey quotes Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 58, 1ff. accord­
ing to which Helios is indeed Apollo. 
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and Orphic Hymn 8 (to Helios) 9. The underlying Pythagorean 
motive is that of the cosmic harmony of the spheres. From Eratos­
thenes onwards, the planetary scale is brought in connection with a 
divine lyre which causes cosmic music. As a result, music made on a 
lyre was supposed to make the ascent of the soul to the stars possible, 
see West 1983: 29-33. 

Tr. 21-23: From your evil-averting band that imparts pleasant gifts 
Paiêon / sprouted, and he imposed his health / by filling the wide cosmos 
with harmony wholly devoid of harm. 

vss. 21-3 s∞w d' épÚ meilixÒdvrow élejikãkou yiase¤hw 
PaiÆvn blãsthsen, •Øn d' §p°tassen Íge¤hn, 
plÆsaw èrmon¤hw panapÆmonow eÈr°a kÒsmon. 

Paiêon (PaiÆvn) is the epic form of the name Paian, the physician of 
the gods, see e.g. Homer Il. 5, 401f., Hesiod Fr. 307, 2. He is 
associated and sometimes equated with Apollo and Helios, see e.g. 
Macrobius Sat. 1, 17, 13-21, Orphic Hymn (to Helios) 8, 12, Nonnus D. 
40, 407. Proclus seems to do so in the above mentioned passage from 
In Crat. (see commentary vss. 19-20) when he makes medicine one of 
the provinces of Apollo to whom he attributes paionic (i.e. healing) 
activities (In Crat. § 176, p. 100, 15). In this hymn, Paiêon is pre­
sented as another deity that originates from the series of Helios (vs. 
21 s∞w d' épÚ yiase¤hw). The mild gifts (meilixÒdvrow) of the gods of 
this group are enumerated in this hymn. The epithet élej¤kakow, re­
peated in vs. 39, may reflect contemporary cultic practice in Athens, 
for according to Proclus’ older contemporary49 Macrobius Sat. 1, 17, 
15 the Athenians call Apollo who diverts illnesses by this name. 

Just as Helios and Apollo, Paiêon causes harmony in the cosmos. 
Sickness, according to Plato Ti. 81e6ff., is caused by a disturbance of 
the mixture of the four elements of which a body consists, cf. Proclus 
In Tim. II 62, 32-63, 4. Health (Íge›a), on the contrary, consists in the 
harmonious ordering of them (In Crat. § 174 p. 99, 8-11). The 
Demiurge made the world so that it would not be subject to sickness 
and ageing (Plato Ti. 33a2). It is Paiêon’s task to guarantee the 
health of the cosmos, i.e. to maintain its harmony, see Proclus In Tim. 
II 63, 9-11, cf. In Crat. § 174 p. 99, 18-21. See for the same idea Julian 

49 For the two possible dates of Macrobius’ birth (either somewhere between 
350-360 or between 385-90), see Guittard 1997: x-xi cf. Flamant 1977: 96-126. The 
Saturnalia must be dated roughly after 408-410, see Flamant 1977: 87. 
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Or. XI [IV] (To King Helios) 39, 153b, who calls Asclepius the Saviour 
of the Universe; cf. Orphic Hymn 11 (To Pan) 6 for Pan as the cause of 
cosmic harmony. As Syrianus In Metaph. 25, 6-26, 5 explains, the same 
deity that guarantees the cosmic health is also the cause of the health 
in our mortal bodies. Proclus thus prays to Helios and his series to 
grant him health (vs. 42). 

Tr. 24-26: People honour you in hymns as the famous father of Dionysus. 
/ And again some praise you in songs as Euios Attis in the extreme / 
depths of matter, whereas others praise you as pretty Adonis. 

vs. 24 s¢ klutÚn Ímne¤ousi DivnÊsoio tok∞a:

According to standard Greek theology, Zeus is the father of Dionysus,

see H. VII 11-15, esp. vs. 13 with commentary. It has been suggested

(e.g. by Saffrey 1994: 21) that Proclus refers to people who identify
Helios with Zeus (e.g. Julian On King Helios Or. XI [IV] 31, 149bc) 
and who can therefore conclude that Helios is worshipped as the 
father of Dionysus (Julian o.c. 38, 152d: [Helios] DionÊsou m¢n patØr 
ÍmnoÊmenow. Damascius In Phd. I § 14 probably reproduces Proclus’ 
opinion when he refers to a triad consisting of Helios-Apollo-
Dionysus. This makes Helios the cause, and hence the father of Dio­
nysus. The suggestion that Proclus indeed assumed the existence of 
this triad is supported by the evidence from this hymn: Helios, Apollo 
and Dionysus appear in this order, while Helios is superior to the 
other two.50 

Dionysus is a deity comparable to Attis and Adonis, both men­
tioned in the following two verses and in the same grammatical 
sentence. The three of them die but are then reborn again. Proclus 
sees in these stories examples of a symbolikos mythos about the descent 
and ascent of the soul. For his interpretation of the myth of Dionysus, 
see commentary to H. VII 11-15. 

The Athenian Neoplatonists had a special relationship with 
Dionysus. Proclus lived in the house that had once belonged to his 
predecessor, Plutarch of Athens. This house was situated close to the 
temples of Asclepius and the temple of Dionysus near the theatre. As 
Castrén 1989: 46f. observes, this is not a mere coincidence. Plutarch’s 
great-grandfather, or grandfather, had been a priest of Dionysus and 
Asclepius, whereas his son, the hierophant Nestorius, was perhaps 

50  This triad is discussed by Opsomer, forthcoming. 
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also a priest of Asclepius and Dionysus. Marinus Vita Procli § 29 
considers the fact that the house was so close to these temples as one 
of the good fortunes of Proclus. The latter composed an epigram in 
honour of a statue or a painting of Dionysus in the house of someone 
called Reginos.51 

vs. 25 Ïlhw d' aÔ neãtoiw §n‹ b°nyesin eÎion ÖAtthn 
Attis is the lover of the Great Mother, Cybele. This relationship is 
disturbed because of Attis’ adultery with a nymph. Subsequently he is 
struck by madness, castrates himself and dies. In some versions he is 
brought back to life by Cybele. According to other versions, the 
blood that he spills at this occasion causes a violet to grow. This story 
is generally supposed to refer to the annual cycle of growing and 
perishing in nature, both in Antiquity and modern times. Cybele 
represents Mother Earth from whom year after year the vegetation 
springs up again. Attis represents the vegetation which dies, but never 
completely, since it will return the following year.52 

The myth of Attis fascinated the later Neoplatonists. According to 
Marinus Vita Procli § 33, Proclus wrote a now lost book on the Great 
Mother and Attis in which he expounded the myth in a philosophical 
way. Two other Neoplatonist interpretations by Macrobius and Julian 
diverge considerably from each other.53 

Macrobius Sat. I 21, 7-10 follows the current interpretation of the 
myth as outlined above. The myth of Attis is essentially the same as 
that of Adonis, for which see commentary to vs. 26. Attis is the sun, 
which gives us less warmth and heat during the winter, a time of 
death, but regenerates everything when it returns in springtime. 

Julian’s interpretation of the story in his treatise on the Great 
Mother (Or. VIII [V]) is far more subtle.54 In his opinion, the myth is 
about demiurgic processes and the salvation of the soul. The Great 
Mother is the source of all demiurgic gods; she herself has no affair 
with the material world (6, 166cd), a situation not unlike Plato’s 
Demiurge. Attis, her lover, proceeds from the third Demiurge, i.e. 

51  For this epigram, see Saffrey 1994: 83-85, and Gelzer 1966: 13-36. 
52 This is just one version of the story. On Attis and Cybele, see M.J. Verma­

seren, Cybele and Attis. The Myth and the Cult, London 1973. 
53 See Bouffartigue 1992: 374-375 for the fact that Macrobius’ and Julian’s 

interpretation differ importantly due to the fact that Macrobius follows Porphyry 
and his type of exegesis, whereas Julian adheres to Iamblichus’ approach. He 
denies having read Porphyry’s interpretation (3, 161c). 

54  Saloustios IV 7-11 gives very much the same, be it concise, account as Julian. 
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Helios (8, 168a). He leaves her and the intelligible world in order to 
commit adultery with a nymph and descends into the cave of the 
nymphs, i.e. the material realm (5, 165cd). However, the demiurgic 
process cannot be allowed to go on infinitely. Attis is therefore 
stopped by Helios and his Lion. The castration symbolizes the fact 
that the demiurgic process is brought to an end (7, 167bd). After­
wards he is reconciled with Cybele, i.e. he ascends again to the intel­
ligible realm. Julian observes that the rites in connection with the 
mysteries of Cybele and Attis are celebrated at the time of the spring 
equinox. At that moment day and night are equal in length. What­
ever is equal is limited, hence this is an excellent day to celebrate the 
fact that the demiurgic process comes to an end and does not 
proceed into infinity (9, 168cd). 

Julian connects the myth and accompanying rites of Attis to the 
Chaldaean doctrine of the salvation of the soul. Like Attis, the soul is 
a semi-divine being who descends into the world of becoming. 
According to Chaldaean doctrines, the sun elevates the souls of the 
initiated to the intelligible realm in a secret ritual. Julian judges the 
time of the spring equinox as the best time of the year for such 
rituals, like the mysteries of Attis and Cybele. This is evident from the 
fact that the sun at that time pulls the vegetation out of the earth. In 
the same manner he may pull our souls upwards (12, 171d-173a). 

Julian’s interpretation may well be illustrative for Proclus’ inter­
pretation of the myth. Although Julian claims that he wrote the 
treatise in one night without previous study (19, 178d-179a), Bouffar­
tigue 1992: 375-379 shows that his interpretations depends on an 
explanation of the myth as offered by the priesthood of the Magna 
Mater and that he is inspired by Iamblichian philosophy. Proclus 
would certainly have taken notice of the interpretation of the priest­
hood and his work is imbued with influences from Iamblichus. The 
words Ïlhw neãtoiw §n‹ b°nyesin indicate a kinship between Julian’s 
and Proclus’ interpretation.55 Julian stresses that Attis, the demiurgic 
emanation of the sun, descends as deep as possible into the realm of 
matter: see e.g. 3, 161c: êxri t∞w §sxãthw Ïlhw; 7, 167b: êxri t«n 
§sxãtvn t∞w Ïlhw. Proclus hints at a similar idea here.56 Note also the 

55   The formulation Ïlhw b°nyesin is Homeric, see Od. 17, 316. Note however 
that in Homer Ïlh refers to a forest, not matter. 

56   Saffrey 1984a: 84 too refers in connection with this verse to the fact that Attis 
descends to the bottom of the material realm. However, he interprets this as Helios 
on his nocturnal voyage through Hades. 
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fact that both Julian (e.g. 12, 172d tÚn •ptãktina yeÚn énãgvn di' 
aÈtoË tåw cuxãw) and Proclus (vs. 34 cux«n énagvgeË) stress the 
function of the sun as elevator of souls. 

The adjective eÎiow refers to the cries of joy during the celebration 
of the rites. It is especially associated with Dionysus, cf. Proclus’ 
epigram on the statue or painting of Dionysus vs. 1 eÈastØn DiÒnuson 
with the commentary by Gelzer 1966: 16 for numerous parallels in 
the Orphic hymns. 

vs. 26 êlloi d' èbrÚn ÖAdvnin §peufÆmhsan éoida›w. 
Adonis is a beautiful youth (hence èbrÒw, a standard epithet for 
Adonis, see e.g. Bion Epitaphius 79; Nonnus D. 6, 365) and a lover of 
Aphrodite. According to the most popular version of the myth, he is 
killed by a boar while hunting. Aphrodite claims him back from the 
goddess of the Underworld, Persephone. She in her turn, however, 
has also fallen in love with Adonis. In the end they agree to share 
him. For half of the year, Adonis stays with Persephone in the realm 
of the death, the other half he dwells in the world of the living with 
Aphrodite, see e.g. Macrobius Sat. 1, 21, 1-6. In Antiquity the myth 
was generally taken to refer to the annual cycle of the vegetation that 
dies but then shoots up again (cf. vs. 25 the case of Attis). Festivals 
commemorating the death of Adonis were annually celebrated, see 
e.g. the description by Theocritus Id. XV of such a festival in 
Alexandria. During this festival an ‘Adonis’ was sung (Theocritus XV 
96 tÚn ÖAdvnin ée¤dein) in front of a tapestry representing the dead 
Adonis, probably at different moments by various competing 
singers.57 Theocritus himself continues with the text of such a song 
(XV 100-144), of which Bion’s Epitaphius Adonidos is another 
example. Perhaps Proclus refers here to such songs (éoida›w). One 
may also think of the Orphic Hymn 56 on Adonis which was sung 
during initiation rites (vs. 12). 

Proclus, who has little to say about Adonis, interprets him as a 
creative force that constantly renews what perishes. He is the third of 
the Demiurgical triad of Zeus, Dionysus, and Adonis. Zeus is the 
Demiurge who creates the cosmos, Dionysus is the Demiurge who 
separates the parts of the whole, and finally Adonis, who ‘makes anew 
what is born and perishes,’ see In RP. II 8, 15-23, cf. In Tim. I 446, 1­
11. 

57  See Gow vol. II 1950: 291f. commentary to Id. XV vs. 96. 
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Proclus nowhere identifies Adonis with Helios. Macrobius Sat. 1, 
21, 2-4, who does, gives the following interpretation of the myth: the 
boar that kills Adonis is a symbol of the winter.58 The winter ‘wounds’ 
the sun, which thus gives less warmth and light to us, and in this way 
causes the death of living beings. For the half of the year that the sun 
traverses the six lower signs of the zodiac Adonis is temporally dead. 
He is with Proserpina/Persephone. At that time of the year, Venus/ 
Aphrodite mourns for Adonis: the days are shorter. When the sun 
traverses the six higher signs of the zodiac, he is with Venus: the days 
are longer and there is more light. 

Proclus probably adheres to a more lofty interpretation of this 
myth. Adonis, like Dionysus and Attis, dies but is then brought back 
to life again. In the case of the latter, this is interpreted as the fall 
into the realm of matter and return of the soul. It seems likely that 
the same goes for Adonis. 

Tr. 27-32: The threat of your swift whip holds fears / for the wild-tempered 
daemons, noxious to men, / who prepare evil for our miserable souls, in 
order that forever, in the gulf of heavy-resounding life, / they suffer once 
they have fallen under the yoke of the body / with the result that they forget 
the bright-shining court of the lofty Father. 

vss. 27-29 deima¤nousi d¢ se›o yo∞w mãstigow épeilØn 
da¤monew ényr≈pvn dhlÆmonew, égriÒyumoi, 
cuxa›w ≤met°raiw duera›w kakå porsÊnontew 

Daemons (da¤monew) are divine beings of a low status: they are close 
to the beings in the material realm (Decem Dub. 15, 8). There are 
daemons that help the soul to ascend, but also daemons who retain 
impure souls in the realm of matter. The latter are the daemons 
referred to here. Elsewhere, Proclus stresses that there are no bad 
daemons.59 Impure souls cannot be allowed to touch the pure 
without disturbing the order of things (Mal. Subsist. 17). Proclus aptly 
compares this to a classroom situation: instructors whose task it 
is to remedy the faults of their pupils by punishing them cannot 

58 Note that in classical and Hellenistic times, Adonis represents the plants that 
come up in springtime, but die because of the heath of the summer. 

59  This is a remarkable view, for both the Chaldaeans (on which see Lewy 19782: 
235-240) and most of the Neoplatonists, including Porphyry (see e.g. De Abs. II 38), 
and Iamblichus (see e.g. Myst. IV 7) were convinced that there are evil daemons. 
This dissident view is a direct result of his analysis of the nature of evil, the cause of 
which he locates on the level of the human soul. 
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allow those whose work is deficient to have better places than they 
actually deserve (Mal. Subsist. 17, 13-5). When they are called here 
‘noxious for men’ (ényr≈pvn dhlÆmonew), ‘ferocious’ (égriÒyumoi) 
and imagined as ‘preparing evil for our souls’ (kakå porsÊnontew), 
they are so from the point of view of the individual soul, not from the 
cosmic perspective. 

At this point a personal and emotional element enters into the 
hymn. Vs. 28 underlines how horrible these daemons are with two 
adjectives, whereas in the following verse it are our (≤met°raiw) souls 
that are threatened by the daemons, including Proclus’ own. From 
now on, the hymn centres around his fears and wishes. 

According to the Chaldaean Oracles, the sun can purify the soul 
from its faults. The souls may thus escape the punishment they 
deserved and, having become pure, ascend to the pure metaphysical 
realm (cf. vss. 15-7 with my commentary). Here, Helios is imagined as 
chasing the punishing daemons away with the whip (mãstij) that he 
normally uses to drive his solar chariot, cf. Orphic Hymn 8 (to Helios) 
19: (Helios) mãstigi ligur∞i tetrãoron ërma di≈kvn. 

vss. 30-31 ˆfr' afie‹ katå la›tma barusmarãgou biÒtoio 
s≈matow ÙtleÊvsin ÍpÚ zugÒdesma pesoËsai 

The emendation of payoËsai (archetype) into pesoËsai by Wilamo­
witz 1907: 275 n. 2 has been convincingly defended by Vogt 1957b: 
356-7. 

The ‘gulf of heavy-sounding life’ (la›tma barusmarãgou biÒtoio) 
is the material world, cf. vs. 20 m°ga kËma baruflo¤sboio gen°ylhw. 
Water is an image for the material realm in the Platonic tradition at 
least from Numenius Fr. 30 (ed. Des Places) onwards. Often this is 
the water of a stormy, loudly roaring sea which may drown one, i.e. 
the world of matter may completely swallow the descended soul so 
that he may never again ascend to the metaphysical realm. One of 
the best known examples of this image is the oracle about Plotinus in 
Porphyry Vita Plotini 22, where the life in a body is called a ‘bitter 
wave’ (22, 31 pikrÒn kËma) consisting of the ‘loudly sounding noise 
of the life in a body’ (22, 25 =ey°vn poluflo¤sboio kudoimoË, cf. H. I 
20 eÈnãzei m°ga kËma baruflo¤sboio gen°ylhw). The loud noise of 
the material world stands in contrast to the harmony in the upper 
world. For a discussion of this image, see Brisson and Flamand in 
Brisson, Cherlonneix et al. 1992: 579 who cite numerous examples 
and pay special attention to Proclus’ hymns. 
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Often this image of a wave is linked to an allegorical interpretation 
of the Odyssey which was popular with the Neoplatonists. In this 
interpretation the shipwrecked Odysseus stands for the soul in the 
material world, trying to reach home, i.e. the metaphysical realm. In 
the oracle in Porphyry’s Vita Plotini for example there are numerous 
allusions to the Odyssey.60 In this hymn there are no such allusions, 
but see for example H. VI 10-12 with my commentary. 

Contrary to the imagery of water and waves, that of the zugÒdesmon 
(literally yoke-band here pars pro toto for yoke) is not common nor 
specifically Neoplatonic. According to Lampe it is used metaphori­
cally for the bond of sin broken by Christ, see e.g. Paul Silentarius 
Soph. P.G. 86.2155a). Although the pagan Neoplatonists lack the 
Christian notion of sin, it is used in a comparable sense here. The 
souls fall victim to the daemons because they have erred, i.e. turned 
themselves away from the intelligible and merged themselves into the 
world of matter. Only Helios may break their bonds by purifying 
them from their pollution. 

vs. 32 lãyointo 
The optative (lãyointo) after the conjunctive (ÙtleÊvsin) in a final 
clause indicates that the former action is the intended or potential 
result of the latter, see Kühner-Gerth 19043 II, 2 § 533.6 p. 387: the 
daemons prepare evil for the souls in order that they may imprison 
them in the realm of matter with the result that the souls completely 
forget their celestial origin. 

According to Plato, the soul forgets about the metaphysical realm 
when it descends into the realm of matter, see e.g. Phaedrus 250a1ff.; 
Phaedo 72e3ff.; R. 621a. Proclus stresses that all souls suffer forget­
fulness when they descend into the realm of matter (see e.g. Mal. 
Subsist. 21, 15-18). This forgetfulness carries us away from the divine 
in the stream of matter (cf. vs. 30 la›tma): (The Father opens the way 
of fire for us) mØ tapeinÚn §k lÆyhw =eÊsvmen xeËma (Chal. Phil. Fr. 2, 
p. 208, 4-5). Salvation on the other hand consists in the recollection
of the divine world, here referred to as the ‘court of the Father.’ It 
enables the soul to return to its place of origin away from the realm 
of matter, see e.g. H. III 3-9 with commentary. 

60 See the commentary on the oracle by L. Brisson and J.-M. Flamand in L. 
Brisson, J.-L. Cherlonneix et al. 1992: 578ff. 
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vs. 32 patrÚw … aÈl∞w 
In my interpretation the father (patÆr) is the Demiurge, the Father 
of the universe (see chapter III § 4.2). Helios, who himself originates 
from him, is supposed to elevate all things to him, see Theol. Plat. VI 
12, p. 57, 12-19, cf. the invocation of Helios as anagogeus of souls in vs. 
34 with my commentary. 

The court (aÈlÆ) of a god is a Chaldaean expression which 
probably takes it origin from Homer Od. 4, 74 ZÆnow aÈlÆ.61 Proclus 
comments on this expression Chal. Phil. Fr. 1 p. 206, 3-6: ‘The courts 
and dwellings of the divine beings are the eternal orders. The ‘court 
open to all’ of the Father is the paternal order that receives and 
contains all souls which have been elevated.’62 Here order (taxis) 
should be understood as the divine, transcendent world as opposed 
to the material realm. For an example of a court other than that of 
the Father, see H. II 6 (the court of Aphrodite). That the court of the 
Father is indeed that of the Demiurge is indicated somewhat below: 
the ascending soul offers to the Father the synthêmata which the latter 
had sown in the soul ‘on occasion of the first appearance of its being’ 
(§n tª pr≈t˙ parÒdƒ t∞w oÈs¤aw).63 This is the first birth (Ti. 41e3 
g°nesiw pr≈th) of the souls when they are created by the Demiurge. 
On that occasion the Demiurge sows two types of synthêmata in the 
soul, see chapter V § 2.1 especially T. 5.1. The ‘court of the Father’, 
then, is the same place as the paternal harbour referred to in H. VI 
12 and VII 32.64 In H. VII 36 the dwellings (≥yea) of Athena’s Father, 
i.e. Zeus, the Demiurge — another reference to the paternal harbour
(see commentary ad loc.), — are an equivalent of the paternal aÈlÆ. 
See also In Crat. § 94, pp. 46, 24-47, 7: at the occasion of the creation 
of souls they ‘go down from the court of Zeus to the world of 
becoming’ (pçsa går cuxØ neotelØw §k t∞w toË DiÚw aÈl∞w efiw tØn 
g°nesin kãteisin). 

Tr. 33-35: But, you the best of gods, crowned with fire, blest daemon, / 
image of the all-creating god, uplifter of souls, hearken … 

61  Lewy 19782: 33 n.92. 
62 AÈla‹ t«n ye¤vn ka‹ ofikÆseiw afl é˝diai tãjeiw. Ka‹ ≤ "pandektikØ aÈlØ" toË 

PatrÚw ≤ patrikØ tãjiw §st¤n, ≤ pãsaw Ípodexom°nh ka‹ sun°xousa tåw énaxye¤saw 
cuxãw: 

63 Chal. Phil. Fr. 1, p. 206, 19-23. 
64  On the important notion of the paternal harbour in Proclus’ theory of ascent 

of the soul, see chapter III § 4.3. 
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vs. 33 éllã, ye«n riste, puristef°w, ˆlbie da›mon 
The transition from the aretology to the prayers proper is indicated 
by éllã. It marks the transition from the arguments for an action 
(you, Helios, have the power to help me) to the statement of the 
action requested (therefore do so!).65 The vocative serves to reinvoke 
the deity at this critical point in the hymn. This use is well attested in 
Greek hymns, see e.g. Homeric Hymn 8 (to Ares) 15; 20 (to Hephais­
tos) 8, and frequent in Proclus’ own hymns, H. II 14; III 10; IV 13; V, 
12. 

As has been commemorated in the first half of the hymn, Helios 
holds absolute power over the the universe and its inhabitants, 
including the divine beings in it like the planets and the Moirai. 
Hence he is now called the best of these gods in the universe (ye«n
 riste), not, of course, of all gods in general for he is just an image 
of a superior god who produces everything (vs. 34). Moreover all 
deities discussed in the first five books of the Theologia Platonica are 
superior to the leader-gods of the sixth book including Helios. 
Surprisingly, the same verse also calls Helios a blessed daemon (ˆlbie 
da›mon). Proclus In Alc. 70, 11ff. criticizes those who, like Amelius, 
downgrade the planets from theoi to daemones. The planets are gods 
because they rule the universe, commanding the daemons and 
angels. Probably Proclus is just using variatio here while imitating epic 
Greek and we should not read too much into it. For gods being 
called daemones in epic Greek, see for example Il. 1, 222 where the 
Olympian gods are called daemones. Cf. Orphic Hymn 34 which calls 
Apollo — who in the hymn is equated to the sun — both a fvsfÒre 
da›mon (vs. 5) and a yeÒw (vs. 25). 

The poetic puristef°w is attested only here and twice in Nonnus 
(D. 2, 549; 8, 289). It is the noeric fire of vs. 1 which grants Helios his 
superiority in the cosmos and thus his power to help Proclus. 

vs. 34 efik∆n paggen°tao yeoË, cux«n énagvgeË 
The invocation of Helios as an eikon of the all-creating god is a 
reference to Plato’s famous simile of the sun (R. 507a1ff.). Plato calls 
the sun an image (R. 509a9 tØn efikÒna) of the Good. Just as the sun is 
the cause of the coming to be, growth and nurture of all sensible 
things, the Idea of the Good is the cause of the being of all intel­
ligible things (R. 509b).66 Proclus stresses that the Good is the unique 

65  For this use of éllã, see Denniston 19542: 13-16; Race 1982: 12 n. 26.

66  For Proclus’ interpretation of this simile, see Theol. Plat. II 7, pp. 43, 13-51, 19
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first principle of all things, both intelligible and sensible, to which 
they all reach out (Theol. Plat. II 7, p. 45, 22-24). For a celebration of 
the Good or the One as the cause of all things, from the highest gods 
down to the material realm in a sort of hymn (o„on ÍmnÆsvmen), see 
Theol. Plat. II 11, p. 65, 5-15. Cf. Julian Or. XI [IV] (To King Helios) 5, 
132d-133a: Helios is pãnta ˜moion to Plato’s Good or the One. 

An énagvgeÊw is usually employed as a designation of a strap 
holding a shield or a sandal. In the Chaldaean Oracles the word is 
employed with a new meaning, that of the raiser of souls to a higher, 
metaphysical, level (Lewy 19782: 458). According to Proclus, Helios 
raises the souls to the Demiurgic Nous, i.e. the court of the Father 
(vs. 32) or paternal harbour (see e.g. Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 61, 14-20 
and p. 64, 22-6). Although Proclus assigns an elevating function to 
other gods too,67 Helios holds a special place as the elevating deity 
due to his pivotal role in the theurgical rites in which the soul is 
separated from the body and transported upwards through the rays 
of the sun. No account of this rite has come down to us, although 
different Neoplatonist authors hint at it, including Iamblichus, 
Julian, Syrianus, and Proclus. The evidence has been collected and 
discussed by Lewy 19782: 184-200, cf. also Shaw 1995: 216-228. 

The invocation of Helios as an eikon of the Good and Helios as the 
raiser of souls to the Demiurge in one verse reflects Proclus’ theory of 
the noeric light of the sun based on Ti. 39b (for which see comment­
ary to vs. 1 purÚw noeroË basileË). Proclus Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 63, 11­
64, 2 connects the texts from Ti. and R. with each other. It is this 
special light that renders Helios superior to everything in the cosmos. 
On the one hand, he is the Demiurge of everything that has come 
into being. On the other, it is because of this light that both souls and 
superior beings can partake in the journey of elevation (p. 63, 27 t∞w 
énagvgoË pore¤aw). For this reason, Plato calls the sun in the simile in 
the Republic the offspring of the Good. For the same combination of 
Ti. 39b and the simile of the sun from the Republic, see In Tim. III 80, 
31-83, 17: the sun, because of his special light ‘leads the souls 
through its pure light and imbues them with a pure elevating power 
(êxranton dÊnamin énagvgÒn).’ 

and In RP. I 276, 23-281, 7. 
67 Take e.g. the hymns to members of the triad of the elevating gods of the 

hyper-encosmic triad on which see chapter III § 5. 



180 EIS HLION 

Tr. 35-38: …and always purify me of every fault; / receive my tearful 
supplication, pull me out of baneful / defilement and keep me far from the 
punishing deities / while mollifying the swift eye of Justice that sees all. 

vss. 35-8 k°kluyi ka¤ me kãyhron èmartãdow afi¢n èpãshw: 
d°xnuso d' flkes¤hn poludãkruon, §k d° me lugr«n 
=Êeo khl¤dvn, Poin«n d' épãneuye fulãssoiw 
prh@nvn yoÚn ˆmma D¤khw, ∂ pãnta d°dorken. 

The fear of (the divine beings that administer) punishment (Poina¤) 
is a recurrent theme in Proclus’ hymns, see especially H. IV 10-12 and 
H. VII 40-3. Note especially the pathetic element in the descriptions, 
like flkes¤hn poludãkruon ad loc. This at least suggests that these are 
expressions of genuinely felt sentiments, not unlike the fear of hell 
and damnation that besieged medieval philosophers. It is here that 
we touch upon the ultimate goal of the Neoplatonic enterprise: the 
salvation of the soul from the cycle of rebirth inflicted upon it as a 
punishment for not living in accordance with nous but in accordance 
with the body instead. 

Proclus’ theory of divine justice and punishment takes much of its 
inspiration from Plato Ti. 41d4-42e8. The Demiurge reveals the laws 
of Fate (Ti. 412f. nÒmouw toÁw eflmarm°nouw) to the souls at the mo­
ment of their first descent into the realm of matter. The incarnated 
soul is exposed to the influences of the body, notably the violent 
impressions of sensation, desire, and, thirdly, fear, anger and such­
like affections. To live in accordance with justice (d¤kh) is to master 
these influences of the body, whereas the soul that is dominated by 
them leads a life contrary to justice. The just soul will be awarded a 
blessed existence and return to its native star, for which see H. III 6-7 
with commentary, whereas the unjust soul will be subjected to a series 
of rebirths, cf. H. IV 12 poinÆ tiw kruÒessa b¤ou desmo›si pedÆs˙ (sc. 
my soul); H. VII 37-42. 

For Proclus’ discussion of these laws of Fate, see In Tim. III 271, 28­
303, 32. He stresses that there is but one way of salvation for the soul 
out of the circle of generation: running up back to the noeric form of 
soul, i.e. living in accordance with Nous, while fleeing everything that 
has become attached to us because of generation (In Tim. III 296, 7­
298, 2). The philosophical life may help to free one of the body, but 
‘the greatest contribution in my view is made by the telestic life, 
which takes away through the divine fire all defilement caused by 



commentary 181 

generation, as the oracles teach’ (In Tim. III 300 16-19 tÚ d¢ m°giston 
katã ge tØn §mØn dÒjan ≤ telestikØ sumbãlletai, diå toË ye¤ou purÚw 
éfan¤zousa tåw §k t∞w gen°sevw èpãsaw khl›daw, …w tå lÒgia). Here 
we touch on the special role assigned to Helios in the theurgical 
ceremonies of the elevation of the soul (see commentary to vs. 34), 
for the ‘divine fire’ is nothing else than the noeric, elevating, fire of 
Helios.68 Note that the word designating the defilement caused by 
the life in the body (khl›daw) returns in vs. 37. The term khl¤w is one 
habitually used in the Platonic tradition to designate all that is 
material, see Lewy 19782: 260 n.7 for examples. For the same idea, 
see Julian Or. XI [IV] (To King Helios) c. 10, 136 a-b: Helios frees the 
souls from the world of becoming and does not tie them again to a 
body in order to punish them but elevates them to the intelligible 
world.69 Julian ends his hymn on King Helios with a prayer that after 
this life he may forever stay with Helios (instead of having to enter 
into another body) or, if he is asking too much, that he may dwell 
with him for the longest possible time (o.c. 44, 158bc). 

Dike  (D¤kh) is for Proclus cosmic justice which guarantees the 
divine law in all its aspects throughout the cosmos. This includes 
punishment of the souls who forget the laws of Fate and preferred a 
worse life over a better, i.e. chose to let their passions rule them 
instead of mastering them (In Tim. III 290, 2-10). One cannot escape 
Justice for it has an eye that sees all (yoÚn ˆmma D¤khw, ∂ pãnta 
d°dorken). The all-seeing eye of Justice is a recurrent theme in Greek 
literature, at least from Sophocles onwards, see the commentary by 
Pearson 1917 (vol. I p. 11f.) to Fr. 12 for parallels to which may be 
added Orphic Hymn 62 (to Dike), 1: ÖOmma D¤khw m°lpv panderk°ow, 
églaomÒrfou, cf. Orphic Hymn 69 (to the Erinyes), 15. Given the fact 
that Justice sees whatever fault we commit, we cannot hope to escape 
punishment, unless we are cleansed by Helios of our sins who in this 
way mollifies (prh@nvn) Justice. For the idea that an avenging deity 
sees all the faults we commit from whom we may only be saved by 
divine intervention, see also H. VII 16-7 with commentary. 

For afi¢n, see commentary to vs. 39 below. 

68  For the interpretation of this fire as that of the sun, see Lewy 19782: 198-99. 
69  (Helios) ˘w épolÊei pantel«w t∞w gen°sevw tåw cuxãw, oÈx‹ d¢ luye¤saw aÈtåw 

s≈masin •t°roiw proshlo› kolãzvn ka‹ prattÒmenow d¤kaw, éllå poreÊvn ênv ka‹ 
énate¤nvn tåw cuxåw §p‹ tÚn nohtÚn kÒsmon. 
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Tr. 39-41: May you always through your evil-averting help / give holy 
light rich with blessings to my soul, / once you have scattered the man-
destroying poisonous mist, /… 

vss. 39-41 afie‹ d' Ímet°raisin élejikãkoisin érvga›w 
cuxª m¢n fãow ègnÚn §mª polÊolbon Ùpãzoiw 
éxlÁn époskedãsaw Ùles¤mbroton, fiolÒxeuton 

As explained in the commentary on the foregoing verses, the soul 
can only escape the evil of rebirths if it lives in accordance with Nous 
(see chapter III § 4.1 for the problems involved in reaching Nous and 
the fact that we need the leader-gods to help us). Hence Helios’ 
assistance in this matter is called here ‘evil-averting’ (élejikãkoisin 
érvga›w), i.e. averting the evil of rebirth prepared for us by the 
punishing daemons (vs. 29 kakå porsÊnontew). Cf. commentary to vs. 
21 for the adjective élej¤kakow. 

This assistance consists in illumination (fãow ègnÒn) which 
disperses the mist (éxlÊw) that obstructs the vision of the soul. It is an 
allusion to Homer Il. 5 121-32: Athena promises Diomedes to take 
away the mist (éxlÊw) from his eyes so that from now on he is 
capable of distinguishing gods from mortal men on the battlefield. In 
Neoplatonic interpretations from Plotinus V 9 [5] 1, 16-21 onwards, 
the mist represents the effects of the body on the descended soul, 
notably the fact that it can no longer contemplate the intelligible 
realities.70 For Proclus, the dispersion of this mist means that the 
gods kindle a noeric light (tÚ noerÚn f«w) in the soul. The soul is 
thus capable again of contemplating the Forms and living in 
accordance with Nous, see In RP. I 18, 21-19, 23.71 The reference to 
the Iliad is more than just mere intertextuality, it functions as a 
theurgical symbolon, see chapter V § 3.3.3. For other allegorical 
interpretations of this passage, see Buffière 1956: 284. 

The opposition between the noeric light and the material mist is 
reinforced by the adjectives: the light is called ‘holy’ (ègnÒw), for it is 
a light originating from the gods and ‘rich in blessings’ (polÊolbow), 
because it elevates the souls to the blessed existence of the gods (cf. 
vs. 33 ˆlbie da›mon). The mist, on the other hand, is described with 

70 As Proclus’ pupil Ammonius puts it: ‘(the souls) descend at birth and are 
bound up with the body, and filled up with its fog (éxlÊw), their sight becomes dim 
and they are not able to know things it is in their nature to know’ (Ammonius In 
Cat. 15, 5-8, trans. S. Marc Cohen and G.B. Matthews). 

71  Cf. also chapter VI § 3.3.6. 
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two horrifying adjectives ‘man-destroying, born of venom’ (Ùles¤m-
brotow, fiolÒxeutow). The fact that the latter are most unusual, poetic, 
words puts extra emphasis on the danger of this mist: it may blind us 
completely, make us forget about the intelligible world and thus 
force us to live under the yoke of the material realm (cf. vss. 30-2). 

Helios should (afie¤) always help. Words like afie¤ or their equiva-
lents are often added to requests in hymns, a custom followed by 
Proclus see H. I 35; III 14, 17; IV 9. It extends the god’s goodwill into 
the indefinite future.72 

Tr. 42: …and (give) to my body fitness and gift-bestowing health; 

vs. 42 s≈mati d' értem¤hn te ka‹ églaÒdvron Íge¤hn 
The adjective églaÒdvrow is usually understood as ‘being a splendid 
gift’: Meunier 1935: 69 le magnifique don d’une santé parfaite; 
Giordano 1957: 25 il magnifico dono d’una perfetta salute; Saffrey 
1984a: 86 une santé parfaite et brilliante, cf. Saffrey 1994: 25 une 
santé parfaite et resplendissante. At the eleven other occurrences of 
adjective, however, it means ‘bestowing splendid gifts’ (mostly as an 
epithet to Demeter) as indeed L.-S.-J. and TLG have it, cf. vs. 21 
meilixÒdvrow ‘bestowing pleasant gifts’. There is no reason to under-
stand it differently here: according to Plato R. 357c health is an 
example of the things we welcome both for their own sake as well as 
for their consequences. 

Prayers for health (Íge›a) are a common element in hymns, see 
Keyßner 1932: 146-147 for numerous examples and a discussion. 
Proclus too was convinced that health was a gift from the gods that 
could be obtained by hymns and rituals. We find prayers for health in 
three of the seven hymns, see also H. VI 5-6 and VII 43-6. According 
to Marinus Vita Procli § 17, whenever Proclus learnt that someone he 
knew had fallen ill, he first beseeched the gods on behalf of the 
patient by means of rites and hymns (pr«ton m¢n toÁw yeoÁw lipar«w 
flk°teuein Íp¢r aÈtoË ¶rgoiw te ka‹ Ïmnoiw). Only after he had done so, 
would he call for doctors. Marinus Vita Procli § 29 mentions one case 
in which Proclus’ prayer to Asclepius brought about a miraculous 
cure of a girl called Asclepigeneia. The latter had fallen seriously ill 
and doctors could not do anything for her. Proclus, together with the 

72 Race 1982: 13f. who cites as examples Aristonous’ Paian to Apollo (Powell 
164) 41-8, an anonymous Paean to Asclepius (PMG 934) 19-24, and Pindar Ol. 13, 
24-7. 
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philosopher Pericles from Lydia, went to the Asklepeion and prayed 
for the girl in the ancient fashion (eÈxom°nou d¢ aÈtoË tÚn érxaiÒte-
ron trÒpon) which caused a sudden spectacular improvement in the 
condition of the girl. During his final illness, Proclus made his 
students sing hymns to ward of the terrible pains he was suffering to 
the effect he obtained complete serenity (Vita Procli § 20 legom°nvn 
t«n Ïmnvn, pçsa efirÆnh t«n pay«n §g¤gneto ka‹ étaraj¤a).73 

Tr. 43-44: bring me to glory, that in accord with the traditions of my 
forefathers / I may cultivate the gifts of the Muses with pretty locks. 

vss. 43-4	 eÈkle¤hw t' §p¤bhson §m°, progÒnvn t' §n‹ yesmo›w 
Mousãvn §rasiplokãmvn d≈roisi melo¤mhn. 

Helios the god of harmony (and therefore the cause of Phoibos, the 
god of music (vss. 18-20) and the leader of the Muses) is now invoked 
to grant Proclus fame (eÈkle¤hw t' §p¤bhson, a Homeric expression, 
see e.g. Il. 8, 285) as a servant of the Muses. This prayer is com­
parable to that at the end of H. III (to the Muses) vss. 16-7. 

We have to understand the art of the Muses in a wide sense here. 
It does not just include poetry but also philosophy. The divinely 
inspired poets like Homer and Orpheus are in Proclus’ opinion 
philosophers (chapter VI § 2.1). On the other hand, the true philo­
sopher is the true musician (Plato Phd. 61a3, cf. Proclus In RP. I 57, 8­
23). The Muses can inspire the philosopher and the poet with divine 
wisdom and thus make him famous. This divine inspiration of the 
philosopher by the Muses is the central theme in H. III and will be 
discussed at length in the commentary. 

The forefathers in whose footsteps Proclus wishes to follow (progÒ­
nvn t' §n‹ yesmo›w) are both the poets of old like Homer and the 
philosophers of the Platonic tradition. A progÒnow may be a founding 
father of a philosophical school, see L.-S.-J. s.v. progÒnow II. In the 
case of Proclus it reflects also the particular social organisation of the 

73 Proclus’ attitude towards health differs importantly from Plotinus’, who 
thinks of health as an indifferent matter to a philosopher. As I have argued in Van 
den Berg 1996 this different attitude reflects a difference in psychology. Plotinus 
argues that the human soul never ever completely descends and that the 
undescended part of the soul is thus immune to whatever may befall the body. 
Proclus, on the other hand, is convinced that the soul entirely descends. For him 
the body is as an annoying neighbour who impedes one’s efforts to philosophize all 
the time. At best there are moments that it does not disturb us (Proclus In Tim. III 
349, 26ff.). 
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Neoplatonic Academy: its principal members (like Plutarch, Syrianus, 
and Proclus) lived in a big house at the foot of the Acropolis like a 
family. Proclus refers to Syrianus as his father, and to Plutarchus as 
his propãtvr.74 Proclus, then, asks of Helios that he may be a worthy 
member of the Platonic tradition.75 

As for fame, Marinus Vita Procli § 32 informs us that in a dream a 
god appeared to Proclus. In the dramatic fashion of orators who 
pronounce panegyrics in theatres, he said (Marinus assures us that he 
literally quotes the words uttered by the divinity): PrÒklow ı kÒsmow 
t∞w polite¤aw (Proclus, the adornment of the community). It is 
perhaps telling that Marinus Vita Procli § 16 admits that Proclus was 
ambitious (filÒtimow). 

Tr. 45-46: Give me, if you wish so, lord, unshakeable bliss / as a reward 
for lovely piety. 

vs. 45 ˆlbon d' éstuf°likton ép' eÈseb¤hw §ratein∞w 
What does this ‘unshakable happiness’ (ˆlbon d' éstuf°likton) con­
sist in? ÖOlbow often refers to worldly happiness, wealth (Keyßner 
1932: 140, cf. L.-S.-J.), as seems to be the case in H. VII 48. However 
ˆlbow in vs. 33 (ˆlbie da›mon) and vs. 40 (fãow polÊolbon) refers to 
the divine bliss as opposed to the misery of human life in which we 
may participate through divine illumination. Proclus does not use the 
word outside the hymns, nor is it often used by other Platonists. 
Although it cannot be ruled out that Proclus simply prays for wealth, 
there are indications that point in the direction of the latter sense. 

First, the fact that Proclus continues to pray for health , and 
subsequently for fame suggests a triad of prayers for the good for the 
soul, the good for the body, and the external good of worldly fame.76 

Furthermore, in H. VI 12 Proclus prays that Hecate and Zeus may 
blow him to the harbour of piety (˜rmon §w eÈseb¤hw), in our 
interpretation the paternal harbour, i.e. divine Nous. This harbour is 

274   Already Cousin 1864 : 1317 n. 12 made this point. See Saffrey-Westerink 
Theol. Plat. I 1968: xiv, for a list of passages where Proclus refers to his teachers as 
(fore)fathers. To these the testimony of Marinus VP § 29 may be added. 

75 Cf. Wilamowitz 1907: 275 commenting on these verses: ‘In den Satzungen 
der Väter will er studieren dürfen, angesehen werden, und das Glück auf Grund 
seiner Frömmigkeit soll unerschüttert bleiben. Das ist Proklos persönlich, der 
Professor, das Schulhaupt, der Bekenner der bedrohten väterlichen Religion. Das 
alles soll ihm der Gott gewähren und erhalten.’ 

76  As J. Dillon kindly pointed out to me. 
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a reward for a pious life, cf. ép' eÈseb¤hw §ratein∞w in the present 
verse. In H. VII 32 Proclus refers to the paternal harbour as the 
‘blessed harbour’ (ˆlbion ˜rmon). Therefore, the state of bliss that 
results from piety may well be the paternal harbour, cf. the specific 
use of ˆlbow to designate the happiness that befalls those who have 
seen the holy mysteries.77 Moreover, the adjective éstuf°liktow 
points in the same direction. It is a quality of the gods (see e.g. 
Proclus In Tim. II 45, 7, Orphic Hymn 12 (to Heracles) 13, Callimachus 
Hymn 4, 26) as opposed to this sublunary world in which everything is 
always subjected to change, including one’s fortune. Once Helios has 
helped the soul to escape from the realm of matter to the divine 
world, it will be no longer subjected to the fickle Moirai who now 
determine its fate (vss. 48-50) but enjoy the stable happiness of the 
divine life. 

Tr. 46-47: You perfect all things / easily, for you have the power and 
infinite might. 

vss. 46-7 … dÊnasai d¢ tå pãnta tel°ssai| =hid¤vw: 

1. Textual concerns 
The reading of the archetype dÊnasai d¢ ëpanta tel°ssai is 
generally considered as corrupt because of the unnecessary hiatus. 
Vogt 1957b: 367-370 lists the following suggestions: 
1. dÊnasai går ëpanta tel°ssai (Brunck), followed by many 

editions before Vogt but rejected by him as unsatisfactory from a 
palaeographical point of view and because of the sequence in vs. 
47 kraterØn går ¶xeiw. 

2. dÊnasai d¢ tå pãnta tel°ssai (Peppmüller), rejected by Vogt be­
cause a general formulation of the omnipotence of Helios would 
suit the context of an aretology better than a reference to the 
fulfilment of Proclus’ concrete prayers.78 I adopt this emendation, 
albeit in a different interpretation, for reasons explained below. 

3. dÊnasai d¢ tel°ssai ëpanta (Ludwich), rejected by Vogt, follow­
ing Wilamowitz 1907: 275 as unsatisfactory for reasons of metre. 

77 Keyßner 1932: 141f., Festugière 1967: 331 on ‘felix-formulae’ in the mys­
teries. 

78  Vogt 1957b: 367: ‘Eine allgemeinere Formulierung aretalogischen Charakters 
paßt als Abschluß der Vv. 33 ff. vorgetragenen Bitten besser als ein konkreter Bezug 
auf das Erbetene, in dessen Erfüllung sich dann gleichsam die Macht des Gottes 
erschöpfen würde.’ 
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4. dÊnasai d' •å pãnta tel°ssai (Wilamowitz 1907: 275), followed by 
Vogt in his edition, •å meaning ‘good things’. It originates from 
the confusion of §Êw with •Òw in late Greek as recorded by Hesy­
chius, an anonymous commentator on Apollonius Dyscolus Synt. 
and the Etymologicum Magnum. Ingenious as this emendation may 
be, Vogt admits that it rests on the meagre evidence in support of 
this confusion. 

5. dÊnasai dØ ëpanta tel°ssai Vogt tentatively offers this emenda­
tion, being well aware that it is implicates a violation of Hermann’s 
zeugma, for which he cites Homeric parallels. 

Vogt concludes that there is no solution that is satisfying in all 
respects and that it is impossible to find any.79 Vogt’s criticism of 
Peppmüller (2), though, is not valid. The verb tel°ssai should not 
be understood here as ‘to fulfil’ but as ‘to perfect’, whereas tå pãnta 
should be taken as ‘all things in general’, not as ‘all things just asked 
for’. It reflects a central issue in Proclus’ discussion of Helios/Apollo 
in Theol. Plat. VI 12. There Proclus stresses the fact that Helios by 
means of his noeric light leads all things in the cosmos to their state 
of perfection by filling them with harmony and or elevating them, see 
especially Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 63, 14-5: tå d¢ §n t“ kÒsmƒ pãnta par’ 
aÈtoË (sc. Helios) ka‹ tØn teleiÒthta ka‹ tØn oÈs¤an ÍpodexÒmai. The 
definitite article does not necessarily imply a reference to the things 
just prayed for. Tå pãnta may just mean ‘all things in general’, see 
e.g. Proclus Theol. Plat. III 24 p. 86, 10f.: ÉOry«w oÔn ka‹ ≤ po¤hsiw 
pantaxoË tå pãnta dÊnasya¤ fhsi toÁw yeoÊw.80 The fact that Helios 
perfects all things through his noeric, harmonious light has been 
celebrated in great detail in the first half of the hymn and this phrase 
summarises it. Interpreted thus, the emendation fits the context well. 
Moreover it yields a metrically impeccable verse, whereas the 
construction does not depend on shallow evidence as the solution 
preferred by Vogt does. 

2. The commonplaces of the omnipotence and the easy life of the gods 
Two related common-places have been connected here: that the 
omnipotent gods can do all things (dÊnasai d¢ tå pãnta tel°ssai) 
and the fact that they can do all things easily (=hid¤vw). The 

79   Vogt 1957b: 370: ‘Wir stehen am Ende. Eine in jeder Hinsicht befriedigende 
Lösung hat sich nicht ergeben, wird sich auch nicht finden lassen.’ 

80   For the use of tå pãnta as ‘all things’, see e.g. Proclus El. § 14, p. 16, 21; § 
113, p. 100, 11f.; § 115, p. 102, 32f. 
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omnipotence of the gods is a commonplace from Homer onwards, 
see especially Od. 10, 306: yeo‹ d° te pãnta dÊnantai, the verse 
referred to by Proclus in Theol. Plat. III 24, p. 86, 10f. (quoted above), 
quoted again in In RP. I p. 167, 13-4. The verse recurs in other 
Neoplatonic authors, see Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. III 1978: 144 
additional n. 2 to p. 86 for numerous examples. 

The theme of the easy life of the gods too can be traced back to 
Homer, e.g. Il. 6, 138; 16, 690; 17, 178, and Hesiod, see especially Er. 
5-7 with the commentary by West 1978: 139. The theme is also found 
in Neoplatonic authors, see e.g. Plotinus V 8 [31] 4, 1, Proclus In 
Tim. I 126, 30, In Alc. 127, 16f., In Parm. I 667, 14, In Crat. § 143, p. 
81, 14-5, Marinus Vita Procli § 29 (Asclepius, invoked by Proclus, 
cured an ill girl easily, ‘for he is a god’), see Segonds In Alc. vol. I 
1985: 198 additional n. 6 to p. 105 for more parallels. 

vs. 47 kraterØn går ¶xeiw ka‹ épe¤riton élkÆn 
This verse recalls a possibly Chaldaean81 distich quoted by Didymus 
De Trinitate III, 28 P.G.  39, 945d: Kãrtow émetrÆtoio YeoË ka‹ 
épe¤ritow élkØ | Pãntvn m¢n krat°ei, pãntessi d¢ moËnow énãssei. 
Note that the second verse resembles vs. 17. For a discussion of this 
distych, see Lewy 19782: 86 n. 74. 

Tr. 48-50: And if some ill comes my way through the threads moved by the 
stars / from the spindles of destiny that revolve in helices, / ward it off 
yourself with your mighty radiance. 

vss. 48-50 efi d° ti moirid¤oisin, •lijopÒroisin étrãktoiw, 
ésterodinÆtoiw ÍpÚ nÆmasin oÈloÚn êmmin 
¶rxetai, aÈtÚw ¶ruke teª megãl˙ tÒde =ipª. 

In vss. 15-7 Proclus praised Helios as the one who holds power over 
the Moirai. Here he asks Helios to use this power for his own 
protection against whatever harm (ti oÈloÒn) may come from them. 
As explained, the spindle (moirid¤oisin étrãktoiw) of the Moirai by 
means of which they spin the threads of fate consists of the heavenly 
bodies (ésterodinÆtoiw). Helios, as the king of the universe, controls 
them by means of his noeric light (megãl˙ =ipª, see below) and may 
thus suppress whatever evil the Moirai have in store for him. 

81  Its Chaldaean origin is disputed, see Majercik 1989: 218. The fact that Proclus 
uses it in his hymn seems to me to be an argument in favour of its Chaldaean 
origin. 
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•lijopÒroisin
For Proclus, taking his inspiration from Plato Ti. 39b6, the helix is 
the intermediary movement of the planets between the circular 
movement of the stars and the linear movement of generation (In 
Tim. III 78, 29-80, 22 esp. p. 80, 7-12). He thus rejects the accounts 
current in Antiquity for the observed irregularities in the movements 
of the planets (i.e. the fact that they do not move in exact circles) like 
the system of counter-acting spheres of Eudoxus and Aristotle and 
that of epicycles. For a discussion of Proclus’ theory of the helical 
movement of the planets, see Siorvanes 1996: 293-299 and Miller 
1986: 449-465. 

megãl˙ =ipª 
ÑRipÆ is the movement or force with which something is thrown (L.-
S.-J.), in this case the solar beams. There are two possible ways to 
understand this expression here, both equally plausible. The first 
possibility is that we imagine Helios as shooting his solar rays as 
arrows on whatever evil threatens Proclus, see e.g. Saffrey 1984a: 86 
and 1994: 25 ‘le jet puissant (de tes flèches-rayons).’ This image is all 
the more likely when, as Saffrey 1984a: 80-83 observes, Proclus 
sometimes identifies Helios with Apollo, the divine archer. Macrobius 
Sat. I 17, 60 indeed offers such an interpretation of the arrows of 
Apollo: ‘the arrows refer to nothing else than the emission of rays 
(radiorum iactus).’ A citation from a poem by Timotheus of Miletus 
(446-356 bce) a few pages earlier (Macrobius Sat. I 17 20 = Fr. 11 
Diehl) shows that he was not the first to do so. 

However, in this hymn Helios and Apollo are neatly distinguished 
(vss. 18-9), while Helios’ weapon is a whip (vs. 27). It is therefore 
possible that Proclus did not have the image of archery in mind when 
he composed these verses. ÑRipÆ may just indicate the radiance of 
heavenly bodies like stars without any connotation of throwing 
projectiles, see e.g. Sophocles El. 105f. êstrvn =ipãw: ‘the quivering 
rays of starlight’ (note Jebb). 
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Introduction 

Two of Proclus’ seven hymns are dedicated to Aphrodite. He had 
been preceded by others like the composers of the Homeric Hymns 5 
(referred to in this hymn, see commentary to vss. 9 and 13), 6 and 10, 
the poet(s) of the Orphic Hymns 55 and 58 (to Eros), and the famous 
Sappho. Together these hymns testify to the lasting ardent devotion 
for the goddess of Love who throughout Antiquity was worshipped by 
the common man and woman and intellectuals alike. As is the case 
with the hymn to Helios, Proclus takes much of his inspiration from 
this tradition. 

According to Hesiod Th. 188ff., Aphrodite was born from the foam 
that was caused when Kronos threw the genitals of the castrated 
Ouranos into the sea. Another tradition holds that she was the child 
of Zeus and Dione. Plato Symp. mentions both traditions and inter­
prets them in a philosophical way. His treatment of the myth was 
influential. It not only sparked off interpretations in the same vein by 
other philosophers (notably Plotinus Enn. III 5 [50]), but seems also 
to some degree to have influenced Greek cult.1 For Proclus’ recep­
tion of these stories, see my commentary to H. II 1 and H. V 6. 

Greek religion associates Aphrodite with three domains: love, the 
state, and the sea.2 As the goddess of love she unites individuals in 
various forms of union, be it a marriage or an extra-marital relation­
ship which may even be adulterous. This is already the case in 
Homer: Zeus assigns the erga of marriage to Aphrodite (Il. 5, 429). 
This does not prevent her, however, from assisting Helen in her adul­
terous relation with Paris (Il. 3, 383-388), nor from having an affair 
with Ares (Od. 8, 266-269), although she is married to Hephaistos (cf. 
H. V 5). The persons united by Aphrodite can be of opposite sexes, 
but also of the same, as Sappho’s prayer to Aphrodite (Fr. 1 ed. 
Voigt) illustrates.3 These unions aim at sexual pleasure,4 which, in 

1  On this topic, see Pirenne-Delforge 1988. 
2 For the cult of Aphrodite, see the voluminous study by Pirenne-Delforge 1994 

and her article in Der Neue Pauly 838-843, F. Graf DDD 117-125, and Burkert 1985: 
152-156. 

3 For Aphrodite and homosexual relations, see further Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 
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the case of couples of opposite sexes, may result in pregnancy. Since 
legitimate offspring was the raison d’être of ancient marriage, this was 
an important aspect of the cult of Aphrodite. In Athens, for example, 
the legendary king Aegeus, who had remained childless because he 
had caused the anger of the goddess, was said to have introduced the 
cult of Aphrodite Ourania in order to reconcile himself with her. The 
sanctuary was situated at the north-west of the Agora, close to 
Proclus’ house. The building was renovated in the early fifth century 
ce, though it is uncertain whether it was still used as a temple at that 
time.5 Even if the building was not in use as a temple anymore, 
Proclus’ hymns (H. II 10-12, V 9-10) still celebrate Aphrodite as the 
patron of procreation. For other instances of the worship of Aphro­
dite under this aspect, see Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 426-428. 

Aphrodite not only united individuals, but also whole communi­
ties. From the end of the classical period onwards, she is worshipped 
as the deity who establishes concord and harmony in a community. 
The statue erected by the Lycian leaders mentioned in H. V 3-4 is 
here interpreted to commemorate this function of Aphrodite, see 
further commentary below. 

Finally Aphrodite is associated with the sea, as is to be expected of 
a goddess born from its foam. She assists sailors and fishermen. If we 
leave the maritime metaphor in H. V 11 out of consideration, this 
function does not occur in Proclus’ hymns. 

Text 

ÑUmn°omen seirØn polu≈numon ÉAfrogene¤hw 
ka‹ phgØn megãlhn basilÆion, ∏w êpo pãntew 
éyãnatoi pterÒentew éneblãsthsan ÖErvtew, 
œn ofl m¢n noero›sin ÙisteÊousi bel°mnoiw 

5.	 cuxãw, ˆfra pÒyvn énag≈gia k°ntra laboËsai 
mht°row fisxanÒvsin fide›n purifegg°aw aÈlãw: 
ofl d¢ patrÚw boulªsin élejikãkoiw te prono¤aiw 
fl°menoi geneªsin épe¤rona kÒsmon é°jein 
cuxa›w ·meron Œrsan §pixyon¤ou biÒtoio. 

430-432. 
4 For Aphrodite as the deity of sexual pleasure, see Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 419­

433. 
5  For this sanctuary and its cult, see Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 15-21. 
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10. êlloi d¢ gam¤vn Ùãrvn polueid°aw o‡mouw 
afi¢n §popteÊousin, ˜pvw ynht∞w épÚ fÊtlhw 
éyãnaton teÊjvsi duhpay°vn g°now éndr«n: 
pçsin d' ¶rga m°mhlen §rvtotÒkou Kuyere¤hw. 

éllã, yeã, pãnt˙ går ¶xeiw ériÆkoon oÔaw, 
15. e‡te perisf¤ggeiw m°gan oÈranÒn, ¶nya s° fasi 

cuxØn éenãoio p°lein kÒsmoio yee¤hn, 
e‡te ka‹ •ptå kÊklvn Íp¢r êntugaw afiy°ri na¤eiw 
seira›w Ímet°raiw dunãmeiw prox°ous' édamãstouw, 
k°kluyi, ka‹ polÊmoxyon §mØn biÒtoio pore¤hn 

20. fiyÊnoiw s°o, pÒtna, dikaiotãtoisi bel°mnoiw 
oÈx ıs¤vn paÊousa pÒyvn kruÒessan §rvÆn . 

TRANSLATION 

We hymn the many-named series of Aphrogeneia

and the great royal source, from which all

immortal winged Erotes have sprung up, of whom

some shoot with noeric arrows at souls, in order that,


5.	 having taken the upward-leading goads of desires, 
these long after seeing the fiery courts of their mother. 
Some, because of the evil-averting wishes and providential acts 
of the Father, wishing to increase the infinite universe with birth, 
aroused in the souls a yearning for the earthly existence. 

10. Others again always supervise the multifarious 
courses of the wedding songs, so as to produce an 
immortal race of much-suffering men from mortal stock; 
and all care for the works of the love-producing Kythereia. 

But, goddess, for you have a far-hearing ear everywhere, 
15. whether you envelop the great heaven all around, 

where, as they say, you are the divine soul of the everlasting 
cosmos, 

or dwell in the aether above the rims of the seven orbits 
while pouring unyielding powers forward into your series, 
listen, and may you steer the toilsome course of my life, 

20. mistress, with your most righteous arrows, 
while putting an end to the chilly impulse of unholy desires. 
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Structure 

This hymn can be divided into three main parts: I. the opening 
verses, indicating that the hymn is in honour of Aphrodite and her 
series (vss. 1-3); II. an aretology dealing with the Erotes (i.e. manifes­
tations of Aphrodite’s activities in this world) (vss. 4-13); III. renewed 
invocations of Aphrodite and a petition (vss. 14-21). 

Section I is programmatic: the hymn will be about the series 
depending on Aphrodite, i.e. the Erotes, (vs. 1) and Aphrodite 
herself (vs. 2). It is indeed in this order that Proclus treats them. 

Section II can be subdivided into three parts, all dealing with a 
different aspect of love. The three parts consist in three subordinate 
clauses depending on the Erotes mentioned in vs. 3. The beginning 
of each subordinate clause coincides with the beginning of a new 
verse. The first part (II.a) deals with eros as an anagogic force; the 
second part (II.b) deals with eros as a cosmic force; the third part 
(II.c) deals with eros as a procreative source. The parts II.a and II.b 
contrast with II.c: The former are about eros on the level of the 
human soul in its circular motion of ascent and descent whereas II.c 
has nothing to do with this specific Platonic idea of the migration of 
the soul from one level of reality to another and back again, but with 
the common idea of eros as the force behind physical procreation in 
the material realm. Proclus seems to indicate this opposition by 
introducing the Erotes of II.c with êlloi d¢ whereas II.a and II.b are 
closely knit together by ofl m¢n … ofl d¢. Between II.a and II.b there is 
another opposition of ascent versus descent. Section II. closes with a 
summarizing verse (vs. 13). 

Section III is separated from the preceding section by éllã. It can 
be divided into two parts: III.a (vss. 14-19a) is an invocation of 
Aphrodite, III.b (vss. 19b-21) is the petition proper. Section III is 
about the importance of Aphrodite for the suppliant personally, as 
opposed to sections I and II, which deal with the importance of 
Aphrodite and her Erotes in general. This is reflected by the fact that 
in I/II Proclus refers to Aphrodite and the Erotes in the third person, 
whereas he does so in III in the second person. Moreover, he refers 
to himself in the first person singular as opposed to the first plural in 
vs. 1 (Ímn°omen). 
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Commentary 

Tr. 1-3: We hymn the series with the many names of Aphrogeneia / and the 
great royal source, from which all / immortal winged Erotes have sprung up, … 

vs. 1 ÑUmn°omen

Hymns often begin with expressions like Ímn°omen: Callimachus H. 3,

1f.: ÖArtemin (oÈ går §lafrÚn éeidÒntessi lay°syai) | Ímn°omen;

Theocritus Id. 22, 1: ÑUmn°omen LÆdaw te ka‹ afigiÒxou DiÚw ufl≈;

Proclus H. III 1; V 1. Comparable expressions are ée¤dv (e.g. Hom. H.

18, 1); êrxom' ée¤dein (e.g. Hom. H. 2, 1; 11, 1; 16, 1); õsomai (e.g.

Hom. H. 6, 2).


vs. 1 seirØn polu≈numon

For the term seirã, see commentary to H. I 18. The series of

Aphrodite consists of the Erotes (vs. 3).


The adjective polu≈numow occurs frequently in connection with 
gods. It reflects the Greek habit of invoking a deity not only by its 
‘proper’ name but also by, e.g., alternative cult-names, patro- or 
metronymica, names of ‘minor gods’ who have merged with the 
‘major’ ones, names indicating the habitual residence of the god, 
names indicating function and epithets of which the original 
meaning and provenance is unclear and which have ‘stuck’ to the 
god as a result of their epic formularity (Bremer 1981: 194-5). A 
reference to the many names of a god was supposed to please him, 
for it underscores his importance. The adjective polu≈numow there­
fore often appears in Greek hymns (see Keyßner 1932: 47 for occur­
rences and a discussion). 

Erler (1987: 201, 205) assumes that the adjective polu≈numow is 
intended to replace the customary series of many different epithets 
that often occur in hymns like in the case of Orphic Hymn 55 (to 
Aphrodite) 1-3. Proclus, according to Erler, is afraid that these incite 
the imagination of the audience, and thus divert their attention from 
the intelligible realm towards the material. Admittedly, Proclus is not 
interested in offering a titillating portrait of Aphrodite. However, in 
the light of the first part of H. VII (many references to imaginative 
stories, including Hephaistos’ attempt to rape Athena vss. 9-10), this 
is a less likely interpretation of polu≈numow. Rather, the adjective 
indicates the diversity of kinds of love in the train of Aphrodite, as 
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the hymn continues to illustrate (vss. 4-12 list three types of Erotes). 
Cf. the outline of the §rvtikÆ seirã as offered by Proclus In Alc. 31, 9­
22: this series finally spreads itself throughout ‘our cosmos where it is
divided into many sorts of love’ (per‹ tÚn kÒsmon polueid«w 
merizom°nhn). 

vs. 1 ÉAfrogene¤hw 
Aphrodite is often called éfrog°neia (foam-born) in Greek literature, 
see e.g. Anthologia Graeca 5, 240, 3; 7, 218, 11; 9, 324, 1; Nonnus D. 6, 
353; 20, 231; 31, 269. It is first attested in Hesiod Th. 196 (…tØn d' 
ÉAfrod¤thn | éfrogen°a te yeån ka‹ eÈst°fanon Kuy°reian),6 a verse 
that influenced Proclus, see my commentary on vs. 13 Kuyere¤hw. He 
also explains its origin: Aphrodite was born from the foam generated 
when Kronos cast the genitals of the castrated Ouranos into the sea 
(Th. 187-200). 

Commenting on Plato Crat. 406c, Proclus discusses Hesiod’s tale 
(In Crat. § 183 pp. 109, 22-111, 20, cf. Erler 1987: 207-211). He first 
seeks to harmonize the birth from foam with a different account of 
the birth of Aphrodite. According to the latter version Aphrodite was 
the child of Zeus and Dione. Plato Smp. 180c1ff. mentions both 
traditions (see commentary to H. V 6 OÈran¤hw ÉAfrod¤thw). Proclus 
states that the latter Aphrodite too was born from foam. He cites an 
Orphic source (Fr. 183 ed. Kern) according to which Zeus had an 
ejaculation while pursuing Dione. His semen fell into sea and re­
sulted in the birth of Aphrodite Aphrogenês (ÉAfrod¤thn éfrogen∞).7 

Once Proclus has established that both Aphrodites are born from 
foam, he explains the meaning of it: the sea is the material cosmos 
(cf. commentary to H. I 30-31), the foam is ‘the most pure element, 
full of fertile light and power floating on all life,’ in other words it 
refers to the special position that Love holds in this world as the 
connection between the material and intelligible realm. 

vs. 2 phgØn megãlhn basilÆion 
Aphrodite is the source (phgÆ), i.e. the cause of the series of the 
Erotes who depend on her. The adjective ‘great’ (m°gaw) is used in 

6 We should note, however, that this verse is considered dubious by Heyne, 
Wolf and West, see ed. West 1966: 233. 

7 For this interpretation of Fr. 183 ed. Kern, see West 1983: 121. He notes that 
the story is comparable to that of Hephaistos who ejaculated while pursuing 
Athena, for which see commentary to H. VII 9-10. 
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connection to phgÆ only here in Proclus. Perhaps it is a reference to 
Plato Smp. 202d13 where Eros is called a ‘great daemon’ (da¤mona 
m°gan), i.e. a powerful, important one. Proclus explains that Eros is a 
great daemon because he is the mean between everything that makes 
the pivotal movement of epistrophe8 and the object of this movement, 
divine Beauty (In Alc. 30, 16ff. text cited at commentary to vss. 4-6; cf. 
In Alc. 64, 9-10). The source of the expression is said to be Orphic (In 
Alc. 67, 1-4 = Fr. 168 ed. Kern, see also In Tim. II 112, 12). 

According to Plotinus Enn. III 5 [50] 8, 13 the epithet basilikÒw 
refers to a cause (a‡tion), a meaningful interpretation in the present 
context. 

vs. 3 éyãnatoi pterÒentew éneblãsthsan ÖErvtew 
Eros is depicted with wings from the sixth century bce onwards, but 
not necessarily always so.9 A running winged Eros adorns an oil lamp 
dated to the fifth century ce and found in what was perhaps the 
house of Proclus.10 Cf. e.g. Orphic Hymn 58 (To Eros) 2: (ÖErvta) 
pterÒenta. 

Plato Phdr. 252b8-9 quotes two verses by the Homerids according 
to which the gods call Eros pt°rvw, whereas the humans call him 
pothnÒw (both words mean ‘winged’). Proclus In Crat. § 9, p. 3, 28ff. 
explains that the adjective pt°rvw denotes Eros as unparticipated and 
divine, pothnÒw as participated in by humans. This interpretation of 
the adjective pt°rvw, however, does not seem to play any role in the 
present hymn, because all three types of eros mentioned are 
participated in by humans. 

Tr. 4-6: …of whom / some shoot with noeric arrows at souls, in order that, 
/ once they have taken the upward-leading goads of desires, / they long 
after seeing the fiery courts of their mother. 

vss. 4-6 œn ofl m¢n noero›sin ÙisteÊousi bel°mnoiw 
cuxãw, ˆfra pÒyvn énag≈gia k°ntra laboËsai 
mht°row fisxanÒvsin fide›n purifegg°aw aÈlãw: 

8  On epistrophe, see chapter II § 3.2. 
9 On the representation of winged Erotes in Greek art, see A. Rumpf s.v. Eros 

(Eroten) II (in der Kunst), RAC v. 6 (1966) 313; LIMC III, 1 p. 581. 
10 For a description of this lamp, see Karivieri in Castrén 1994: 133 and fig. 32a 

for a photo. The lamp is not exactly a piece of art. 
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1. The double movement of Love 
Diotima’s speech in Plato’s Smp. 210d ff. introduces a notion of 
philosophical eros that has been most influential in the history of 
Platonism. What precisely Platonic eros entails is a matter of scholarly 
debate, but it includes in any case a desire for the truly beautiful. In 
Proclus, we may be sure that love works in two directions: top down it 
inspires the inferior beings with love for divine Beauty; bottom up it 
makes, as a result the former movement, the inferior strive after 
superior beauty.11 As such eros is a mediator between us and divine 
beauty. To quote just one passage from Proclus which brings this two-
way direction of Proclean love out clearly: 

… so also the whole order of love is for all beings the cause of 
reversion to the divine beauty, on the one hand elevating (énãgousa) 
to, uniting with and establishing in it (sc. the divine beauty) all that is 
secondary, and on the other filling therefrom (sc. the divine beauty) 
what lies subsequent to itself (sc. the order of love) and radiating the 
communications of divine light that proceed from it. Doubtless for 
this reason the account in the Symposium called love a ‘mighty 
daemon’, as primarily displaying in itself this power of intermediacy, 
since there is a medium between everything that reverts and the cause 
of reversion and object of appetency to secondary beings (trans. 
O’Neill 19712: 19, slightly adapted).12 

11 In scholarly literature, there has been a, I fear phoney, debate about the 
direction of eros in Proclus. It all started with Nygren’s study of eros and agape, cited 
here in the French translation from 1951 (original edition in Swedish). Scholars 
like Armstrong 1961: 106 and Gersh 1973: 123-127, have laid the criticism at 
Nygren’s door that he wrongly holds that Proclean love is a descending eros only. 
Some passages may indeed give this impression, but Nygren appears nevertheless to 
subscribe to the thesis defended by Armstrong and Gersh that in Proclus love 
descends as well as ascends. He concludes his chapter on Proclus: ‘Celui-ci crée une 
relation entre ce qui est divin et ce qui est périssable, non plus dans un sens unique, 
comme chez Platon, à savoir de ce qui est inférieur, mais dans les deux senses 
(italics are mine, RMB): l’érôs est, au même titre, le canal qui nous apporte les 
dons divins et le véhicule grâce auquel nous pouvons accéder au monde supérieur’ 
(Nygren 1951: 144f.). Beierwaltes 19792: 306-313, in his excellent treatment of 
Proclean eros, does not join in the debate but clearly describes the circular motion 
of love: ‘[Eros] erweist sich als die vom Ursprung bewegte bewegende Kraft der 
Rückkehr in den göttlichen Ursprung von Schönheit, Wahrheit und Gutheit’ 
(p.307). Subsequently, he focusses especially on the upward direction of eros. 

12 In Alc. 30, 16ff: oÏtv dØ ka‹ ≤ §rvtikØ pçsa tãjiw §pistrof∞w §st‹n afit¤a to›w 
oÔsin ëpasi prÚw tÚ ye›on kãllow, énãgousa m¢n tå deÊtera pãnta prÚw §ke›no ka‹ 
sunãptousa aÈt“ ka‹ §nidrÊousa, plhroËsa d¢ ép' §ke¤nou tå mey' •autØn ka‹ 
§pilãmpousa tåw proÛoÊsaw §ke›yen toË ye¤ou fvtÚw metadÒseiw. ka‹ diå toËto dÆpou
ka‹ ı §n t“ Sumpos¤ƒ lÒgow da¤mona m°gan §kãlei tÚn ¶rvta tØn t∞w mesÒthtow 
taÊthw dÊnamin §n •aut“ pr≈tvw §pideiknÊmenon, pantÚw toË §pistrefom°nou ka‹ toË
t∞w §pistrof∞w afit¤ou ka‹ ÙrektoË to›w deut°roiw Ípãrxontow m°son. 
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Vss. 4-6 contain this complete cycle of love: first love descends upon 
the souls from above: noero›sin ÙisteÊousi bel°mnoiw cuxãw (the 
downward motion) with the intended result of an upward directed 
anagogic love in the souls (ˆfra pÒyvn énag≈gia k°ntra laboËsai). 

2. Commentary on the details 
noero›sin ÙisteÊousi bel°mnoiw 
The Erotes are traditionally armed with bow and arrow, e.g. Orph. 
Hymn 58 (To Eros) 2, Nonnus D. 10, 245ff.; 15, 324, cf. LIMC III, 1 p. 
852. The arrows are said to be noeric (noerÒw) to indicate that these 
Erotes do not cause desire for beautiful bodies but for divine Beauty. 

pÒyvn …k°ntra

A case of a possible reminiscence of Proclus in Musaeus (vs. 196):

Le¤androw d¢ pÒyou bebolhm°now Ùj°i k°ntrƒ. For k°ntron as the

aching goads that urge a lover to find his beloved, cf. Plato Phdr.

251e4.


mht°row 
Aphrodite is presented as the mother of the Erotes in this hymn, cf. 
also vs. 13 §rvtotÒkou Kuyere¤hw. Although this is a well-established 
tradition in Antiquity — cf. e.g. Orphic Hymn 55 (To Eros) 8 m∞ter 
ÉEr≈tvn — , it is not the only one. According to Hesiod Th. 120, Eros 
is one of the first gods together with Tartarus and Gaea. Plato 
alternatively puts Poros and Penia forward as the parents of Eros 
(Smp. 203b1ff.). As a rule, Proclus follows Plato’s version, see e.g. 
Theol. Plat. I 28, p. 122, 5ff.; In Parm. IV 976, 21ff.; In Tim. III 171, 21­
30; In Crat. § 119, p. 71, 10ff.).13 He mentions Aphrodite nowhere 
else as the mother of the Erotes. When he does so in this case, it is 
probably prompted by the fact that this is a hymn to Aphrodite. 

purifegg°aw aÈlãw 
In Proclus, anagogic eros is supposed to lead towards divine Beauty,14 

one of the members of the triad of divine qualities of which the other 

13 According to Proclus’ interpretation of the version of the birth of Eros in 
Plato’s Symposium, the father, Poros, symbolizes the cause that is superior to its 
effect, whereas the mother, Penia, is the potency without limit and as such inferior 
to the product (Theol. Plat. I 28, 122, 5ff.). The product of this inferior potency and 
superior cause has a desire for its superior cause. It is thus that ‘Eros joins the less 
complete to the more complete’ (In Parm. IV 976, 23-4.). 

14  See discussion at chapter III § 5. 
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members are Goodness (tÚ égayÒn), Wisdom (sof¤a). It is therefore 
logical to assume that Aphrodite’s fiery court coincides with divine 
Beauty. Proclus nowhere equates Aphrodite with divine Beauty, but 
there is some justification for this in the fact that Proclus considers 
divine Beauty as the cause of the whole erotic triad.15 In this hymn 
the same function is attributed to Aphrodite as the source from 
which all forms of eros spring (vss. 2-3). Moreover, Damascius equates 
Aphrodite with divine Beauty in so many words.16 Cf. Hermeias In 
Phdr. 90, 18ff.: Eros ‘joins the soul to the gods and their inexpressible 
Beauty’ (sunãcai tØn cuxØn to›w yeo›w ka‹ t“ éfrãstƒ aÈt«n 
kãllei). 

For the image of a court of a deity in the parlance of the 
Chaldaean oracles in general, see my commentary on H. I 32 patrÚw 
polufegg°ow aÈl∞w. 

Tr. 7-9: Some, because of the evil-averting wishes and providential acts  / 
of the Father, wishing to increase the infinite universe with birth, / aroused 
in the souls a yearning for the earthly existence. 

vss. 7-9 ofl d¢ patrÚw boulªsin élejikãkoiw te prono¤aiw 
fl°menoi geneªsin épe¤rona kÒsmon é°jein 
cuxa›w ·meron Œrsan §pixyon¤ou biÒtoio. 

1. Introduction 
The function of these Erotes is the opposite of those in vss. 4-6. The 
latter kindle in the souls a love for the intelligible realm. The former, 
on the contrary, make the souls fall in love with the material cosmos 
so that they descend into it. Proclus touches here upon a central 
theme in Platonic psychology and cosmology: why do the souls 
change their blessed existence in the intelligible world for this vale of 
tears, and what is the role of the gods in the descent of the souls? 

The Neoplatonic discussions take their point of departure from 
the speech of the Demiurge in Plato’s Timaeus. He admonishes the 
younger gods not to leave the world unfinished (ételÆw Ti. 41b8) but 

15 In Alc. 31, 2f: ≤ to¤nun §rvtikØ pçsa seirå t∞w toË kãllouw afit¤aw 
probeblhm°nh.

16  Damascius In Phlb. 21, 1-5: ÜOti oÈde‹w t«n palai«n ÉAfrod¤thn fhs‹n e‰nai 
tØn ≤donÆn: t¤w d¢ ≤ afit¤a; µ ˜ti sunagvgÚw m¢n ≤ ÉAfrod¤th, tª d¢ sunagvgª 
•pÒmenÒn ti ≤ ≤donÆ: ka‹ ˜ti polÁ tÚ a‰sxow t∞w ≤don∞w, t∞w ge svmatik∞w, ≤ d¢ 
ÉAfrod¤th kãllow §st¤n, oÈ mÒnon tÚ ¶nyeon, éllå ka‹ tÚ t∞w fÊsevw. 



200 EIS AFRODITHN 

to create the three mortal species, including humanity, that are yet 
lacking. From this the Neoplatonists conclude that the descent of the 
soul into the material realm is necessary for the perfection of the 
world,17 see e.g. Proclus In Tim. III 324, 15-24. As such it is a good 
thing and in accordance with the will of the Demiurge. However 
good though the descent of the souls may be from the cosmic 
perspective, it is a bad thing for the descended soul, because it goes 
from a more perfect to a less perfect mode of existence. The 
Neoplatonists seek to avoid the implication that god is to be blamed 
for this evil. It is the soul itself who is so attracted to the realm of 
matter that it chooses to descend towards an inferior mode of 
existence. This attraction is described in terms of love for the 
material world, see the discussion by Festugière 1953: 93-96.18 

Proclus here appears to link the completion of the world to 
another topic of the speech by the Demiurge, that of the eternity of 
the world. Everything that has been composed can be dissolved. This 
includes the cosmos. However, the Demiurge will not allow this to 
happen (Ti. 41a-b). Therefore, the cosmos will have an infinite 
existence in time (vs. 8 épe¤rona kÒsmon). Since over time souls 
ascend (vss. 4-5), other souls must descend to take their place in 
order that the cosmos remains a perfect whole. The descent of souls 
then is necessary to make an everlasting cosmos possible. 

2.  Details 
patrÚw boulªsin élejikãkoiw te prono¤aiw 
The ‘father’ (patÆr) is the Demiurge, ‘the Father and Maker of this 
universe’ (Ti. 28c3f.), not the begetter of the Erotes (so Meunier 
1935: 89 ‘leur père’ and Saffrey 1994: 29 ‘leur Père’).19 According to 
Plato, it is this will of Demiurge (Ti. 41b4 t∞w §m∞w boulÆsevw) that 
guarantees the eternal existence of the cosmos; hence it here said to 
avert the evil (élej¤kakow), i.e. the evil of the destruction of the 
cosmos. 

Proclus commenting on Plato Ti. 30a2 (boulhye‹w går ı yeÚw 
égayå m¢n pãnta) explains the relation between the will and the 

17  On this theme see Festugière 1953: 73-77. 
18 I have been unable to find exact parallels in Proclus. According to In Alc. 32, 

11ff. human souls descend because of love. In this case, however, it is the love of 
perfect souls for less perfect ones who need the assistance of the perfect ones. 

19  The identity of the father of Eros was notoriously unknown, cf. Anth. Graeca 5, 
177 for a funny exploration of this theme. 
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providence of the Demiurge. The gods (especially the Henads) are 
characterized by the triad of Goodness, Will and Providence (≤ 
égayÒthw, ≤ boÊlhsiw, ≤ prÒnoia). The Demiurge shares these char­
acteristics too in so far as he may be considered to be a god. He is 
good (≤ égayÒthw), therefore he wants his creation to be good (≤ 
boÊlhsiw), hence he takes care that it is so (prÒnoia).20 

The will of the Demiurge to preserve the cosmos makes it 
necessary that souls descend (see Introduction above). Therefore the 
Erotes who make the souls do so act in accordance with the will and 
the providence of the Demiurge. 

épe¤rona kÒsmon é°jein 
Plato’s Demiurge granted the cosmos an unlimited (êpeirow) life­
span, see Introduction above, cf. Proclus’ paraphrase of Plato Ti. 41a-b: 
êluton efiw tÚn êpeiron xrÒnon diå tØn boÊlhsin toË patrÒw (In Tim. II 
54, 18-19). The adjective predicate êpeirow is proleptic: the lifespan of 
the universe is constantly extended so as to make it last for an 
unlimited period. For the use of proleptic predicate nouns, see 
Smyth 1956: 357 §1579. 

·meron Œrsan 
Cf. Homeric Hymn (to Aphrodite) 5, 2 (Aphrodite) glukÁn ·meron 
Œrse. 

Tr. 10-12: Others again always supervise the multifarious / courses of the 
wedding songs, so as to produce an / immortal race of much-suffering men 
from mortal stock; 

vss. 10-11 êlloi d¢ gam¤vn Ùãrvn polueid°aw o‡mouw | a fi ¢ n  
§popteÊousin 

The translators miss the point here by translating o‡mouw as ‘paths’: 
Meunier 1935: 89f.: ‘D’autres encore surveillent incessament les 
différents chemins des relations intimes du marriage’; Giordano 
1957: 27: ‘Altri ancora sui varî sentieri degli amplessi nuziali inces­
santemente vigilano’; Saffrey 1994: 29 ‘D’autres, enfin, veillent sans 
cesse sur les chemins très variés des unions qui fondent les mar­
riages.’ The word o‰mow can be translated as ‘path’ but also as the 
‘course’ or the ‘strain’ of a song (L.-S.-J. s.v. o‰mow 1 and 4). The latter 

20 In Tim. I 370, 13-371, 8, esp. 371, 4-7. 
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translation is required here, as the addition gam¤vn Ùãrvn (wedding 
songs) indicates. The word for ‘song’ (Ùãrow) suits the context well, 
since Ùãrow is mainly used with the connotation of love song in later 
poets (L.-S.-J. ad loc.). 

During a Greek wedding, songs were sung at different stages of the 
ceremony. Proclus refers here probably to the so-called epithalamia, 
songs (or speeches) given at the bridal chamber (thalamos). Depend­
ing on the taste of the composer, these songs contained references to 
the consummation of the marriage in different degrees of explicit­
ness. The hope of offspring (cf. vss. 11-12) was one of the topics of 
such a song.21 

That this tradition was still alive in Athens in late Antiquity is for 
example shown by the Athenian rhetor Himerius (310-390 ce). In 
the prooemium of his epithalamium in honour of the marriage of 
Severus, he reminds the audience how Sappho, because of her poetic 
genius, managed to win Aphrodite, the Charites, and the Erotes over 
to come to the bridal chamber (Himerius 9, 4, 41-2 ed. Colonna). 

According to the same Himerius 9, 1, 3ff. ed. Colonna, composers 
of epithalamia enjoyed great liberty, even to the degree that he expec­
ted some of his readers to raise their eyebrows at his own attempts to 
treat the genre technically. This is a possible explanation why Proclus 
calls the strains of these songs ‘multifarious’ (polueidÆw), cf. In Crat. 
§ 177, p. 103, 23: tØn poikil¤an t«n èrmoni«n. 

vss. 11-12: … ˜pvw ynht∞w épÚ fÊtlhw | éyãnaton teÊjvsi duhpay°vn 
g°now éndr«n: 

The idea that man may gain some sort of immortality by living on 
through one’s posterity is famously expressed in Plato’s treatment of 
eros in Smp. 207a5ff. For the oxymoron of mortals obtaining immor­
tality, see especially Smp. 208b2ff. (taÊt˙ tª mhxanª, Œ S≈kratew, ¶fh, 
ynhtÚn éyanas¤aw met°xei, ka‹ s«ma ka‹ tîlla pãnta). For the idea 
that this immortality is achieved especially by offspring from a 
marriage, see Plato Lg. 721b6f.: Game›n d¢, …, dianohy°nta …w ¶stin √ 
tÚ ényr≈pinon g°now fÊsei tin‹ mete¤lhfen éyanas¤aw …. Given these 
Platonic passages, one wonders why Vogt only refers to the second 
century ce rhetor Aristides Or. 43, 21 and 42, 5. 

21  On epithalamia, see OCD 1996: 548 s.v. epithalamium. 
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Tr. 13: and all care for the works of the love-producing Kythereia. 

vs. 13 pçsin d' ¶rga m°mhlen §rvtotÒkou Kuyere¤hw. 
This verse is an almost verbal borrowing from the Homeric hymn on 
Aphrodite (Homeric Hymn 5, 6: pçsin d' ¶rga m°mhlen §#stefãnou 
Kuyere¤hw). In the source-text ‘pçsin’ refers to the gods, mankind 
and animals, who are all subjected to the powers of Aphrodite. In our 
hymn, it refers to the different groups of Erotes to whom have been 
assigned different tasks in the field of love. The verse marks the end 
of the first part of the hymn in which the Erotes held the place of 
honour. Note the parallelism between vss. 1-3 and vs. 13: Aphrodite is 
the cause (vss. 2-3; vs. 13 §rvtotÒkou) of all Erotes (vs. 2 pãntew, vs. 13 
pçsin); Aphrodite is called by epithets that refer to the story of her 
birth (vs. 1 ÉAfrogene¤hw; vs. 13 Kuy°reian, for which see below). 

The epithet Kuy°reia refers to the myth of the birth of Aphrodite. 
According to Hesiod’s aition for this epithet (Hes. Th. 192f.), Cythera 
was the island where Aphrodite came ashore after her miraculous 
birth from foam. On Cythera was one of the oldest and most famous 
of Aphrodite’s shrines in Greece.22 The fact that the epithet Afro-
gene¤a occurs in the first verse and Kuyere¤a in the last of the first 
part of the hymn point to the influence of Hes. Th. 196 (…tØn d' 
ÉAfrod¤thn | éfrogen°a te yeån ka‹ eÈst°fanon Kuy°reian, already 
cited above), which does not only contain the two epithets but also in 
the same order. 

Tr. 14-19: But, goddess, for you have a farhearing ear everywhere,  / 
whether you envelop the great heaven all around, / where, as they say, you 
are the divine soul of the everlasting cosmos, / or dwell in the aether above 
the rims of the seven orbits / while pouring unyielding powers forward into 
your series, / listen … 

vs. 14f. pãnt˙ går ¶xeiw ériÆkoon oÔaw, | e‡te … e‡te 
To pray to the divinity to listen wherever it may be, either in this 
place or that, is a standard phrase in Greek hymns, see Orphic Hymn 
49 (to Hipta) 4-6 for a good parallel (klËyi mou …e‡te…µ); for the 
many different places where Aphrodite may be, see Orph. Hymn 55 
(to Aphrodite) 17-26. Whereas the composers of the Orphic hymns 
refer to geographical locations, Proclus rather refers to different 

22  For Aphrodite’s cult on Cythera, see commentary ed. West 1966: 222 ad loc. 
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hierarchical positions, in this case in the cosmos (vss. 15-6) or beyond 
this cosmos (vs. 17). See Proclus In RP I, 141, 21: Aphrodite is 
everywhere (pantaxoË d¢ t∞w ÉAfrod¤thw oÎshw) i.e. at all levels of 
reality (cf. Festugière’s note ad loc.), cf. Plotinus Enn. III 5 [50] 4, 13­
15. 

Vss. 15-6  perisf¤ggeiw m°gan oÈranÒn, ¶nya s° fasi 
cuxØn éenãoio p°lein kÒsmoio yee¤hn, 

1. Introduction: Aphrodite as the World Soul 
In vss. 14-6 Aphrodite is equated with the World Soul (cuxØn éenãoio 
kÒsmoio yee¤hn). This equation is not found in Proclus’ writings, cf. 
the insertion of ‘fasi’ (vs. 15) which seems to indicate a certain 
distancing from that view. 

Plotinus is the notable upholder of this identification. In Enn. III 5 
[50] 2 he assigns the role of World Soul to Aphrodite the child of
Zeus and Dione, whereas the Aphrodite Ourania, i.e. the Aphrodite 
produced at the occasions of the castration of Ouranos, is the all-soul 
separated from this world.23 It is a matter of debate whether Plotinus 
believes that Plato argues that Aphrodite is the World Soul. It is a 
fact, however, that Plato nowhere does so.24 We note that there is no 
reference to the World Soul in Proclus’ interpretation of the myth of 
Aphrodite’s birth, for which see commentary to vs. 1 ÉAfrogene¤hw. 
These verses resemble so closely Homeric Hymn 8 (to Ares) 6-8 that it 
seems likely that they inspired Proclus. For the resemblance, see West 
1970: 301; for the fact that Proclus was probably inspired by these 
verses, see Gelzer 1987. 

2. Vss. 15-6: Commentary on the details 
perisf¤ggeiw 
The use of the word perisf¤ggein to describe the soul encircling the 
cosmos is a borrowing from Plato Ti. 58a7. In Plato the circuit of the 
whole (per¤odow) is said to constrict (sf¤ggei) all the four elements. It 
is problematic what exactly ‘sf¤ggein’ means in the latter passage. It 

23  This at least one way to interpret the difficult Enn. III 5 [50], see Hadot 1990: 
46-61 for an extended discussion. 

24   The crucial passage is Enn. III 5 [50] 5, 11: ≤ d¢ cuxØ toË kÒsmou ≤ ÉAfrod¤th 
§st‹n aÈt“. Some believe aÈt“ to refer to Plato, others to kÒsmou. Wolters 1972: 56 
comments: ‘This refers not to Plato (so Müller, Mackenna, Harder, Cilento, 
Armstrong), but to ı kÒsmow (so Ficino, Meunier, Bréhier). Plotinus had already 
spoken of the world-soul as its Aphrodite above (3.30); Plato nowhere does so.’ 
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can mean ‘constrict’ (compress) or simply ‘embrace’, depending on 
how one interprets the passage.25 The prefix peri- is added because 
the Demiurge is said to have enveloped the cosmos in the World Soul 
(see discussion in Cornford 1937: 242-246.). In the same way Philo 
Post. 5 uses the word ‘perisf¤ggein’ when he describes the circle of 
the sky as enveloping all created things.26 Note that the notion of 
‘compressing’, ‘binding’ is absent from the Philonic passage. 

éenãoio kÒsmoio 
For the eternal existence of the cosmos, see commentary to vss. 7-9. 
Proclus In Tim. I 453, 18-19 describes the potency of the world to 
exist infinitely with the adjectives én°kleiptow and é°naow. 

Vss. 17-8	 e‡te ka‹ •ptå kÊklvn Íp¢r êntugaw afiy°ri na¤eiw 
seira›w Ímet°raiw dunãmeiw prox°ous' édamãstouw 

1. Introduction: Aphrodite beyond the orbits of the planets 
Proclus’ extant writings are of little help in throwing light on the 
position of Aphrodite beyond the orbits of the planets. The fact that 
she is beyond the orbits of the planets excludes in any case the 
possibility that she is the planet Venus. I tentatively suggest that this 
Aphrodite is superior to the previous one. There are two indications 
for this: 

1. Aphrodite dwells in the aether. The aether is the traditional 
dwelling place of the gods. So traditional in fact, that the very 
formulation afiy°ri na¤eiw is a Homeric borrowing (Il. 2, 412: ZeË 
… afiy°ri na¤vn; Od. 15, 523: ZeÁw … afiy°ri na¤vn). In Proclus H. 
VII 12 it is the place where Zeus (the Demiurgic Nous) dwells, a 
deity superior to the World Soul. Moreover, Proclus considers 
Aphrodite as something so pure that it floats above the sea of the 
material cosmos (see commentary to vs. 1 ÉAfrogene¤hw). 
2. Since Proclus refers to Plotinus in vss. 15-6, we may recall that
Plotinus distinguishes Aphrodite the World Soul from a divine 
soul that transcends the World Soul.27 

25  See discussion Cornford 1937: 242-246. 
26 pãnta går œn g°nes¤w §stin oÈranoË kÊklow perisf¤gjaw §ntÚw §autoË kat°xei 

(For all created things are enclosed and kept within itself by the circle of the sky, 
trans. Colson-Whitaker). 

27  For this interpretation, see again Hadot 1990: 51. 
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2. Vss. 17-8: Commentary on the details 
seira›w Ímet°raiw 
The series are that of the Erotes, see commentary to vs. 1. 

dunãmeiw édamãstouw 
In general, the gods are so powerful that they never have to yield. 
Hence they are often called édãmastow, see e.g. the frequent vocative 
édãmaste in the Orphic Hymns (4, 7; 10, 3; 12, 2; 65, 2); in Proclus, see 
e.g. In RP. I 138, 7; In Tim. I 168, 15. In the case of Aphrodite, this 
adjective is all the more appropriate because neither god nor man 
can resist the forces of love, with the notable exception of Hestia, 
Artemis and Athena, see e.g. Homeric Hymn 5 (to Aphrodite) 7-46. 

Tr. 19-21: … and may you steer the toilsome course of my life, / mistress, 
with your most righteous arrows, / while putting an end to the chilly 
impulse of unholy desires. 

vss. 19-20	 ka‹ polÊmoxyon §mØn biÒtoio pore¤hn 
fiyÊnoiw s°o, pÒtna, dikaiotãtoisi bel°mnoiw 

Both H. V on the Lycian Aphrodite and this hymn end in the same 
way: Aphrodite is asked to influence the suppliant’s life for the best 
(vss. 19-20; H. V 14: cuxØn d' íc énãeiron ép' a‡sxeow §w polÁ 
kãllow) and to free him from the bad kind of erotic desires (vs. 21; 
H. V 15: ghgen°ow profugoËsan Ùlo¤ion o‰stron §rv∞w). There is, 
however, an important difference. In H. V, it is made explicit what 
the good is that Proclus hopes to obtain from Aphrodite: to be led 
towards divine Beauty. H. II does not specify what the righteous 
desires are that should govern Proclus’ life. 

There can be little doubt that these include the desire for divine 
Beauty. We note in this respect that the archery image of the 
anagogic Erotes in vs. 4 is repeated in vs. 20 (although all Erotes 
probably make use of bow and arrow). The question is, however, 
whether this is the only kind of desire Proclus is asking for in this 
hymn. The goods of Aphrodite may include especially a fertile 
marriage (vss. 10-2). In H. VII 48, the suppliant asks for children and 
a spouse: (dÚw) t°kna, l°xow. It has been maintained that these wishes 
are an indication that Proclus did not compose H. VII for his own 
use, but — as I will argue ad loc. — we have no reason to exclude the 
possibility that Proclus at some stage in his life entertained the idea 
of raising a family. Therefore, I suggest that we take these righteous 
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desires as including more than just the philosophical desire for

divine Beauty.


vs. 21 oÈx ıs¤vn paÊousa pÒyvn kruÒessan §rvÆn.

Both Proclus’ hymns to Aphrodite end with the prayer not to fall

victim to the chilly impulse of bad desires (cf. H. V 15) whereas in the

immediately preceding verses Aphrodite is asked to give good things.

KruÒeiw (chilly) is a standard epithet for things in the realm of genesis,

cf. H. IV, 10: kruer∞w gen°ylhw.


The shift from a positive towards a negative request at the closing 
of a hymn is common in the Orphic hymns. It is often expressed in 
phrases similar to those in Proclus: Orph. Hymn 58 (to Eros) 9-10: 
(Eros) come to the initiates, with pure thought, | and banish from 
them vile impulses2 8  (faÊlouw d' §ktop¤ouw y' ırmåw épÚ t«nd' 
épÒpempe); Orph. Hymn 11 (To Pan) 22-23: (Pan) bring my life to a 
good conclusion | and send Pan’s madness (PanikÚn o‰stron cf .  
Proclus H. V 15) to the ends of the earth; Orph. Hymn 61 (To 
Nemesis) 11-12: (Nemesis) grant nobility of mind, putting an end to 
loathsome, | unholy thoughts (paÊousa panexye›w gn≈maw oÈx ıs¤aw), 
such as are fickle and haughty; Orph. Hymn 39 (To Korybas) 9-10 free 
from fantasies (paÊvn fantas¤aw) a soul stunned by necessity; Orph. 
Hymn 66 (To Hephaistos) 12: end the savage rage of untiring fire 
(paËson luss«san man¤an purÚw ékamãtoio). See for other examples 
Orph. Hymn 14 (To Rhea) 12-4; Orph. Hymn 36 (To Artemis) 13-16; 
Orph. Hymn 68 (To Hygeia) 12-3; Orph. Hymn 77 (To Mnemosyne) 9­
10; Orph. Hymn 86 (To Dream) 16-18. The underlying idea is clear: 
the deity can use its powers for better or for worse. The suppliant 
seeks to assure the positive action of the deity and to steer free from 
any opposite, negative, one. As far as Aphrodite is concerned, Pausa­
nias 9, 16, 3 mentions a statue of Aphrodite Apostrophia in Thebe. 
Her function was to turn mankind away from illegitimate desire 
(§piyum¤aw te énÒmou) and unholy actions (¶rgvn énos¤vn cf. oÈx 
ıs¤vn pÒyvn here).29 

For love’s unholy desire, cf. Euripides Hipp. 764ff.: Aphrodite 
strikes Phaedra with a dread malady of unhallowed passion (oÈx 
ıs¤vn §r≈tvn nÒsƒ). 

28  Translations by Athanassakis 1977.

29  For a discussion of this statue, see Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 276-281.




III. (EIS MOUSAS) 

Introduction 

From Il. 1,1 onwards the Muse or Muses inspire the Greek poets. The 
exact number of Muses vary, but at least since Hesiod their usual 
number is nine (cf. commentary to vs. 2): Calliope (epic poetry), Clio 
(history), Euterpe (flute-playing), Terpsichore (dancing), Erato (lyric 
poetry), Melpomene (tragedy), Thalia (comedy), Polyhymnia 
(hymns, pantomime), and Urania (astrology). Ironically, the hymns 
celebrating the goddesses who inspired so many poets are rare, see 
especially Homeric Hymn 25 (to the Muses and Apollo), and Orphic 
Hymn 76 (to the Muses). 

It was Pythagoras who adopted the Muses as the patrons of 
philosophy. The philosopher became the servant of the Muses. This 
theme has been explored in great detail by Boyancé 1936. A central 
tenet in this cult is what Boyancé calls the ‘heroïsation’ (p. 233): the 
belief that the philosopher in his pursuit of the intellectual life, 
purified himself of the passions of the body, and for that reason was 
after death elevated to a divine existence (becomes a heros). This is 
indeed one of the important themes in the present hymn (cf. com­
mentary to vs. 7). For Proclus, there is an extra element to philo­
sophy envisaged as the cult of the Muses. The inspiration by the 
Muses takes the form of divine possession and mania (madness). As 
we have explained (chapter III § 5), Proclus attributes specific 
anagogic powers to different forms of divine madness. Although the 
Muses are patron deities of philosophy, there is little about them in 
Proclus’ extant writings. The most detailed treatment is found in In 
Crat. §§ 176-177, pp. 100, 11-103, 23. The evidence has been 
discussed by Saffrey 1992b. 

Text 

ÑUmn°omen, merÒpvn énag≈gion Ímn°omen f«w, 
§nn°a yugat°raw megãlou DiÚw églaof≈nouw, 
a„ cuxåw katå b°nyow élvom°naw biÒtoio 
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éxrãntoiw teletªsin §gersinÒvn épÚ b¤blvn 
5.	 ghgen°vn =Êsanto dusantÆtvn Ùdunãvn 

ka‹ speÊdein §d¤dajan Íp¢r bayuxeÊmona lÆyhn 
‡xnow ¶xein, kayaråw d¢ mole›n pot‹ sÊnnomon êstron,
¶nyen épeplãgxyhsan, ˜t' §w geneylÆion éktØn

kãppeson, Ílotraf°ssi per‹ klÆroisi mane›sai.


10. éllã, yea¤, ka‹ §me›o polupto¤hton §rvØn 
paÊsate ka‹ noero›w me sof«n bakxeÊsate mÊyoiw: 
mhd° m' époplãgjeien édeisiy°vn g°now éndr«n 
étrapitoË zay°hw, §rifegg°ow, églaokãrpou, 
afie‹ d' §j ımãdoio poluplãgktoio gen°ylhw 

15. ßlket' §mØn cuxØn panalÆmona prÚw fãow ègnÒn, 
Ímet°rvn br¤yousan éejinÒvn épÚ s¤mblvn 
ka‹ kl¢ow eÈep¤hw frenoyelg°ow afi¢n ¶xousan. 

Translation 

We hymn, we hymn the light that raises man aloft,

on the nine daughters of great Zeus with splendid voices,

who have rescued from the agony of this world, so hard to bear,

the souls who were wandering in the depth of life

through immaculate rites from intellect-awaking books,


6.	 and have taught them to strive eagerly to follow the track leading 
beyond the deep gulf of forgetfulness, and to go pure to their 

kindred star

from which they strayed away, when once they fell

into the headland of birth, mad about material lots.


10. But, goddesses, put an end to my much-agitated desire too 
and throw me into ecstasy through the noeric words of the wise. 
That the race of men without fear for the gods may not lead me 
astray from the most divine and brilliant path with its splendid 

fruit; 
15. Always draw my all-roving soul towards the holy light, 

away from the hubbub of the much wandering race 
heavy laden from your intellect-strengthening beehives, 
and everlasting glory from its mind-charming eloquence. 



210 EIS MOUSAS 

Structure 

After the invocation (vss. 1-2) follows an aretology (vss. 3-9), which 
summarizes the assistance of the Muses to fallen souls in general. The 
final verses (vss. 10-17) — introduced by éllã — contain a prayer 
that the Muses may do this for Proclus in particular too (vs. 10: ka‹). 

Commentary 

Tr. 1-2: We hymn, we hymn the light that raises man aloft, / on the nine 
daughters of great Zeus with splendid voices, … 

vs. 1 merÒpvn 
Perhaps Proclus has only used m°roc (man) because it has an epic 
ring (cf. the Homeric expression m°ropew ênyrvpoi e.g. Il. 1, 250). A 
more subtle explanation would be that according to Proclus m°roc 
refers to the divided life of a human being (In Crat. § 16 p. 7, 11-12: 
katå m¢n tÚ memerism°nhn ¶xein zvØn ‘m°roc’). The Muses in their 
turn perfect our manifold activities which raise us up to noeric one­
ness, the opposite of division (In Crat. § 177 p. 103, 16-8: afl d¢ MoË-
sai tåw poik¤law ≤m«n §nerge¤aw tåw efiw tÚ ©n tÚ noerÚn énagoÊsaw 
teleioËsin), cf. my commentary to vs. 11 (noero›w me sof«n bakxeÊ-
sate mÊyoiw); see also the discussion by Saffrey 1992b: 16 of this 
passage. Cf. Hermeias In Phdr. p. 89, 31-3 for the same idea that the 
Apollonian inspiration leads the soul from plurality towards unity. 

vs. 1 énag≈gion f«w 
The Muses imbue the human soul with a form of madness that 
elevates it towards divine Symmetry (see chapter III § 5 and commen­
tary to vs. 11). The Muses bring about this anagogic madness when 
they illuminate the trace of divine symmetry in the human soul (tÚ 
t∞w ye¤aw summetr¤aw ‡xnow §llãmpousai). Hence the resulting mad­
ness and possession (katokvxÆn te ka‹ man¤an) is called illumination 
(¶llamciw), see In RP. I 180, 19ff. 

vs. 2 §nn°a yugat°raw megãlou DiÚw églaof≈nouw 
The verse recalls Hesiod Th. 76: (the Muses) §nn°a yugat°rew 
megãlou DiÚw §kgegau›ai. The number of the Muses is nine ever since 
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Homer Od. 24, 60. Proclus In Crat. § 176 p. 102, 12ff. and Hermeias 
In Phdr. 90, 22-30 explain that the Muses are nine because the 
number nine contains in itself all harmonies. It depends on the 
monad of Apollo. The plurality of the Muses corresponds to the 
plurality of activities in the human being which they are supposed to 
bring to the Apollonian one-ness, see commentary to vs. 1. 

Tr. 3-5: (the Muses) who have rescued from the agony of this world, so 
hard to bear, / the souls that were wandering in the depth of life  / 
through immaculate rites from intellect-awaking books, /… 

vs. 3 cuxåw katå b°nyow élvom°naw biÒtoio

The usual description of the fate of fallen souls in this world. The

‘depth of life’ (b°nyow biÒtoio) is our present life in the realm of

matter, cf. H. I 25 Ïlhw neãtoiw b°nyesin. The expression has a

Chaldaean ring, see e.g. Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 148 b°nyea kÒsmou;

cf. Synesius H. 1 (3) 631 and H. 5 (2) 49. Since our descent into the

world of matter involves forgetfulness about our transcendental

origin, we just ‘wander around’ (élãomai), until the Muses reveal to

us the way out (vss. 6-7, vs. 13). For the the wandering soul as a

recurrent image in Proclus, cf. H. IV 11; VII 32. It is often connected

with the wanderings (plãnh) of Odysseus (see e.g. Proclus In Parm. V

1025, 35f.). In Homer the participle él≈menow is often used in

connection with Odysseus (e.g. Od. 2, 333; 5, 336, 5, 448; 7, 239).


vs. 4 éxrãntoiw teletªsin §gersinÒvn épÚ b¤blvn

This verse poses two, partially related, problems: (A) do the teleta¤

refer to actual rites based on holy books or, in a metaphorical sense,

to the study of texts? (B) which b¤bloi are intended?


1. Evidence for teleta¤ from books as actual rites 
On the one hand, it is very possible that Proclus refers here to real 
rites based on sacred books. From early times onwards, sacred books 
played an important role in different Greek mystery-cults. Plato R. 
364e3ff. famously complains about vagabonds and seers, who go 
round the doors of the rich. 

They come up with a noisy mob of books (b¤blvn ˜madon) written by 
Musaeus and Orpheus (who are descended from the Moon and the 
Muses, they say), which are source-books for their rituals; and they 
convince whole countries as well as individuals that there are in fact 
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ways to be free and cleansed of sin. While we remain on earth, this 
involves rituals and enjoyable diversions, which also work for us after 
we have died and which they call initiations (teleta¤).1 

For a discussion of other known examples of mystery texts, see 
Burkert 1987: 69ff. The Orphic mysteries with their sacred texts were 
especially associated with the Muses. As Plato notes, Orpheus was the 
son of the Muse Calliope.2 Cf. Orphic Hymn 76 (To the Muses) 7: 
‘sacred and mystic rites you (sc. the Muses) taught to mortals’ (a„ 
teletåw ynhto›w énede¤jate mustip<o>leÊtouw, cf. vs. 6 §d¤dajan). 
These Orphic rites aimed especially at securing a blessed after-life for 
the initiated by purifying them from pollution (cf. vs. 7 kayaråw d¢ 
mole›n pot‹ sÊnnomon êstron). From Marinus we know that Proclus 
practised Orphic methods of purification along with Chaldaean ones 
(Vita Procli § 18) and that he studied the Orphic scriptures (Vita Procli 
§§ 26-7). Damascius too shows a vivid interest in Orphic purification 
rites.3 

2. The teleta¤ as the study of texts 
On the other hand, Proclus may be following a widespread belief in 
Antiquity that the cult of the Muses — i.e. study in general and 
especially that of philosophy — secured a blissful existence among 
the gods after this life. Cumont 1922: 15, in his groundbreaking 
study, explains: ‘All who gave themselves up to works of intellect had 
a part of the godhead. They were purified by the high pursuit of 
spiritual joy and freed thereby from the passions of the body and the 
oppression of matter. For this reason the Muses are frequently 
represented on tombs.’4 Cumont’s idea was taken up and elaborated 
upon by Marrou 1937: 231-257 and especially in the momentous 
study by Boyancé 1936, see pp. 231-327 for philosophy as the cult of 
the Muses, and esp. pp. 294-297 for his interpretation of the present 
hymn along these lines. According to this interpretation, the b¤bloi 

1 Trans. Waterfield. On this text see Boyancé 1936: 11ff. and West 1983: 20ff. 
2 Cf. Proclus In Tim. III 168, 9-15: the Muse Calliope revealed the science about 

the gods to her son Orpheus. 
3 Damascius In Phd. I §11 (p. 87 ed. Norvin) quotes an Orphic fragment that 

promises purification from the sins of the forebears, just like Plato’s Orphics did. 
For the correct interpretation of this purification from the sins of the deceased, see 
Boyancé 1936: 60ff. (who attributed the commentary to Olympiodorus as was 
standardly done at the time ). 

4 For a catalogue of these sarcophagi, see now: L. P. Faedo, ‘I sarcofagi con 
Muse’ (ANRW II 12, 2 1981: 65-155). 
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refer to such different books as the Platonic dialogues, Orphic 
scriptures, Chaldaean Oracles and inspired poets, in short, all books 
that were supposed to reveal divinely inspired wisdom. The teleta¤, 
then, consist in the progress in insight made by the philosopher 
while studying these texts. 

In the light of our discussion in chapter II, we can now elaborate 
on the ideas put forward by Cumont and Boyancé in the case of 
Proclus. As we have seen, the human soul can only escape the cycle of 
rebirth when it manages to contemplate the Forms during its exist­
ence on earth. In order to achieve this contemplation it is necessary 
to participate in some way in the divine Nous (chapter II § 3). Just 
study in itself is not enough to be elevated to the state of noeric 
activity, it also takes divine illumination. This divine illumination may 
be brought about by the study of divinely inspired books. It is often 
described as Bacchic frenzy, as is the case in vs. 11. As we will see in 
the commentary ad loc. this Bacchic frenzy consists in the unification 
of the divided human soul to the degree that it is capable of contem­
plating the Forms. Such an inspired reading of a text does not 
happen automatically. This situation explains these prayers for such 
an illuminating reading, like the one in the present hymn, in the 
prooemia of the Theologia Platonica and the commentary on the 
Parmenides, as well as the fourth hymn (see the introduction to H. IV 
for a demonstration of the kinship of these prayers and hymns). To 
obtain such an inspired reading of the text is compared to the final 
phase of the initiations in philosophy in Phdr. 250c4, the so-called 
§popte¤a, i.e. the contemplation of the Forms. The resulting interpre­
tation is the §poptik≈teron exegesis as opposed to the merik≈teron 
form of exegesis.5 The latter type is produced by a soul that has not 
yet managed to unify itself into Bacchic frenzy but is still fragmented. 
See on these two forms of exegesis and their relation to the condition 

5 The terms merik≈teron and §poptik≈teron originate from Proclus In Tim.  I 
204, 24-27. Proclus ascribes the former type of exegesis especially to Porphyry and 
the latter to Iamblichus. A text, like Plato’s Timaeus, which is apparently (fa¤no-
menon) about physics, may also be read in a metaphysical way, since the physical 
domain is an image of the superior metaphysical level. Porphyry restricts his 
interpretations to the apparent sense only, and his method is therefore qualified as 
merik≈teron (more partial) by Proclus. Iamblichus, on the other hand, focuses on a 
global interpretation of the text (≤ ˜lh yevr¤a). He does not interpret an 
apparently physical text in physical terms only. Praechter made this distinction the 
hinge of his famous article Richtungen und Schulen im Neuplatonismus (1910, for a 
definition of the two different approaches, see p. 137). 



214 EIS MOUSAS 

of the human soul Pépin 1974. In short then, in this line of approach 
the teleta¤ refer to those described in Plato Phaedrus in connection 
with the contemplation of the Forms. The study of certain b¤bloi may 
result in a specific state of mind which allows for contemplation of 
the Forms. The contemplation of the Forms in its turn guarantees an 
escape from the realm of matter after this life. 

3. Conclusion 
Which of the two interpretations offered above is to be preferred? 
Given the fact that Proclus was both a zealous practioner of rites and 
an ardent student of texts, it is difficult to decide. Perhaps it is best 
not to choose, for the two interpretations are not so much opposing 
as converging. As we have seen in chapter V § 3.3, the same prin­
ciples of symbolism and sympatheia that underlie theurgical initiation 
rites are at work in divinely inspired texts.6 These texts in their turn 
may or may not be used in mystical rites. To handle these texts in one 
way or another results in divine illumination and mystical revelation 
(cf. commentary to vs. 11), cures the forgetfullnes of which the fallen 
soul is suffering (cf. vs. 6) and in this way brings salvation for the soul 
after death (cf. vs. 7). 

§gersinÒvn 
The adjective §gers¤noow (intellect-awaking) occurs only in Nonnus 
(five times) and Proclus’ hymns (H. I 7; VI 7). In Nonnus, the word 
does not have the elevated meaning of ‘intellect-awaking’ that it has 
in Proclus. He may e.g. call drunkenness §gers¤noow (D. 12, 376). 
Proclus uses it only in connection with the ascent of the human soul. 
Commenting on Phdr. 245a1ff., he assigns two tasks to the Muses: to 
wake up the soul and to bring it to Bacchic ecstasy. Both functions 
are mentioned in this hymn; for the Bacchic ecstasy, see vs. 11. 
Proclus In RP. I 181, 23ff. explains: ‘the awaking (¶gersiw) is the 
rising up and the unperverted activity of the soul and is turning away 
from the fall into the realm of becoming towards the divine.’ Proclus 
describes this process in vss. 5-7. 

6 For a similar view, see Sheppard 1980: 145-161 on the question to what extent 
mystery language in Proclus is intended metaphorically. ‘The principles behind the 
use of sÊmbola in theurgy are also the principles behind Proclus’ interpretation of 
poetic myths and so he can transfer language from the one sphere into the other 
and use mystery-language to provide a terminology for allegory’ (p. 161). 
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Tr. 6-9: … and have taught them to strive eagerly to follow the track 
leading / beyond the deep gulf of forgetfulness, and to go pure to their 
kindred star / from which they strayed away, when once they fell / into the 
headland of birth, mad about material lots. 

vs. 6 speÊdein 
Majercik 1989: 185 comments on Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 115 (xrØ se 
speÊdein prÚw tÚ fãow ktl.): ‘The theme of ‘haste’ to the Divine 
World is a constant in the religious traditions of this period and 
parallels the theme of ‘flight’.’ For parallels, see comments by 
Majercik ad loc., which depend almost completely on Des Places 
19963: 141 n. 1 to Fr. 115. See especially Proclus In Crat. § 155, p. 88, 
4-5 (= Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 116 trans. Majercik): ‘For the Divine is 
accessible not to the mortals who think corporeally (cf. vss. 3 and 5 in 
present hymn: the souls are freed from the material realm by the 
Muses), but to those who, naked, hasten upward to the heights (ênv 
speÊdousi prÚw Ïcow cf. vs. 6 Íp¢r bayuxeÊmona lÆyhn for the same 
movement upwards). 

vs. 6 bayuxeÊmona lÆyhn 
The Muses are traditionally associated with the power of recollection, 
their mother being Mnemosyne. It is a vestige of the times of oral 
poetry when a good memory was of essential importance to the poet. 
Here Proclus links this tradition to the theme of the recollection of 
the intelligible world in Platonism, on which see H. I 32 with com­
mentary. The study of the intellect-awaking books is supposed to cure 
the forgetfulness mankind is suffering from, see also commentary to 
vs. 7 ‡xnow ¶xein below. Cf. Orphic Hymn 77 (to Mnemosyne) for a 
prayer to the mother of the Muses to ward off evil oblivion that harms 
the mind of the initiates. In this case, the initiates appear to pray that 
they may remember and not forget secret formulas that will enable 
them to celebrate their mystery rites effectively. In a like manner, the 
Neoplatonist in order to celebrate the mysteries of philosophy needs 
the Muses to stir his recollection of the intelligible world. 

vs. 7 ‡xnow ¶xein 
In Proclus, ‡xnh (traces) refer primarily to the traces, i.e. illumi­
nations, of the Forms in the realm of matter, especially (but not 
necessarily) as found in the primal mass before the Demiurge set to 
work. The Platonic source is Ti. 53b1f., see e.g. Proclus In Tim. I 270, 
11-16, Theol. Plat. IV 29, p. 84, 24-25. 
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Since these traces are divine sparks in the material world, they may 
be used as theurgical symbola in order to enter into communion with 
the gods (see chapter IV § 4.4 on theurgical symbols). As we have 
seen (chapter V § 3.3.1), some myths are supposed to function as 
theurgical symbola. It is, then, these symbola contained in holy b¤bloi 
of vs. 4 that constitute the track towards the divine world that the 
Muses teach us to follow. See e.g. Proclus In RP. I 74, 22 ff. who, in a 
discussion of the nature of symbolic poetry, observes the following: 
the myths of Homer do not reveal the truth to the profane, but ‘only 
offer certain traces (‡xnh tinã) of the whole mystagogy to those who 
are by nature capable of being led to the contemplation that is 
inaccessible to the many.’ 

In like manner, the divine Plato (¶nyeow Plãtvn) has inserted his 
thoughts on the gods (tåw per‹ ye«n §nno¤aw) in all his dialogues in 
order to lead the lovers of the divine towards recollection of the 
universal principles (t«n ˜lvn énãmnhsin, cf. here the fact that the 
Muses make the souls flee forgetfulness). These thoughts are 
compared to the ‘images’ (findãlmata) of the divine world which the 
Demiurge has sown into the cosmos in order that everything reverts 
upon the divine so far as it is akin to it (Theol. Plat. I 5, pp. 23, 22-24, 
11). The ‘images’ are the theurgical symbols discussed in Proclus De 
Sacrificio, as Saffrey-Westerink observe in their n. 1. 

vs. 7 kayaråw d¢ mole›n pot‹ sÊnnomon êstron 
The idea of a native ê s t r o n from which the individual soul 
descended into a body and to which it will return after a virtuous life 
in this world finds its origin in Plato Ti. 41d8ff: after the creation of 
the cosmos the Demiurge allots each soul to a star on which the souls 
are mounted ‘as if on vehicles’ (…w §w ˆxhma). Meanwhile he shows 
them the nature of the universe and instructs them about the laws of 
their destiny. These entail that the incarnation in a body necessarily 
exposes the soul to sensations and emotions. Mastery of these results 
in a virtuous life, subjection to them in a wicked life. ‘And anyone 
who lived well for his appointed time would return home to his 
native êstron and live an appropriately blissful life (pãlin efiw tØn toË 
sunnÒmou poreuye‹w o‡khsin êstrou, b¤on eÈda¤mona ka‹ sunÆyh 
ßjoi).’ It is to this life that the Muses lead the souls after death. In 
Plato, the native ést°rew corresponds to the stars (see Taylor 1928: 
555f. and Cornford 1973: 143). In Proclus’ interpretation, however, 
they are the planets, see Proclus In Tim. III 261, 12-263, 22. 
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Proclus In Tim. III 290, 18-28 discusses this passage. Proclus 
distinguishes between the native stars properly, which are souls (In 
Tim. III 260, 24ff.) and their ‘aetherial vehicles’ (tÚ ˆxhma tÚ 
afiy°rion), i.e. the physical stars.7 The soul of e.g. the sun is the 
universal Sun-soul on which the individual sun-souls depend. Souls, 
after a life ‘in which they obeyed justice and the gods’ (hence they 
are called kayarÒw in the hymn), return to their universal soul and 
install themselves in its aetherial vehicle. They are now ‘full of noeric 
life’ and together with their universal soul they govern the cosmos 
and exercise providence towards it (for stars governing the cosmos, 
see H. I commentary to vss. 15-17). In the mean time, however, they 
can continue their own intellections. This is the blissful after-life. 

vss. 8-9 ¶nyen épeplãgxyhsan, ˜t' §w geneylÆion éktØn | kãppeson 
Although maritime metaphors are common in Neoplatonism (see 
commentary to H. I 30), it is somewhat strange to read that the 
descending souls fall into the ‘headland of birth’ (geneylÆiow éktÆ). 
Normally, stormy waters symbolize the realm of matter in which the 
human soul is at the risk of drowning, see commentary on H. VI 10­
12. To reach land is a symbol for salvation, cf. the oracle in Porphyry
Vita Plotini 22, 26, where the soul of Plotinus is said to swim ‘to the 
banks of a headland surrounded by waters’ (§w ºÒna nhxÊtou ékt∞w). 
Perhaps we should understand it as follows: according to Ti. 41e3f., 
all souls make an equal first descent into the realm of matter for the 
first time. If they choose to live well, they will return to their native 
stars. If, however, they turn themselves to the bodies, they become 
slaves of Heimarmene and are trapped in this world of generation 
(Proclus In Tim. III 274, 14-275, 23). A headland is the boundary 
between sea and land: the soul may walk landward, i.e. return to its 
safe native star, or plunge itself into the sea, i.e. indulge itself 
completely into the realm of matter. We may compare this to the 
characterisation of humans as ‘inhabiting a borderland’ (meyÒriow) 
by later Neoplatonists and particularly Platonizing theologians (on 
the term, see Lloyd 1990: 123). This description is based on the same 
idea that the human soul may either descend or ascend. 

7 Here we touch on the famous doctrine of the soul vehicles, for which see the 
classical treatment by Dodds 19632: 313-321, for further literature on soul vehicles, 
see Siorvanes 1996: 200 n. 27. 
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vs. 9 Ílotraf°ssi per‹ klÆroisi mane›sai 
In Plato R. 617d2 ff. (the myth of Er), the prophet of Lachesis takes 
the lots (klÆroi) from her knees in order to determine the future 
existence of the souls that are on the verge of descending into this 
world. He casts them after a short explanation to the souls about the 
procedure: the souls are free to choose their own daemon and their 
own sort of life. The lots are used to establish the order in which the 
souls may choose. 

Proclus In Tim. III 323, 16ff. connects the myth of Er with the 
account in the Timaeus about the creation of mankind (see comment­
ary on vs. 7: kayaråw d¢ mole›n pot‹ sÊnnomon êstron), although Plato 
does not provide any clue to do so. According to the former, a lot is 
the total sum of lives that the All offers to a soul. Paris, for example, is 
a soul that is offered the choice between three different lives: a royal 
life, the life of a lover and martial life. The totality of these three lives 
is his lot (In RP. II 263, 17ff.). 

The lots are called ‘material’ (ÍlotrafÆw) because they partly 
determine the existence of the soul in the material realm. The 
madness (mane›sai) of the souls is not the positive one of divine 
inspiration mentioned below (see vs. 11 bakxeÊsate), but the insanity 
of the souls that prefer a life in the realm of matter over one in the 
intelligible realm. For an example of madness in a negative sense, see 
Proclus In Alc. 293, 17ff.: the soul that is suffering from a double 
ignorance — i.e. the soul that is ignorant of the fact that it has 
forgotten about the intelligible realm when it descended — is victim 
of a long-lasting madness (man¤a poluxrÒniow). 

Tr. 10-11: But, goddesses, put an end to my much-agitated desire too / 
and throw me into ecstasy through the noeric words of the wise. 

vss. 10-11 éllã, yea¤, ka‹ §me›o polupto¤hton §rvØn | paÊsate 
For éllã marking a transition from the aretology to the prayers 
proper, see H. I 33. As ka‹ indicates, the argument why the Muses 
should grant Proclus’ prayers is one of the da-quia-hoc-dare-tuum-type: 
your work consists in helping souls (vss. 3-9), so now help me now 
too.8 

For the prayer to put an end to the bad desires of which the soul 
suffers because it is in a body, see H. II 21; V 15. 

8 For this type of argumentation, see Bremer 1981: 196. 
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vs. 11 noero›w me sof«n bakxeÊsate mÊyoiw 
For the Neoplatonists Bacchic frenzy (b a k x e ¤ a  ) is a state of 
perfection of the human soul. The fallen human soul is characterized 
by multiplicity. Since like is always known by like, the soul in this 
situation is incapable of contemplating the noetic entities, i.e. the 
Forms, which are characterized by unity. The soul must therefore 
cleanse itself from this multiplicity and seek to become as unified as 
possible. The soul that manages to do so is able to contemplate the 
intelligible world at the level of Nous and is called a ‘Bacchant’ after 
the Orphic text cited by Plato Phd. 69d1 (Many carry the thyrsus, few 
are Bacchants), see e.g. Marinus Vita Procli § 22 (Proclus as a 
Bacchant); Hermeias In Phdr. 172, 10ff.; Damascius In Phd. §§ 166, 
171 ed. Westerink; Olympiodorus In Phd. 7 § 10; 8 § 7 ed. Westerink. 
The Neoplatonists relate this text to their ‘spiritual’ interpretation of 
the Orphic story of the destruction of Bacchus by the Titans and his 
subsequent salvation, and the rites that go with the story (see my 
commentary to H. VII 11-15). 

The Neoplatonists associate the true Bacchant of the Phd. with the 
poetic madness brought about by the Muses as described by Plato 
Phdr. 245a1ff. in his catalogue of forms of mania: ‘Third comes the 
possession and the madness of the Muses. This madness, which falls 
on a soft and pure soul, wakes it up and brings it to ecstasy (§kbak-
xeÊousa) under the influence of songs and other poetry, teaches 
posterity by honouring the innumerable deeds of the Ancients.’ 
Proclus describes this Bacchic frenzy as ‘a divinely inspired move­
ment and an indefatigable dance around the divine, which perfects 
those who are possessed.’9 This ‘indefatigable dance’ consists in the 
contemplation of the intelligible at the level of Nous. It is the 
‘madness superior to temperance’ that characterizes the best of the 
three types of poetry distinguished by Proclus (see chapter VI § 2.2). 
This madness does not only befall the inspired poet directly. The 
study of these poets may bring about the same madness on the part 
of the reader (see chapter V § 3.3.1), cf. the case of Plato’s Ion who as 
a student of Homer partakes in the divine madness. Proclus here 
prays for such indirect inspiration by the Muses through the study of 
inspired mÊyoi. 

From the foregoing discussion it should not be concluded that the 
mÊyoi of the sofo¤ refer to the mythical poems of a Homer and a 

9 In RP. I 181, 26f.: ≤ d¢ bakxe¤a k¤nhsiw ¶nyeow ka‹ xore¤a per‹ tÚ ye›on êtrutow, 
telesiourgÚw t«n katexom°nvn. 



220 EIS MOUSAS 

Hesiod only (cf. my commentary to the b¤bloi of vs. 4). MÊyoi may 
just be words, cf. H. VII, 6 §mÒn mËyon. Texts by inspired philosophers 
like Plato were supposed to induce the same Bacchic frenzy in the 
souls of the readers, see e.g. Proclus Theol. Plat. I 1, p. 6, 23ff.: Plato­
nists of the third generation, like Iamblichus and Theodorus, roused 
their own thinking to Bacchic frenzy about Plato’s writings (per‹ t«n 
toË Plãtvnow tØn •aut«n diãnoian énebãkxeusan); Theol. Plat. III 23, 
p. 83, 15: Proclus partook together with his master Syrianus in the
Bacchic frenzy about the doctrine of Plato’s Parmenides (per‹ tØn toË 
Parmen¤dou yevr¤an sunebakxeÊsamen), which reveals sacred trails 
(tåw fleråw étrapoÁw cf. vs. 13) that wake us — who have been com­
pletely asleep — up towards the unspeakable mystagogy (énegeiroÊ­
saw cf. vs. 4 §gersinÒvn b¤blvn); In Parm. I 618, 4f.: Syrianus, the man 
who explained the Parmenides to Proclus was in very truth a fellow 
Bacchant with Plato (sumbakxeÊsaw). 

Tr. 12-13: That the race of men without fear for the gods may not lead me 
/ astray from the most divine and brilliant path that bears splendid fruit; 

vs. 12 mhd° m' époplãgjeien édeisiy°vn g°now éndr«n 
The ‘race of men that do not fear the gods’ are probably the Chris­
tians, as was already suggested by Boissonade.10 In order not to pro­
voke the Christian authorities, Proclus abstained from direct, open 
attacks on the Christians. He made unfriendly allusions (‘code 
phrases’) to them instead, which have been collected and discussed 
by Saffrey 1975. One of these code phrases for Christians is ‘atheist’ 
(êyeow),11 cf. édeis¤yeow here. 

I suggest that we interpret the fear to be led astray (époplãzv) in 
the specific context of a hymn to the Muses. Christianity put forward 
once again Plato’s old reproach that Homer and others are impious 
in their representation of the divine, see e.g. Augustine De civitate Dei 
2, 14; Basil Ad adolescentes de legendis gentilium libris IV 19ff. (ed. 
Boulenger). This gave rise to a dismissive attitude towards these 
poets, as Proclus In RP. I 74, 4ff. and Julian Ep. 61 (42) 423a-b 
observe. Proclus’ attempt to save Homer from Plato’s criticism was 

10 See Vogt 1957: 68, who himself shows some reservations (‘verum haud scio an 
his verbis nisi ‘omnes qui deum non timeant’ nihil exprimatur’). However, the 
systematic treatment of ‘code-phrases’ for Christians in Proclus by Saffrey 1975 
adds extra conviction to Boissonade’s suggestion. Cf. also Cousin 1864: 1318 n. 4, 
Wilamowitz 1907: 276, and Meunier 1935: 83f. n. 4 , who all accept it. 

11 Saffrey 1975: 205f.; Segonds 1986 In Alc. vol. II, 429 n. 7 to p. 307. 
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partially prompted by this development.12 Here he asks the Muses, 
the patrons of the ‘intellect-waking books’ under threat, to guard 
him against such an attitude. 

vs. 13 étrapitoË zay°hw, §rifegg°ow, églaokãrpou, 
The Platonic philosopher follows the small path (étrapitÒw) as 
opposed to the highways followed by the masses. The simile origi­
nates from Plato Phd. 66b. The detachment of the body is likely to be, 
as it were, a path (Àsper étrapÒw tiw) that will lead us and our 
reasoning (lÒgow) out of our present sorry state towards what we 
really desire: contemplation of the truth. Examples abound, see e.g. 
Theol. Plat. III 23, p. 83, 16 (quoted above in the commentary on vs. 
11), Synesius H. I (III) 536f., and the interesting epitaph com­
memorating a certain Arideikes (BCH 36.230), dating from the third 
century ce: (we honour) the Muses, who fostered you with their 
nursing hands towards the Platonic trails (Platvne¤ouw étrapitoÊw).’ 
On this epitaph and for other examples of the Platonic étrapitÒw/ 
étrapÒw, see Boyancé 1936: 278-281. 

The Neoplatonic commentators on the Phd. associated this path 
with the Pythagorean maxim ‘not to tread the highway’, see 
Damascius In Phd. I §101: étrapÚw d¢ ı lÒgow, §peidØ oÈ bad¤zei tåw 
levfÒrouw ı filÒsofow katå tÚ PuyagÒreion (‘The reasoning is 
called a ‘path’, because the philosopher, following the maxim, does 
not tread the highways.’ trans. Westerink) and Olympiodorus In Phd. 
5 § 4. The latter connects it, somewhat surprisingly, also to Callima­
chus’ famous programmatic statement in the prooemium of the Aetia 
(I Fr. 1, 25ff. ed. Pfeiffer) that he will not follow the beaten track. 
The Pythagorean maxim was at the lips of the Neoplatonists, see e.g. 
Iamblichus Vita Pythagorica 105; Porphyry Vita Pythagorica 42; Proclus 
In Parm. I 685, 34ff. 

The path leads towards the contemplation of the intelligible world 
(the Bacchic frenzy of vs. 11), hence the three positive adjectives 
zay°ow, §rifeggÆw, and églaokãrpow. For the contemplation of the 
intelligible as ‘fruits’ (karpo¤), see e.g. Theol. Plat. IV 17, p. 51, 10-12; 
as Saffrey-Westerink remark (p. 154 n. 3 to p. 51), it is an expression 
from the Chaldaean Oracles. 

12 For Plato’s criticism of Homer and Proclus’ response to it, see chapter VI § 1­
2. 
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Tr. 14-17: Always draw my soul that roves around in all directions  / 
away from the hubbub of the much wandering race towards the holy light, 
/ weighted down with the gifts from your intellect-strengthening beehives, 
and / forever famous for its mind-charming eloquence. 

vss. 14-5	 afie‹ d' §j ımãdoio poluplãgktoio gen°ylhw 
ßlket' §mØn cuxØn panalÆmona prÚw fãow ègnÒn 

Just as the Muses in general help erring souls to escape from the 
realm of matter (vss. 3-5), Proclus now asks them to elevate his own 
wandering soul towards the divine light. The world of becoming is 
characterized by noise (˜madow), cf. H. I 30 barusmarãgou biÒtoio. 
An ˜madow is especially the noise of the confused voices of a number 
of persons (L.-S.-J. cf. the ‘b¤blvn ˜madon’ in Plato R. 364e3 for the 
pot-pourri of texts used by charlatans who practise purifying rites). 
This corresponds to the confused impression that the world of 
becoming makes on us: we have different sensations all the time from 
this ever-changing world, so they never provide us with sound and 
exact knowledge. On the contrary, these sensations lead our thinking 
astray (In Alc. 245, 14-17). The adjective polÊplagktow refers to this 
inherent instability of the world of becoming. 

The prayer that the gods may draw (ßlkein) the soul of the 
suppliant to the heavens is a recurrent one in the hymns, see H. IV 3, 
VI 7. Although the verb is not used in that sense in the Chaldaean 
Oracles, this recurrence gives one the impression that it is a formula, 
if not a Chaldaean one. Julian Or. VIII [V] On the Mother of the Gods 
12, 172c1f. writes that the rays of the sun draw and uplift (ßljei ka‹ 
énãjei) the souls of the philosophers to the intelligible, a formula 
borrowed from Plato R. 533d2: dialectic draws and guides (ßlkei ka‹ 
énãgei) the eye of the soul that is buried in the mud upwards (see 
Lewy 19782: 186 n. 37). 

The holy light (fãow ègnÒn) is that of the divine world (cf. H. VI 9, 
VII 33), in this case especially the light of the divine Symmetry, see 
chapter III § 5. 

vs. 16 Ímet°rvn br¤yousan éejinÒvn épÚ s¤mblvn 
In Greek mythology the bee is sacred to the Muses, cf. Proclus In RP. 
II 1, 1: tØn m°lissan flerån m°n fasi t«n Mous«n e‰nai. The honey 
that they produce is supposed to lend mantic powers to those who eat 
it (Waszink 1974: 9ff.). According to Plato Ion 533e3ff., the Muses 
bring the poet to a state of Bacchic frenzy. It is in this state, the poets 
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tell us, that they bring us their melodies ‘gathered from rills that run 
with honey, out of the glens and gardens of the Muses, and they 
bring them as the bees do honey, flying like the bees’ (trans. 
Cooper). In their turn, these inspired poets, inspire others through 
their poetry (cf. vs. 11: the study of inspired texts may inspire the 
student with Bacchic frenzy). Waszink 1974: 17-19 discussing this 
passage quotes with approval Flashar’s comment on this passage: 

Platon vergleicht hier mit der Dichtung eine Form des §nyousiasmÒw, 
die mit dem dichterischen Schaffen ursprünglich nichts zu tun hat. 
Dionysus bringt ein Stück Himmel den Bakchen auf die Erde, den 
Honig, der Götterspeise war. 

The same holds true for Proclus: for him, the gift of the Muses is 
enlightenment, the anagogic light sent from heaven, which may or 
may not be expressed in the form of a poem. 

vs. 17 ka‹ kl¢ow eÈep¤hw frenoyelg°ow afi¢n ¶xousan. 
Requests for the success of the poet are a recurrent element in Greek 
hymns, as Race 1982: 11 observes. Of the examples he cites, see 
especially Theocritus 22, 14-15: xa¤rete, LÆdaw t°kna, ka‹ ≤met°roiw 
kl°ow Ïmnoiw §sylÚn ée‹ p°mpoite. To this Proclus H. I 43-44, and 
Orph. Hymns 76 (to the Muses) 12 can be added. The adjective 
frenoyelgÆw is rare and occurs only in late texts, especially in 
Nonnus, who too sometimes uses it in connection with poetry, see 
e.g. D. 1, 406 (frenoyelg°ow o‰stron éoid∞w) and 2, 10 (frenoyelg°a 
=uymon éoid∞w). 

As we have seen, Proclus does not restrict the domain of the Muses 
to the composition of poetry. They also inspire the students of all 
different kinds of holy texts with Bacchic frenzy (vs. 11). It is also as 
such an inspired commentator on holy texts that one may enjoy fame 
for one’s eloquence, as was the case with Proclus himself. According 
to Marinus Vita Procli § 23 — in a description which recalls Porphyry 
Vita Plotini 13, 4ff. — Proclus did not seem to speak without divine 
inspiration, but instead with a radiant face and in beautiful language 
(lÒgouw pagkãlouw). Cf. also the description of Olympius’ eloquence 
(Damascius Vita Isidor. Frr. 92 and *93, pp. 69 and 71) who was said 
to charm (§kÆlei cf. frenoyelgÆw here) his audience. 



IV. (UMNOS KOINOS EIS YEOUS) 

Introduction 

1. Hymn IV, a prayer to the gods of the Chaldaean Oracles? 

This hymn is perhaps the most enigmatic of all because of the 
mysterious identity of the gods invoked. Before we can comment on 
the hymn in detail we should first seek to clarify who they are and 
why they are invoked. For a long time it was generally agreed that H. 
IV addressed all gods, as is apparent from the fact that Abel 1885: 
280, Ludwich 1897: 145 and Vogt 1957: 30 entitled it UMNOS KOINOS 
EIS YEOUS in their editions of the hymns.1 In his review of Vogt’s 
edition, Westerink 1958: 370 argued that the hymn was too definite 
to refer to all gods in general.2 He suggested that the anonymous 
yeo¤ (vs. 1) are the gods of the Chaldaean Oracles, to whom Proclus 
sometimes refers simply as ofl yeo¤.3 This suggestion was taken up and 
elaborated upon by Saffrey 1981b (cf. Saffrey 1981c: 165-166). In this 
article he collects all expressions with a Chaldaean ring. However, as 
had already been observed by Westerink, and was admitted by Saffrey 
o.c. p. 312 n. 67, almost all of these expressions figure in the other 
hymns too, as will become apparent from the commentary below. 
Furthermore, the teleta¤ (vs. 4) do not necessarily indicate 
Chaldaean ceremonies, but may have a rather vague meaning, as 
Westerink observes (cf. commentary). As such, these do not force us 
to think of the gods of the Chaldaean Oracles.4 

1 It should be remembered that most titles of the hymns were probably added 
by Gemistos Plethon; they are certainly not by Proclus, see chapter I § 2. 

2 ‘…das alles (ist) doch zu konkret um auf das ganze neuplatonische Pantheon 
bezogen zu werden. Auch die deutliche Verwandtschaft mit der 3. Hymne (an die 
Musen) legt den Gedanken an eine bestimmmte Göttergruppe nahe.’ 

3  Cf. Saffrey 1981b: 298. 
4 Moreover, is it correct to speak of ‘the gods of the Chaldaean Oracles’ 

anyway? It is true that some gods, like Hecate and the Teletarchs play a special role 
in theurgy. But then again, the major task that Proclus had set himself was to show 
that the various theological systems were in perfect harmony which each other (see 
chapter II § 4.5). So, e.g., both the Chaldaean Oracles and the Orphic poems were 
holy scriptures in which the gods had revealed themselves to mankind, albeit under 
different names. 
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I will argue in favour of the old position that this hymn is directed 
to all gods. Both the Theologia Platonica and the commentary on the 
Parmenides open with prayers to all the gods. There are no reasons to 
assume that these gods are the Chaldaean gods only. Since these 
prayers resemble the present hymn in great detail, we have no reason 
to assume that the gods invoked in the hymn are the Chaldaean gods 
only. Comparison with H. III to the Muses adds extra weight to this 
argument. The Muses are certainly not Chaldaean divinities, but both 
hymns resemble each other strikingly. This seems to rule out any 
claim that H. IV is of a typical Chaldaean nature. 

2. H. IV compared with the opening prayer of the Theol. Plat. and In Parm. 

Proclus ends the first chapter of the Theol. Plat. with some sort of 
prayer (Theol. Plat. I 1, pp. 7, 17-8, 15). He invokes the gods to kindle 
the light of truth in his soul now that he is about to explain Plato’s 
writings about them. First, we note that Proclus invokes the gods 
without any further qualification (p. 7, 17 toÁw yeoÊw) as he does in 
H. IV 1 and 13. Accepting the advice of Plato’s Timaeus, he chooses 
the gods as his guides (p. 8, 6f. ≤gemÒnaw, cf. H. IV 13 ≤gemon∞ew) in 
his study of Plato. Their guidance is expressed in nautical metaphors: 
p. 7, 19 katiyÊnein; p. 8, 2 kubernvm°nouw, comparable to the ‘helm 
of wisdom’ (vs. 1). All through the first chapter the writings by Plato 
are depicted as a mystagogy (e.g. p. 6, 3 t«n élhyin«n telet«n, cf. H. 
IV 4 teletªsi, 15 teletãw). This mystagogy results in a divine illumi­
nation in the human soul (p. 7, 17f. tÚ t∞w élhye¤aw f«w énãptein 
≤m«n ta›w cuxa›w, cf. H. IV 6 neÊsat' §mo‹ fãow ègnÒn), for without 
divine light, it is impossible to comprehend anything of the divine 
(pp. 7, 24- 8, 1), cf. vss. 7-8: we know the divine through its 
illumination of us. 

The first pages of the commentary on the Parmenides (In Parm. I 
617, 1-618, 16) contain a prayer to all gods and all goddesses (618, 1 
eÎxomai to›w yeo›w pçsi ka‹ pãsaiw, cf. vs. 1). In the course of the 
prayer no names of gods and goddesses are given, although Proclus 
distinguishes between different levels of gods. They are asked to 
guide Proclus’ intellect in the study of the Parmenides he is about to 
start (617, 1f. podhg∞sa¤ mou tÚn noËn efiw tØn prokeim°nhn yevr¤an, cf. 
vs. 13 ≤gemon∞ew and Theol. Plat. I 1, p. 7, 20 podhgete›n) and to kindle 
the shining light of truth (617, 3f. f«w §n §mo‹ stilpnÚn t∞w élhye¤aw 
énãcantaw) so that he may come to a better knowledge about beings. 
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The request for illumination is repeated at the end of the prayer, 
when the higher powers are asked to be propitious and to be ready 
with their gifts to illuminate Proclus with the light that comes from 
the gods and leads upwards (618, 16 prolãmpousa tÚ §j aÈt«n 
énagvgÚn f«w, cf. vs. 2: énag≈gion ècãmenoi pËr, vs. 6: fãow ègnÒn). 
Plato is thought of as a divinely inspired author (617, 7 §ny°ou toË 
Plãtvnow, cf. vs. 5 zay°vn d' épÚ b¤blvn). The study of the 
Parmenides is compared to the initiation into a mystery cult (617, 24­
618, 1 tØn metous¤an t∞w §poptikvtãthw toË Plãtvnow ka‹ musti-
kvtãthw yevr¤aw). Although the evil daemons do not rear their ugly 
heads in this prayer, Syrianus’ exegesis of the Parmenides makes him 
the chief author of salvation (618, 12 svthr¤aw érxhgÒn, cf. vs. 5: 
savt∞rew megãloi) for men who now live and for those who come 
hereafter. The prayer to stop Proclus from erring about things that 
are not (617, 10 t∞w per‹ tå mØ ˆnta plãnhw), i.e. taking the world of 
becoming for the real thing, recurs in vs. 11. 

3. H. IV compared with H. III to the Muses 

One important element that dominates H. IV is largely absent from 
the two prayers: the salvation of the soul from the dangers of the 
realm of matter. True, according to In Parm. the gods sent Syrianus 
the divinely inspired commentator of the Parmenides as the chief 
author of salvation, but that is all. We hear nothing about chilling 
penalties, cold waves, chains and so on. Saffrey 1981b: 302ff. sees in 
this an important indication that the gods invoked are those of the 
Chaldaean Oracles. However, in the other hymns these descriptions 
abound. We find them not just in a hymn to an important deity of 
the Chaldaean pantheon like Helios in H. I, but also in e.g. H. VII 32­
42 to Athena (according to Saffrey 1981b: 302 not a Chaldaean 
deity). 

Most instructive in this respect is the comparison of H. IV to H. III. 
The Muses are certainly not Chaldaean deities. All the same, as 
Westerink 1958: 370 had already observed, both hymns are clearly 
related. We briefly note the points of correspondence: both the 
anonymous deities of H. IV and the Muses help the merÒpew (H. III 1; 
H. IV 2) to escape the realm of matter by means of teleta¤ (H. III 4; 
H. IV 4) taken épÚ b¤blvn (H. III 3; H . IV 5). The souls are now 
trapped in a sea of forgetfulness (H. III 6; H. IV 8), but the holy light 
fãow ègnÒn (H. III 15; H. IV 6) and mythoi (H. III 11; H. IV 15) bring 



commentary	 227 

salvation; they constitute a divine path (étrapitÒw/étarpÒw H. III 13; 
H. IV 14) away from this place. In both cases the material world is 
described as a horrible place (H. III 5; H. IV 10) in which the soul 
wanders around (H. III 15 cuxØn panalÆmona; H. IV 11 cuxØn oÈk 
§y°lousan §mØn §p‹ dhrÚn élçsyai). In short then, there is little that 
brands H. IV as typical Chaldaean as opposed to H. III. 

4.  Conclusions 

We can now see a pattern arising: the prayers in Theol. Plat. and In 
Parm. are requests for an illuminated reading of the Platonic texts 
under discussion, as is H. III to the Muses for such a reading of holy 
books in general (see commentary to vss. 4 and 11). This is also the 
objective of this hymn (see commentary to vss. 5 and 15). We have no 
more reason to suppose that the gods invoked in this case are Chal­
daean deities than we have in the case of the prayers to ‘the gods’ in 
the prooemia to the Theol. Plat. and In Parm. The holy books men­
tioned in H. IV 5 undoubtedly include the books of the Chaldaean 
Oracles, but also other authoritative writings to which we find textual 
allusions in this hymn, like Hesiod or the Orphic scriptures (vs. 3), 
Homer (vss. 6-7), and Plato (vss. 12 and 13, and 15). 

Text 

KlËte, yeo¤, sof¤hw fler∞w o‡hkaw ¶xontew, 
o„ cuxåw merÒpvn énag≈gion ècãmenoi pËr 
ßlket' §w éyanãtouw, skÒtion keuym«na lipoÊsaw 
Ïmnvn érrÆtoisi kayhram°naw teletªsi. 

5.	 klËte, savt∞rew megãloi, zay°vn d' épÚ b¤blvn 
neÊsat' §mo‹ fãow ègnÚn époskedãsantew ım¤xlhn, 
ˆfra ken eÔ gno¤hn yeÚn êmbroton ±d¢ ka‹ êndra: 
mhd° me lhya¤oiw ÍpÚ xeÊmasin oÈloå =°zvn 
da¤mvn afi¢n ¶xoi makãrvn épãneuyen §Ònta, 

10. mØ kruer∞w gen°ylhw §n‹ kÊmasi peptvku›an 
cuxØn oÈk §y°lousan §mØn §p‹ dhrÚn élçsyai 
PoinÆ tiw kruÒessa b¤ou desmo›si pedÆs˙. 

éllã, yeo¤, sof¤hw §rilamp°ow ≤gemon∞ew,

k°klut', §peigom°nƒ d¢ prÚw ÍcifÒrhton étarpÚn


15. ˆrgia ka‹ teletåw fler«n énafa¤nete mÊyvn. 
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Translation 

Hearken, you gods holding the helm of holy wisdom, 
who, having kindled an upward-leading fire, draw to the 

immortals

human souls, who leave the dark hole behind,

purified by the secret initiations of hymns.


5.	 Hearken, great saviours, and grant me from very divine books 
pure light, scattering the mist, 
so that I know well an immortal god from a man; 
that a daemon, doing cruel things, may not hold me forever 

submerged 
in the streams of forgetfulness, while I am far away from the 

blessed ones, 
that a chilling Penalty may not bind my soul with the fetters of 

life, 
10. which, fallen into the waves of cold becoming, 

does not want to wander all too long. 

But, gods, leaders towards bright-shining wisdom, 
hearken and reveal to me, while hurrying to the upward leading 

track, 
15. the secret rites and initiations of the holy words. 

Structure 

The hymn starts with an invocation of the gods of wisdom (vs. 1) and 
proceeds with the argument why the gods should pay attention to the 
hymn of the da-quia-hoc-dare-tuum-est type5 (vss. 2-4: it is your task to 
grant the mortals illumination and salvation). The prayer continues 
after a renewed invocation with the request (vs. 5) in which the sup­
pliant asks the gods to grant him too this illumination (vss. 5-12). The 
last three verses summarize the hymn: a renewed invocation with a 
prayer for illumination from whole texts recalls both vs. 1 and vss. 5-6. 

We note that the pivot of H. IV is the prayer for wisdom obtained 
by illumination from holy books. The gods invoked are gods of 

5  For this type of argumentation, see Bremer 1981: 196. 
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wisdom (vss. 1, 13). The prayer for illumination from books is 
repeated twice at crucial positions in the structure of the hymn: at the 
beginning of the request (vs. 5) and at the very end (vs. 15). In both 
cases, it is proceeded by an invocation (vs. 5: klËte; vs. 14: k°klut'). 
The prayer not to fall victim to an evil demon (vss. 8-9) depends on 
the foregoing one for illumination, as the difference in modi shows. 
Proclus prays for illumination from the holy books so that he can tell 
the difference between man and god (gno¤hn: final subjunctive) with 
the result that an evil demon cannot keep him in the gulfs of forget­
fulness (¶xoi: optative). In this case, the optative expresses the less 
immediate purpose conceived as a consequence of the action of the 
subjunctive.6 

Commentary 

Tr. 1: Hearken, you gods holding the helm of holy wisdom, … 

vs. 1 yeo¤

Proclus invokes all gods together, not just those of the Chaldaean

Oracles, as is argued by Saffrey 1981b (see discussion in Introduction).


vs. 1 sof¤hw fler∞w o‡hkaw

Wisdom (sof¤a) is one of the characteristics of the gods. It is part of

the famous Chaldaean triad of divine attributes which consists — in

ascending order — in divine Beauty (tÒ ye›on kãllow), Wisdom

(sof¤a), and Goodness (tÚ égayÒn). This triad is in everything and

pervades the All. All things, being full of the elements of this triad,

return to these divine perfections by means of a triad of middle terms

(see Theol. Plat. I 25, pp. 109, 4-110, 16). This triad of middle terms,

Faith (p¤stiw), Truth (élÆyeia), and Love (¶rvw), are the three

cardinal virtues of the Chaldaean system. They purify us and bring us

back to the divine.7 For this elevation towards the gods, which takes

the form of mania, see the discussion in chapter III § 5.


The metaphor of the helmsman (the gods holding the o‡aj of 
wisdom) is an old one. It is used mostly to express the relation 

6  Smyth 1956: 494-495, Kühner-Gerth vol. II 19043: 387, cf. H. I 31-2. 
7 In Tim. I 212, 19-22 (=Fr. 46 Chaldaean Oracles); lit.: Hoffmann 2000, 

Festugière (trans. In Tim. vol. 2) 1967: 34 n. 2, Lewy 19782: 144-146. 
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between the soul and the body, between god and the world, or god 
and the human soul.8 Here it refers to the relation between the gods 
and the world and especially the human soul. The gods exercise 
providence towards their products, notably including the human 
souls. Hence the gods are called pat°rew, ≤gemÒnew (cf. vs. 13) and 
êrxontew (Proclus Theol. Plat. I 15, p. 72, 1f.), ‘steering everything as if 
standing on the stern’ (Theol. Plat. I 15, p. 72, 13f. = Plato Criti. 109c2 
oÂon §k prÊmnhw tå pãnta kateuyÊnousin, the metaphor of the 
helmsman). They exercise this providence through the triad of 
middle terms discussed above: ‘For all things are steered (kuber-
nata¤, once again the metaphor of the helmsman) and exist in these 
three (sc. Eros, Truth, and Faith), says the Oracle’ (Proclus In Alc. 52, 
15-6 = Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 48). 

The ‘helm of holy wisdom’, then, is Truth by means of which the 
gods steer the universe and through which the human soul is united 
with the divine Wisdom in the same way as it is united to divine 
Beauty by means of Love in H. II and V. 

Tr. 2-4: …who, after having kindled an upward-leading fire, draw to the 
immortals / the souls of the humans, that leave behind the dark hole,  / 
purified by the secret initiations of hymns. 

vs. 2 o„ cuxåw merÒpvn énag≈gion ècãmenoi pËr 
The Chaldaean Oracles apply the term ‘fire’ (pËr) to the noetic 
substance of the human intellect that subsists in the soul and which 
makes it possible for us to ascend and to enter into contact with the 
gods (see Lewy 19782: 171f.; Saffrey 1981b: 300f.; Segonds In Alc. vol. 
II 1986: 396 n. 9 to p. 248). The gods themselves kindle this fire: 
when they produce in us a kind of superior knowledge, they show us 
the way to the intelligible ‘and kindle elevating fires’’ (toÁw pursoÁw 
énaptousai toÁw énagvgoÊw In Alc. 188, 17-8 = Chaldaean Oracles 
Frr. 126 and 190).9 They may do so through the study of inspired 
books like those by Plato: the Platonic theology shows the ways of 
ascent towards God and ‘kindles a fire in the souls’ (tÚn §n aÈta›w 
énãcasa pursÒn) which connects them to the transcendence of the 

8  On this image, see Ferwerda 1965: 154-156; Saffrey 1981b: 299-300. 
9 The present verse is another indication that Des Places 1996: 111 was right to 

suppose that Fr. 126 (pursÚn énãc’) and Fr. 190 (énagvgÒw) should be taken 
together, cf. Segonds In Alc. vol. II 1986: 396 n. 9 to p. 248, Majercik 1989: 211 
commentary to Fr. 190. 
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One (Theol. Plat. III 1, p. 5, 15-16). Cf. the fact that in this hymn the 
gods grant holy light from divine books. 

On merÒc, see H. III 1. 

vs. 3 ßlket' §w éyanãtouw 
On drawing (ßlkein) the soul upwards to the divine world, see H. III 
15. 

vs. 3 skÒtion keuym«na lipoÊsaw 
According to Saffrey 1981b: 301 this is an explicit allusion to Hesiod 
Th. 158: Ouranos puts his children away ‘Ga¤hw §n keuym«ni’, i.e. in 
Tartaros. However, an allusion to the Orphic hymn quoted by 
Proclus In RP. II 339, 27 (ga¤hw §w keuym«na) is as likely (in this case 
too Tartaros is intended). Keuym≈n as a synonym for Tartaros is not 
uncommon in Greek poetry, see L.-S.-J. s.v. keuym≈n 2. In this case, 
however, it should be interpreted as the depth of matter, i.e. this 
material world, not the underworld, cf. Saffrey 1981b: 301. The 
keuym≈n of the material world is comparable to ‘the depth of matter’ 
in H. I 25 (Ïlhw neãtoiw b°nyesin) and H. III 3 (b°nyow biÒtoio). The 
darkness (skÒtiow) of this world is opposed to the anagogic fire they 
kindle (vs. 2) and the light they send (vs. 6). For matter as darkness 
(skÒtow), see In Parm. IV 862, 10-13. 

vs. 4 Ïmnvn érrÆtoisi kayhram°naw teletªsi 
Textual matters 
The mss. read either Ímn°vn or Ïmnvn with the exception of O Ím°vn, 
probably a conjecture by Gemistos Plethon (see Vogt 1957b: 370f.). 
The reading Ïmnvn is adopted by Cousin 18642: 1320, Meunier 1935: 
85, Giordano 1957: 34, Vogt 1957: 30 and 1957b: 370-2, and Saffrey 
1994: 36. The reading Ím°vn is defended by Westerink 1958: 370 and 
Saffrey 1981c: 299. The related emendation into Ím«n by Wakefield is 
accepted by Wilamowitz 1907: 276 n.1. Of the latter two, the epic 
Ím°vn is preferable, given Proclus’ tendency to imitate Homer. Cf. Il. 
7, 159 and Od. 13, 7: in both cases Ím°vn is the first word of the verse 
with synizesis, as would be the case here, if the reading is to be 
adopted. 

Wilamowitz, arguing against Ïmnvn, oberves that it makes no sense 
to speak of unspeakable mysteries of hymns (‘…aber wer kann sich 
bei ‘unsprechlichen Mysterien’ von Gedichten etwas denken?’; cf. 
Saffrey 1981b ‘…il est absurde de parler des ‘initiations indicibles des 
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hymnes’, les hymnes sont faits précisément pour êtres dits.’). 
However, êrrhtow does not necessarily mean ‘unspeakable’ in the 
sense of ‘that what cannot be uttered physically’ — as is the point of 
Wilamowitz and Saffrey — but also ‘that what may not be told’, 
‘secret’ (cf. L.-S.-J. s.v. érrÆtow III, 1; Boyancé 1936: 49ff.). See e.g. 
Proclus’ warning in In RP. I 205, 22-3 that his teachings about Homer 
should not be diffused outside the circle of his students: §mo‹ m¢n 
ˆnta =htå prÚw Ímçw (Proclus’ students), Ím›n d¢ êrrhta prÚw toÁw 
polloÊw.10 It is precisely one of the characteristics of mysteries that 
they are secret.11 

The argument employed by Vogt 1957b in favour of Ïmnvn is that it 
is the uncontested reading of the mss. and that it should therefore be 
maintained provided that it is meaningful.12 Now is it? In the case of 
the Orphic hymns there is an evident connection between hymns and 
teleta¤, as Boyancé notes.13 West 1983: 26-9 gives a whole catalogue 
of titles of poems and hymns that had some function in different 
initiation rites, partly ascribed to Orpheus. Hymns played an 
important role in the celebration of the Eleusinian mysteries too, 
notably the Homeric Hymn to Demeter.14 Moreover, Proclus’ own 
extant hymns — whether or not they were actually used in teleta¤ — 
imply that singing these hymns could bring about purification from 
this bodily existence and the passions involved in it, see e.g. H. I 35; II 
21; III 10-11; V 15. I will return to this point below. I conclude then 
that there is no good reason why we should not to follow the 
manuscript tradition. 

10   Festugière, trans. In RP. vol. II 1970: 221 n. 8, points out that this is a topos, 
citing Stob. Hermet. frag. XI.4 and Porphyry ad Marcel. 281, 17. Anne Sheppard 
1980: 33 adds to this Epictetus I 29, 30 and rightly remarks that in this case there is 
a little more to it: Proclus has just explained that Homeric myths, the topic of the 
lecture, make dangerous reading for those who read it without preparation. 

11  Sheppard 1980: 146 remarks on épÒrrhtow, more or less synonym to érrÆtow, 
that it is a term commonly applied to the secrets of the mysteries. She refers to an 
inscription (SIG 873, 9) from Eleusis of the 2nd century ce.: tã te épÒrrhta t∞w 
katå tå mustÆria telet∞w. 

12 Westerink on the contrary argues that Ím°vn is the better reading from a 
palaeographical point of view. He bases this, however, on the unreliable ms. O, 
about which see above. 

13 Boyancé 1936: 47: ‘Et, comme dans le recueil des hymnes, ils appellent 
teleta¤ ces rites si efficaces et peut-être plus spécialement, de même que les 
hymnes sont dénommés Teleta¤, les formules chantées’. 

14  On hymns in Eleusis and at other comparable occassions, see Furley 1995: 29. 
He remarks that our sources frequently remark that hymns were sung, but that, 
unfortunately, they fail to record the texts of these hymns. 
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Interpretation 
Vogt 1957b: 371 suggests that the hymns are the books of the 
Chaldaean Oracles. This interpretation is rightly rejected by Saffrey 
1981b: 310 n. 35 because the Chaldaean Oracles are not hymns. 

I suggest the following interpretation which takes into account 
both the idea that hymns can contribute to the purification of the 
soul, and that this purification leads to philosophical wisdom (sof¤a), 
the central issue in this hymn. Marinus Vita Procli § 18 informs us that 
the philosopher (ı filÒsofow) Proclus exercised the purificatory 
virtues (kayartika¤) throughout his philosophical life (parå pãnta 
tÚn §n filosof¤& b¤on) as an essential ingredient of it. As part of these 
exercises, he partook in all kinds of religious festivals, ‘as is clear from 
the contents of his own hymns’ (Vita Procli § 19 ≤ t«n Ïmnvn aÈtoË 
pragmate¤a). By means of practising this virtue, Proclus finally left 
ordinary thought (frÒnhsiw) behind him and reached wisdom (sof¤a 
Vita Procli § 22). It is, then, precisely as a philosopher, as a student of 
b¤bloi (vs. 5), that a seeker of wisdom needs ritual purification rites 
to which he can contribute by composing and singing hymns. 

Tr. 5-7: Hearken, great saviours, and grant me from very divine / books 
pure light, scattering the mist, so that I know well an immortal god from a 
man; 

vs. 5 savt∞rew megãloi 
The title svtÆr (saviour) is applied to several deities (see Keyßner 
1932: 105f. for numerous examples.), although it does not necessarily 
imply divine status. Humans too may be addressed in this way, 
especially rulers. Originally, the title refers to a god or a human being 
capable of saving the bodily existence of the suppliant. Later on, it 
also refers to spiritual salvation, especially in the context of mystery 
cults or philosophers, e.g. Epicurus (see Dornseiff PW 2. Reihe, 
fünfter Halbband col. 1211-1221 s.v. SvtÆr). 

In Proclus, the word is used both in connection with physical (e.g. 
In RP. I 227, 4ff.) and spiritual well-being (e.g. In RP. I 202, 24; In Alc. 
25, 8; 100, 1). For Proclus, the true salvation is of course spiritual in 
nature (Theol. Plat. I 16, p. 79, 12f.: t∞w élhyin∞w svthr¤aw versus 
apparent goods). It consists in the return of the soul to the meta­
physical realm. The agent of the salvation of the soul may be a man 
(e.g. In Parm. I 618, 12: Syrianus is the saviour for men who now live 
and for those to come hereafter) or a god, as is the case here. The 
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gods are asked to save Proclus’ soul by means of illumination 
obtained from the study of sacred texts. 

In the context of a prayer to the gods of wisdom, we should 
further note the fact that the triad of the divine qualities of Beauty, 
Wisdom, Goodness and their corresponding anagogic triad (see 
commentary to vs. 1 sof¤hw fler∞w o‡hkaw) play a special role in the 
salvation of the human soul. See e.g. In Alc. 29, 10-12, ‘the divine as a 
whole is beautiful, wise (sofÒn), and good, as has been said in the 
Phaedrus. The elevation of the soul is towards these, and through 
these is the salvation for the souls is achieved (diå toÊtvn ≤ svthr¤a 
ta›w cuxa›w).’ According to Theol. Plat. I 25, p. 113, 4ff. everything is 
saved through the anagogic triad (s–zetai d¢ pãnta diå toÊtvn) 
because it links everything to the triad of divine qualities. 

The title of saviour appears at a strategic place in the hymn. Right 
at the beginning of the request, the gods are reminded that it is their 
very nature to save humans, so they are more or less obliged to grant 
Proclus the same (da quia hoc dare tuum est-argumentation, see 
Structure). 

For the addition of m°gaw as a common way to amplify the title of 
saviour, see Saffrey 1981b: 301. 

vs. 5 zay°vn d' épÚ b¤blvn 
According to Saffrey 1981b these b¤bloi are the books containing the 
Chaldaean Oracles. We have argued in the Introduction that these 
include whatever book Proclus considered divinely inspired, also e.g. 
Homer, Orpheus and Plato. Saffrey 1981b: 302 cites In Tim. III 132, 1 
(afl b¤bloi t«n yeolÒgvn ka‹ t«n yeourg«n) in support of his view. 
However, those books include more than just the books of the 
theurgists of the Chaldaean Oracles. The theologoi and theurgists are 
not one and the same group, as the contexts shows: the books are 
said to be full of divine names, including those of Egyptian gods like 
Osiris. The latter certainly did not figure in the books of Chaldaean 
Oracles of the theurgists. Saffrey then continues to argue that the 
b¤bloi in the hymn are the books from which we can learn the 
hierarchy of the divine world. This, however, holds true not just for 
the books of the Chaldaean Oracles, but also for e.g. Plato’s 
dialogues, as the Theologia Platonica shows. 

Saffrey 1981b: 309 n. 33 suggests convincingly that Proclus was 
probably still sensible to the original sense of zãyeow ‘full of gods’, i.e. 
in this case ‘inspired by the gods’. 
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vss. 6-7	 neÊsat' §mo‹ fãow ègnÚn époskedãsantew ım¤xlhn, 
ˆfra ken eÔ gno¤hn yeÚn êmbroton ±d¢ ka‹ êndra: 

For a discussion of this reminiscence of Homer, see H. I 40-1. Saffrey 
1981b: 301 suggests that the expression fãow ègnÒn is a reminiscence 
of Sophocles El. 86 œ fãow ègnÒn (first words of Electra when she 
enters), cf. H. I 40, VII 31. Whether this is the case or not, the 
adjective stresses the fact that this is special, divine light. 

Tr. 8-12: that a daemon, doing cruel things, may not hold me forever 
submerged / in the streams of forgetfulness, while I am far away from the 
blessed ones, that a chilling Penalty may not bind my soul with the fetters of 
life, / which, fallen into the waves of cold becoming, / does not want to 
wander all too long. 

vss. 8-12	 mhd° me lhya¤oiw ÍpÚ xeÊmasin oÈloå =°zvn 
da¤mvn afi¢n ¶xoi makãrvn épãneuyen §Ònta, 
mØ kruer∞w gen°ylhw §n‹ kÊmasi peptvku›an 
cuxØn oÈk §y°lousan §mØn §p‹ dhrÚn élçsyai 
PoinÆ tiw kruÒessa b¤ou desmo›si pedÆs˙. 

These verses describing the horrible fate of the human soul that has 
fallen into the waters of oblivion, haunted by cruel demons, recall 
especially the description in H. I 28-31. For the human soul fallen 
into the material world and consequently exposed to forgetfulness 
(lhya¤oiw ÍpÚ xeÊmasin), see H. I 32 and H. III 6. For the obnoxious 
daemon (oÈloå =°zvn da¤mvn) that threatens the human soul, see H. 
I 28-29. For the world of matter as a menacing sea (kruer∞w gen°ylhw 
§n‹ kÊmasi peptvku›an), see H. I 30.15 The soul, like a second Odys­
seus, wanders (élçsyai) around over the seas of matter, cf. H. III 3. 
The punishment for the soul that did not live in accordance with 
Nous but with the body instead, takes the form of compulsory reincar­
nation (PoinÆ tiw kruÒessa b¤ou desmo›si pedÆs˙), see commentary 
to H. I 37. 

Vogt 1957: 70 refers to Plato Crat. 400c1ff. (the famous s«ma-
s∞ma-formula) for the expression b¤ou desmo¤. But see also Plato Ti. 
73b3: the bonds of life (ofl toË b¤ou desmo¤) which tie soul and body 
together were made fast in the marrow, cf. Proclus In RP. II 125, 9ff.: 
this passage is about the physical relation between soul and body (≤ 

15   According to De Jong 1952: 16, one can hear the icy waves flop down in vs. 
10. I must admit that this sound effect is not entirely evident to me.
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fusikÆ sx°siw). He explains (In RP. II, 280, 30ff.) that the circum­
vallation of the soul with a thick bond (afl cuxa‹…tÚn paxÁn toËton 
periteixisãmenai desmÒn), i.e. genesis, leads to ‘horrible forgetfulness 
(lÆyh deinÆ, cf. vs. 8) and the unendurable cloud (n°fow éfÒrhton, 
cf. vs. 6) produced by the thickness of the body.’ For the body as a 
bond, cf. In Alc. 257, 5-6, In Euclid. 46, 13ff., In Tim. III 325, 12f. The 
oracle in the Vita Plotini provides another interesting parallel (22, 24 
desmÚn énãgkhw) with instructive comments by Brisson and Flamand 
in Brisson, Cherlonneix et al. 1992: 578. 

On vss. 8-12, see also the remarks by Saffrey 1981b: 303-304. 

Tr. 13-15: But, gods, leaders towards bright-shining wisdom, / hearken, 
and reveal to me, while I hurry to the upward leading track, / the secret 
rites and initiations of the holy words. 

vs. 13 sof¤hw §rilamp°ow ≤gemon∞ew 
Plato Lys. 214a1f. says that the poets are ‘fathers and guides to us in 
matters of wisdom’ (pat°rew t∞w sof¤aw efis‹n ka‹ ≤gemÒnew). Another 
possible Platonic text of reference is Phdr. 246e4 (the myth of the 
winged charioteer): the gods lead the souls that belong to them 
towards the contemplation of the Forms. We note that vss. 14-5 too 
refer to this myth. This wisdom is ‘bright-shining’ (§rilampÆw, a rare 
adjective), for it is the ‘holy light’ that shines from the divine books 
(vs. 5). 

vss. 14-5	 …§peigom°nƒ d¢ prÚw ÍcifÒrhton étarpÚn 
ˆrgia ka‹ teletåw fler«n énafa¤nete mÊyvn 

The study of divinely inspired scriptures is an initiation into divine 
mysteries. It results in an epopteia of the intelligible world as described 
in Plato Phdr. (see commentary to H. III 4: 2. The teleta¤ as the study 
of texts). The phrase ˆrgia ka‹ teletåw is a reference to Phdr. 250b8­
c1: §teloËnto t«n telet«n ∂n y°miw l°gein makarivtãthn, ∂n 
»rgiãzomen ktl. 

For the haste (§pe¤gomai) to reach the divine, see H. III 6. The 
adjective ÍcifÒrhtow is attested only here and in Synesius H. IV (VI) 
36 (s«n Ùxet«n ÈciforÆtvn). The adjective means something like 
‘leading upwards’ (Lacombrade 1978: 75; Saffrey 1981b: 299).16 

16 Gruber-Strohm 1991: 103, on the contrary, translate the passage in Synesius 
‘Quelladern, die aus der Höhe niederführen.’ 
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Saffrey 1981b: 305 points to an interesting parallel in the Chaldaean 
Oracles Fr. 116, 2 (already cited ad H. III 6): the souls hurry, naked, 
upwards towards the heights (gumn∞tew ênv speÊdousi prÚw Ïcow). 
For the trail of philosophy (étarpÒw), see H. III 13. For mÊyoi in the 
sense of ‘words’ instead of ‘myths’, see H. III 11. 



V. (EIS LUKIHN AFRODITHN)1 

Text 

ÑUmn°omen Luk¤vn basilh¤da, Kourafrod¤thn,

∏w pot' élejikãkoio periplÆyontew érvg∞w

patr¤dow ≤met°rhw yeofrãdmonew ≤gemon∞ew

flerÚn fldrÊsanto katå ptol¤eyron êgalma,


5.	 sÊmbol' ¶xon noero›o gãmou, noer«n Ímena¤vn 
ÉHfa¤stou purÒentow fid' OÈran¤hw ÉAfrod¤thw: 
ka¤ • yeØn ÙnÒmhnan ÉOlÊmpion ∏w diå kãrtow 
pollãki m¢n yanãtoio brotofyÒron ¶kfugon fiÒn, 
§w d' éretØn ¶xon ˆmma, telessigÒnvn d' épÚ l°ktrvn 

10. ¶mpedow églaÒmhtiw énastaxÊeske gen°ylh, 
pãnt˙ d' ±piÒdvrow ¶hn biÒtoio galÆnh. 

éllå ka‹ ≤met°rhn Ípod°xnuso, pÒtna, yuhlØn

eÈep¤hw: Luk¤vn går éf' a·matÒw efimi ka‹ aÈtÒw.

cuxØn d' íc énãeiron ép' a‡sxeow §w polÁ kãllow,


15. ghgen°ow profugoËsan Ùlo¤ion o‰stron §rv∞w. 

Departures from ed. Vogt: 6 oÈran¤hw; 9 ˆmma: telessigÒnvn 

Translation 

We sing a hymn to the queen of the Lycians, Kouraphrodite.

Once, very full of her evil-repelling help,

the leaders of our country, under divine inspiration,

erected a holy statue in the city


5.	 with the symbols of the noeric marriage, of the noeric wedding 
of the fiery Hephaistos and Aphrodite Ourania; 
They also called this goddess Olympian, because of whose power 
they often escaped the mortal-destroying poison of death, 
they kept their eye fixed on excellence, 

For an introduction on Aphrodite, see the Introduction to H. II. 1
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10. a firm, bright-minded race sprout up from the birth-achieving 
beds,


theirs was in every way a calm, bountiful life.


But do now accept our sacrifice of eloquence too,

for I myself am also of Lycian blood.

And lift up my soul from ugliness back again to great beauty,


15. while fleeing the deadly goad of earth-born desire. 

Structure 

After a short invocation (vs. 1) follows the aretology (vss. 2-11). It 
commemorates the assistance of the Lycian Aphrodite to the city of 
Xanthos in the past. By way of thanks the Lycians erected a statue of 
her. The aretology ends in an enumeration of good things the 
Lycians have obtained through the power of Aphrodite (vss. 8-11). 
Since it is a continuous sequence, structured by m¢n … d¢… d¢ … d¢, 
it is preferable to change the semicolon of vs. 9 in Vogt’s edition into 
a comma. The hymn ends in a request for divine assistance on the 
spiritual path to salvation by Proclus (vss. 12-15). 

Commentary 

Tr. 1: We sing a hymn to the queen of the Lycians, Kouraphrodite. 

vs. 1 ÑUmn°omen Luk¤vn basilh¤da, Kourafrod¤thn 
From the outset of the hymn, it is made clear that the Aphrodite 
(Kourafrod¤th) invoked is the patron deity of Lycia (Luk¤vn basi-
lh¤da), Proclus’ fatherland (vs. 3 patr¤dow ≤met°rhw). Wilamowitz 
1907: 274 concludes from the fact that the name Kourafrod¤th is not 
found in Greek literature that this is a local cult-name. However, 
Proclus may just as well have taken his inspiration from Il. 20, 105 
DiÚw koÊrhw ÉAfrod¤hw (also end of verse). For Aphrodite as a kora, 
see Orphic Hymn 57 (To Chtonic Hermes) 4: Paf¤hw koÊrhw, •liko-
blefãrou ÉAfrod¤thw. I suggest that the name refers either to the fact 
that Aphrodite as a goddess does not age, or to the fact that she 
assists korai (i.e. brides) during wedding ceremonies.2 

2 For eternal youth as a quality of the gods and especially of Aphrodite, see 
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We know nothing about the cult of the Lycian Aphrodite. The 
Lycian Aphrodite in Orphic Hymn 55, 11 is the product of an 
unnecessary emendation by Abel of lÊkaina into lÊkeih (rightly 
rejected by subsequent editors). As for Xanthos (vs. 4 the ptol¤eyron 
where the statue was erected), the paternal gods of the city seem to 
have been Leto, Apollo and Artemis. A round basis or altar found in 
Xanthos bears the inscription AFRODEITH EPHKOV, ‘to Aphrodite 
Who Gives Ear’ (Demargne/Metzger 1967: 1404). 

For Ímn°omen as the first word of a hymn, see my commentary to 
H. II 1. 

Tr. 2-4: Once, very full of her evil-repelling help, / the leaders of our 
country, under divine inspiration, / erected a holy statue in the city … 

vs. 2 pot' élejikãkoio periplÆyontew érvg∞w 
Proclus is vague about both the time (potÉ) and the occasion of the 
dedication. He does not so much hint at a specific case of Aphro-
dite’s evil-averting assistance (élejikãkow érvgÆ); rather the magis­
trates showed themselves grateful for her continuous support (vs. 8 
pollãki). 

vs. 3 patr¤dow ≤met°rhw 
Proclus’ parents were both Lycians of high birth. Proclus himself was 
born in Byzantium. However, soon afterwards, ‘his parents took him 
to their fatherland Xanthos, which was sacred to Apollo, and which 
thus, by some divine lot, became his native land also (patr¤da 
aÈtoË)’ (Marinus Vita Procli § 8).3 The fact that Proclus in this 
manner is a native of Lycia implies a bond of sympatheia between him 
and the Lycian Aphrodite that underlies the efficiency of the prayer, 
see commentary to vs. 13. 

vs. 3 yeofrãdmonew ≤gemon∞ew 
From the classical period onwards, magistrates, especially at the end 
of their period in office, often dedicated votive inscriptions and 

Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 429. For Aphrodite assisting korai, see Pirenne-Delforge 
1994: 421-426. 

3 The return from the capital Byzantium to the province was perhaps the result 
of the growing hostility towards pagans at the imperial court instigated by 
Pulcheria, the elder sister of Theodosius II (cf. Siorvanes 1996: 2-3). 
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statues to Aphrodite. This Aphrodite is sometimes called Hêgemonê, 
see e.g. the altar inscribed ÉAfrod¤t˙ ≤gemÒn˙ toË dÆmou ka‹ Xãrisin 
which was erected by the bouleutai of Athens at the end of the third 
century bce. The magistrates were responsible for maintaining 
concord in the state. Aphrodite is the goddess of the divine Love 
uniting and bringing together opposite forces not just in nature (for 
which see my commentary to vss. 5-6) but also in human society while 
engendering concord, harmony and peace. When the magistrates 
had been successful in doing so during their term in office, they had 
reason to thank the Aphrodite as the patron deity of concord and 
harmony.4 That the Lycian statue was another example of such a 
dedication is suggested by the fact that it was the Lycian leaders 
(≤gemon∞ew) who erected it. The fact that they worshipped her as 
Aphrodite Olympios corroborates this suggestion (see commentary 
to vs. 7 ka¤ • yeØn ÙnÒmhnan ÉOlÊmpion). 

The leaders are considered as divinely inspired (yeofrãdmonew). 
According to Neoplatonic doctrine, good rule in general requires 
divine inspiration.5 In this particular case, the adjective seems to 
indicate that the very decision to erect a statue was the result of 
divine inspiration. An inscription from Erythrai (ca. 400 bce) refers 
to a similar event. On the instigation of an oracle, the city has deci­
ded to erect a statue (êgalma) and a temple in honour of Aphrodite 
for the preservation of the people of Erythrai (§p‹ svthr¤hi toË dÆmou 
toË ÉEruyra¤vn).6 Proclus intends to contrast these divinely inspired 
magistrates of old to the ‘atheist’ — i.e. Christian — rulers of his own 
day who remove the statues of the gods from their temples.7 The best 
known example of this is the removal of the agalma of Athena from 
the Parthenon ‘by those who move what should not be moved’ 
(Marinus Vita Procli § 30). 

4 On this custom which is well attested by means of numerous inscriptions, see 
Sokolowski 1964 and Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 403-408, 446-450 and p. 39 for the 
Athenian altar. 

5  Proclus In Alc. 182, 12ff. explains that individual men have only a small 
portion of Nous. Hence they gather in order to deliberate on the common good. In 
this way they join their sparks in one light. Hence tradition considers these 
gatherings as holy, for they are divinely inspired (In Alc. 183, 20 ¶nyeon). 

6 For the text of the fragmentary inscription, see SEG XXXVI (1986) p. 308, nr. 
1039; for a discussion, see Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 449. 

7 For Christians as atheists who move what should not be moved, see Saffrey 
1975. 
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vs. 4 flerÚn … êgalma 
It is not clear what the agalma looked like. Demargne/Metziger 1967: 
1406 speak of a statue (‘heiliges Standbild’) depicting Aphrodite and 
Hephaistos. According to Saffrey 1994: 39 ‘Proclus avait vu une image 
(peut-être un bas-relief) représentant le marriage d’Aphrodite avec 
Héphaistos.’ To my mind, Hephaistos was probably not depicted. 
Proclus says that Aphrodite was depicted with the symbols of her 
marriage to Hephaistos, not with Hephaistos himself (vss. 5-6). Such 
an agalma representing both Hephaistos and Aphrodite, would have 
been unique. There is actually no undisputed example of the two 
together in Greek art whatsoever.8 

The agalma is called ‘holy’ (flerÒw). This indicates that it was not a 
piece of decorative sculpture (like a bas-relief), but a cultic statue 
representing the deity and its protective powers. Such a statue 
deserved worship in order to guarantee the enduring benevolence of 
the deity, just as its removal implied the end of the divine pro-
tection.9 Theurgy gave a new dimension to this old belief. Hermeias 
In Phdr. 99, 14-16 writes about ‘human and merely technical theurgy 
such as priests also use in the cults of statues (per‹ tåw yerape¤aw t«n 
égalmãtvn) by the law of the city and according to their native 
customs.’ This technical theurgy is the lowest sort of theurgy in 
Sheppard’s triple division (see chapter IV § 4.3).10 It is not likely 
these rites were intended as theurgical rites. Rather, Hermeias 
interprets existing religious practice in theurgical terms.11 The fact 
that the statue is said to hold symbola is an indication that Proclus 
interprets this statue as part of theurgical practices, for symbola are 
the essential ingredient in theurgy (see commentary to vs. 5 sÊmbol' 
¶xon). 

vs. 4  katå ptol¤eyron 
Probably Xanthos, the capital of Lycia, where Proclus spent his child­
hood, cf. commentary to vs. 3 patr¤dow ≤met°rhw.12 For a description 
of Xanthos, see Demargne/Metzger 1967: 1375ff. 

8  Cf. R. Fleischer in the LIMC (Zürich/München 1984) II, 1 p. 126f.

9 As may be illustrated by Proclus’ horror at the removal of the statue of Athena


(see commentary to vs. 3 yeofrãdmonew ≤gemon∞ew). 
10  See Sheppard 1982: 218 on this passage from Hermeias. 
11 As e.g. Iamblichus does in the case of offerings (Myst. V 9) and Proclus in the 

case of prayers (see chapter V § 2). 
12  Cf. Demargne/Metzger 1967: 1406 ‘zweifellos in Xanthos.’ 
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Tr. 5-6: (a statue) with the symbols of the noeric marriage, / of the noeric 
wedding of the fiery Hephaistos and Aphrodite Ourania; 

vs. 5 sÊmbol' ¶xon 
Symbola can be a different things, ranging from material objects like 
specific plants, stones and animals, to myths.13 Here mythical 
symbolism is intended. Whatever the symbols may have been — 
Proclus does not give any clue — they are supposed to refer to the 
mythological wedding of Aphrodite to Hephaistos. Proclus believed 
that this story hinted at a higher, concealed truth (see commentary to 
vs. 5 noero›o gãmou, no°r«n Ímena¤vn). 

It will be observed that in our discussion of mythological symbol­
ism, the reference was to texts, be it spoken or written. Statues were 
considered as texts in another format. Their allegorical interpre­
tation was a common phenomenon, both in Chaldaean circles (for 
which see Lewy 19782: 361ff.) and among the Neoplatonists. A 
notable example in the latter category is Porphyry’s On Statues. Some 
theologians, according to Porphyry, can read from statues things 
concerning the gods as if they were books. The unlearned on the 
contrary, regard the statues as pieces of wood and stone in the same 
way as they would regard the written letters on monuments, on 
tablets and in books as mere stones, pieces of wood and papyrus 
(Porphyry On Statues 351F. ed. Smith).14 

What exactly this statue was supposed to accomplish by means of 
its symbola remains obscure. As has been explained, symbolical texts 
could work in different ways. First, the study of symbolic myths was 
supposed to yield divinely inspired wisdom, surpassing mere human 
knowledge (see chapter VI § 2.2). Furthermore, the right use of 
symbolic myth could help to accomplish something similar to which 
the myth referred (see chapter V § 3.3.2). In this case we may per­
haps imagine the following: the myth refers to the fact that Aphrodite 
is the cause of beauty in the material world in general (for which see 
below). To worship a statue representing this story may result in an 
existence that is as full of beauty as possible in the material realm, 
e.g. because of excellence and a fine offspring (vss. 9-10).

13 See chapter IV § 4.4 for material symbola, and chapter V § 3.3 for myths as 
symbola. 

14 It should be added that Porphyry does not connect these symbolical inter­
pretations to a theory of theurgy. 
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vs. 5  noero›o gãmou, noer«n Ímena¤vn 
The marriage between the ugly Hephaistos and the beautiful Aphro­
dite is first attested in Od. 8, 266ff., which tells the story of Aphrodite’s 
adultery with Ares, see also e.g. Apollonius Rhodius 3, 36-40, Nonnus 
D. 29, 328-332. It is one of the stories for which Plato expels the poets 
out of his ideal city (R . 390c6-7), and which Proclus subsequently 
interprets symbolically in order to save Homer from Plato’s criticism 
(see chapter VI § 2). For Proclus, the relations of Aphrodite with 
both Hephaistos and Ares refer to the process of causation in the 
material cosmos. Hephaistos is the demiurge of the material things, 
Ares guarantees the existence of opposites in the universe. They both 
co-operate with Aphrodite. On the works of Hephaistos she confers 
beauty (kãllow, cf. vs. 14 where Aphrodite is explicitly linked to 
beauty), in the case of Ares she causes harmony and order between 
opposites. Hephaistos is superior to Ares. The relation of Aphrodite 
and Hephaistos is therefore more important than that of Aphrodite 
with Ares. For that reason the myth presents Aphrodite as being 
married to Hephaistos in accordance with the wish of Zeus, whereas 
she commits adultery with Ares. For this interpretation, see Proclus In 
RP. I 141, 1-143, 16, cf. In Tim. I 333, 2-4; II 27, 16-28, 7. 

The interpretation of the marriage of Aphrodite with Hephaistos 
as two collaborating principles of causation does not stand on its 
own. As a rule Proclus interprets all so-called holy marriages that way: 

These links we may call, in philosophical language, interweavings; but 
the theologians speak of them as ‘sacred marriages’ and of the 
entities generated in common by them as ‘offspring’ (In Parm. II 779, 
19-21; trans. Morrow/Dillon 1987: 142).15 

For ‘holy marriages’, see further Proclus In Tim. I 49, 12-16 with 
Festugière’s note to his translation (vol. I, p. 82, n. 2), In Crat. § 146 
p. 83, 1-6, Theol. Plat. V 1, p. 9, 3-8, and Brisson, Cherlonneix et al. 
1992: 266-267 for the concept of sacred marriages in Plato and its 
subsequent development in the Platonic tradition. 

The marriage of Aphrodite and Hephaistos is called ‘noeric’ 
(noero›o/no°r«n) to indicate that we have to interpret this marriage 
as referring to a higher reality, cf. Proclus In RP I 82, 18-20: the tragic 
and fictitious stories of myths refer to a noeric contemplation of the 
classes of the gods’ (tØn no¢ran t«n ye¤vn gen«n yevr¤an). 

15 ka‹ taËta filosÒfvw m¢n diaplokåw Ùnomãseiw, yeologik«w d¢ gãmouw fleroÁw, 
ka‹ tåw koinåw aÈt«n épogennÆseiw tÒkouw: 
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vs. 6 ÉHfa¤stou purÒentow 
Hephaistos, the smith among the gods, uses fire for his craft, see e.g. 
Il. 18, 468ff. (Hephaistos fabricates Achilles’ new armour). He is thus 
traditionally associated with fire (cf. the Homeric expression Il. 9, 468 
flÚj ÑHfa¤stoio) and sometimes even called so, see e.g. Proclus In 
Crat. § 85 p. 41, 15-6, cf. Orphic Hymn 66 (To Hephaistos) 1. The 
expression returns (always first words of the verse) in Nonnus D. 2, 
299; 10, 300; 27, 111; 29, 348. 

In Proclus’ symbolical interpretation of the marriage of Aphrodite 
and Hephaistos (see above), Hephaistos the smith is a demiurgic 
power16 and fire is his instrument by means of which the material 
substrate of the living beings is put into motion and made life-
producing.17 

vs. 6 OÈran¤hw ÉAfrod¤thw:

Ourania is a frequent epithet of Aphrodite in Greek cult.18 For that

reason I choose to capitalize it (pace Vogt).


Plato Smp. 180c1ff. (speech by Pausanias) famously distinguishes 
Aphrodite Ourania, the motherless child of Ouranos, from Aphro­
dite Pandemos, the child of Zeus and Dione. In Plato, the latter has a 
bad reputation: she is associated with the cheap love of short-lived 
sexual relations. The former represents noble love. This distinction 
between a good Aphrodite Ourania and a bad Aphrodite Pandemos 
proved influential.19 However, this influence was not all-pervasive. 
There are numerous examples of Aphrodite Pandemos as a respect­
able deity protecting the people of a city, not associated with sexual 
licentiousness.20 

16 In Tim. I 142, 20ff.: ˜ti m¢n oÔn t∞w dhmiourgik∞w §sti seirçw, ... d∞lousin ofl 
YeolÒgoi xalkeÊontã te aÈton ka‹ kinoËnta tåw fÊsaw ka‹ ˜lvw §rgotexn¤thn 
paradidÒntew.

17 In Tim. I 144, 3-5: ˆrganon m¢n oÔn ÑHfa¤steiÒn §sti tÚ pËr, Ïlh d¢ ≤ g∞ diå toË
purÚw kinoum°nh ka‹ zƒogonoËsa, kay' •autØn épecugm°nh.

18 For an inventory of the places where Aphrodite Ourania was worshipped in 
Greece, see the minute study by Pirenne-Delforge 1994. The observation by Nilsson 
1955: 20 that this epithet ist ‘höchst auffällig’ because no other god bears it apart 
from one of the Muses, is incorrect (e.g. Pi. Fr. 30,1 ed. Maehler of Themis, Hdt. 6, 
56 of Zeus, E. Hipp. 59f. of Artemis). 

19 Pirenne-Delforge 1988: 145-148 lists e.g. Theocritus Epigram 13, 1 ed. Gow; 
Artemidorus II, 37; Lucian Am. 37; Pausanias IX 16, 3-4; Himerius apud Photium 
Bibl. 372b. 

20 For the occurrence of titles Ourania and Pandemos in Greek cult and the 
Platonic interpretation interpretation of them, see Pirenne-Delforge 1988. 
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Proclus’ reception of the Platonic passage is interesting. He no­
where mentions Aphrodite Pandemos. Instead, he speaks of a pan-
demos lover only. Such a lover is a bad receiver of the good illumina­
tion of Love and subsequently gives himself over to a licentious life 
(In Alc. 34, 12-35, 6). He dissociates this pandemos love from Aphro­
dite the daughter of Zeus and Dione. According to the discussion in 
In Crat. § 183, pp. 109, 22-111, 20, she is no longer a disreputable 
deity, but a demiurgic force who binds the things in the cosmos 
together (cf. commentary to vs. 5 noero›o gãmou, no°r«n Ímena¤vn). 
Aphrodite the daughter of Ouranos, on the other hand, is the patron 
of undefiled life, who separates the soul from the world of becoming 
and leads it up to the noetic Beauty. They are two aspects of the same 
principle, for they are unified with each other in respect of the 
sameness of their hypostasis. This move to dissociate Aphrodite 
Dionaia (Divna¤a), as he calls her, from the epithet Pandemos is 
probably prompted by Proclus’ unwillingness to ascribe anything bad 
to the gods. 

In the light of the discussion of the passage from In Cratylum, it 
seems a bit odd that Proclus here invokes Aphrodite as Ourania, 
given the fact that he refers to Aphrodite as a demiurgic force, thus 
to Aphrodite Dionaia. Perhaps Proclus does not necessarily take the 
epithet Ourania to refer to the daughter of Ouranos, but to the 
divine dwelling-place, the ouranos (cf. H. II 15), like the adjective 
Olympic does in the next verse. In this context, it is perhaps telling 
that nowhere else does Proclus call Aphrodite by her epithet 
Ourania, not even in the above mentioned In Crat.-passage. On the 
other hand, the Lycian Aphrodite has not only demiurgic qualities. 
In vss. 14-15 she is invoked as the source of anagogic Love. It is 
possible that since in this hymn both Aphrodites fuse, the epithet of 
the daughter of Ouranos is transposed to Aphrodite Dionaia. This 
fusion is facilitated by the fact that they share the same hypostasis. 

Tr. 7-8: They also called this goddess ‘Olympian’, because of whose power 
/ they often escaped the mortal-destroying poison of death, … 

vs. 7 ka¤ • yeØn ÙnÒmhnan ÉOlÊmpion 
The gods live on Mt. Olympos, hence they are often called 
Olympians (e.g. Il. 1, 399). For Proclus, the Olympos is not so much 
the top of a mountain as a symbol of the intelligible realm as 
opposed to the world of matter, see H. VII 35-6. 



commentary 247 

This epithet is hardly ever attested in connection with Aphrodite. 
This hymn thus provides some interesting information concerning 
the worship of Aphrodite Olympios. There are just two other known 
instances of Aphrodite Olympios. From Tegea comes a herm with a 
female head (second or first century bce) dedicated to Aphrodite 
Olympios.21 Pausanias III 12, 11 mentions a circular building in 
Sparta containing statues of Zeus Olympios and Aphrodite Olym-
pios.22 Excavations have revealed the remains of this building, which 
is dated around 600 bce. It was situated at the so-called Skiãw, the 
place where the Spartans held their assembles. Pirenne-Delforge 
1994: 196-7 supposes that the worship of these gods as Olympians at 
this particular place was related to the political activities that went on 
there. If she is right, this unusual epithet in connection with Aphro­
dite adds further weight to the suggestion that the statue set up by 
the Lycian leaders celebrated Aphrodite as the patron of social 
harmony (see commentary to vs. 3 yeofrãdmonew ≤gemon∞ew). 

vs. 8 pollãki m¢n yanãtoio brotofyÒron ¶kfugon fiÒn 
Aphrodite has often saved the lives of Proclus’ ancestors, as one may 
expect from a patron deity of a city. The fiÒw they escaped can be two 
things: either an arrow (scholion b°low; Giordano 1957: 39 dardo 
della morte) or poison (Saffrey 1994: 41 poison de la mort). Both 
interpretations make sense. Ever since Il. 1, 48 (metå d' fiÚn ßhken) 
where Apollo strikes the Greeks with a plague by means of his arrows, 
divine arrows signify sudden death for men, generally from disease 
(Kirk 1985: 58). The dangers that the Lycians escaped are not speci­
fied. They can have been anything ranging from war to famine to 
plagues. On the other hand, Proclus seems to use fiÒw and it deriva­
tives in the sense of ‘poison’ only: Dec. Dub. 61, 4ff. (sunapogennçtai 
ta›w §x¤dnaiw ı fiÒw), In RP. II 75, 16f. (tina zvØn êulon ka‹ êxranton 
... fioË ka‹ sÆcevw); Decem. Dub. 42, 22, In RP. II 322, 19: fiobÒla 
(venomous animals); H. I, 41 fiolÒxeutow (born of venom). I 
therefore opt for the latter interpretation. 

As discussed above (see commentary to vs. 4 flerÚn … êgalma), 
Proclus did probably understand the statue as part of theurgical 

21  Pirenni-Delforge 1994: 272, Nilsson 1955: 207 n.1. 
22 See the discussion by Pirenne-Delforge 1994: 196-7 and Hitzig/Bluemner 

1899: 778 who observe: ‘Während bei Zeus der Beinahme sehr haüfig ist, wird 
Aphrodite als die himmlische sonst immer Urania genannt, noch in Xanthos nach 
Procl. Hymn. V.’ 
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rituals. Such rituals could indeed save cities. Marinus Vita Procli § 28 
reports that Proclus himself caused rain-falls in order to save Athens 
from a severe drought and also proposed means to prevent 
earthquakes because of his theurgical knowledge. 

Tr. 9-11: … they kept their eye fixed on excellence, a / firm, bright-
minded, race sprout up from the birth-achieving beds, / theirs was in every 
way a calm, bountiful life. 

vs. 9 §w d' éretØn ¶xon ˆmma 
Translations vary: Meunier 1935: 93 ‘leur regard était porté sur la 
vertue’; Giordano 1957: 39 ‘ed avevano l’occhio alla virtù; Saffrey 
1994: 41 ‘alors qu’ils visaient à la gloire.’ The original denotation of 
éretÆ is ‘manliness’, a notion covering everything that is admired in a 
man. Since in archaic culture a man’s qualities are literally non­
existent as long as they are not recognized by others, ‘glory’ and 
éretÆ may coincide (Pfeijffer 1996: 133-135). From manly qualities 
éretÆ becomes excellence as such. In a pregnant sense it is moral 
excellence, hence virtue. 

The Neoplatonic scale of virtues includes moral excellence, but 
also e.g. physical excellence, as Marinus Vita Procli illustrates. This 
biography, if not hagiography, of Proclus is modelled after the 
Neoplatonic scala virtutum.23 Marinus starts with the physical aretai of 
Proclus. He was endowed with exceptional sight and hearing, bodily 
strength, physical beauty and health (Vita Procli § 2). In ascending 
order, this form of excellence is followed by ethical (±yika¤), social 
(pol¤tika¤), purifying (kayartika¤), intellectual (yevrhtika¤), theur­
gic (yeourgika¤) and superhuman (Íp¢r ênyrvpon ≥dh tetagm°naw) 
aretai. About the last category Marinus chooses not to talk. In a some­
what different context, Proclus seems to suggest that this highest 
form of excellence consists in becoming one, i.e. in becoming god, 
for — as he explains — the One is God (In Tim. II 111, 20). 

Proclus does not seem to have a certain type of excellence in mind 
here. Aphrodite inspires people with a love for what is beautiful and 
good. This includes both fame and virtue. Hence the translation 
‘excellence’ is preferable. 

23  On the Vita Procli as a scala virtutum, see Blumenthal 1984 . 
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vss. 9-10	 … telessigÒnvn d' épÚ l°ktrvn 
¶mpedow églaÒmhtiw énastaxÊeske gen°ylh, 

One of Aphrodite’s traditional domains is birth and procreation, cf. 
H. II, 10-12. The Lycian offspring is said to be églaÒmhtiw (having 
shining wisdom). In Homer and afterwards m∞tiw is associated with 
cunning cleverness, see expressions like polÊmhtiw ÉOdusseÊw in 
Homer and Pi. I. 3/4, 65 m∞tin él≈phj (a fox when it comes to 
cleverness). Proclus, however, associates it explicitly with philoso­
phical wisdom. Athena as the god of Philosophy is called Mêtis by the 
gods (In Tim. I 168, 8ff.). The intellect in the soul is considered as a 
product of the divine Mêtis, which together with aporia produces the 
desire (eros) to search for perfect knowledge.24 

The adjective telessigÒnow (achieving birth) is typical for late epic 
Greek. It is only attested here, seventeen times in Nonnus, where it is 
e.g. said of a marriage (D. 1, 398 and different deities, like Semele (D. 
8, 198; 9,4) and Gaia (D. 27, 317). It occurs once in Orphic Hymn 53, 
10, in the sense of ‘ripe’ as said of fruit (eÈi°roiw karpo›si teles-
sigÒnoisi). 

vs. 11 pãnt˙ d' ±piÒdvrow ¶hn biÒtoio galÆnh 
The comparison of life to a sea voyage is exceedingly common in 
Greek literature. Life, hard as it often can be, presents itself most of 
the time as a dangerous, stormy sea. For the image of a troublesome 
life as heavy seas, see e.g. In Tim. I 56, 28-57, 2 (with reference to 
Stoic sources for the origin of the image) and Dec. Dub. 34, 9ff. For 
this image, as well as its opposite (calm weather), in early Greek 
poetry, see Steiner 1986: 66-70. 

Proclus’ ancestors, on the contrary, enjoyed a calm sea (galÆnh), 
i.e. a smooth passage through a rich (±piÒdvrow) life. For galÆnh as a 
life free of troubles, see e.g. Julian the Egyptian Anthologia Graeca 9, 
445, 3 (§n biÒtoio galÆn˙), Damascius Vita Isid. Fr. 265 (p. 213): the 
rich bequeathed their fortunes to the Academy which granted its 
members the sxolÆ and galÆnh necessary for the philosophical life. 
Since philosophy prospers in such a calm and wealthy existence, 
Proclus prays for it in his hymns (see H. VII 47, cf. H. VI 4-5) as does 
Synesius (H. V (II) 79-80: katãxei xãrin lip«san | biotçw 
galhni≈saw). 

24 See Proclus’ interpretation of Plato Symp. 203b1-c6 (how Penia got pregnant 
of Eros) as developped in In Alc. 236, 6ff. 
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As we have noted above, Proclus seems to interpret the statue of 
Aphrodite as part of theurgical rites as practised for the benefit of the 
city. Hermeias In Phdr. 96, 6ff. says of external theurgy,25 using the 
nautical metaphor: (Theurgy) ‘by freeing our soul and body and 
external possessions from troubling difficulties, furnishes us with a 
smooth and happy passage through life (eÎroian ka‹ eÈdaimon¤an 
katå tÚn b¤on).’ 

Tr. 12-13: But do now accept our sacrifice of eloquence too, / for I myself 
am also of Lycian blood. 

vss. 12-13 ka‹ ≤met°rhn Ípod°xnuso, pÒtna, yuhlØn eÈep¤hw 
Proclus prays that Aphrodite may accept (Ípod°xnuso) his offering 
too (ka¤), just as she did in case of the statue dedicated by Proclus’ 
ancestors. Cf. H. VII 5 for a similar phrase. The idea that a hymn is an 
offering recurs in Synesius H. I (III) 10-11, who describes his hymn as 
a ‘bloodless offering, a libation of words’ (§p°vn loibãw), for a 
discussion see Vollenweider 1984: 40 and the reaction by Erler 1989: 
108. For the same idea, cf. e.g. Pindar Fr. 86a ed. Snell-Maehler, 
Callimachus Fr. 494 ed. Pfeiffer. 

vs. 13 Luk¤vn går éf' a·matÒw efimi ka‹ aÈtÒw 
The Lycian Aphrodite should help Proclus just as she assisted 
Proclus’ ancestors, for (gãr) he is a Lycian too and therefore there is 
a bond of sympatheia between the goddess of the Lycians, and Proclus 
the Lycian. For this sort of sympatheia, see chapter V § 3.2. 

On Proclus’ Lycian background, cf. commentary on vs. 3 patr¤dow 
≤met°rhw. Proclus celebrated his Lycian background in the epitaph 
he composed for himself: PrÒklow §g∆ genÒmenon LÊkiow g°now (Ep. 1, 
1 ed. Vogt). 

Tr. 14-15: And lift up my soul from the ugliness back again to the very 
beautiful, / while it flees the deadly goad of earth-born desire. 

vs. 14 cuxØn d' íc énãeiron ép' a‡sxeow §w polÁ kãllow 
Aphrodite the Goddess of Love, leads the soul up towards noetic 
Beauty (§w polÁ kãllow), away from the material realm (ép' a‡sxeow). 
Cf. Plato Symp. 201a9f.: love is always for what is beautiful, never for 

25  External theurgy is the lowest kind of theurgy comparable to white magic, see 
chapter IV § 4.3. 
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what is ugly (ka‹ efi toËto oÏtvw ¶xei, êllo ti ı ÖErvw kãllouw ín e‡h 
¶rvw, a‡sxouw d¢ oÎ;). 

Just as the divine world is characterized by Beauty, so is its oppo­
site, the material realm, by ugliness (a‡sxow), see e.g. In Parm. IV 855, 
21-3 (ÑVw går ≤ Ïlh kaloË met°sxe diå tÚ e‰dow, oÏtv tÚ e‰dow a‡sxouw 
éneplÆsyh diå tØn Ïlhn: aÏth går afisxrå ka‹ ékallÆw); In Tim. I 
175, 9f. (aÏth (sc. Ïlh) går §stin ≤ …w élhy«w épeir¤a ka‹ tÚ 
a‰sxow...). Ugliness is defined as unlimited in a negative sense.26 

Matter, being unlimited because of the indeterminacy of its 
essence,27 is thus ugliness par excellence. 

vs. 15 ghgen°ow profugoËsan Ùlo¤ion o‰stron §rv∞w

For the prayer not to fall victim to bad desires, see commentary to H.

II 21.


O‰strow is a vehement maddening goad of desire. In Plato it is e.g. 
said of the lover who yearns for his beloved (Phdr. 240d1) and of the 
man whose soul is ruled by its lowest part (R. 577e2). In Proclus it is 
the passion for things in the material realm: hence it is earth-born 
(ghgenÆw: cf. Plato Pol. 271a5, cited by Proclus Theol. Plat. V 7, p. 27, 
3f.). The souls that fall in love with the material realm subsequently 
forget about the intelligible realm. Proclus considers this condition 
of oblivion as the death of the soul (e.g. Mal. Subsist. 22, 10 ‘mors 
enter’). Hence the adjective Ùlo¤iow (deathly). For an expression of 
the same idea, see Theol. Plat. V 24, p. 87, 24ff.: the gods stimulate our 
faculties to think and contemplate the Forms, in order that the soul 
‘is not destroyed (épÒlhtai), ‘submerged in the passions of the earth 
(baptisye›sa xyonÚw o‡stroiw) and the necessities of Nature’, as one 
of the gods says (Chaldaean Oracle Fr. 114).’ In In Alc. 98, 14, 
Proclus describes the common lovers as ‘the lovers because of lust 
and the goad of it’ (ofl diå tØn §piyum¤an ka‹ tÚn taÊthw o‰stron 
§rasta¤:). The divine lover, on the contrary, who has a sympatheia 
towards intelligible Beauty, has mastered the earth-born and 
chthonic way of life (ghgen«n ka‹ xyon¤vn §pithdeumãtvn). 

26   Proclus distinguishes between unlimited qua power and unlimited qua 
number or size. Real being is unlimited in the first (positive) sense, matter in the 
negative one. For the two sorts of infinitude, see El. § 86, pp. 78, 19-80, 14. 

27 For matter being infinite and thus indeterminate, see e.g. El. § 94, p. 84, 21­
22. 



VI. (UMNOS KOINOS YEVN MHTROS KAI EKATHS KAI IANOU) 

Introduction 

1. How many gods? 

1.1  Introduction 
How many gods are honoured in this hymn: two or three? All inter­
preters are unanimously convinced that there are two deities: Hecate 
and Ianus-Zeus. For this reason the hymn is traditionally known as 
the UMNOS KOINOS EKATHS KAI IANOU. However, the hymn may 
perhaps involve three gods: the Mother of the Gods (vs. 1), Hecate 
(vs. 2), and Ianus-Zeus. This question does not come to the fore as 
long as it is supposed that the Mother of the Gods is identical with 
Hecate. But is she? As will be argued below, the Mother of the Gods 
belongs — to Proclus’ mind at least — to the level of Nous. Hecate 
on the other hand is presented in the Theologia Platonica as a product 
of the former on the level of the hypercosmic gods (see chapter III 
§2.2, Figure 1). In that case, we would have two different goddesses. 
Then again, there is the possibility that the Mother of the Gods can 
also be called Hecate, be it Hecate on the level of Nous, just as e.g. 
Zeus appears at different levels of reality. Before we can make up our 
mind, then, we should examine the nature of the Mother of the Gods 
and Hecate in greater detail. This is all the more necessary since most 
discussions of Hecate, the most prominent deity in theurgy, make a 
terrible mess of things by assuming that there is just one Hecate and 
that this Hecate is the World Soul.1 As I will argue below, in the 
Neoplatonic interpretation of Hecate at least, there are two Hecates, 
neither of them being the World Soul.2 

1.2  Rhea-Hecate, the Mother of the Gods 
We start our examination of the nature of Hecate with the Neo­
platonic exegesis of Chaldaean Oracles Frr. 6 and 50. According to 

1  The notable exception is Brisson 2000: 145f. and 151. 
2 For an attempt to prove that Hecate can be equated with the World Soul, see 

Sarah Johnston 1990: 153-163. Much of her argument is based on Chaldaean 
Oracles Frr. 51 and 52. As will be shown below, Proclus believes that these oracles 
show that Hecate is the cause of soul, not that Hecate is soul herself. 
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Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 6, there is ‘a girdle, a noeric membrane’ (Ípe-
zvk≈w tiw ÍmØn noerÒw) between the two Fires, i.e. the first hidden 
Intellect and the demiurgic Intellect. According to Fr. 50, it is Hecate 
who holds the middle position (m°sson ÑEkãthw k°ntron) between 
these two Intellects or Fathers. It is therefore generally agreed that 
this membrane is Hecate (see e.g. Majercik 1989: 143f.; Johnston 
1990: 53f.; Des Places 19963: 124f. n. 1 to Fr. 6; Brisson 2000: 147 n. 93). 

In the theology of the Neoplatonic school of Athens, these two 
Intellects are Kronos, the pure Intellect, and Zeus, the Demiurgical 
Intellect. Kronos, the middle goddess, and Zeus constitute the triad 
of Nous (see chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1). Damascius does indeed call 
the divine power between these two Hecate, see e.g. De Princip. III p. 
158, 3ff. ed. Westerink-Combès, In Parm. vol. I, p. 68, 4-7 ed. 
Westerink-Combès, vol. I, p. 94, 16-18 ed. Westerink-Combès. In 
Proclus we lack a clear equation of this middle member of Nous with 
Hecate. Proclus In Crat. § 171, p. 95, 18-23 seems to hint at such an 
equation. There, however, Proclus discusses gods on the hypercosmic 
and encosmic levels, not gods on the level of the Intellect. In order to 
prove that Kronos is the pure Intellect, Proclus In Crat. § 107, p. 58, 
18ff. cites Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 35, according to which Hecate leaps 
forth from the Father, interpreted by Proclus as Kronos. Damascius 
vol. II 133, 2-6 ed. Ruelle cites the same Chaldaean Oracle in a 
discussion of a certain quality of the noeric triad. 

Proclus himself identifies this middle goddess primarily with the 
Orphic Rhea. Rhea is the Mother of the Gods, see my commentary to 
vs. 1 ye«n m∞ter, cf. Julian VIII (On the Mother of the Gods) 159b. In his 
extant works,3 the most substantial treatment of Rhea is found in 
Theol. Plat. V 11, pp. 35, 21-39, 24. Rhea is the centre (tÚ m°son 
k°ntron) between Kronos and Zeus the Demiurge (Theol. Plat. V 11, 
p. 36, 12-17). Proclus here paraphrases Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 50.
Although no mention of Hecate is made, this is another indication 
that Proclus too, like Damascius, identifies the Orphic Rhea with the 
Chaldaean Hecate. Together with Kronos, she produces the universal 
classes of gods, including Zeus the Demiurge. For this reason, she is 
celebrated as the Mother of Zeus (Theol. Plat. V 11, p. 35, 25f., p. 36, 
22). Together with him she produces all classes of gods, both the 
hypercosmic gods and the encosmic gods (Theol. Plat. V 11, p. 38, 1­
26). She is truly the Mother of the Gods. In short, she is the life­

3 A book by Proclus on the theology of the Mother of the Gods is lost, see 
below. 
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giving source of the universe (Theol. Plat. V 11, p. 38, 17f. tØn t«n 
˜lvn zvogonikØn afit¤an) and is for that reason often called ≤ 
zvogÒnow ÑR°a (Theol. Plat. V 11, p. 36, 8). 

Contrary to the general opinion, this Hecate/Rhea cannot be the 
World Soul, as is already apparent from the place that Proclus assigns 
to her in the heart of the triad of Nous. The World Soul is an 
encosmic entity (In Tim. II 290, 5) and for that reason inferior to 
Rhea by far (see chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1). Moreover, Proclus In Tim. 
II 129, 22ff. makes Rhea the cause of Soul: 

If Soul cannot be ranked among the first gods, nor among the last, 
then we should give it a place in the middle. And we would do rightly 
so, in order that it imitates even its very first causes. For the goddess 
who is the cause of Soul holds also a place in the middle among the 
gods — as the theologians too think — as a link between the two 
Fathers (sunagvgÚw oÔsa t«n dÊo pãtervn), sending forth the life of 
the Soul from her own flank (ka‹ épo t«n •aut∞w lagÒnvn tØn t∞w 
cux∞w proiem°nh zvÆn). 

The goddess who is the cause of Soul — and therefore is not Soul 
itself, let alone an encosmic one like the World Soul — is Rhea-
Hecate. This can be inferred both from the fact that the goddess is 
said to be a link between the two Fathers and from the fact that she 
sends forth the life of the soul from her own flank. As for the first 
indication, it seems evident that the Fathers mentioned are Kronos 
and Zeus, whereas the ‘the theologians’ are probably the Chaldaean 
sages and their oracles, especially Fr. 50 above (so Lewy 19782: 142 n. 
283 and Festugière In Tim. vol. III, p. 169, n. 2). The second one 
contains a reference to Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 51 according to which 
‘a great stream of the primordially-generated Soul’ pours forth from 
the right flank of Hecate. Proclus In Tim. III 249, 12ff. identifies this 
deity as ‘the universal life-giving goddess’ (≤ ˜lh zƒogonow yeÒthw), 
‘the very great Rhea’. 

As for Proclus’ devotion to Rhea, Marinus Vita Procli § 33 informs 
us that Proclus was favoured by the Mother of the Gods. He prayed 
much to her. She, in her turn, did much for him and revealed 
important things on almost a daily basis. Proclus must have written a 
book about her, ‘on the whole theology of this goddess,’ which has 
not been preserved. In what is sometimes supposed to be the remains 
of Proclus’ house, archaeologists have found a relief of the Mother of 

4the Gods in a naiskos.

4 The identification of this house, known to archaeologists as building Chi, is a 
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1.3 Hecate on the level of the hypercosmic gods 
Proclus Theol. Plat. VI 11, pp. 48, 1-55, 27 discusses the triad of Kore, 
the triad of life-giving goddesses among the hypercosmic or leader-
gods that includes Hecate. This triad originates from the ‘life-giving 
source that has obtained the middle centre between the two Fathers’ 
(Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 48, 15f.; cf. Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 50) which we 
can now easily recognize as Rhea-Hecate on the level of Nous. The 
goddess is the monad causing this triad (Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 48, 
21ff.). 

According to Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 50, 4-20, this triad has a double 
causative function, comparable to that of Rhea-Hecate. Together with 
Zeus (a god superior to her, like Kronos in the case of Rhea) she 
produces the unique Demiurge of individual beings (tÚn ßna 
dhmiourÚn t«n merist«n),5 whereas with Pluto (a god inferior to her, 
like the Demiurge in the case of Rhea) she ensouls even the most 
inferior things in the universe. 

The members of this triad are, according to the Greek theo­
logians, Artemis Korikê, Persephone Korikê, and Athena Korikê; 
according to the Barbarian theologians (i.e. the Chaldaean sages) 
Hecate, Soul, and Virtue (éretÆ) (Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 51, 19-28). 
Saffrey-Westerink p. 152 n. 8 point out that this is a reference to 
Chaldaean Oracles Frr. 51 and 52: according to Fr. 51 Soul streams 
forth from Hecate’s right flank (see above), whereas according to Fr. 
52, Virtue streams forth from her left. From this it should not be 
concluded that Proclus interpreted these Chaldaean Oracles differ­
ently at different times. Rather one and the same text can be applied 
to divinities of the same seira at different levels of reality, as for 
example is done in the case of the myth of the winged charioteer 
from the Phaedrus throughout books four, five, and six of the 

matter of some debate. According to Alison Frantz 1988: 42-44, the find of the 
above-mentioned relief focuses the identification of the house on Proclus himself, 
given Marinus’ testimony (mentioned above) that Proclus kept this goddess in high 
esteem. Her view is supported by other archaeologists, see e.g. Castrén 1994: 12 
and Arja Karivieri 1994: 115-139, esp. p. 119 for the relief. The latter also points to 
the find of a votive offering of a pig in the same building. It is suggested that it was 
offered to the Mother of the Gods, see pp. 132-138. However attractive the idea 
may be that we have located Proclus’ house, it should be stressed that the 
identification of building Chi with the house of Proclus is just an hypothesis, not a 
matter of fact. 

5 Note that this is not the Demiurge, for the latter is the Demiurge of universal 
things (t«n ˜lvn). For the four different Demiurges in Proclus, see Opsomer, 
forthcoming. 
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Theologia Platonica. In the case of Hecate, she produces Soul on the 
level of Hecate-Rhea, whereas Hecate on the level of the leader-gods 
contains the source of soul and produces them.6 

We observe that Hecate too cannot be the World Soul for, as was 
noted above, the World Soul is encosmic whereas Hecate is an 
hypercosmic deity and therefore superior to the former. 

Proclus appears to have had a special relationship with this 
Hecate. He remarks that this deity, whom the Barbarians (i.e. the 
Chaldaeans) call awful and fearful, ‘is for us the greatest’ (Theol. Plat. 
VI 11, p. 53, 25ff.). Marinus informs us that Proclus, after he had 
gone through the Chaldaean purificatory rites, conversed with lumi­
nous apparitions of Hecate. Such was eye-witnessed by others. Proclus 
recorded these events in a special book now lost (Marinus Vita Procli § 
28). 

1.4 The goddesses of H. VI 
It seems to me to be highly unlikely that the ‘Mother of the Gods’ (vs. 
1) is not Rhea. Proclus very consistently identifies the Mother of the 
Gods with Rhea. Since, as we have seen, Rhea produces the universal 
classes of gods as well as the hypercosmic and encosmic gods, 
whereas Hecate on the level of the hypercosmic gods especially 
produces the partial souls, it is the former who is the best candidate 
for the title ‘Mother of the Gods’. It also makes good sense that she is 
invoked together with Zeus the Demiurge,7 for she is his mother and 
together with him, she produces the hypercosmic and encosmic 
gods. 

Now, is this Mother of the Gods a goddess other than Hecate in vs. 
2? I am inclined to think so. First, there is the fact that Proclus seems 
to prefer not to call Rhea Hecate, as for example Damascius does. 
Second there is the epithet proyÊraiow (vs. 2). This epithet implies 
that this Hecate is inferior to another deity (see commentary ad loc.), 
most likely to be either the Mother of the Gods or Zeus. In either 
case, Hecate cannot be the Mother of the Gods. The fact that Zeus 
and hypercosmic Hecate are invoked in the same hymn is 
understandable, given the fact that they work together in the creation 
of the one Demiurge of individual things. 

6  Cf. Theol. Plat. VI 11 p. 54, 8-15. 
7 That the Zeus invoked in H. VI is the Demiurge appears from the epithets in 

vs. 3, see commentary ad loc. 
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The fact that both the Mother of the Gods and Hecate are invoked 
in one hymn does not come as a surprise either. Not only is Rhea, the 
Mother of the Gods, the monad of the triad of Kore, but what is 
more, monad and triad are closely connected. Kore, in so far as she 
works together with Zeus, ‘remains in the house of her mother (i.e. 
Rhea), which the latter prepared for her, a house in inaccessible 
regions, transcending the universe.’ Proclus, who identifies Rhea with 
Demeter,8 here refers to the Eleusinian mysteries, according to which 
Kore dwells during one half of the year with her mother Demeter in 
the realm of the gods (Theol. Plat. VI 11 p. 50, 4-20).9 

To conclude then, it is not only likely that this hymn is directed to 
three gods, it also makes sense, for these are three divinities with a 
very close relationship to each other. 

2.  Rhea, Hecate, and Zeus 

2.1 Rhea, the Mother of the Gods 
Rhea, the Mother of the Gods, belongs to the race of the Titans. 
Kronos fathered by her the Olympian gods Hestia, Demeter, Hera, 
Hades, Poseidon, and Zeus (see e.g. Hesiod Th. 453-458), hence she 
is called the Mother of the Gods (cf. vs. 1). Kronos, fearing that his 
children would overthrow him, swallowed them, with the exception 
of Zeus. Rhea smuggled the latter away to the island of Crete. There 
he grew up, eventually overcame his father and rescued his brothers 
and sisters. According to the Orphic theologies, which attribute a 
place of prominence to Rhea, Zeus fathers Persephone-Kore by her 
(see West 1983: 93ff.). We note that Proclus appears to follow closely 
the traditional mythological accounts in his treatment of Rhea, Zeus 
and Kore as outlined above. 

In the course of time, Rhea — often accompanied by savage 
animals like lions and wolves — was identified with a good many 
powerful maternal goddesses who presided over mystery rites, notably 
Cybele (for whom see commentary to H. I 25) as does Julian Or. VIII 
(On the Mother of the Gods), and Demeter (see West 1983: 93f.); for 
other identifications see Françoise Gury LIMC VII, 1 1994: 628-629. 

8  Julian Or. VIII (On the Mother of the Gods) 159b too equates the Mother of the 
Gods with Demeter and connects her with the Eleusinian mysteries (173b-d). For 
the relation between Hecate and Demeter and Persephone, see below § 2.2 Hecate. 

9 This is of course in accordance with Proclus’ general rule that everything that 
emanates from its cause somehow remains in it, see El. § 30, p. 34, 12-27. 
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Rhea is celebrated in Orphic Hymn 14, whereas Homeric Hymn 14 and 
Orphic Hymn 27 address the Mother of the Gods as does Julian in his 
prose hymn Or. VIII (On the Mother of the Gods). 

2.2  Hecate10 

Hecate is a goddess of boundaries. She stands guard not only at cross­
roads and doorways, but also at the dividing line between life and 
death. She is the mistress of souls, whom she guides in both 
directions across this line. It is in this function that the Homeric Hymn 
to Demeter mentions her: she is witness to the descent of Persephone, 
the daughter of Demeter, in Hades and her return to the living 
daylight (Johnston 1990: 21-28). Since she holds power over souls 
and daemons, she is a patron deity of magicians (Johnston 1990: 143­
148). 

The theurgists assign an important role to her. She is supposed to 
aid them in different ways. She controls the iynx-daemons, beings 
that constitute the link between the celestial and terrestial realms. 
The theurgists need these daemons for their ascent towards the 
celestial realm (Johnston 1990: 90-110). They appear to the theurgist 
to instruct him about the construction and operation of the cosmos, 
necessary knowledge for successful theurgy (Johnston 1990: 111-133). 
Johnston (1990) argues that Hecate’s prominence can be explained 
by the fact that she is the World Soul, and for that reason the 
mediating entity par excellence between our world and that of the 
gods. As I have argued above, this identification does not work. 
However, even if Hecate is not the World Soul, Proclus seems to 
consider her as a mediating force. 

Hecate in her pre-theurgical manifestation is celebrated by Hesiod 
Th. 411-452 and Orphic Hymn 1. 

2.3 Zeus11 

Zeus hardly needs any introduction. When we concentrate on his 
traditional features that are of importance for this hymn, we note the 
following: Zeus is the most powerful among the Olympian gods 
and therefore their king (cf. vs. 3: Zeus is the hailed as the supreme 
god). He is in the Homeric phrase ‘father of men and gods.’ The 

10  On Hecate, see especially the monograph by Johnston 1990. 
11 On Zeus, see e.g. Burkert 1985: 125-131; F. Graf DDD  1995: 1758-1771, F. 

Graf OCD 19963: 1636-1638. 
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supremacy of Zeus is highlighted in the short Homeric Hymn 23. 
Because of this, he becomes the all-embracing god of the universe. 
Zeus is all things or at least the cause of all things. This tendency of 
what is sometimes called ‘Zeus-monotheism’ culminates in Stoic 
speculations about Zeus as the Logos permeating the universe. 
Cleanthes celebrates this Zeus in his famous hymn. For the Athenian 
Neoplatonists, Zeus may not be the most important deity, but he is 
still the Demiurge of this universe all the same. As the most powerful 
god, he is the saviour par excellence (cf. the prayers for salvation in 
this hymn), as is apparent from the Orphic Hymns 15, 19 and 20 in his 
honour. 

Text 

Xa›re, ye«n m∞ter, polu≈nume, kallig°neyle: 
xa›r', ÑEkãth proyÊraie, megasyen°w. éllå ka‹ aÈtÚw 
xa›r', ÖIane propãtor, ZeË êfyite: xa›r', Ïpate ZeË. 

teÊxete d' afiglÆessan §moË biÒtoio pore¤hn 
5.	 briyom°nhn égayo›si, kakåw d' épelaÊnete noÊsouw 

§k =ey°vn, cuxØn d¢ per‹ xyon‹ marga¤nousan 
ßlket' §gersinÒoisi kayhram°nhn teletªsi. 
na¤, l¤tomai, dÒte xe›ra, yeofrad°aw te keleÊyouw 
de¤jat° moi xat°onti. fãow d' §r¤timon éyrÆsv, 

10. kuan°hw ˜yen ¶sti fuge›n kakÒthta gen°ylhw. 
na¤, l¤tomai, dÒte xe›ra, ka‹ Ímet°roisin éÆtaiw 
˜rmon §w eÈseb¤hw me pelãssate kekmh«ta. 

xa›re, ye«n m∞ter, polu≈nume, kallig°neyle:

xa›r', ÑEkãth proyÊraie, megasyen°w. éllå ka‹ aÈtÚw


15. xa›r', ÖIane propãtor, ZeË êfyite: xa›r', Ïpate ZeË. 

Translation 

Hail, Mother of Gods, many-named, with fair off-spring blest. 
Hail, porch-dwelling Hecate, of great strength. But you too, 
hail, forefather Ianus, Zeus imperishable; hail, supreme Zeus. 
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Make the course of my life radiant, 
5.	 weighed down with good things, but drive the evil diseases 

from my limbs; attract my soul, now madly raging around the 
earth, 

once it has been purified through the intellect-awaking rites. 
Yea, I beg you, give your hand, and show me, as one in need, 
the paths revealed by the gods. I will observe the precious light, 

10. from which comes the possibility to flee the misery of dark birth. 
Yea, I beg you, give me your hand, and with your winds bring me 
to the harbour of piety, exhausted as I am. 

Hail, Mother of Gods, many-named, with fair off-spring blest. 
Hail, porch-dwelling Hecate, of great strength. But you too, 

15. hail, forefather Ianus, Zeus imperishable; hail, supreme Zeus. 

Structure 

The hymn can be divided into three parts: (1) vss. 1-3 invocation of 
the Mother of the Gods, Hecate, and Ianus-Zeus (2) vss. 4-12 contain 
the requests to these gods (3) vss. 13-5 are a verbatim repetition of the 
invocation. As Saffrey 1994: 43 observes the structure of this hymn 
differs from Proclus’ other hymns because of this ring-composition. 
Remarkably enough, there is no argument given why Hecate and 
Zeus should hear his prayer. 

Commentary 

Tr. 1-2: Hail, Mother of Gods, who has many names, blessed with fair off­
spring. / Hail, porch-dwelling Hecate, of great strength. 

vs. 1 xa›re 
The dominant concern of all Greek hymns is to establish a notion of 
xãriw between the suppliant and the gods, i.e. a relation of reciprocal 
pleasure and goodwill. For that reason, many hymns begin and end 
with xa›re. It is much stronger than just ‘hail’ or ‘farewell’ (rather 
‘take pleasure in this hymn’) and is part of the general concern of 
the hymnist to please the gods (Race 1982: 8f.). 
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vs. 1 ye«n m∞ter

For Proclus, the Mother of the Gods (mÆthr t«n ye«n) is Rhea (i.e.

Rhea-Hecate on the level of Nous), see e.g. In Tim. III 179, 9f.; In RP.

I 137, 7ff. and 138, 16 (Hera imitating the Mother of the Gods is a

second-degree Rhea and a partial Rhea). For the identification of

Rhea with the Mother of the Gods by the Neoplatonists, cf. Julian Or.

VIII (On the Mother of the Gods) 159b. For the expression, cf.

Homeric Hymn 14 (to the Mother of the Gods) 1: Mht°ra moi pãntvn

te ye«n pãntvn t' ényr≈pvn; Orphic Hymn 14 (to Rhea) 9: mÆthr m°n

te ye«n ±d¢ ynht«n ényr≈pvn; Orphic Hymn 27 (to the Mother of the

Gods) 1: ye«n m∞ter, trof¢ pãntvn; Orphic Hymn 41 (to mother

Antaia12) Homeric Hymn 30 (to Gaia) 17: Xa›re, ye«n mÆthr.


vs. 1 polu≈nume

For the adjective polu≈numow in Greek hymns, see commentary to H.

II 1. For Rhea being called polu≈numow cf. Orphic Hymn 27 (to the

Mother of the Gods) 5.


vs. 1 kallig°neyle:

An appropriate, if rare, epithet of the mother of the Demiurge, the

universal, the hypercosmic and encosmic gods.


vs. 2 ÑEkãth

For a discussion of Rhea, see the introduction to this hymn.


vs. 2 proyÊraie

The adjective proyÊraiow (porch-dwelling) is only attested in

connection with Artemis in Orphic Hymn 2 (to Prothyreia-Artemis) 4,

12 and Hecate in this hymn. This need not be coincidence. Artemis is

often identified with Hecate in the Greek tradition. Rudhardt 1991:

274f. argues that the play with epithets in Orphic Hymn 2 shows that its

composer identified Artemis indeed with Hecate. Why the Orphic

hymnist invokes Artemis as porch-dwelling does not become clear

from the hymn. Perhaps we should think of Artemis in the function

of some guardian god of the household.


Proclus apparently borrows the expression from Plato Phlb. 64c1-3: 
the qualities of beauty, truth, and symmetry stand in the porch of the 
good (to›w toË égayoË proyÊroiw). Proclus interprets this in 

12 Mother Antaia is the Demeter of the Eleusinian mysteries as is apparent from 
the the hymn. For Proclus, the Eleusinian Demeter is Rhea, see Introduction § 1.4. 
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accordance with his theory of causation.13 Of the products of a cause, 
some remain in their cause, others emanate. Of the latter, the 
entities first to emanate ‘are posted as it were in the ‘prothyria’ of the 
gods,14 i.e. the porches,’ (velut in prothyris (id est proforiis) deorum 
ordinatus) announcing their cause which remains inaccessible (in 
abditis) (De mal. subs. 14, 15-18). Hecate holds that position in 
relation to Rhea. As we have seen in the introduction § 1.4, Rhea 
inhabits ‘a house in inaccessible regions (§n ébãtoiw), transcending 
the universe.’ The triad of Kore proceeds directly from this monad 
and — as the source of the individual souls — forms the link between 
us and the intelligible world. 

vs. 2 megasyen°w 
A frequent epithet in connection with gods from archaic times 
onwards (e.g. Bacchylides Dith. 17, 67 of Zeus) especially in the 
Orphic Hymns e.g. 12, 1 (Heracles), 13, 2 (Kronos), 65, 1 (Ares). 

Tr. 2-3: But you yourself too, / hail, Ianus, forefather imperishable Zeus; 
hail, supreme Zeus. 

vs. 3 ÖIane 
The invocation of Ianus is remarkable. It is a Roman deity in whom 
neither the Greek Neoplatonists nor the Chaldaean nor Orphic 
traditions take any demonstrable interest. It may serve to illustrate 
Proclus’ famous remark that a philosopher should be the hierophantês 
of the whole world, worshipping all divinities (Marinus Vita Procli  § 
19). 

In the Roman pantheon, Ianus is the double-faced god of doors 
and gates. He controls the beginning of things.15 We can only 
speculate about the reason why Proclus equates him with Zeus the 
Demiurge (for Zeus as the Demiurge, cf. commentary to vs. 3 Ïpate 
ZeË). From Augustine Civ. D. VIII 9 we learn that the difference 
between Jupiter (i.e. the Roman equivalent of the Greek Zeus) and 
Ianus is an insignificant one. It should be kept in mind, however, that 
Augustine tries to show that there is no real distinction for polemical 

13 On the metaphysical interpretation of the Philebus by the Neoplatonists, see 
Van Riel 1997, volume 2. 

14 The expression ‘prothyria of the gods’ perhaps takes it origin from Homeric 
Hymn 4 (to Hermes) 384: tãd' éyanãtvn eÈkÒsmhta proyÊraia. 

15 On Ianus, see e.g. K. Thraede RAC XVI 1259-1282; F. Graf Neue Pauly 5, 858­
861; N. Purcell OCD 19963: 792. 
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purposes against paganism. All the same, Macrobius Sat. I 9, 14 
(citing an ancient poem of the first century bce) describes Ianus in a 
way which makes him resemble Zeus the Demiurge, the supreme god 
in the cosmos: Ianus is the god of gods (deus deorum) who is the 
creator and ruler of everything (qui cuncta fingit eadem regit). 

There may be yet another reason for Ianus to appear here. Ianus 
functions as the porter of the heavenly court, not unlike Hecate 
Prothyraios. Hecate is said to dwell in the porch of her mother’s 
palace because she is the link between the inaccessible divine world 
of Rhea and this world (see commentary to vs. 2 proyÊraie). 
Ianus/Zeus the Demiurge is likewise a divinity on the border between 
the intelligible world to which Rhea too belongs, and this world of 
which he is the creator. 

Furthermore, both Hecate and Ianus were traditionally portrayed 
with more than one face, Hecate in order to be better equipped to 
watch the cross-roads, Ianus in order to keep an eye on what goes on 
both inside and outside the house. This similarity in appearance did 
not escape the ancient poets.16 The Neoplatonists in their turn 
attached a special meaning to this traditional representation. A divin­
ity that is double-faced (émfiprÒsvpow) looks on the one hand up­
wards to higher realities and on the other hand downwards to lower 
entities. An example is the World Soul: the Soul receives on the one 
hand the emanations of the intelligible world and on the other steers 
the universe and is therefore called émfiprÒsvpow, (Proclus In Tim. II 
130, 23 and 246, 19). Interestingly enough, the same word is used as 
an equivalent of the Latin bifrons in connection with Ianus (Plu. Num. 
19, 11). In the case of Ianus, these two faces fit well with his role as 
Demiurge. The Demiurge has to look into two different directions: 
upwards in order contemplate the Forms, downwards in order to 
create the cosmos after the example of the Forms. Damascius calls 
Hecate likewise émfiprÒsvpow (De Princip. I 315, 20 ed. Ruelle; In 
Parm. II 152, 23 ed. Ruelle). This has been observed by several 
scholars (Lewy 19782: 94 n. 111, Majercik 1989: 211, Johnston 1990: 
59-60), who go, however, astray in their interpretation: they assume 
that Hecate is the émfiprÒsvpow World Soul. This is not the case. As 
has been argued in the introduction to this hymn, Hecate cannot be 
the World Soul. What is more, Damascius speaks about Rhea-Hecate, 

16  See e.g. Ovid (Fast. I 133-144), who has Ianus explain that he, as the porter of 
the gods (caelestis ianitor aulae), has two faces, like Hecate has three, lest he should 
lose time by twisting his neck. 
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the centre between the two Fathers. Be this as it may, the idea in 
Damascius is the same: Hecate directs her gaze both upwards to 
Kronos and downwards to her son Zeus. Evidence for Hecate 
émfiprÒsvpow on the level of the hypercosmic gods is absent, but 
here too we can think of the same sort of explanation: she looks both 
upwards to Rhea and downwards to the things she imbues with life. 

vs. 3 propãtvr 
If an entity is a propãtvr (forefather) of another, this means that it is 
an indirect cause higher than the direct cause of the entity of which it 
is the forefather. Proclus In Parm. I 674, 28ff. gives the following 
example: angels are superior to daemons. They are, so to speak, the 
fathers of the daemons, whereas the gods who fathered the angels are 
in their turn the forefathers (propãtorew) of the daemons. In the 
same way Proclus calls the One the forefather of the souls rather than 
their father, since their direct cause is situated at the level of Nous 
(Theol. Plat. III 1, p. 5, 13ff. tØn »d›na t«n cux«n ¥n ¶xousin ée‹ toË 
pãntvn patrÚw ka‹ propãtorow), cf. note Saffrey-Westerink ad loc., see 
also Marie C. van der Kolf/v. Geisau P. W. XXIII 756-7 s.v. Propator. 

According to Plato Ti. 41a7ff. (cf. Proclus In Tim. III 197, 26ff.) the 
Demiurge leaves the task of the creation of three mortal species 
(birds, terrestrial animals and water-animals) to the younger gods. As 
Proclus In Tim. III 225, 26-226, 18 explains, these mortal beings are 
created because of the Demiurge (Íp' aÈtoË), but not directly by him 
(di' aÈtoË). The Demiurge is therefore a ‘forefather’ in the sense just 
discussed. Proclus does not explicitly mention this interpretation of 
the Demiurge as forefather, but a parallel may be found in the 
Hermetic corpus which influenced Iamblichus. In Corpus Herm. Exc. 
II A 13 ed. Festugière III, p. 7, the creator of the planets (cf. Plato’s 
Demiurge) is called ‘propãtvr’, whereas the sun is considered as the 
only demiurge after him, who takes care of this world (ibid. 14). The 
creating god is also called ‘propãtvr’ in Kore Kosmou 10. Like Plato’s 
Demiurge, he leaves the creation of mortal beings to lesser gods, 
whom he addresses in a speech not unlike the one in the Timaeus 
(o.c. 19). Iamblichus Myst. VIII 4, p. 267, 3 mentions this propãtvr as 
the Demiurge who, according to the Hermetic tradition, comes 
before another lower demiurge, the sun. The fact that Proclus In 
Tim. III 227, 28-30 too grants king Helios pride of place among the 
younger demiurgic gods perhaps indicates that he too was aware of 
these Hermetic theories in one form or another. 
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vs. 3 ZeË êfyite:

The Greek gods are immortal, hence êfyitow (imperishable), see e.g.

Homeric Hymn 4 (to Hermes) 325f.: the Olympian gods are éyãnatoi

d¢ êfyitoi. For Zeus êfyitow, see e.g. Pindar P. 4, 291; the Orphic

theogony apud Eusebius PE 3, 9, 2, 3; Orphic Hymns 15 (to Zeus) 1:

ZeË êfyite.


For a Neoplatonist like Proclus to be imperishable is a quality of 
the intelligible realm of the gods as opposed to our world of becom­
ing and passing away, see e.g. Proclus In Parm. III 800, 25 (Chaldaean 
Oracles Fr. 37) : our cosmos is modelled after a noerÚn tÊpon êfyiton. 
Proclus In Tim. II 82, 16 quotes an Orphic text (Fr. 168, 17 ed. Kern) 
which assigns this quality to the Zeus/the Demiurge:’... the sages of 
Greece do not refuse to say about the demiurge himself: his royal 
intellect, without deceit, is imperishable aether (êfyitow afiyÆr)’ etc. 

vs. 3 Ïpate ZeË 
Already in Homer, Ïpatow is a standard epithet of Zeus as the king of 
the Olympians gods, see e.g. Il. 5, 756; 17, 339; 19, 258; Od. 19, 303; 
20, 230; 24, 473. Proclus In Tim. I 316, 4ff. discusses this Homeric 
formula: the fact that Homer calls Zeus ‘the highest of the rulers’ 
(Ïpaton kreiÒntvn, see Il. 8, 31; Od. 1, 45 and 81; 24, 473) and ‘the 
Father of men and gods’ throughout the whole of his poetry’ indi­
cates that for him Zeus is the Demiurge on the level of Nous. As we 
have seen (chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1), Proclus distinguishes between 
many different manifestations of Zeus at different levels of reality all 
engaged in demiurgic activities. The adjective Ïpatow indicates that 
this is the supreme Demiurge on the level of Nous: ‘but since he (this 
demiurge) is the most important of the demiurges, he is honoured as 
‘the highest of the rulers’ (Ïpaton kreiÒntvn) by the one (Homer), 
and ‘the best of the causes’ by the other (Plato Ti. 29a5f.)’ (Proclus 
In Tim. I, 333, 18). 

Tr. 4-6: Make the course of my life radiant, / weighed down with good 
things, but drive the evil diseases / from my limbs; 

vs. 4 teÊxete d' afiglÆessan §moË biÒtoio pore¤hn 
For prayers that the gods may direct the course of Proclus’ life, see H. 
II 19. Proclus asks for a radiant (afiglÆeiw) course of life, i.e. a 
glorious one (cf. L.-S.-J. s.v. a‡glh 3). Prayers for glory are common in 
the hymns, see H. I 43; III, 17; VII 48. 
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vs. 5. briyom°nhn égayo›si 
A prayer for a life weighed down with good things (égayã) is especial­
ly appropriate in a hymn to the Mother of the Gods. According to 
Orphic Hymns 27 (to the Mother of the Gods) 9f., people call her 
ÙlbodÒtiw (giver of prosperity), ‘because you bestow on men all 
manner of gifts (panto¤vn égay«n d«ra).’ 

These good things may range from divine illumination to good 
parents,17 although only the spiritual goods like good contact with 
the gods and illumination really matter to the philosopher, whereas 
others, the worldly goods, like fame, richness, political power and the 
like should be of only shallow interest to him. Here, the intended 
égayã seem especially to be the worldly goods that may befall 
someone during his life. It is only after the prayer for health (vss. 5-6) 
that Proclus turns to spiritual goods (the salvation of the soul). As we 
have observed already (chapter V § 5), Proclus believed that the 
participation in theurgical rites (cf. vs. 7) was not just spiritually 
beneficent, but also yielded external goods and we find him often 
praying for them. 

vss. 5-6 kakåw d' épelaÊnete noÊsouw | §k =ey°vn 
On Proclus’ prayers for health in general, see the commentary on H. 
I, 42. Cousin 1864: 1321 n.1 (cf. Vogt 1957: 74) suggests that Proclus 
alludes here to arthritis. According to Marinus Vita Procli § 31, 
Proclus feared that he had inherited his father’s illness (≤ toË patrÚw 
éryr›tiw nÒsow) when he suffered pain of that kind in the prime of 
his life. The gods sent him a sign that he did not have to worry: a 
sparrow lifted the bandage from his aching foot when he was lying on 
his bed. He remained, however, anxious about it. Subsequently, a 
stranger (apparently the god Asclepius) came from Epidaurus and 
kissed his legs. From then on he did not fear the disease anymore nor 
did he ever suffer any pain of that sort again. Such a biographical 
interpretation is of course tempting, although it must remain a 
hypothesis. Praying for health is, after all, a convention in hymns.18 In 
H. I, 42 e.g. Proclus prays for health for the body (s≈ma) as a whole. 
Moreover, the =ey°a in this hymn may just be a poetical pars pro toto 
for body, as is the case in the oracle on the fate of Plotinus’ soul: 
‘=ey°vn d¢ poluflo¤sboio kudoimoË | =vsãmenow...’ (Porph. Vita Plot. 

17   See Marinus Vita Procli § 34 who sums up all good things in Proclus’ life 
including these. 

18  See Keyßner 1932: 113-116. 
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22, 25f. ‘you swam swiftly from the roaring surge of the body’, trans. 
Armstrong),19 cf. the scholion ad. loc.: <•k =ey°vn> épÚ t«n §ntow ≥ toË 
s≈matow (Vogt 1957: 39). 

Tr. 6-7: attract my soul, which now madly rages around the earth, / once 
it has been purified through the intellect-awaking rites. 

vs. 6 cuxØn d¢ per‹ xyon‹ marga¤nousan 
The soul goes around the material realm (per‹ xyon¤) like a madman 
(marga¤nv). The verb is used in Homer Il. 5, 882 (hapax) by Ares to 
describe Diomedes’ onslaughts on the gods who side with the Tro­
jans. According to the ancient scholia, it is a synonym of ma¤nesyai, 
mvra¤nein.20 It is the bad type of madness — as opposed to the 
divinely inspired forms of madness — that befalls the descended soul 
that forgets about the intelligible world and becomes completely 
obsessed by the material world (see commentary to H. III 9 per‹ 
klÆroisi mane›sai). 

vs. 7 ßlket' §gersinÒoisi kayhram°nhn teletªsi. 
For intellect-awaking rites that elevate the soul away from the 
material world to the realm of the gods, see commentary to H. III 4; 
H. IV 3-4. In this case, Proclus may have at least three different tele-
ta¤ in mind. First, there are those of the Mother of the Gods/Rhea; 
second, the Chaldaean rites in which Hecate has a prominent posi­
tion. Third, Proclus identifies Rhea with Demeter and Hecate with 
Kore, and subsequently links them to the Eleusinian mysteries (see 
Introduction § 1.4). All these rites were, at least to Proclus’ under­
standing, concerned with the elevation and salvation of the human 
soul. 

Tr. 8-9: Yea, I beg you, give your hand, and show me, as one in need, the 
paths / revealed by the gods. I will observe the precious light, … 

vs. 8 na¤, l¤tomai 
A traditional phrase in Greek prayers, see e.g. Anthologia Graeca 5, 
165, 2 (Meleager); 7, 569, 1 (Agathias Scholasticus) ; 16, 240, 4 (Phili-
pus); Nonnus D. 1, 134; 2, 152; 4, 173 etc.; cf. Proclus H. VII 45. 

19 The word does not occur often in Neoplatonic writers: one time in Proclus 
and Porphyry and in a quotation from Homer in Olympiodorus In Phd. 10, 2, 7. 

20  See e.g. Eust. Commentarii II 222, 16 ed. Van der Valk; Hsch. entry m 260-261. 
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vs. 8 dÒte xe›ra 
The helping hand of the gods is a common place in classical 
literature, see e.g. Seneca Ep. 73, 16; Apul. Met. XI 25 (Vollenweider 
1985: 51). 

Proclus assigns to it a special function in the ascent of the human 
soul, as appears from his interpretation of Plato Parm. 126a3: 
Adeimantus taking Cephalus by the hand (labÒntew t∞w xeirÒw). 
Cephalus, Proclus explains, is a soul that wishes to ascend and 
therefore needs the help of attendant daemons, represented in the 
Parm. by Adeimantus, Glaucon, and Antiphon. When Plato has 
Adeimantus stretching out his hand (xe›ra te Ùr°gei) to Cephalus, it 
symbolizes the divine order that confers power on the souls that wish 
to move upwards: ‘for hands are symbols of powers (afl går xe›rew 
sÊmbola dunãmevw efis¤)’ (Proclus In Parm. I 666, 21-667, 2). This 
interpretation of hands as anagogic powers fits well in the context of 
this hymn, for vss. 6-12 are a request for the elevation of Proclus’ soul 
to the divine realm. The image is recurrent in Neoplatonic circles, 
see e.g. Hermeias In Phdr. 1, 4-5: Socrates came as the benefactor of 
the human race, stretching out his hand to everyone and turning 
everyone to philosophy (pçsi xe›raw Ùr°gvn ka‹ §p‹ filosof¤an 
protrepÒmenouw). Synesius H. IX (I) 122-127 too offers an interesting 
parallel for vss. 8-10: ‘The Father will appear next to you, while 
stretching out his hands (xe›raw ÙregnÊw). For a forth-going ray (tiw 
ékt¤w; cf. vs. 9: fãow §r¤timon) will illuminate the way (katalãmcei m¢n 
étarpoÊw; cf. vs. 8: yeofrad°aw keleÊyouw) and open for you the 
noetic plain, the principle of beauty.’ Cf. also Synesius H. II (IV) 296: 
SÁ d¢ xe›ra d¤dou. 

Proclus ascribes the symbolism of hands as divine powers to 
Chaldaean sources, see In Crat. § 176, p. 101, 26-28 (= Fr. 210c 
Chaldaean Oracles ed. Majercik): the sons of the theurgists call the 
demiurgic powers (dhmiourgika›w dunãmesin) ‘hands’ (xe›raw), cf. 
Theol. Plat. VI 12, p. 64, 3-16 and In RP II 252, 14ff. (divine hands as 
demiurgic powers). 

vs. 8 yeofrad°aw te keleÊyouw 
The gods reveal paths to the human souls that wish to escape the 
realm of matter, see commentary to H. III 13; H. IV 14. The word 
k°leuyow here is an equivalent to the étrapitÒw/étrapÒw in the latter 
two cases. For k°leuyow as a path to god, see Synesius H. IX (I) 115: 
Blessed is he, who, having endured a lot of hardship, has finally seen 
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the depth of the divine light, ‘after he has walked the paths of Nous’ 
(§pibåw nÒou keleÊyvn). 

Proclus normally uses k°leuyow either (1) when quoting Euripides 
Troad. 887-888 écÒfƒ keleÊyƒ (the silent way) to express the way in 
which the gods work (e.g. Theol. Plat. I 15, p. 75, 7; Theol. Plat. IV 14, 
p. 45, 3; In RP II 227, 4) or the unnoticed transitions from one topic 
to another which an author makes in his presentation (In Tim. I 398, 
18, In Parm. IV 865, 12) or (2) in a quotation from Parmenides’ 
poem (In Parm. VI 1078, 1; In Tim. I 345, 22). These uses are not 
relevant here. 

vs. 9 moi xat°onti 
The human soul, incapable of escaping the material realm, is in need 
of the divine helping hand. The phrase calls to mind Od. 3, 48: 
pãntew d¢ y°vn xat°ous' ênyrvpoi, perhaps intentionally so, for the 
verses 10-12 contain a series of reminiscences of the Odyssey 

vs. 9 fãow d' §r¤timon éyrÆsv 
On the role of light in Proclus, see commentary on H. I 40. Since this 
light is supposed to bring about the salvation of the soul, it is called 
‘precious’ (§r¤timow), as it is called ‘holy’ elsewhere (H. I 40; III 15; IV 
6; VII 31, 33). This adjective occurs only here in Proclus. 

Tr. 10-12: … from which comes the possibility to flee the misery of dark 
birth. / Yea, I beg you, give me your hand, and bring me, exhausted as I 
am, to the harbour of piety with your winds. 

vss. 10-2	 kuan°hw ˜yen ¶sti fuge›n kakÒthta gen°ylhw. 
na¤, l¤tomai, dÒte xe›ra, ka‹ Ímet°roisin éÆtaiw 
˜rmon §w eÈseb¤hw me pelãssate kekmh«ta. 

1.  Introduction: Neoplatonic allegorical interpretations of the Odyssey 
In vss. 10-12 Proclus appears to compare his situation in the material 
world to that of the wandering Odysseus in Homer’s Odyssey by means 
of a series of expressions taken from Homer. This is in line with 
Proclus’ global allegorical interpretation of the adventures of Odys­
seus. According to this exegesis, Odysseus represents the human soul 
that wanders around through the realm of matter, until it finally 
learns to escape from it and reach its homeland, the safe harbour of 
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Nous (see chapter III § 4.3, especially T. 3.5). This interpretation of 
the adventures of Odysseus as an allegory of the fortunes of the soul 
was by no means an original invention of Proclus’.21 Pépin (1982) has 
examined the tradition of philosophical interpretations of Odysseus. 
He distinguishes between the interpretations of the Stoics and the 
Cynics on the one hand, and those of the Pythagoreans and Plato­
nists on the other. The latter restrict themselves to the maritime 
adventures in the Odyssey, whereas the former also take the exploits of 
Odysseus in the Iliad into account. Moreover, the latter offer a meta­
physical reading of the tales (the wandering soul trying to reach the 
transcendent world), whereas the former see Odysseus as some kind 
of Stoic or Cynic sage, who resists all kinds of emotional affections. 
Examples of the Neoplatonic interpretation may be found in Ploti­
nus, the oracle in Porphyry Vita Plotini (for both see below), Porphyry 
De Antro 34-35, and Hermeias In Phdr. 214, 4-24. For the Neoplatonic 
interpretation of the Odyssey, cf. also Lamberton 1986. An interpreta­
tion comparable to the Neoplatonic one occurs in various contempo­
rary Christian writers (for which see Pépin 1982: 10-14). 

2. commentary vss. 10-12 
kuan°hw ˜yen ¶sti fuge›n kakÒthta gen°ylhw 
The world of becoming (gen°ylh) harms our soul, see commentary 
on H. I 30-1. For that reason we should seek to flee from it. The use 
of the word fuge›n is significant in the present allegorical context. 
There are two possible Homeric sources for it. A first possibility is Il. 
2, 140: feÊgvmen sÁn nhus‹ f¤lhn §w patr¤da ga›an:. It is quoted 
completely out of context in Plotinus Enn. I 6 [1] 8, 12-21: 

This would be a truer advice: ‘Let us fly to our dear country’ 
(FeÊgvmen dØ f¤lhn §w patr¤da). What then is our way of escape, and 
how are we to find it? We shall put out to sea, as Odysseus did, from 
the witch Circe or Calypso — as the poet says (I think with a hidden 
meaning) — and was not content to stay though he had delights of 
the eyes and lived among much beauty of sense. Our country from 
which we came is there, our Father is there (trans. Armstrong). 

Here, ‘our country’ is the intelligible realm from which we originate 
and to which we seek to return once the spell of the bewitching 
material world has been broken. The same Homeric verse is alluded 

21  As Moutsopoulos 1984: 179 claims. 
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to several times by Clement of Alexandria Protrept. XII 118, 1-4, once 
more in the context of an allegorical interpretation of the Odyssey 
(see Pépin 1982: 10-11). As Pépin 1982: 15 observes, the quotation in 
Plotinus has as its background a memory of the famous ‘flight’ of 
Plato’s Tht. 176a: xrØ §ny°nde §ke›se feÊgein. 

A second possibility is Od. 5, 414: ...ka‹ oÎ pvw m' ¶sti pÒdessi | 
stÆmenai émfot°roisi ka‹ §kfug°ein kakÒthta. In this case, the 
context of the quotation is relevant: Once Odysseus had left Calypso 
and had put out to sea (cf. Plotinus), Poseidon sent a storm. Odys­
seus has been shipwrecked and is now in danger of being crushed 
against the rocks and cliffs. It is the same passage to which the oracle 
in Porphyry’s Vita Plotini 22, 25-27 (cf. Brisson et al. 1992: 579f. for 
commentary) alludes when it describes the hardship that Plotinus’ 
soul had to face in this material world. 

The realm of matter is characterized by darkness (kuan°ow, dark-
blue, black), cf. commentary to H. IV 3. Perhaps kuan°ow is intended 
to refer to the colour of the sea. In Homer, it is not primarily the 
colour of the sea, although Poseidon is called kuanoxa¤thw (e.g. Il. 
20, 144; Od. 9, 563), perhaps in reference to the dark blue of the sea 
(L.-S.-J.). Proclus In Tim. I 190, 1f. offers this explanation, which 
shows that for Proclus this is indeed the colour of the sea. 

na¤, l¤tomai, dÒte xe›ra 
See commentary to vs. 8. 

ka‹ Ímet°roisin éÆtaiw 
Favourable éÆtai (winds) push forth real ships in Homer (e.g. Od. 9, 
139). In allegorical contexts it is the divine favour that influences the 
voyage through life of the soul. In the oracle in Porphyry Vita Plotini 
c. 22, 47 the heavenly assembly of the gods breeds forth friendly
winds (ımÆgurin ... | daimon¤hn §rato›sin énapne¤ousan éÆtaiw) to the 
soul of Plotinus, although it should be noted that they do so after 
Plotinus has left the sea of material life. The allegorical Odysseus of 
Clement of Alexandria escapes the menace of the Sirens and Charyb­
dis aided by a heavenly wind (pneËma oÈrãnion), which turns out to 
be the Holy Spirit (Pépin 1982: 10-11). Lewy 19782: 366 seems to 
have missed the maritime background here completely when he 
translates ‘bear me ... upon your wings to the harbour of piety.’ 
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˜rmon §w eÈseb¤hw 
The harbour (˜rmow) is the final destination for the wandering soul, 
providing it with rest and refuge after all the perils it has gone 
through. For Proclus, the soul finds rest in the Demiurgic Nous, to 
which he refers as the ‘paternal harbour’ (ı patrikÚw ˜rmow), which 
has been discussed at length in chapter III § 4.3. 

The paternal harbour is the reward for a life of piety (eÈseb¤a), 
i.e. a life directed towards the intelligible in which one has tried to
steer free as much as possible from the realm of matter and the payÆ 
that go with it. See e.g. Proclus In Tim. III 274, 20ff.: Zeus the 
Demiurge engraves laws in the souls. According to these laws, the bad 
souls go to a dark place (§p‹ tÚ skoteinÒn cf. vs. 10 kuan°hw gen°ylhw) 
devoid of god, whereas the pious (eÈsebÆw) soul goes to heaven 
(efiw oÈranÒn). The descent away from the harbour, to a secondary 
level on the other hand is an act of impiety (és°beia In Parm. V 1030, 
19). 

me ...kekmh«ta 
Odysseus too is exhausted after his long voyage. When in Od. 10, 28f. 
Ithaca comes into sight, Odysseus, who has been steering the ship for 
nine days and nights, falls asleep (vs. 31 ¶ny' §m¢ m¢n glukÁw Ïpnow 
§pÆluye kekmh«ta). The same verse recurs later on in Od. 13, 282 (in 
a story in which Odysseus tries to fool Athena into believing that he is 
actually from Crete and that he incidentally ended up at Ithaca). 

Proclus probably had the first instance in mind when he composed 
this verse. Admittedly, the similarity seems to be only superficial, but 
we have to take the context of the quotation into consideration. 
Because Odysseus fell asleep, he did not observe that his comrades 
opened the bag containing the winds. As a result, he was blown out of 
course, away from his fatherland. Sleep, in Neoplatonist allegorical 
idiom, means that one forgets about one’s divine origin to which one 
must strive to return and that one’s noeric processes come to a halt 
(Proclus In RP. II 350, 26ff. with a reference to Od. 24, 2ff.). The 
opposite, the awaking of nous, i.e., turning our attention to the intel­
ligible world, results in our salvation, cf. vs. 7 the intellect-awaking 
rites. Contrary to the real Odysseus, the oracle in Porphyry Vita Plotini 
20, 40 says about the Odysseus who is Plotinus: ‘Sweet sleep never 
held your eyes.’ As a result, he ‘saw many fair sights which are hard 
for human seekers after wisdom to see.’ What Proclus hopes for, 
then, is that — contrary to the tired Odysseus, who was so exhausted 
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that he was overcome by sleep and thus missed his destination — he 
himself stays awake and reaches the harbour safe and sound. 

Tr. 13-5: Hail, Mother of Gods, who has many names, blessed with fair off­
spring. / Hail, porch-dwelling Hecate, of great strength. But you yourself too, 
/ hail, Ianus, forefather, imperishable Zeus; hail, supreme Zeus. 

For vvs. 13-15 (a literal repetition of vss. 1-3) see commentary on vss. 
1-3. 



VII. (EIS AYHNAN POLUMHTIN) 

Introduction1 

According to Greek mythology, the virgin goddess Athena was born 
fully armoured from the head of her father Zeus. Later authors, 
including Proclus (cf. commentary to vss. 1-2), associate this birth 
with the fact that Athena is the goddess of wisdom. This explanation 
cannot be correct, since for the early Greeks it is the diaphragm 
rather than the head that is the seat of right thinking (Burkert 1985: 
138f.). 

Athena’s weaponry included helmet, lance and spear (cf. vss. 3-4). 
It hints at her fundamental task: the protection of cities. For that 
reason her temple is frequently the central sanctuary of a city on the 
acropolis, notably in Athens (cf. vs. 21), but also elsewhere, e.g. 
Argos, Sparta, and Ilion (see Burkert 1985: 140; Graf DDD 1995: 217). 
As a warrior Athena is the opposite of Ares. Whereas the latter is all 
brawn and no brain, Athena, the goddess of practical intelligence 
and cleverness, not only inspires the warriors with courage, but also 
helps them to think out ruses (cf. vss. 49-50). 

Athena does not apply her cleverness to the works of war only, but 
also to the handicrafts. She invented e.g. the art of weaving, but also 
that of shipbuilding (she constructed the Argo for Jason), built the 
first chariot and fabricated the first bridle. Hence she is celebrated as 
Ergane, worker (cf. vss. 19-20). 

Athena is remarkable for the fact that she is always near her 
protégés, like Odysseus, Heracles and Achilles (Burkert 1985: 141). 
Proclus airs the same sentiments of a close contact with Athena when 
he declares himself to be hers (vs. 42). 

If anywhere, it was especially in Athens that Athena was wor­
shipped. Whether the city was called after the goddess or vice versa, 
there must have been a close relation between the two from the 
earliest times onwards, as appears from the myths concerning the 
origin of Athens and the Athenians. As for the Athenians, Hephaistos 

On Athena in general, see e.g. W. Kraus, RAC vol. I 870-881; Burkert 1985: 
139-143; Graf DDD 1995: 216-222; F. Graf Der Neue Pauly II 160-166. 

1 
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once tried in vain to rape Athena (cf. vss. 9-10). In the process he 
spilt his seed on her. She wiped it away so that it fell on Attic soil. 
From this the race of the Athenians sprouted up. Attica itself came 
into the possession of Athena after a fierce contest with Poseidon. In 
this contest she presented Athens with the cultivated olive-tree (cf. 
vss. 23-30). Athena’s bond with the city of Athens was expressed 
especially by the magnificent Parthenon with its famous statue of an 
armed Athena by Pheidias as well as by various festivals, notably the 
Panathenaia (see for Athenian festivals in honour of Athena e.g. Graf 
DDD 1995: 2129-221). The special association of Athens with Athena 
of which Proclus’ hymn testifies was still generally felt in late 
Antiquity. The celebration of the Panathenaia continued well into 
the fifth century ce, whereas it was only in Proclus’ own days that the 
cult statue of Athens was shipped to Byzantium. 

The Homeric Hymns 11 and 28 and Orphic Hymn 32 to Athena 
square with the sketch of her given above. All hymns stress her 
belligerent character, especially Homeric Hymn 11. Homeric Hymn 28 
focuses on the birth of Athena from the head of Zeus, also alluded to 
in Orphic Hymn 32. Orphic Hymn 32 is the only one of the three that 
alludes to Athena as the deity of practical intelligence. 

Text 

KlËy¤ meu, afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow, ≤ genet∞row 
phg∞w §kproyoroËsa ka‹ ékrotãthw épÚ seir∞w: 
érsenÒyume, f°raspi, megasyen°w, Ùbrimopãtrh, 
Pallãw, Tritog°neia, dorussÒe, xruseopÆlhj, 

5.	 k°kluyi: d°xnuso d' Ïmnon §Êfroni, pÒtnia, yum“, 
mhd' aÎtvw én°moisin §mÒn pote mËyon §ãs˙w, 
≤ sof¤hw petãsasa yeostib°aw pule«naw 
ka‹ xyon¤vn damãsasa yehmãxa fËla Gigãntvn: 

∂ pÒyon ÑHfa¤stoio lilaiom°noio fugoËsa 
10. paryen¤hw §fÊlajaw •∞w édãmanta xalinÒn: 

∂ krad¤hn §sãvsaw émistÊlleuton ênaktow 
afiy°row §n guãloisi merizom°nou pot¢ Bãkxou 
TitÆnvn ÍpÚ xers¤, pÒrew d° • patr‹ f°rousa, 
ˆfra n°ow boulªsin Íp' érrÆtoisi tok∞ow 

15. §k Sem°lhw per‹ kÒsmon énhbÆs˙ DiÒnusow: 
∏w p°lekuw, yÆreia tam∆n proy°lumna kãrhna 
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panderkoËw ÑEkãthw pay°vn, hÎnhse gen°ylhn:

∂ krãtow ≥rao semnÚn §gersibrÒtvn éretãvn:

∂ b¤oton kÒsmhsaw ˜lon polueid°si t°xnaiw


20. dhmioerge¤hn noerØn cuxa›si baloËsa: 
∂ lãxew ékropÒlha kay' ÍcilÒfoio kol≈nhw, 
sÊmbolon ékrotãthw megãlhw s°o, pÒtnia, seir∞w: 
∂ xyÒna bvtiãneiran §f¤lao, mht°ra b¤blvn, 
patrokasignÆtoio bihsam°nh pÒyon flrÒn, 

25. oÎnoma d' êsteÛ d«kaw ¶xein s°o ka‹ fr°naw §sylãw: 
¶nya mãxhw ér¤dhlon ÍpÚ sfurÚn oÎreow êkron 
s∞ma ka‹ ÙcigÒnoisin éneblãsthsaw §la¤hn, 
eÔt' §p‹ Kekrop¤d˙si Poseidãvnow érvgª 
mur¤on §k pÒntoio kuk≈menon ≥luye kËma, 

30.	 pãnta poluflo¤sboisin •o›w =e°yroisin flmãsson. 

klËy¤ meu, ≤ fãow ègnÚn épastrãptousa pros≈pou:

dÚw d° moi ˆlbion ˜rmon élvom°nƒ per‹ ga›an,

dÚw cuxª fãow ègnÚn ép' eÈi°rvn s°o mÊyvn

ka‹ sof¤hn ka‹ ¶rvta: m°now d' ¶mpneuson ¶rvti


35. tossãtion ka‹ to›on, ˜son xyon¤vn épÚ kÒlpvn 
aÔ §rÊs˙ prÚw ÖOlumpon §w ≥yea patrÚw §∞ow. 
efi d° tiw émplak¤h me kakØ biÒtoio damãzei^ 
o‰da gãr, …w pollªsin §r¤xyomai êlloyen êllaiw 
prÆjesin oÈx ıs¤aiw, tåw ≥liton êfroni yum“^, 

40. ·layi, meilixÒboule, saÒmbrote, mhd° m' §ãs˙w 
=igedana›w Poina›sin ßlvr ka‹ kÊrma gen°syai 
ke¤menon §n dap°doisin, ˜ti teÚw eÎxomai e‰nai. 
dÚw gu¤oiw mel°vn stayerØn ka‹ épÆmon' Íge¤hn, 
sarkotak«n d' ép°laune pikr«n égelãsmata noÊsvn, 

45.	 na¤, l¤tomai, bas¤leia, ka‹ émbros¤˙ s°o xeir‹ 
paËson ˜lhn kakÒthta melainãvn Ùdunãvn. 
dÚw biÒtƒ pl≈onti galhniÒvntaw éÆtaw, 
t°kna, l°xow, kl°ow, ˆlbon, §ufrosÊnhn §rateinÆn, 
peiy≈, stvmul¤hn fil¤hw, nÒon égkulomÆthn, 

50.	 kãrtow §p' éntib¤oisi, proedr¤hn §n‹ lao›w. 
k°kluyi, k°kluy', ênassa: polÊllistow d° s' flkãnv 
xreio› énagka¤˙: sÁ d¢ me¤lixon oÔaw ÍpÒsxew. 

Departures from ed. Vogt: 17 pay°vn hÎnhse; 38 pollo›sin (see Vogt 1957b: 377 
Korrekturzusatz). 
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Translation 

Hearken to me, child of aegis-bearing Zeus, sprung forth 
from the paternal source and from the top of your series, 
male-spirited, shield-bearing, of great strength, from a mighty 

sire,

Pallas, Tritogeneia, lance-brandisher, golden-helmeted,


5.	 hearken; accept this hymn, mistress, with a kind spirit, 
do not just leave my words at the mercy of the winds, 
you, who opened the gates of wisdom trodden by the gods, 
and overcame the tribe of the earthly Giants which fought the 

gods; 
10. you, who guarded the unconquerable girdle of your virginity 

by fleeing the desire of the amorous Hephaistos; 
you, who saved the heart, as yet unchopped, 
of lord Bacchus in the vault of heaven, when he was once divided 

up 
by the hands of the Titans, and brought it to his father, 
in order that, through the ineffable wishes of his begetter, 

15.	 a new Dionysus would grow again from Semele around the cos­
mos; 

your axe, by cutting off at the roots the heads of all-seeing 
Hecate’s 

animals of passions, put asleep the process of becoming; 
you, who loved the revered power of the mortal-awaking virtues; 
you, who adorned our whole life with many kinds of skills 

20. by casting noeric craftsmanship into souls; 
you, who obtained the Acropolis on the high-crested hill, 
a symbol, mistress, of the top of your great series; 
you who loved the man-feeding land, mother of books, 
strongly resisting the holy desire of your father’s brother, 

25. and granted the city to have your name and noble mind — 
there, under the top edge of the mountain, you made an olive-

tree 
sprout up as manifest sign of that battle for posterity too, 
when an immense gulf stirred up from the sea 
came upon the children of Cecrops, directed by Poseidon, 

30. lashing all things with its loud-roaring streams. 
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Hearken to me you, from whose face flashes forth holy light. 
Give me, as I am roaming around the earth, a blessed harbour, 
give my soul holy light from your sacred myths, 
and wisdom, and love. Breathe into my love 

35. a power so great and of such a kind that it pulls me up back again 
from the vaults of matter to Olympus, into the abode of your 

father.

And if some grievous error in my life overpowers me

 — for I know how I am buffeted by many and various unholy

actions 
from different sides, offences which I committed with a foolish 

spirit — , 
40. be gracious, mild-counselling goddess, preserver of mortals 

do not let me become prey and spoil for the horrible Punish­
ments


lying on the ground, since I profess to belong to you.

Give steady and propitious health to my limbs,

and drive the herds of bitter, flesh-wasting illnesses away,


45. yes, I beg you, my queen, and stop with your immortal hand 
the entire misery of black pains. 
Give calm winds to the voyage of my life, 
children, a spouse, fame, happiness, lovely joy, 
persuasion, conversations with friends, nimble wit, 

50. power against my enemies, a place of prominence among the 
people. 

Hearken, hearken, mistress. I come to you in deep supplication, 
through pressing necessity. And you, lend me a gentle ear. 

Structure 

This hymn can be divided into four parts: I the invocation (vss. 1-6), 
II the aretology (vss. 7-30), III the petition (vss. 32-50), and IV a final 
invocation (vss. 51-2). The petition begins and ends with an 
invocation (vs. 31 and vs. 51). Each time (vs. 1, 31, 51) the invocation 
begins with klËyi/k°kluyi. In vs. 5 k°kluyi serves to split invocation I 
into two sections: I.1 the invocation of Athena (vss. 1-4) and I.2 an 
appeal for her benevolent attention (vss. 5-6). This appeal is repeated 
in section IV (vs. 52). Section I.1 can be subdivided in I.1.a (vss. 1-2): 
Athena addressed as the child of Zeus, being a traditional way of 
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opening a prayer, see vs. 1 with my commentary, and I.1.b (vss. 2-4): a 
series of epithets and names referring to qualities and attributes of 
Athena, once more a traditional feature from Homer onwards.2 

Section II is an aretology on Athena, consisting of eight cola, 
which each start with a relative pronoun.3 The function of this 
argument is to give Athena the reasons why she should answer the 
prayers in section III (the petition). First (vss. 7-20), she is very 
powerful, as is apparent from mythology (e.g. her fights with the 
Giants and the Titans); second (vss. 21-30), she has a special bond 
with Attica. Therefore, the implied reasoning is, she can help and she 
should help an Athenian citizen who honours her. 

Section III starts off with a renewed invocation. It can be divided 
into three parts, which all start with dÚw: 

III.1 Vss. 32-6: prayers for spiritual goods. This section can be divi­
ded into (a) a positive formulation (lead me to the heavens, 
give me illumination), and (b) a negative formulation (do 
not let me be overcome by the opposing forces of matter). 

III.2 Vss. 37-42: prayers for physical health. 
III.3 Vss. 43-6: prayers for external goods. 

Section IV ends the hymn with a last appeal on Athena to listen to 
Proclus’ prayers. 

Date Of Composition 

The hymn provides some indications for its date of composition. 
There is a close resemblance between the treatment of Athena in this 
hymn and In Tim. I 157, 27-169, 21, which ends in a prose hymn to 
her. This resemblance will be pointed out on different occasions in 
the commentary. We can, I think, safely assume that the date of the 
In Tim. is a terminus post quem for this hymn, because the hymn 
presupposes a profound study of the Timaeus. According to Marinus 
Vita Procli § 13, Proclus finished the In Tim. at the age of twenty eight. 
He was born around 412,4 so the In Tim. can be dated around 440. 

2  Norden 1913: 171 citing Il. 5, 455 as a Homeric example. 
3 Norden 1913: 171-172 analyses this section at length as an example of the Du-

Relativstil. 
4  For the date of Proclus’ birth see chapter I § 1. 
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From the hymn we can infer that the Athenian acropolis was still 
dedicated to the worship of Athena. It commemorates the fact that 
Athena was once allotted the acropolis (vss. 21-22). If the Christians 
had already put an end to the cult of Athena at that place, this is a 
painful reminder for Athena of the glory that had been hers, and for 
that reason an inappropriate element in a hymn that celebrates her. 
The addition ka‹ ÙcigÒnoisin (vs. 27, see my commentary ad loc.) too 
indicates that Athena was still worshipped on the acropolis. We know 
that Athena was banned from the acropolis in Proclus’ own days. At 
the time that the Christians moved the statue of Athena from the 
Parthenon, Athena appeared to Proclus in a dream and instructed 
him to prepare his house to receive her (Marinus Vita Procli § 31). 
Saffrey-Westerink Theol. Plat. vol. I 1968: xxiii n. 1 presume that this 
happened about 470, which is thus the terminus ante quem. 

I suggest that the actual date of composition is much closer to 440 
than to 470. A prayer for wife and children (vs. 49) seems to be one 
made by a young man, not by an older one (in 470, Proclus would 
have been about 58 years old). 

Commentary 

Tr. 1-2: Hearken to me, child of aegis-bearing Zeus, sprung forth / from 
the paternal source and from the top of your series, / … 

vss. 1-2 KlËy¤ meu, afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow, ≤ genet∞row 
phg∞w §kproyoroËsa ka‹ ékrotãthw épÚ seir∞w: 

The phrase klËy¤ meu, afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow at the beginning of a 
prayer to Athena is a Homeric formula, see Il. 10, 278; Od. 4, 762; 6, 
324. In Homer, the description afigiÒxoio DiÚw t°kow (child of the 
aegis-bearing Zeus) refers always to Athena (e.g. Il. 1, 202; 2, 157; 5, 
115). It reflects the special relationship between Zeus and Athena. 
Although Zeus is (in)famous for having an abundant off-spring, 
Athena appears in Homer and elsewhere as Zeus’ favourite child. 
The reason for this is that he is more than just her father, since 
Athena was born from the head of Zeus. 

The two opening verses of this hymn refer to the Neoplatonic alle­
gorical interpretation of this spectacular birth in terms of causation. 
As we have seen (chapter III § 4.2), Zeus the Demiurge contains in 
himself all the causes in an unified way. These causes emanate from 
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him separated from each other. The first phase of the emanation of 
these causes as separate entities are the leader-gods, to whom Athena 
belongs. These leader-gods stand thus each at the head of their series 
(for the term seirã/series, cf. also commentary to H. I 18). For Zeus 
the Demiurge as a phgÆ (source), see e.g. In Tim. I 319, 5: the highest 
point in every series has the quality of a source (pãshw d¢ seirçw tÚ 
ékrÒtaton phga›on §st¤), and the Demiurge must therefore be such 
source (Àste énãgkh phga›on e‰nai toËton tÚn dhmiourgÒn). 

Athena is said to spring forth from Zeus (§kproyoroËsa). The verb 
§kyr–skv recurs in Proclus In Parm. III 800, 23 in a quotation from 
the Chaldaean Oracles (Fr. 37): the ‘Intellect of the Father’ (i.e. pure 
Nous or Kronos, the top of the paternal triad, see chapter III § 2.2, 
Figure 1) shoots forth the Forms. They all spring forth from one 
source (phg∞w d¢ miçw êpo pçsai §j°yoron). The verb is stronger than 
the more neutral proi°nai (to emanate), as is also indicated by the 
fact that in Oracle Fr. 37 the Intellect of the Father ‘shoots forth’ 
(§rro¤ze) the Forms that spring from him. In the case of Athena, this 
idea of a powerful causation is very appropriate, given the fact that 
she was not born as a defenceless little child, like the young Dionysus 
(see vss. 11-15), but as an energetic, fierce warrior from her father’s 
head. 

Tr. 3-5: …man-spirited, shield-bearing, of great strength, daughter from a 
mighty sire, Pallas, / Tritogeneia, lance-brandisher, golden-helmeted,  / 
hearken; 

vs. 3 érsenÒyume

The adjective is attested only once more, in Nonnus D. 34, 352 in

connection with the Maenads, who in their fury do not behave like

women at all (ka‹ érsenÒyumon énãgkhn Mainãdew ±llãjanto, pãlin

d' §g°nonto guna›kew). The heavily armed warrior Athena (spear,

helmet, shield) too behaves much like a man. Cf. Orphic Hymn 32 (to

Athena) 10: you are both of a male and female nature (êrshn m¢n ka‹

y∞luw ¶fuw).


vs. 3 f°raspi, megasyen°w, Ùbrimopãtrh

Proclus In Tim. I 156, 31ff. refers with approval to Iamblichus’

interpretation of the fact Athena is usually depicted with a shield and

a spear (ésp‹w aÈt∞w §jÆplvtai ka‹ dÒru ka‹ §n to›w égãlmasi; cf. H.

VII 3 f°raspi and vs. 4 dorussÒe). According to Iamblichus, the
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shield represents the powers by means of which the divine stays 
unaffected (épay¢w) and pure (êxranton). The lances are the powers 
by means of which the divine spreads through the cosmos and acts 
upon it without touching it, i.e. without being polluted by the 
material realm. For Athena remaining pure, see vss. 9-10 with my 
commentary. For the martial appearance of Athena in general and 
the epithet Ùbrimopãtrh, see commentary on vs. 4 Pallãw. 

vs. 4 Pallãw 
According to Proclus In Crat. § 185, p. 111, 26ff. the names Pallas and 
Athena refer to two different powers (dunãmeiw) of the same deity. As 
a protective (frourhtikÒw) power, she prevents matter from mingling 
together with the immaterial universals (tØn m¢n êxranton fulãtt-
ousan tØn tãjin t«n ˜lvn ka‹ ékatag≈niston ÍpÚ t∞w Ïlhw), as a 
perfecting (telesiourgÒw) power she fills everything with noeric light 
and turns everything towards its cause. For that reason, Socrates 
(Plato Ti. 24c7f.) celebrates her as a ‘lover of war and wisdom’. In the 
same way, he refers to her in the same passage from the Cratylus 
(406dff.) as Pallas in so far as she is a protective power and as Athena 
is so far as she is a perfecting power. In Orphic mythology, Proclus 
notes, the protective power Pallas is armed with ‘fiery weapons’ (In 
Crat. p. 112, 20: to›w §mpur¤oiw ˜ploiw). 

Proclus returns to the description of Athena as ‘lover of war and 
wisdom’ in Theol. Plat. VI 11, pp. 52, 24-53, 2 and of course in his 
commentary to the Timaeus. There he explains that: 

(Athena) is a lover of war, in so far as she maintains the oppositions 
in the universe5 and in so far as she is an inflexible and relentless 
deity. Therefore, she keeps Dionysus undefiled, fights the Giants 
together with her father Zeus, moves the aegis on her own accord, 
without orders from Zeus, and throws her lance, ‘by means of which she 
overcomes the rows of heroes, against whom the daughter of a mighty sire 
(Ùbrimopãtrh) bears a grudge (Il. 8, 390, Od. 1, 100).’6 

Most elements of Pallas the warrior recur in the first part of the 
hymn: the myth of the Titans and young Dionysus (vss. 11-15), the 

5 I.e. she prevents the intelligible Forms and matter from mixing with each 
other. 

6 In Tim. I 168, 14ff.: filopÒlemow d¢ …w tåw §nanti≈seiw tåw §n to›w ˜loiw 
sun°xousa ka‹ …w édãmastow ka‹ éme¤liktow yeÒw: diÚ ka‹ s–zei m¢n tÚn DiÒnuson 
êxranton, katagvn¤zetai d¢ toÁw G¤gantaw metå toË patrÒw, mÒnh d¢ aÏth tØn afig¤da 
kine› mØ toË DiÚw prostãttontow ka‹ tÚ dÒru prob°blhtai, ‘t“ dãmnhsi st¤xaw 
éndr«n ≤r≈vn, to›s¤n te kot°ssetai Ùbrimopãtrh.’ 
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battle against the Giants (vs. 8), her lance (vs. 4), and the fact that 
she is a child of a mighty father (vs. 3: Ùbrimopãtrh). For that reason, 
the goddess is invoked at this point of the hymn by the name of 
Pallas, not as Athena. 

vs. 4 Tritog°neia 
Athena is traditionally called Tritog°neia, see e.g. Homer Il. 4, 515; 
Od. 3, 378; Hesiod Th. 895; Hom. Hymn 28 (to Athena) 4; Orph. Hymn 
32 (to Athena) 13. The precise meaning of the epithet has been dis­
puted. Taillardat 1995 seems to offer the correct explanation, when 
he interprets it as ‘first-born’ (the meaning of trito- having changed 
over time from ‘third’ into a synonym with ‘oldest’, ‘first’).7 He 
argues convincingly that this must be the meaning of the epithet at 
least in Hesiod Th. 895: Athena is the first and only child of Zeus and 
his first wife Mêtis, hence she is tritog°neia, Zeus’ first born child. 

Proclus In Tim. I 166, 25-29 offers a different interpretation: 
Athena proceeds to the divine classes of the second and third rank 
(efiw deut°raw ka‹ tr¤taw aÈtØn proÛ°nai tãjeiw) in order to illuminate 
them. Hence she is called tritogenÆw. How Proclus would paraphrase 
the word is not exactly clear. We assume something like ‘being 
concerned with third-born gods’, rather than ‘being third-born 
herself’. 

vs. 4 dorussÒe, xruseopÆlhj 
For the lance of Athena, see vs. 3 f°raspi with commentary. For the 
martial appearance of Athena, see commentary on vs. 4 Pallãw. 
Gold is the favourite metal among the gods, see commentary to H. I 1 
xrusÆnie, cf. e.g. Homeric Hymn 28 (to Athena) 5f.: Athena Trito­
geneia is born from Zeus, ‘bearing her warlike arms, made of gold’ 
(polemÆia teÊxe' ¶xousan | xrÊsea). 

Tr. 5-6: accept this hymn, mistress, with a kind spirit, / do not just leave 
my words at the mercy of the winds, … 

vs. 5 d°xnuso d' Ïmnon §Êfroni, pÒtnia, yum“ 
The wish that the god invoked may lend a favourable ear to the 
prayers addressed to him is standard, as is the formulation §Êfroni 
yum“ (for examples see Keyßner 1932: 87-89). Lamberton 1986: 176 

7  I owe this reference to H.D. Saffrey. 
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discerns an echo of Sappho Fr. 1, 4 (pÒtnia, yËmon) in the words 
pÒtnia, yum“. Although this possibility cannot be excluded, it should 
be pointed out that the resemblance is rather superficial: Sappho 
prays to her mistress (pÒtnia) not to break her (i.e. Sappho’s) yumÒw. 
Contrary to Homer and Hesiod, Sappho was not considered to be a 
divinely inspired poet by the Neoplatonists. If Proclus does indeed 
allude to her poetry, this must be purely a matter of erudition, not of 
literary-theurgical symbolism, as is often the case with the references 
to Homer and Hesiod. 

vs. 6 mhd' aÎtvw én°moisin §mÒn pote mËyon §ãs˙w 
Expression for ‘saying things in vain’, cf. e.g. Theocritus Id. 22, 167f.: 
‡skon toiãde pollã, tå d' efiw ÍgrÚn ’xeto kËma, | pnoiØ ¶xous' én°moio,
xãriw d' oÈx ßspeto mÊyoiw (‘Much in such sort did I say, but the 
wind’s breath bore my words away to the wet sea-waves and favour 
went not with the speech.’ trans. Gow). 

Tr. 7-8: you, who opened the gates of wisdom trodden by the gods, / and 
overcame the tribe of the terrestrial Giants that fought the gods; 

vss. 7-8	 ≤ sof¤hw petãsasa yeostib°aw pule«naw 
ka‹ xyon¤vn damãsasa yehmãxa fËla Gigãntvn: 

The association of Athena with wisdom is standard, cf. Proclus Theol. 
Plat. VI 11, p. 53, 8f.: wisdom is the symbol (sÊnyhma) of Athena. 
Although the image of a god opening the gates of insight is found 
nowhere else in Proclus, there is another related idea of a god hold­
ing the keys to something, i.e. having the power to grant or withhold 
something (see commentary to H. I 3). This image seems at least to 
imply the idea of opening some gate or door. Proclus’ gates of 
wisdom are perhaps a faint echo of Parmenides’ pÊlai of Day and 
Night (DK28B1, 11; 17) behind which the goddess who will reveal 
‘the unshaken heart of well-rounded truth and the opinions of the 
mortals’ has her seat. 

The commemoration of Athena’s role in the battle between the 
Giants and the Olympian gods is another traditional feature in an 
aretology of Athena, see e.g. Orphic Hymn 32 (to Athena) 12: 
(Athena) Flegra¤vn Ùl°teira Gigãntvn (destroyer of the Phlegraian 
Giants). According to Apollod. Bibl. I 6, 1-2 (the most detailed ver­
sion of the story) Athena threw the island of Sicily on Enceladus and 
flayed Pallas in order to use his skin to shield her own body in the 
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fight. For more accounts of Athena’s part in that battle, see Vogt’s 
apparatus fontium on this verse. The Giants were the sons of Gaia, 
Mother Earth (see e.g. Hesiod Th.  185) and are thus called 
‘terrestrial’ (xyon¤vn) here. 

The combination in one sentence of Athena as the one who opens 
the gates of wisdom and the one who slays the Giants may seem 
haphazard. In fact it goes back to the above-mentioned passage 
Timaeus 24c, which describes Athena as ‘a lover of wisdom and a lover 
of war’ (see commentary to vs. 4 Pallãw). Proclus In Tim. I 165, 30­
169, 21 offers two related interpretations of this title, one focusing on 
Athena as a creative force, and one on Athena as the saviour of the 
philosophical soul.8 

A. Athena is a ‘lover of wisdom’ as far as she is the immaterial 
Demiurgic Thought (In Tim. I 166, 12-3: nÒhsin oÔsan dhmiourgikØn 
xvristØn ka‹ êulon), i.e. the Forms contained in the Demiurge that 
emanate from him in order to form the universe while remaining in 
him. Athena does not allow these Forms to be contaminated by 
matter, and in this function, she is a ‘lover of war’, i.e. a war against 
matter that constantly threatens to mingle with the immaterial 
Forms. In this interpretation, the Giants whom Athena fights repre­
sent the matter (cf. the discussion at vs. 4 Pallãw and especially the 
citation of In Tim. I 168, 14ff. with discussion). 

B. The war between the Olympians (the intelligible) and the 
Giants (the material) takes place place not only at the level of the 
universe as a whole, but also in the human soul. The human soul may 
be attracted too much to the material side of its existence (the realm 
of the Giants) and forget about its spiritual side (the realm of the 
Olympians).9 Together with Athena as the goddess of war we can 

8 So much related in fact, that they are confused in the discussion in In Crat. 
cited above at vs. 4. 

9   See e.g. In Tim. III 346, 30: ‘And this is the real Gigantomachy which lends 
more honour to the parts in us born from Earth than to the Olympians and does 
not, as is the case in the universe, subject the inferior to the superior.’ (ka‹ otow 
ˆntvw §st‹n ı GigantikÚw pÒlemow tå §n ≤m›n ghgen∞ t«n ÉOlump¤vn §ntimÒtera poi«n 
ka‹ oÈx Àsper §n to›w ˜loiw Ípotãttvn tå xe¤rona to›w éme¤nosin.); In Parm. I 692, 
24-693, 2: ‘The rule of the Thirty Tyrants over Athens is itself a representation of 
the dominance of the earth-born or Gigantic life over the goods of Athena and the 
Olympians. The true warfare with the Giants takes place in souls: whenever reason 
and intellect rule in them, the goods of the Olympians and Athena prevail, the 
entire life is kingly and philosophical; but whenever the passions reign, or in 
general the worse and earth-born elements, then the constitution within them is 
tyranny.’ (trans. Morrow/Dillon 1987: 71; §pe‹ ka‹ aÈtÚ tÚ toÁw triãkonta 
turãnnouw krat∞sai t«n ÉAyhn«n ¶mfasin ¶xei t∞w Gigante¤ou ka‹ ghgenoËw zv∞w 
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fight the Giants that threaten us. As the goddess of wisdom, she 
illuminates us with her light of wisdom, and in that way inspires us to 
flee the material realm (cf. the commentary to H. VII 4 Pallãw for 
Athena as a perfecting deity). Especially this function of Athena as a 
comrade in arms of the soul comes to the fore in this hymn. As the 
goddess of war she beheads the hounds of Hecate (the passions 
originating from the body, see vss. 16-7); as the goddess of wisdom 
she inspires us to return to the intelligible realm (vss. 32-6). The 
theme recurs in the prayer to Athena that concludes the In Tim.-
passage about Athena. It runs: 

May she be gracious to us and grant us the gift of pure wisdom and 
the fulfilment with noeric power, while providing us with Olympic 
goods that elevate the souls and while banishing the Gigantic appear­
ances produced by the world of becoming and while waking in us the 
pure and unperverted notions about all the gods and while shining 
upon us with the divine light from herself.10 

The wisdom of Athena makes it possible for us to look through the 
misleading appearances (fantãsmata) of the material world. Thanks 
to the notions about the divine she awakes in us,11 we know what we 
should be looking for (viz. the divine world) to which Athena elevates 
us. 

Tr. 9-10: you, who guarded the unconquerable girdle of your virginity / by 
fleeing the desire of the amorous Hephaistos; 

vss. 9-10	 ∂ pÒyon ÑHfa¤stoio lilaiom°noio fugoËsa 
paryen¤hw §fÊlajaw •∞w édãmanta xalinÒn: 

Hephaistos was overcome by desire for Athena and tried to have sex 
with her against her will. The attempt failed (to loosen a girl’s xali-
nÒw means to deflower her, see e.g. Pi. I. 8, 45, something Hephaistos 

kratoÊshw t«n ÉAyhnaik«n ka‹ ÉOlump¤vn égay«n: ı går ˆntvw GigantikÚw pÒlemow 
§n ta›w cuxa›w §sti: ka‹ ˜tan m¢n ≤g∞tai lÒgow §n aÈta›w ka‹ noËw, tå ÉOlÊmpia ka‹ 
tå t∞w ÉAyhnçw krate›, ka‹ ≤ sÊmpasa zvØ basilikÆ t¤w §sti ka‹ filÒsofow: ˜tan d¢ 
tå plÆyh µ ˜lvw tå xe¤rv ka‹ ghgen∞ dunasteÊ˙ ka‹ §n aÈto›w polite¤a, tÒte 
turann¤w §stin.). 

10 In Tim. I 168, 22ff.: ≤m›n d¢ ·levw oÔsa metãdosin par°xoi t∞w éxrãntou 
sof¤aw ka‹ époplÆrvsin t∞w noerçw dunãmevw, por¤zousa m¢n tå ÉOlÊmpia ka‹ 
énagvgå t«n cux«n égayã, §jor¤zousa d¢ tå Gigãntia ka‹ genesiourgå fantãsmata 
ka‹ énege¤rousa tåw kayaråw ka‹ édiastrÒfouw §n ≤m›n per‹ èpãntvn ye«n §nno¤aw 
ka‹ proslãmpousa tÚ ye›on f«w §j aÈt∞w.

11   Cf. the prayers in H. IV 6-7 that Proclus may know well immortal god from 
man. 



commentary 287 

did not manage to do). His semen fell on Attic soil from which the 
race of the Athenians sprouted up.12 

Proclus In Tim. I 144, 8-18 offers a terse symbolic interpretation of 
this myth: Hephaistos, when he produces the Athenians, imitates by 
means of sensible products Athena’s noeric character.13 He produces 
the material vehicles for the souls that belong to the series of Athena 
when they descend into the bodily existence. To my mind, this 
reflects two different phases in the process of causation. Athena 
being the Demiurgic thought (see commentary to vss. 7-8) plays an 
important role in the causation of the universe: she and the Demi­
urge arrange everything without defiling themselves (éxrãntvw) with 
the material world. Hephaistos in his turn, apparently on an onto­
logically lower level, creates material objects after the noeric models 
furnished by Athena. Because she keeps herself away from defilement 
by matter and does not mix with it, Athena is called a virgin 
(pary°now) (see e.g. In Tim. I 169, 5-6, cf. commentary to vs. 3). 

Remarkably enough, Proclus does not refer to the outcome of this 
failed assault of Hephaistos on Athena. There is a special bond of 
sympatheia between the Athenians and Athena, exactly because she is, 
in a way, partially responsible for the creation of the Athenians. To 
mention this fact would activate this bond (see the discussion of 
mythical symbola in chapter V § 3.3). It is precisely with this intention 
that Proclus recalls that the acropolis is a symbol of Athena (vs. 22), 
and that Attica is thus under the influence of Athena. The reason for 
this omission is, I surmise, the fact that, although Proclus belongs to 
the series of Athena by birth (see vs. 42 with my commentary), he is 
not a native Athenian. Therefore he lacks the symbols that character­
ize someone born in Attica. As a result, Proclus cannot establish any 
bond of sympatheia on this particular basis. 

Tr. 11-15: you, who saved the heart, which had not been cut to small 
pieces, of lord Bacchus in the vault of heaven, when he was once torn apart 
by the hands of the Titans, and brought it to his father, / in order that, 

12  Olympiodorus In Gorg. 44, 3, p. 229, 1ff. ed. Westerink rejects the story as 
something ‘mythical and entirely foolish.’ For other ancient accounts of the story, 
see Vogt’s apparatus fontium ad loc. 

13 In Tim. I 144, 8ff.: §pe‹ ka‹ katå tÚn mËyon ı ÜHfaistow §r«n t∞w ÉAyhnçw 
éf∞ke tÚ sp°rma efiw g∞n, ka‹ §ke›yen §blãsthse tÚ t«n ÉAyhna¤vn g°now. ée‹ m¢n oÔn 
ı ÜHfaistow ka‹ ˜lvw §rò t∞w ÉAyhnçw tÚ noerÚn aÈt∞w to›w afisyhto›w ¶rgoiw 
mimoÊmenow. The interpretation of tÚ noerÒn as ‘noeric character’ derives from the 
translation by Festugière In Tim. I 1966: 193. 
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through the ineffable wishes of his begetter, / a new Dionysus would grow 
again from Semele around the cosmos; 

vss. 11-15 ∂ krad¤hn §sãvsaw émistÊlleuton ênaktow 
afiy°row §n guãloisi merizom°nou pot¢ Bãkxou 
TitÆnvn ÍpÚ xers¤, pÒrew d° • patr‹ f°rousa, 
ˆfra n°ow boulªsin Íp' érrÆtoisi tok∞ow 
§k Sem°lhw per‹ kÒsmon énhbÆs˙ DiÒnusow: 

1. The myth 
These verses refer to the famous Orphic myth of Dionysus. The 
Titans once deceived the young Dionysus with a mirror and other 
playthings. After they had caught him, they cut him into seven pieces 
(merizom°nou pot¢ Bãkxou TitÆnvn ÍpÚ xers¤). Only the heart 
(krad¤h) was rescued intact (émistÊlleutow) by Athena. It was even 
still beating. She carried it off to Zeus (pÒrew d° • patr‹ f°rousa). 
According to one version of the story, apparently followed here by 
Proclus, Zeus had a soup made from it and served it to Semele who 
thus became pregnant from Dionysus and gave birth to him (§k 
Sem°lhw per‹ kÒsmon énhbÆs˙ DiÒnusow).14 

2. Allegorical interpretations 
Like the myth of the gigantomachy, this story was interpreted 
allegorically in antiquity. Pépin 1970 lists four different kinds of 
interpretations, two of which occur in Proclus: 

1 naturalist exegeses15 (not found in Proclus), e.g. the interpreta­
tion in which the myth is understood to be about wine-making. 

2 cosmological exegesis16 (not found in Proclus): the myth is about 
the cycles of §kpur≈seiw and diakosmÆseiw. 

14 Story according to West 1983: 140-164, who lists the sources for his recon­
struction. He claims that the version in which Semele gives birth to Dionysus is 
clearly not Orphic. It was designed to reconcile the story that Dionysus was the son 
of Persephone, killed by the Titans, with the story (ignored by Orphic theogonies 
as far as we can see) that he was the son of Semele, born amid lightning. The 
version that West believes to be probably Orphic says that Zeus made an image of 
Dionysus and placed the heart in it. However, since Proclus, who had himself been 
initiated into the Orphic teachings, refers to the former version, we must assume 
that at least at some late stage the version that features Semele was accepted by 
some Orphics. 

15  Pépin 1970: 306-7 
16  Pépin 1970: 307-8 
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3	 metaphysical exegesis17 (found in Proclus): according to this 
interpretation the body of Dionysus is the cosmic soul, whereas 
his heart is the cosmic Intellect.18 The body cut up into pieces 
symbolizes the discursive way in which Soul contemplates the 
Ideas as opposed to the unitary way in which Intellect works, 
which is symbolized by the fact that the heart is preserved intact 
by Athena.19 

4	 spiritual exegesis20 (found in Proclus): this interpretation is, as 
Damascius In Phd. I § 129 observes, an adaptation of (3) the 
metaphysical one on the level of the individual soul. The 
emotions and irrational powers (the Titans) that come with 
living in a body distract the attention of the soul from the 
metaphysical realm, characterized by unity, towards the realm of 
matter, characterized by plurality, thus scattering the particular 
soul (the body of Dionysus). However, our intellect (the heart) 
remains intact. The right use of intellect may, with the help of 
Athena, enable the epistrophe of our soul towards the world of 
unity away from the world of matter.21 We need the help of 

17  Pépin 1970: 308-310. 
18 In Tim. II 146, 1f.: oÈ m°ntoi pçw noËw, éll' ı §gkÒsmiow: otow gãr §stin ≤ 

kard¤a ≤ ém°ristow.
19 To quote one passage in which Proclus gives this interpretation: ‘...[T]he 

One is one only and precedes thought, Intellect thinks all Ideas as one, and Soul 
sees them all one by one. So division is the peculiar function of Soul, since she 
lacks the power of thinking all things simultaneously in unity and has been alloted 
the thinking of them all separately — all, because she imitates Intellect, and 
separately, for this is her peculiar property; for the power to divide and define 
appears first in Soul. This is why the theologians say that at the dismemberment of 
Dionysus his intellect was preserved undivided through the foresight of Athena and 
that his soul was the first to be divided, and certainly the division into seven is 
proper primarily to Soul. It is therefore appropriate that Soul should have the the 
function of division and of seeing things discursively.’ (In Parm. III 808, 25-809, 1; 
trans. after Morrow/Dillon). For other instances of this interpretation in Proclus, 
see In Tim. II 145, 4ff., In Crat. § 182, p. 109, 16ff. Pépin 1970: 309f. lists occur­
rences in Origen, Alexander of Lycopolis, Julian, Macrobius and John Lydus. 

20	  Pépin 1970: 310-2 
21  Proclus In Alc. 43, 24ff. provides a nice example of such an interpretation: 

Alcibiades is on the level of rational soul, a mode of existence, ‘...to which the 
emotions and the irrational powers are still attached, attacking, as it were, the 
rational life, and, like the Titans, trying to tear it asunder. Intellect, on the other 
hand, is established over the soul, like Athena, lifting it up away from the inclina­
tion and the motion towards the material world. For it is typical for Athena to 
preserve the undivided life. For this reason Pallas Athena is called Saviour. It is, 
however, typical for the Titans to divide the soul and to call it to the world of 
becoming.’ (énãgkh to¤nun katå tØn t«n êkrvn énalog¤an ka‹ tÚn ÉAlkibiãdhn §n 
cuxª logikª tãttein, ∏w §jÆrthtai m¢n ¶ti tå pãyh ka‹ afl êlogoi dunãmeiw, oÂon 
§pibouleÊousai tª logikª zvª ka‹ Titanik«w aÈtØn §pixeiroËsai sparãttein, 
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Athena in this. She places our personal, partial intellect in the 
total intellections of Zeus, the Demiurge (in mythical language: 
she brings the heart of the scattered body to Zeus, see comment­
ary to vs. 32). These are the intellections of the transcendent 
Forms, which Zeus alone, being the divine Intellect, can 
contemplate. 

Which interpretation is the most meaningful in the context of the 
this hymn? Vogt, in his apparatus fontium, only lists examples from 
Proclus of the metaphysical interpretation. It remains unclear wheth­
er Vogt wants to exclude the spiritual interpretation or that he just 
did not notice it. Segonds In Alc. vol. I 1985: 147 n. 5 to p. 35 seems 
to conflate the metaphysical and the spiritual interpretations. The 
metaphysical interpretation is triggered by the proceeding part of the 
hymn, which extols Athena as the great warrior who maintains the 
opposites in the universe, and by vs. 15 (per‹ kÒsmon), which clearly 
implies a metaphysical reading of the myth. On the other hand, we 
should not completely forget about the spiritual exegesis. In the first 
part of his petition (vss. 32-6), Proclus asks Athena to do to him what 
she also does on a cosmic scale: to harbour his personal, partial 
intellect in the intellections of Zeus (see my commentary ad loc.). 

3. Commentary on details vss. 11-15 
émistÊlleuton 
The heart of Dionysus was saved intact according to the myth (see § 
1. The myth above). The use of the rare adjective émistÊlleutow is 
remarkable. As a TLG index-search reveals, it occurs only here, in a 
Chaldaean Oracle (Fr. 152) as quoted by Proclus In Crat. § 107, p. 59, 
2, and seven times in Damascius.22 Both in Proclus In Crat. and 
Damascius In Parm. this adjective is attached to pure Nous only, i.e. 
Kronos,23 because it transcends the material world and it is turned 

Íper¤drutai d¢ ı noËw ÉAyhnaÛk«w én°xvn aÈtØn épÚ t∞w =op∞w ka‹ t∞w efiw tÚ ¶nulon 
forçw. ÉAyhnaÛkÚn går tÚ s≈zein ém°riston tØn zvÆn, §j oper S≈teir' §peklÆyh 
Pallåw ÉAyÆnh TitanikÚn d¢ tÚ mer¤zein aÈtØn ka‹ prokale›syai per‹ tØn g°nesin). 
The same interpretation is repeated at In Alc. 104, 26ff., In Crat. § 133, pp. 77, 24­
78, 3. Other occurrences of the same interpretation: Plotinus Enn. IV 3 [27] 12, 
1ff., Damascius In Phd. I § 129-130, Olympiod. In Phd. A, I 5-6, VII, 10. 

22  Damascius In Parm. I 67, 23 ed. Westerink-Combès, I 94, 14 ed. Westerink­
Combès, II 37, 27 ed. Westerink-Combès, II 133, 16 ed. Ruelle, II 137, 27 ed. 
Ruelle, II 148, 11 ed. Ruelle. 

23 Cf. the note by Combès to In Parm. I 67, 23 ed. Westerink-Combès 
(Westerink-Combès vol. I 1997: 141). 
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towards itself, whereas the Demiurgic Nous, i.e. Zeus, orders the 
material world and exercises providence towards what is inferior to 
it.24 Kronos stays thus free from the plurality involved in the material 
cosmos, and therefore maintains his unity. The fact that Proclus uses 
it here in connection with the heart of Dionysus comes therefore as 
somewhat of a surprise, for in this context Dionysus’ heart has to be 
either the encosmic intellect (in the metaphysical exegesis) or the 
individual intellect (in the spiritual exegesis). Both are examples of 
nous connected to this material world of plurality. Perhaps Proclus 
transposes this adjective from the highest form of Nous to a lower 
one in order to underscore the fact that nous has a higher degree of 
unity than soul, be it the encosmic nous versus the cosmic soul or the 
individual nous versus the individual soul. 

afiy°row §n guãloisi 
The expression means ‘the vault of heaven’ (L.-S.-J. s.v. gÊalon 4). It 
returns literally in Orphic Hymn 19 (to Zeus the thunderbold) 16: 
smarage› d¢ keraunÚw| afiy°row §n guãloisi. However, this does not 
necessarily imply that Proclus borrowed the expression from this 
hymn. They may both go back to a common (Orphic) source. 

Nous is, of course, without place. We should therefore be careful 
not to take ‘the vault of heaven’ as a physical location, i.e. as the 
region of aether, the highest section of the subcelestial realm. Aether 
here does not refer to the special kind of fire which Proclus believed 
the heavens were made of, but to the divine realm as opposed to the 
world of becoming. For this opposition, see e.g. Proclus In RP. I 17, 
23ff. in which a distinction is made between the realm of genesis and 
the realm transcending that of genesis which is described as ‘aetherial’ 
(afiy°riow). 

merizom°nou 
The verb mer¤zv is a standard term in discussions about the nature of 
soul as opposed to nous. Nous is often defined in Proclus as an 
ém°ristow oÈs¤a25 in contrast to soul.26 Proclus In Tim. II 146, 3ff. (a 

24 In Crat. § 107, p. 57, 5ff. 
25   See e.g. Proclus El. § 171, p. 150, 1-14; the expression stems from Plato Ti. 

35a1-3. 
26  See e.g. Proclus El. § 191, p. 166, 29-31: no participated soul can have both an 

eternal existence and an eternal activity, because in that case ‘it will be undivided 
being (ém°ristow oÈs¤a), and there will be nothing to distinguish the psychic 
nature (≤ cux∞w fÊsiw) from intellectual substance (t∞w noerçw Ípostãsevw), the 
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metaphysical exegesis of the Dionysus-myth) says that Orpheus ‘calls 
the nous the undivided being of Dionysus’ (tÚn m¢n dØ noËn ém°ris-
ton oÈs¤an toË DionÊsou kale›), whereas Dionysus’ body, i.e. soul, is 
divided (meristÒw). According to the spiritual exegesis of the myth it 
is said to be typical for the Titans to divide the soul (In Alc. 44, 3f.: 
TitanikÚn d¢ tÚ mer¤zein). 

n°ow 
According to Proclus, n°ow (young) is an Orphic epithet for Dionysus 
as the monad of the second group of demiurges (In Tim. III 310, 
29ff.). He is called young, because he comes after the intelligible and 
paternal orders (In Parm. I 686, 36-687, 3). 

boulªsin Íp' érrÆtoisi tok∞ow 
The intellections of Zeus, the Demiurgic Nous, are unknowable to 
the human soul (see chapter III § 4.1). For this reason, they are 
ineffable (êrrhtow). 

per‹ kÒsmon 
How to translate per¤ in vs. 15? Most translators takes it as young 
Dionysus growing around in the cosmos, thus extending throughout 
it (Giordano 1957: 47: per il mondo refiorisse; Meunier 1935: 102: un 
nouveau Dionysus … refleurit par le monde; Saffrey 1994: 49: dans le 
cosmos). This does not match Proclus’ metaphysical interpretation of 
the myth. In his interpretation it is the cut up body of Dionysus that 
extends itself throughout the universe. See Proclus In Tim. II 146, 14­
18: 

ka‹ tãxa ín tÚ diå pantÚw toË kÒsmou tetam°nhn e‰nai tØn cuxØn toË 
TitanikoË merismoË toÁw ÉOrfikoÁw énamimnÆskoi, di' ˘n oÈ mÒnon ≤ 
cuxØ perikalÊptei tÚ pçn, éllå ka‹ t°tatai di' aÈtoË pantÒw. 

And the fact that the soul has been stretched throughout the whole 
cosmos may perhaps remind the Orphics of the Titanic division, as a 
result of which the soul does not only cover the universe all around 
but is also stretched out through the whole of it. 

Here, however, we are not dealing with a Dionysus divided but, on 
the contrary, with a Dionysus reunited again. So translations like ‘in 
the cosmos’ or ‘through the cosmos’ do not express what Proclus 
means. 

self-moved principle from the unmoved.’ 
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On the other hand, the passage quoted also contains an indication 
that ‘growing round the cosmos’ is the correct translation, because 
Dionysus, even before he is divided, is supposed to cover the universe 
all around (perikalÊptei). We should note that Proclus refers here 
to Plato Ti. 34b3f. diå pantÒw te ¶teinen ka‹ ¶ti ¶jvyen tÚ s«ma aÈtª 
periekãlucen. He observes in regard to Plato’s use of perikalÊptein 
that it ‘indicates the fact that the soul embraces the cosmos from all 
sides and that the cosmos is unified by the soul and brought to one 
life and that soul has left nothing outside its own providence and that 
there is nothing bereft of it.’27 This passage once more brings out the 
fact that the idea of soul/Dionysus encircling the cosmos implies 
unity, for this manifestation of soul leads even the whole cosmos to 
one unified mode of existence. 

Tr. 16-7: your axe, by cutting off by the roots the heads of all-seeing 
Hecate’s / animals of passions, put asleep the process of becoming; 

vs. 16 ∏w p°lekuw 
I have not succeeded in finding any text nor of any representation of 
Athena wielding an axe. Her normal weapon is a spear (cf. vs. 4: 
dorussÒe). Nor do I know of any myth in which Athena hacks off the 
heads of animals that belong to Hecate. Neither did Wilamowitz 
1907: 273 n. 4, who confessed he did not understand these verses. 
Norden 1913: 171 n. 1 even argues that the vss. 16-17 are an interpo­
lation, because one can hardly make sense of them and because they 
begin with ∏w instead of ¥ as the rest of the cola that make up the 
aretology. Norden’s arguments for deletion of these verses do not 
carry much conviction. The many-headed beast and Hecate as a 
dangerous goddess are familiar figures for the Neoplatonists. We can 
understand these verses even without a complete parallel in extant 
Greek texts. The remark about the use of the genitive instead of a 
nominative only shows that Norden and Proclus differ in literary 
taste, or that the composer at work does not belong to the premier 
league of Greek poets. 

Is Proclus perhaps making up the story just for the occasion? The 
animal heads symbolize the passions that threaten the human soul 
(see commentary to vss. 16-17). Athena is reputed for fighting off the 

27 In Tim. II 108, 29ff.: tÚ går perikalÊcai tÚ perisxe›n èpantaxÒyen tÚn kÒsmon 
ka‹ di' •aut∞w aÈtÚn •n«sai ka‹ efiw m¤an zvØn énagage›n §nde¤knutai ka‹ tÚ mhd¢n 
¶jv t∞w ofike¤aw éfe›nai prono¤aw mhd¢ ¶rhmon aÈt∞w. 
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passions (see commentary to vs. 8). To arm her with an axe fits the 
logic of the story. The traditional spear is after all of no avail to 
behead these monsters, whereas an axe seems to be just the tool for 
the job (cf. the verb pelak¤zv: ‘cut off with an axe’, esp. ‘behead’, 
think also of the practice in Antiquity of killing the victims for an 
offering with a blow of an axe in the neck). 

vss. 16-7	 yÆreia tam∆n proy°lumna kãrhna 
panderkoËw ÑEkãthw pay°vn, hÎnhse gen°ylhn 

How should we construct this sentence? Should we put a comma 
between kãrhna and panderkoËw ÑEkãthw (so Ludwig 1897: 152; Vogt 
1957: 32) or take them together (so Cousin 1864: 1321; Giordano 
1957: 46; Saffrey 1994: 48) and if so, how should we interpret it 
(Giordano 1957: 47 ‘le teste dei monstri nati da Ecate onniveggente’; 
Meunier 1935: 102 ‘les solides têtes des monstres qu’ enfanta Hécate 
qui voit tout’; Saffrey 1994: 49 ‘têtes bestiales d’Hécate qui voit 
tout’)? 

To start with, to whom do these heads belong? In any case 
probably not to Hecate. Although she may be depicted with two or 
three faces,28 she is to the best of my knowledge never portrayed with 
animal heads. Vogt gives a lead here in his apparatus fontium with a 
reference to the changeful and many-headed animal (yhr¤on poik¤-
lon ka‹ polukefãlon) in Plato R. 588c7f. There, the many-headed 
animal represents the irrational part of the soul in which the 
emotions are located. Proclus paraphrases: ‘In any of us is a many-
headed animal. … It is the manifold, irrational and material kind of 
soul.’29 These animals are a threat, described by Proclus in a very 
picturesque way in In RP. II 126, 8ff.: Every soul aims at ascending 
towards the gods, to Mt. Olympus (cf. commentary to vs. 36), away 
from the material realm. Unfortunately, the pãyh that go with the 
bodily existence make us heavy and drag us down, if we have failed to 
master them. ‘Some are drawn down by the irrational and fierce 
creatures that have grown in them to the chthonic place that suits 
these monsters.’30 As Festugière comments in a note to his transla­
tion, these creatures are the many-headed beasts of the Republic.31 We 

28  For this anomalous anatomy of Hecate, see commentary on H. VI 3 s.v. ÖIane. 
29 In Alc. 244, 3ff. ka‹ §n •kãstƒ ≤m«n §st¤ ti poluk°falon yhr¤on … tÚ poik¤lon 

ka‹ êlogon ka‹ ¶nulon e‰dow t∞w cux∞w.
30 In RP. II 126, 30ff. katasp«ntai d¢ ÍpÚ t«n hÈjhm°nvn tin¢w §n aÈta›w élÒgvn 

ka‹ égr¤vn yremmãtvn efiw tÚn §ke›noiw ofike›on tÒpon tÚn xyÒnion
31  Festugière 1970 v. III 70 n. 4. 
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may conclude that the yÆreia kãrhna are the heads of our passions 
(pay°vn). 

The chthonic realm, the place where the bad souls are punished, 
belongs to Hecate. In the context of the Chaldaean Oracles, the 
passions that drag us down to it are often portrayed as avenging 
daemons, called the ‘dogs of Hecate’.32 There is, however, no 
suggestion that Hecate is their mother, pace Giordano and Meunier. 
The heads, then, do not belong to Hecate, but to her animals. 

We cannot fool Hecate. If we have lived a life of passions, we will 
get what we deserve, for she sees everything (panderkoËw), cf. H. I 37­
8, for the same idea that we cannot escape punishment (Poin«n), 
since the eye of Justice sees everything (ˆmma D¤khw, ∂ pãnta 
d°dorken). If, on the other hand, we manage to get rid of the 
passions we may leave the material realm behind and go to Mt. 
Olympus. In this way, the process of becoming is (temporarily) put to 
an end for the ascended soul (hÎnhse gen°ylhn). 

Athena does not have anything to do with Hecate in Greek mytho­
logy. However, she is the great champion in the struggle against the 
material and the irrational, and for that reason a great help to us in 
our fight against the irrational within us. 

Tr. 18-20: you, who loved the revered power of the virtues that wake up the 
mortals; / you, who adorned our whole life with many kinds of skills / by 
casting noeric craftsmanship into souls; 

vs. 18 ∂ krãtow ≥rao semnÚn §gersibrÒtvn éretãvn:

Athena is universal Virtue (éretÆ). According to the Chaldaean

Oracles Soul gushes from the right flank of Hecate, whereas from

Virtue springs her left flank. Proclus equates Hecate with Artemis,

Soul with Persephone, and Virtue with Athena, see Theol. Plat. VI 11,

p. 51, 19-28.33 For Athena as universal Virtue, see also In Tim. I 166, 
27; 170, 3-10. Athena is Virtue because she is Wisdom (sof¤a), for if 
the most important virtues (afl pr≈tistai t«n éret«n) are forms of 
episteme, wisdom (being superior to episteme), must be the primary 
cause of all virtues (Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 53, 8-12). Proclus refers here 
to the Socratic thesis that knowledge is virtue. To be more precise, 
Proclus has the so-called contemplative virtues in mind, as he 

32  On the Chaldaean daemon-dogs, see Johnston 1990: 134-142.

33 For the Chaldaean Oracles in question (Frr. 51 and 52) see introduction to


H. VI § 1.2. 
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indicates by calling them afl pr≈tistai, see Saffrey-Westerink Theol. 
Plat. VI p. 153 n. 2 to p. 53. Since these contemplative virtues turn the 
soul towards the intelligible realm, they are called here §gersibrÒtoi, 
for they awaken the human soul towards the intelligible life, see 
commentary to H. III 4 §gersinÒvn b¤blvn. 

The link between contemplative virtue and wisdom recurs in 
Marinus Vita Procli, which is itself modelled after the Neoplatonic 
scala virtutum.34 According to Vita Procli § 22, Proclus ‘reached that 
virtue (éretÆ) which could no longer be called phronesis proper, but 
rather sophia (wisdom) or even some more reverent name.’ This wis­
dom consisted in ‘seeing by his own eyes those truly blessed visions of 
Reality, no longer obtaining this knowledge by reasoning or demon­
stration, but as if by vision and simple and immediate perceptions of 
the intuitive activity35 viewing the ideal forms in the divine mind’ 
(trans. after Rosán 1949: 25). 

vss. 18-9 ∂ b¤oton kÒsmhsaw ˜lon polueid°si t°xnaiw 
dhmioerge¤hn noerØn cuxa›si baloËsa: 

Athena is traditionally the patron deity of handicrafts (t°xnai). See 
e.g. Orphic Hymn 32 (to Athena) 8: texn«n m∞ter polÊolbe. These 
include weaving,36 but go beyond the traditional activities of women 
to e.g. carpentry, metalworking, and all sorts of technology (see OCD 
19963: 201 s.v. Athena). Hence these handicrafts are polueidÆw (of 
many kinds). 

The handicrafts we use in everyday life (b¤otow) are an emanation 
of the divine creative activity at the intelligible level (dhmioerge¤hn 
noerÆn). To take weaving as an example: Athena weaves ‘in a demi­
urgic fashion’ (dhmiourgik«w) the fabric of the intelligible Forms. 
Although this is the archetype of the art of weaving, it differs signi­
ficantly from the art of weaving as we know it. The latter has some 
demi-goddess in the train of Athena as its patron (see Proclus In 
Parm. III 829, 8-21). For the idea that we partake in the handicrafts of 
the gods by means of an intermediary divine being, cf. Theol. Plat.  V 
24, pp. 87, 22-88, 11 (Prometheus is such an intermediary between 
the divine craftsmen Athena and Hephaistos); for Athena as a 

34 On the fact that the Vita Procli is modeled after the Neoplatonic scala 
virtutum, see Blumenthal 1984. 

35  Reading èpla›w §pibola›w t∞w noerçw §nerge¤aw, the text is disputed. 
36  For the association in Greek mythology of Athena with weaving especially, see 

Proclus In Crat. § 53, p. 21, 21ff. 
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demiurgic force weaving together the Forms, see In Tim. I 135, 6-15; 
168, 30-169, 5 (Athena is celebrated as the Worker (ÉErgãnh) because 
she presides over the demiurgic works (t«n dhmiourgik«n ¶rgvn 
prostãtiw). 

Tr. 21-22: you, who obtained the Acropolis on the high-crested hill, / a 
symbol, mistress, of the top of your great series; 

vss. 21-22	 ∂ lãxew ékropÒlha kay' ÍcilÒfoio kol≈nhw, 
sÊmbolon ékrotãthw megãlhw s°o, pÒtnia, seir∞w: 

In Plato Ti. 23d6-7, Athena is said to have received the cities of Saïs 
and Athens by lot (ÜH tÆn te Ímet°ran ka‹ tÆnde ¶laxen ka‹ ¶yrecen 
ka‹ §pa¤deuse). Proclus discusses at length what is meant by ‘receiv­
ing by lot’ (tÚ d¢ laxe›n toËto t¤ pot° §sti, In Tim. I 136, 9f.). The god 
to whom an area belongs exercises providence and care towards that 
region. This divine care takes the form of illumination. The extent of 
illumination depends on the aptitude of the region to receive it. This 
aptitude is determined by the course of the celestial bodies and the 
‘universal nature placing divine symbols (sunyÆmata ye›a) in each of 
the illuminated regions, by means of which they partake sponta­
neously in the gods (for inasmuch as nature depends on the gods, 
she places different images (efikÒnaw) of them in different things).’37 

So here the same principle of symbolism by means of sunyÆmata/-
efikÒnew/sÊmbola that underlies theurgical practice is put to work in 
the case of entire regions. 

In the case of Attica, Athena has received it as her lot (lãxew). A 
symbol (sÊmbolon) of this is the acropolis. Proclus sums up some 
results of Athena’s care for the city: Athena has given the city her 
name, the city is famous for its thinking (vs. 25), and has received the 
sacred olive-tree (vs. 27). 

The acropolis of Athens is an excellent symbol for Athena. Athena 
has the highest position in her series of causation, just as the acro­
polis is the highest point in Athens. Its elevated position is under­
lined by the use of the poetic adjective ÍcilÒfow (see e.g. Pindar O. 
13, 111, said of Mt. Etna). For Athena as the top of her series, see 
commentary to vss. 1-2. 

Athena, as the top of her series, is its mistress (pÒtnia). According 
to Proclus Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 52, 3, Plato Lg. 796b6 calls Athena 

37 In Tim. I 139, 25-29. 
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d°spoina because of her dominating position. He frequently refers to 
Athena as ‘our mistress’; see Theol. Plat. VI 11, p. 52, 29 (≤ d°spoina 
≤m«n) with Saffrey-Westerink’s note p. 152 n. 3 to p. 52 for other 
parallels cf. vs. 5 pÒtnia. Athena is Proclus’ mistress for two reasons: 
Proclus belongs to Athena’s series (see vs. 42 with my commentary) 
and, as a philosopher, he is under Athena’s patronage. 

Tr. 23-30: you who loved the man-feeding land, a mother of books,  / 
strongly resisting the holy desire of your father’s brother, and granted the 
city to have your name and noble mind — / there, under the top edge of 
the mountain, you made an olive-tree / sprout up as a manifest sign of 
that battle for posterity too, / when an immense gulf stirred up from the sea 
came upon the children of Cecrops, directed by Poseidon, / lashing all 
things with its loud-roaring streams. 

vss. 23-30 ∂ xyÒna bvtiãneiran §f¤lao, mht°ra b¤blvn, 
patrokasignÆtoio bihsam°nh pÒyon flrÒn, 
oÎnoma d' êsteÛ d«kaw ¶xein s°o ka‹ fr°naw §sylãw: 
¶nya mãxhw ér¤dhlon ÍpÚ sfurÚn oÎreow êkron 
s∞ma ka‹ ÙcigÒnoisin éneblãsthsaw §la¤hn, 
eÔt' §p‹ Kekrop¤d˙si Poseidãvnow égvgª 
mur¤on §k pÒntoio kuk≈menon ≥luye kËma, 
pãnta poluflo¤sboisin •o›w =e°yroisin flmãsson. 

1. The myth 
In vss. 24-30, Proclus takes up the theme of the myth of the battle for 
Attica between Athena and Poseidon, the brother of Zeus, Athena’s 
father (vs. 24 patrokas¤gnhtow). Both deities longed to have it (vs. 23 
§f¤lao, vs. 25 pÒyon flrÒn). In order to mark it as his possession, 
Poseidon struck the Acropolis with his trident and produced a spring. 
Athena, in her turn, planted an olive-tree at the same location (vss. 
26-27). Athena’s claim was successful. The city of Athens was hers 
and thus named after her (vs. 25 oÎnoma d' êsteÛ d«kaw ¶xein s°o). In 
a not very sporting reaction, the angry Poseidon flooded the 
Thriasian plain and laid Attica (temporarily) under the sea (vss. 28-
30).38 

38 See Apoll. III 14, 1; for further accounts of the story, see note Frazer in his 
Loeb translation vol. II 1921: 78 n. 1. 
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2. Allegorical interpretation 
Proclus explains this myth in terms of the struggle between the 
intelligible realm and that of generation, as he does in the case of 
Athena’ battle against the Giants and her rescue operation of the 
heart of Dionysus in order to block the evil plans of the Titans (see 
vss. 8; 11-15 with my commentary): 

Even now, the victory of Athena is celebrated by the Athenians, and 
they have a festival because Poseidon has been overcome by Athena 
and because the order of generation has been overpowered by the 
noeric one and because the inhabitants of that region, once the 
necessary things had been taken care of, rushed towards the noeric 
life. For Poseidon is considered to be the leader of generation, 
Athena, on the other hand, to be the guardian of the noeric life.39 

Proclus does not mention the flooding of Attica by Poseidon in the 
text just cited. I assume, however, that we should take this element 
allegorically too. Water is a symbol for generation, especially in the 
form of roaring gulfs (see vs. 29: kËma, vs. 20: poluflo¤sboisin 
=e°yroisin; cf. H. I 30). Perhaps we should interpret it as a symbol of 
the continuing threat of the material world even when we have 
turned ourselves towards the philosophical life. 

3. Commentary on details vss. 23-30 
mht°ra b¤blvn 
Saffrey-Westerink 1968 Theol. Plat. I p. XLVIII n. 2 suggest that 
Proclus uses this title to honour Athens not only as the city that had 
produced so many famous authors of books, but also because — after 
the destruction of the library of Alexandria — it was the place where 
the patrimony of Greek literature could be found. 

In a later article, Saffrey 1992b: 170 offers a more positive and 
attractive explanation for this title than the former grandeur of 
Athens or the destruction of the library of Alexandria. He remarks: 
‘Cette acclamation: ‘Mère des livres’ ne se comprend, à mon avis, que 
dans le contexte particulier de ce moment de l’histoire d’Athènes.’ 
According to Saffrey, Athens was buzzing with literary activities at the 

39 In Tim. I 173, 9-15: ¶ti to¤nun t∞w ÉAyhnçw tå nikhtÆria parå ÉAyhna¤oiw 
énÊmnhtai, ka‹ •ortØn poioËntai taÊthn …w toË Poseid«now ÍpÚ t∞w ÉAyhnçw 
nenikhm°nou ka‹ …w t∞w genesiourgoË tãjevw ÍpÚ t∞w noerçw kekrathm°nhw ka‹ …w 
metå tØn t«n énagka¤vn kataskeuØn t«n ofikoÊntvn tØn x≈ran taÊthn §p‹ tØn katå 
noËn ırmhsãntvn zvÆn: gen°sevw går e‰nai tÚn Poseid«na prostãthn, noerçw d¢ 
zv∞w ¶foron tØn ÉAyhnçn. 
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beginning of the fifth century: Rhetoricians drew large crowds 
together at their performances. The library of Hadrian, which had 
suffered badly from the invasions in 267 and 396, had been restored 
at the beginning of the fifth century. The activities of its librarian 
Philtatios indicate that at that time the collections of texts were being 
renewed. From remarks by Synesius and Proclus, Saffrey deduces 
furthermore that there were different versions of texts readily 
available, so that corrupted texts could be corrected. 

oÎnoma d' êsteÛ d«kaw ¶xein s°o ka‹ fr°naw §sylãw: 
As explained above (see my comments on vss. 21-22), Athena illumi­
nates the areas that have been allotted to her. Proclus continues his 
discussion referred to above by observing that a city that consecrates 
itself to its deity, be it by means of theurgy or legislation, will show a 
life like that of its patron deity and will manage better to perform 
great and marvellous works than cities which do not take the nature 
of their patron deity into consideration. The Athenians consecrated 
their city to Athena, as is shown by the fact that the city bears her 
name. As a result, Athens resembles Athena, ‘the lover of war and 
wisdom’: the city is not only covered with military glory (albeit in 
Proclus’ days this was very much in the past) but has also hosted 
many famous philosophers over the centuries up until Proclus’ own 
days (including many Platonists), who are truly noble minds (fr°naw 
§sylãw). 

ÍpÚ sfurÚn oÎreow êkron 
The sacred olive-tree stood at the west front of the Erechteion in the 
Pandroseion,40 which is more or less on the top of the Acropolis. In 
the Erechteion itself, Poseidon’s marks were on display: the imprint 
of his trident and a salt water well. Proclus locates the tree ÍpÚ 
sfurÚn oÎreow êkron. Although he lived at the foot of the acropolis, 
and thus must have known the area like the back of his hand, the 
translators do not seem to take the geography of the acropolis into 
account: Meunier 1935: 103 (sous l’éperon de la montagne) suggests 
that the olive-tree was situated at the foot of the acropolis, as does 
Giordano 1957: 47 (‘sotto l’alta pendice del colle’). Saffrey 1994: 51 

40 See Apollod. III 14, 1: ‘§fÊteusan §la¤an, ∂ nËn §n t“ Pandrose¤ƒ de¤knutai’, 
for further sources, see note Frazer ad loc. in his Loeb translation (1921), for a map 
see Stevens 1927 plate I. 
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(‘à la pointe extrême du rocher’), situates it on the top of the hill, 
however ‘à’ is an unusual translation of the Greek ÍpÒ, and the 
Pandroseion is not situated on the edge of the rock. I suggest the 
following interpretation. The plateau which forms the top of the 
acropolis is not completely flat. This is particularly clear on the 
location of the Erechteion, which had especially been designed to fit 
the uneven ground. Its north porch is situated meters below the 
famous south porch of the Caryatids, which is on the top level of the 
acropolis.41 The Pandroseion is situated on the same level as the 
north porch. At the side of the Pandroseion, a terrace wall, erected 
there to separate the higher from the lower level, accentuates the 
difference in altitude. The Pandroseion, then, is situated under the 
edge of the utmost top of the acropolis, but still at the top of the 
acropolis and not at the foot of it. 

s∞ma ka‹ ÙcigÒnoisin éneblãsthsaw §la¤hn 
The sacred olive-tree marked Athena’s claim on Attica in her contest 
with Poseidon. The addition ‘ka‹ ÙcigÒnoisin’ seems to imply that at 
the time of the composition of this hymn, the olive-tree had not yet 
fallen victim to the axes of the Christians but was still there to bear 
witness to Athena’s victory. Wilamowitz 1907: 273 holds an opposite 
view: ‘Da sind die alten echten Male vergessen: das Erechteion und 
Pandroseion werden schon entweiht gewesen sein.’ However, Proclus 
refers here to mythical times in which there was not yet any temple 
on the acropolis. He does not forget them, but passes them over 
because they have no function in the story. The really old monument 
is the olive-tree, the temples are just later additions. 

One wonders whether Proclus thinks that Athena’s olive-tree has 
some allegorical significance. He does not mention any in his 
writings. Porphyry Antr. 32-33 does so in the case of the olive-tree in 
Od. 13, 102. In the context of his allegorical exegesis of the cave of 
the nymphs, the olive-tree is a symbol of the divine wisdom (Athena) 
that created the cosmos. An allegorical interpretation along these 
lines fits the context of this hymn. Proclus has hinted after all at 
other myths, which he interprets as symbolical accounts of Athena’s 
demiurgic activities (see vss. 7-8; 9-10; 11-15). However, Proclus may 

41 For detailed drawings of this situation at the west side of the Erechteion that 
gives out into the Pandroseion, see Stevens 1927: Plate IV (west elevation) and 
Plate XIII (west elevation restored). 
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as well have chosen not to accept Porphyry’s allegorical interpreta­

tion of the olive-tree in the description of the cave of the nymphs.


Kekrop¤d˙si

The Kekrop¤dai are the descendants of Cecrops, a mythical king of

Athens. Although according to most accounts not the first king, he

was generally regarded by the Athenians as their archetypal ancestral

figure.42 It was during his reign that the contest between Athena and

Poseidon is reported to have taken place.


égvgª

According to Ludwig’s edition, the manuscripts BCEG read égvgª,

ADLP érvgª. Vogt does not give any alternative reading for érvgª.

Cousin, Abel and Giordano (ad opera di Posidone) opt for the

former reading, Ludwig, Vogt and Saffrey (par l’action de Poséidon)

for the latter. I would favour the reading égvgª, if only one could be

sure of Ludwig’s apparatus. Poseidon caused the disaster. To say that

it occurred with his help (érvgª) would be too much of an euphe­

mism. However, C and E do not read égvgª but érvgª. Before opting

for égvgª one would like to know whether it is in any of the mss. at

all.


mur¤on §k pÒntoio kuk≈menon ≥luye kËma,

pãnta poluflo¤sboisin •o›w =e°yroisin flmãsson.

This is, as Vogt notes, an echo of Il. 21, 240: de‹non d' émf' ÉAxil∞a

kuk≈menon ·stato kËma (Achilles is attacked by the river Skamander).

There is no (allegorical) interpretation of this specific verse by

Proclus. See above under 2. Allegorical interpretation for the possible

allegorical meaning.


Tr. 31-4: Hearken me, from whose face flashes forth holy light. / Give me, 
who is roaming around the earth, a blest harbour, / give my soul holy light 
from your sacred myths, / and wisdom, and love. 

vs. 31 ≤ fãow ègnÚn épastrãptousa pros≈pou:

The face (pros≈pon) of a Neoplatonic philosopher may radiate light.

Porphyry Vita Plotini § 13, 5ff. tells about Plotinus that, when he

spoke, his face (pros≈pou aÈtoË) shone forth with light (tÚ f«w


42  See OCD 19963 s.v. Cecrops. 
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§pilãmpontow) as an indication of his nous (¶ndeijiw toË noË). 
Marinus Vita Procli § 23 says of Proclus that, when he lectured, his 
eyes seemed to be full of a certain sparkling (marmarug∞w) and the 
rest of his face shared in divine irradiation (tÚ êllo prÒsvpon 
§llãmcevw ye¤aw mete›xen). Athena as the patron of all philosophers 
is here likewise represented with a face shining with holy light (fãow 
ègnÒn). When the faces of Plotinus and Proclus shine because of 
participation in the divine intellections, Athena has a shining face 
because she is these divine intellections (see commentary to vss. 7-8). 
This verse recurs in Musaeus Hero and Leander vs. 56: Hero wanders 
through the temple of Aphrodite while a charming sparkling shines 
from her face marmarugØn xar¤essan épastrãptousa pros≈pou. 

vs. 32 dÚw d° moi ˆlbion ˜rmon élvom°nƒ per‹ ga›an, 
This is the paternal harbour of the Demiurgic Nous. It means an 
escape from the horrible Odyssey of the soul through the realm of 
matter (élvom°nƒ per‹ ga›an) to a blessed existence ( ˆlbiow, cf. 
commentary to H. I 45). For the concept of the paternal harbour, see 
chapter III § 4.3. As we have argued there, it is especially Athena as 
the goddess of Wisdom, who ‘places every partial nous in the whole 
intellections of the Father’ (In Tim. I 168, 29-30). 

vss. 33-4    dÚw cuxª fãow ègnÚn ép' eÈi°rvn s°o mÊyvn | ka‹ sof¤hn 
ka‹ ¶rvta. 
Athena is asked to give light, wisdom and love from her holy mythoi to 
the soul. I suggest that we take the meaning of these mythoi as broadly 
as possible, including myths like the ones concerning Athena men­
tioned in the first part of the hymn as well as philosophical writings, 
which are after all inspired by Athena as the goddess of philosophy 
(see my commentary to H. III 11). 

The ‘holy light’ (fãow ègnÒn) is the illumination sent by the gods 
that enables the soul to contemplate the Forms. The knowledge that 
results from this is not mere discursive human episteme, but the divine 
wisdom that comes from the intellection of the Forms. Cf. the prayer 
to Athena (In Tim. I 168, 22ff.) cited in the commentary to vss. 7-8; 
for discursive episteme as opposed to the intellection of the forms in 
the paternal harbour, see chapter III § 4.3. The divine illumination 
inspires us with a love (¶rvw) for the intelligible world (see vss. 35-6). 
For love as an anagogic power and the fact that it appears in a hymn 
to the goddess of wisdom, see chapter III § 5.2. 
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Tr. 34-36: Blow into my love / a power so great and of such a kind that it 
pulls me up back again / from the vaults of matter to Olympus, into the 
abode of your father. 

vss. 34-35 m°now d' ¶mpneuson ¶rvti tossãtion ka‹ to›on 
How to interpret the dative ¶rvti here? Is Athena asked to breathe 
force into Proclus’ love (Giordano 1957: 49 ‘e all’amore inspira 
forza’), or to breathe force into Proclus by means of love (Saffrey 
1994: 51 ‘insouffle par l’amour à mon âme une force’). Both inter­
pretations make sense as far as the content is concerned. As for the 
Greek, the former interpretation seems to be preferable: §mpn°v + 
dative, to blow, breathe upon, into is a standard combination (see L.-S.-J. 
s.v. §mpn°v; cf. Proclus Theol. Plat. I 14, p. 63, 24 §mpneÊsasai tØn t∞w 
kinÆsevw aÈto›w afit¤an; Theol. Plat. III 5, p. 19, 10 afl prosex«w m¢n 
§mpn°ousai tÚ z∞n to›w aÈgoeid°sin ÙxÆmasin) as is the expression 
m°now §mpn°v tin¤ to breathe force into someone, e.g. Il. 10, 482: t“ (sc. 
Diomedes) d' ¶mpneuse m°now glauk«piw ÉAyÆnh. Vs. 34ff., then, 
means: add to my love for the immaterial realm so much of the right 
kind of power as is necessary to reach it. 

vss. 35-36    xyon¤vn épÚ kÒlpvn | aÔ §rÊs˙ prÚw ÖOlumpon §w ≥yea 
patrÚw §∞ow. 
The abode of Athena’s father, Zeus, is the ‘bright-shining court of 
the lofty Father’ from H. I 32, the Demiurgic Nous. For the fact that 
the Demiurge resides on the top of Olympus, see e.g. Proclus In Tim. 
I 310, 12 (§n tª korufª toË ÉOlÊmpou; cf. Il. 8, 3); In Tim. I 317, 14: 
Orpheus establishes Zeus on the top of Olympus (§ke›now §p‹ t∞w toË 
ÉOlÊmpou koruf∞w aÈtÚn fldrÊei); Theol. Plat. V 24, p. 91, 4ff. For 
Olympus as the dwelling-place of the gods, see commentary to H. V 7. 

The elevation towards the top of Olympus, i.e. reaching the pater­
nal harbour (vs. 32), means an escape of the soul from the realm of 
matter (xyon¤vn épÚ kÒlpvn ) back again (aÔ) to the metaphysical 
realm, its place of origin, see e.g. Proclus In RP. II 126, 15ff.: all souls 
yearn for their natural place, which is above, but matter drags them 
down. As the oracle (Chaldaean Oracles Fr. 217) says ‘for a sweet 
desire to dwell for always on Olympus with the immortal gods as their 
companions holds everyone (Àw ken ÖOlumpon éyanãtoisi yeo›si 
sun°mporoi afi¢n ¶xvsin:).’ Cf. Proclus’ prayer In Tim. I 168, 23f. 
(cited in the commentary to vss. 7-8) to Athena to give us wisdom 
‘while providing us with the Olympian and anagogic goods for the 
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souls’ (por¤zousa m¢n tå ÉOlÊmpia ka‹ énagvgå t«n cux«n égayã). 
For the prayer to be pulled up towards the intelligible realm, cf. H. 
III 14; VI 7. 

Tr. 37-42: And if some grievous error in my life overpowers me / — for I 
know that I am buffeted by many different unholy actions from different 
sides, the offences I committed with a foolish spirit — , / be gracious, mild-
counselling goddess, preserver of mortals / do not let me become a prey and 
a spoil for the horrible Punishments / while I lie on the ground, since I 
declare to belong to you. 

vss. 37-42 efi d° tiw émplak¤h me kakØ biÒtoio damãzei^ 
o‰da gãr, …w pollªsin §r¤xyomai êlloyen êllaiw 
prÆjesin oÈx ıs¤aiw, tåw ≥liton êfroni yum“^, 
·layi, meilixÒboule, saÒmbrote, mhd° m' §ãs˙w 
=igedana›w Poina›sin ßlvr ka‹ kÊrma gen°syai 
ke¤menon §n dap°doisin,… 

As we have seen, good souls go to the divine dwellings on Olympus. 
Bad souls, on the contrary, are punished for the fact that they have 
allowed their passions to carry them away (see commentary on vss. 16­
17; on these punishments see also my commentary on H. I 37). A 
prayer to Athena is appropriate in this case because it is Zeus who 
decrees that the wicked are to be punished, but his will is fulfilled by 
Athena (Proclus In RP. I 102, 1ff.). 

Now that the poet starts contemplating his own situation, he 
breaks out in a cold sweat, as is indicated by the emotional style of 
these verses. He shows himself only too aware of his errors: he is 
buffeted by many different ones from all sides, results of a foolish 
spirit. Both Homeric intertextuality (discussed below) and the use of 
unusual expressions (the learned variant §r¤xyomai instead of the 
normal §r°xyomai;43 the two adjectives meilixÒboulow and saÒmbrotow 
otherwise not attested in extant Greek literature) add an extra 
dimension to these verses. 

Homeric reminiscences are found in the vss. 41 and 42. The unjust 
soul will be the prey and spoil of the avenging daemons (vs. 41 ßlvr 
ka‹ kÊrma gen°syai). The phrase is borrowed from Homer who uses 
it to describe the fate that awaits fallen and thus completely defence­
less warriors (e.g. Il. 5, 488; 17, 150). More precisely, it may refer to 

43 On this variant Wilamowitz 1907 274 n. 1 and L.-S.-J. new supplement s.v. 
§r°xyomai. 
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Od. 5, 473, where Odysseus expresses his fear that, once he has fallen 
asleep in the open, he will become a prey for the wild animals (other 
references to Od. 5 in vs. 42 and vss. 51-2). 

Proclus will lie helplessly on the ground (vs. 42 ke¤menon §n 
dap°doisin), a quotation from Homer Od. 11, 577. In this case, the 
Homeric source-text is significant: it describes the situation of Tityos 
who undergoes punishment in the Tartarus. Tityos is a giant, and 
therefore, in Proclus’ interpretation, a symbol for the material walk 
of life a soul may choose (see commentary on vs. 8) and what may 
consequently come from it. Perhaps, Proclus is hinting here also at 
the Orphic representation of uninitiated souls who go to Hades and 
are made there to lie in the mud (Plato Phd. 69c6 efiw ÜAidou éf¤khtai 
§n borbÒrƒ ke¤setai). Damascius In Phd. I § 169 — whose com­
mentary on the Phaedo clearly depends on a lost commentary by Pro­
clus (Westerink 1977: 16) — comments: ‘The word ‘to lie’ (ke›syai) 
describes the helplessness that makes the soul dependent on external 
impulses, because it has become like a body’ (trans. Westerink).44 

This note on the verb ‘to lie’ fits the present context well: the unholy 
actions consists in living according to the passions, instead of living 
according to nous. As a result, the soul becomes body-like. 

The recognition of one’s faults (o‰da) was a basic spiritual exercise 
in most philosophical schools of Antiquity, including that of the Neo-
platonists.45 Only when one has begun to realise one’s failures, can 
one start to improve oneself and in this way obtain salvation: initium 
est salutis notitia peccati (Epicurus as quoted in Seneca Ep. 28, 9). 

vs. 42 ˜ti teÚw eÎxomai e‰nai. 
A reminiscence of Odysseus’ prayer in Homer Od. 5: Odysseus 
suffered shipwreck after he had left Calypso. He has been swimming 
for three days, when the island of the Phaeacians comes into sight. 
Unfortunately, he is in danger of being dashed against the rocks of 
the coast. Then he sees a river mouth. The river banks would provide 
a safe landing spot for the exhausted swimmer. Odysseus next prays 
to the river god to save him by accepting him as a suppliant: flk°thw d° 
toi eÎxomai e‰nai (Od. 5, 450). The source-text is meaningful. As we 
have seen, Proclus often compares the situation of the human soul 

44  Cf. Plotinus En. V 1 [10] 2, 23: soul gives the body of heaven (s«ma oÈranoË) 
life and ‘wakes what lies inert’ (≥geire d¢ ke¤menon). I owe this reference to J. Sen. 

45 See for a discussion of this exercise Thom 1995: 163-4 and Ilsetraut Hadot 
1986: 453-455. 
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trapped in the realm of matter to that of Odysseus almost drowning 
at sea (see vs. 29). Cf. vs. 51 for another reminiscence of this prayer. 

It is a common strategy in the ancient world to declare that one 
belongs to a deity and in this way oblige the divinity to protect you: 
see e.g. Corp. Herm. I, 32, p. 19, 3ff. (help us father for we are your 
sons: ufloÁw d¢ soË) and 1 Cor. 1, 12 (§g∆ d¢ XristoË).46 In the case of 
Proclus there is something more to it: he is playing the card of 
theurgical sympatheia. He belongs to the series of Athena, and she 
should for that reason (˜ti) exercise care and providence towards 
him, just as she is bound to do so for the whole city of Athens (see 
commentary on vss. 21-22). For the fact that a deity is obliged to 
exercise providence towards its products as the pivot of theurgy, see 
chapter IV § 3 and chapter V § 3.2. The fact that Proclus regularly 
calls Athena ‘our mistress’ (see commentary to vs. 22 pÒtnia) shows 
that his claim to belong to Athena was a sincere conviction. Marinus 
Vita Procli § 6 provides us with the biographical information on which 
it was based: Proclus was born in Byzantium, a city which was like 
Athens dedicated to Athena. She ‘as it were delivered him, being the 
cause (toË e‰nai afit¤a) in so far as he was born in that city.’ Later on, 
she appeared herself to him in a dream and called him to philoso­
phy. Because of this, Proclus ‘entered in a very intimate relation with 
the goddess, with the result that he celebrated her rites especially and 
obeyed her laws very enthusiastically.’ 

Tr. 43-6: Give steady and propitious health to my limbs, / and drive the 
herds of bitter, flesh-wasting illnesses away, / yes, I beg you, my queen, and 
stop with your immortal hand / the entire misery of black pains. 

vss. 43-46 dÚw gu¤oiw mel°vn stayerØn ka‹ épÆmon' Íge¤hn, 
sarkotak«n d' ép°laune pikr«n égelãsmata noÊsvn, 
na¤, l¤tomai, bas¤leia, ka‹ émbros¤˙ s°o xeir‹ 
paËson ˜lhn kakÒthta melainãvn Ùdunãvn. 

After a prayer for spiritual goods Proclus continues to pray for health. 
He has good reason to address this prayer to Athena. According to 
him, she is worshipped as ÑUg¤eia (Health)47 because she takes care 
that, in the words of Plato’s Ti. 33a, the cosmos remains for ever 
whole and perfect and neither ages nor falls ill.48 The same task is 

46  Examples taken from Festugière 1966: 1588. 
47 Athena was indeed worshipped with the cult title ÑUg¤eia in Athena from 

early times onwards, see OCD 19963: 202. 
48 In Crat. § 185, p. 113, 9ff: …proshgÒreutai ka‹ ÑUg¤eia…˜lon d' ée‹ ka‹ 
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attributed to Paiêon in H. I 21-3, as well as Asclepius (see comment­
ary to H. I 21-3 ad loc.). For prayers for health, see also H. I 42 and VI 
5-6 with my commentary. 

Proclus continues in the pathetic vein of the previous verses: 
exceptional words (two times a hapax legomenon: sarkotak«n, 
égelãsmata); an apostrophe (na¤, l¤tomai, bas¤leia), a Homeric 
expression (melainãvn Ùdunãvn, cf. Il. 4, 191). 

The image of a deity curing a disease with his or her hand is 
widespread in ancient literature, see e.g. Herondas 4, 17-18 (of Ascle­
pius), Anthologia Graeca 9, 525, 8 (of Apollo); health is often said to 
be caused by a gentle hand (±piÒxeirow Íge¤h), e.g. Orph. H. 23, 8; 29, 
18. 

Tr. 47-50: Give calm winds to the voyage of my life, / children, a spouse, 
fame, happiness, lovely joy, / persuasion, conversations with friends, 
nimble wit, / power against my enemies, a place of prominence among the 
people. 

vss. 47-50 dÚw biÒtƒ pl≈onti galhniÒvntaw éÆtaw, 
t°kna, l°xow, kl°ow, ˆlbon, §ufrosÊnhn §rateinÆn, 
peiy≈, stvmul¤hn fil¤hw, nÒon égkulomÆthn, 
kãrtow §p' éntib¤oisi, proedr¤hn §n‹ lao›w. 

1. Structure 
Proclus moves from health to external goods. I suggest that we 
separate vss. 47-48 from vss. 49-50. 

Vss. 47-48 contain items that one may expect from a benevolent 
deity in general: a smooth passage through the sea of life (vs. 47) 
equipped with different kinds of goods, like children, fame and 
ˆlbow (vs. 48). Compare H. V 9-11: because of Aphrodite’s protec­
tion, the Lycians had fine offspring (vss. 9-10) and a tranquil sea of 
life (vs. 11 biÒtoio galÆnh), which was full of good things (±piÒdv­
row); H. VI 4-6: Proclus prays for a radiant course of life (vs. 4 
afiglÆessan §moË biÒtoio pore¤hn), heavy with all kinds of goods (vs. 5 
briyom°nhn égayo›si) and that he may stay healthy (vs. 5-6) as he 
does in H. VII 43-46; H. I 42-45: prayer for health (vs. 42), followed by 
a prayer for kl°ow (vs. 43-44 eÈkle¤hw t' §pibhson §m° ktl.) and ˆlbow 
(vs. 45 ˆlbon d' éstuf°likton ép' eÈseb¤hw §ratein∞w). For a prayer 
for a smooth passage through life, cf. also H .  II 19-20 (ka‹ 

t°leion ka‹ égÆrvn ka‹ ênoson diafulãttousa tÚn kÒsmon. 
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polÊmoxyon §mØn biÒtoio pore¤hn fiyÊnoiw), for fame, cf. also H. III 17 
(ka‹ kl¢ow eÈep¤hw frenoyelg°ow afi¢n ¶xousan). If we take the prayer 
for a wife in vs. 48 as a logical compliment to the prayer for children, 
the only item unparalleled in vss. 47-48 is that of §ufrosÊnh . 
However, as a specific form of happiness (ˆlbow) it does not strike 
one as odd in this list. 

Vss. 49-50, on the other hand, consist of items that we do not find 
in the other hymns. I would argue that these are especially related to 
Athena as the patron of philosophical wisdom and the city of Athens: 
teaching philosophy requires the skill of persuasion (peiy≈), whereas 
Platonic philosophy in its purest form consists in discussions (stvmu-
l¤hn fil¤hw). On the other hand, the servant of lady Athena is under 
the threat from his Christian adversaries and therefore needs 
Athena’s cunning to outwit his enemies (nÒon égkulomÆthn, kãrtow 
§p' éntib¤oisi). His success against his enemies and his qualities as a 
philosopher will assure Proclus of a prominent position in Athens 
(proedr¤hn §n‹ lao›w). 

2. Commentary on details vss. 47-50 
dÚw biÒtƒ pl≈onti galhniÒvntaw éÆtaw 
We should distinguish between this sea voyage and that of vs. 32. The 
latter is the voyage of spiritual development that results in an escape 
from the material realm and finding a safe refuge in the intelligible 
realm. The former is merely a request for a calm lifetime free from 
troubles. One may very well enjoy a smooth passage through life 
without ever reaching the paternal harbour. In the case of the 
spiritual voyage, the final destination is stressed, for it entails the 
salvation of the soul. In the case of the voyage of life, it is all about 
the passage itself, for its ends in (bodily) death. See H. VI 4 (passage 
through life) and 12 (spiritual voyage) for the same distinction. 

t°kna, l°xow 
According to Wilamowitz 1907: 274, children, a wife, and all other 
things prayed for in vss. 47-50, are of no interest to a philosopher like 
Proclus. They only matter to someone who plans a career outside the 
school (‘das ist ein Gebet für Weltkinder, für die Schüler, die aus der 
Universität in das Leben treten wollen’). This hymn would be some­
thing these Weltkinder could take with them into the world. I disagree 
with Wilamowitz that these are not goods a philosopher prays for. As 
has been shown above, the requests in vss. 47-48 recur elsewhere in 
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the hymns, e.g. in H. I, about which Wilamowitz 1907: 275 remarks: 
‘Das ist Proclos persönlich.’ I consequently reject the idea that this is 
necessarily an example prayer given to departing students. 

The only two items mentioned in this prayer that seem really to be 
out of line with Proclus’ interests are those of children and wife. 
However, there was nothing that prevented Neoplatonic philoso­
phers from being married. Some important Neoplatonists like Por­
phyry and Plutarch of Athens were married. It is true that according 
to Marinus Vita Procli § 17 Proclus ‘never had, by his own choice (diå 
tÚ mhd¢ aÈtÚw •l°syai), any experience with marriage or children, 
although he received many offers of marriage from noble and 
wealthy families.’ If we are to trust Marinus, this is indeed an indi­
cation that this hymn was composed for someone other than Proclus. 

There is, however, good reason to be suspicious about Marinus’ 
claim. According to Damascius, Vita Isidori Fr. *124 (p. 105f.), Syria-
nus wanted Proclus to marry Aedesia. He would have done so, if it 
had not been for the fact that a god intervened (efi mØ ye«n tiw 
épek≈lusen §p‹ gãmon ırmØsai tÚn PrÒklon). This testimony could 
lend an extra perspective to the unusual prayer for a wife. Prayers for 
children are not uncommon in Greek hymns;49 lovers may pray for 
divine assistance to win the heart of their beloved, but a prayer for a 
wife is something different. In Antiquity, marriage was after all a kind 
of businessarrangement, which did not necessarily demand any love 
or affection. If one was well off, as Proclus and most of his fellow Neo­
platonists in Athens were, one could easily get married without divine 
assistance. In Proclus’ case, however, marriage was forbidden by a 
god, and he had therefore good reason to pray to the gods to lift this 
ban on marriage. This is of course all mere speculation, but it may 
serve to show that Proclus may well have prayed for marriage and 
children. 

ˆlbow 
The word ˆlbow may refer to happiness in general, but also to 
material wealth, and as such be an equivalent to ploËtow.50 Although 
money mattered to some degree to some Neoplatonists, especially to 
the members of the Alexandrian school who were considerably less 

49 For examples of prayers for children in hymns and a discussion of these, see 
Keyßner 1932: 154-155. 

50   On the meaning of ˆlbow in Greek hymns, see Keyßner 1932: 136ff. esp. 
pp.139-140. 
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well off than their Athenian counterparts,51 love of money was gener­
ally regarded as a vice. Proclus was no exception to this rule, as his 
own writings show,52 and as Marinus testifies.53 We should therefore 
take ˆlbow in the former meaning of happiness instead of wealth. 

§ufrosÊnhn §rateinÆn 
ÉEufrosÊnh is the joy that characterizes the lives of the Olympic gods. 
See e.g. In RP. I 87, 19; Theol. Plat. I 24, p. 107, 4; In Parm. I 667, 18. 
This state of bliss can also be achieved by human souls. It consists in 
the movement towards nous, away from matter (see e.g. In Alc. 127, 
13-4). Hence it is a spiritual pleasure, different from physical pleasure 
(≤donÆ). For an explanation of this difference, see Proclus In RP. I 
131, 14ff. refering to Plato Ti. 80b5-8: §ufrosÊnh belongs to sensible 
people, physical pleasure to the senseless. 

peiy≈ 
The power of persuasion is an important asset for every teacher, espe­
cially in the case of a Neoplatonist, whose hard task is to persuade his 
students of the at first sight less obvious Neoplatonic world view. 
Following Plato Grg. 454e3-455a7, Proclus In Alc. 309, 9-311, 13 distin­
guishes between two sorts of persuasion (peiy≈): the persuasion of 
belief (pisteutikÚw peiy≈) and the didactic persuasion (didaskalikÚw 
peiy≈). The former is directed to a philosophically less developed 
audience and is about correct opinions (dÒjai), whereas the latter, 
directed to a more sophisticated audience is about more exact forms 
of knowledge. Which one a teacher has to use depends on his 
audience. 

Comparable prayers for persuasive powers are found in Synesius, 
see Synesius H. 3 (5): after extolling Christ in the first part of the 
hymn (vs. 1-30, cf. Proclus H. VII 7-30), he prays to Christ to have pity 
upon his soul fettered to the material body (vs. 31-33), health (34-35, 
cf. Proclus H. VII 43-46), and to lend the power of persuasion to his 

51  Olympiodoros In Gorg. 40, 7, p. 205, 28ff. ed. Westerink observes that even 
Socrates wished to receive money, though not a great deal, for he needed it. 

52   See e.g. In Alc. 110, 4-111, 6: it is typical for cheap and ignoble souls to 
understand happiness (eÈdaimon¤a) in terms of wealth and possession. 

53  Marinus Vita Procli § 4: ‘It is impossible to describe how much he avoided the 
love of money, but ever since childhood he neglected his parent’s wealth, although 
it was considerable, out of his great love for philosophy’ (trans. Rosán); see also o.c. 
§ 13: after some political troubles, Proclus had left Athens for some time. On his 
return, a certain Rufinus offered him a large sum of money, but Proclus ‘did not at 
all choose to accept it under any circumstance.’ 
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words (vs. 36 neËson m¢n mÊyoiw peiy≈), and glory to his deeds (vs. 37­
39, cf. Proclus H. VII 48); Synesius H. 4 (6) prays to Christ for a good 
reputation among the people (32 §n lao›w égayån ênoige fãman, cf. 
H. VII 50 proedr¤hn §n‹ lao›w), and that he may crown him with the 
flower of persuasion (vs. 33 peiyoËw pra#lÒgƒ st°fvn é≈tƒ). 

stvmul¤hn fil¤hw 
The correct reading of vs. 49 is a matter of discussion. Most editors, 
following the majority of the manuscripts, read ‘…stvmul¤hn fil¤hw, 
nÒon égkulomÆthn,…’ (Cousin, Ludwig, Giordano, Vogt). Some, 
however, find this reading unacceptable and either choose to emend 
the genitive fil¤hw into an accusative and insert a comma after 
stvmul¤hn (Tychsen: peiy≈, stvmul¤hn, fil¤an,…; Boissonade: peiy≈, 
stvmul¤hn, fil¤hn,…), or just insert a comma after stvmul¤hn and 
link the genitive fil¤hw with nÒon égkulomÆthn (Wilamowitz 1902: 
274 stvmul¤hn, fil¤hw nÒon égkulomÆthn, which he paraphrases as 
‘Urteil in der Freundschaft [den wahren Freund zu erkennen]’). 

I choose to follow the majority of the editors. The criticism by 
Wilamowitz 1907: 274 n. 2 on this reading (‘49 ist so geschraubt, daß 
man zweifeln mag; aber %TVMULIH FILIH% ist überhaupt unsinnig’) 
is not justified. We may interpret it as the conversations one has with 
friends (Giordano 1957: 51 ‘vaghezza faconda d’amicizia’; Saffrey 
1994: 51 ‘le plaisir d’une conversation entre amis’). This seems to me 
to be a proper prayer for an intellectual. I find Wilamowitz’ solution 
harder to accept since neither nÒow nor the adjective égkulomÆthw 
carry a connotation of judgement in them. The fact that we can 
understand the text as it stands makes any emendation unnecessary. 

nÒon égkulomÆthn 
The epithet égkulomÆthw is a standard epithet for Kronos in Homer 
(e.g. Il. 4, 59), although in later Greek poetry he has to share it with 
others, e.g. Prometheus in Hesiod (e.g. Th. 546). In Proclus, the 
adjective occurs seven times and is in all cases connected with Kro­
nos. The original meaning of the adjective in connection with Kronos 
is probably ‘Kronos with the curved sickle’, but by the time of Hesiod 
and from than onwards the word is used in the sense of ‘crooked of 
counsel’ (West 1966: 158, commentary to Hesiod Th. 18). 

For Proclus Kronos is pure Nous: (see chapter III § 2.2, Figure 1): 
as the first entity in the noeric triad, he is the object of intellection of 
all three members of that triad, including himself (on Kronos, see 
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Proclus Theol. Plat. V 5, pp. 20, 23-24, 21). The adjective égkulomÆthw 
refers to this movement of Nous towards itself (Proclus In Crat. § 110, 
p. 62, 28f.: ı d¢ KrÒnow katå tØn efiw •autÚn strofØn ˜yen ka‹ 
‘égkulomÆthw’). 

What then is the nÒow égkulomÆthw? Previous translators take it as 
‘subtlety of mind’ (Meunier 1935: 104 la pénétration subtile de 
l’esprit; Giordano 1957: 51 mente sagace; Saffrey 1994: 51 un esprit 
subtil). However, in the light of the foregoing discussion, I would 
argue that it must refer either to some sort of craftiness or to the 
philosophical quality of turning towards one true self. As for the 
second alternative, it is an obvious request from a philosopher. How­
ever, it would be strange that Proclus prays for this in this part of the 
hymn which is concerned with external goods, whereas there is a 
whole section (vss. 32-42) that deals with philosophical goods. In the 
present context, it seems to me to be a request for craftiness, especial­
ly in combination with the following one for power against enemies. 
Athena is after all the goddess of cunning warfare as opposed to the 
brutal force employed by Ares, as is apparent from her epithet 
polÊmhtiw (see e.g. Homeric Hymn 28 (to Athena) 2). Such a request is 
not be unprecedented, cf. e.g. Pindar P. 2, 84f. Pindar, in accordance 
with archaic Greek ethics, hopes to be a friend of his friends (cf. vs. 
49 stvmul¤hn fil¤hw), and an enemy of his enemies. He will descend 
on them like a wolf, ‘in ever varying ways by crooked paths’ (êllote 
pat°vn ıdo›w skolia›w), i.e. cunningly. For égkÊlow paralleled to 
skoliÒw in the sense of ‘crafty’, see West 1966: 158, commentary to 
Hesiod Th. 18. 

kãrtow §p' éntib¤oisi 
Athena has been depicted in this hymn as a ‘lover of war’, it is 
therefore appropriate for Proclus to ask this militant goddess for 
strength §p' éntib¤oisi. Who or what are they? 

A first possibility is that these are the enemies Athena is fighting in 
the first part of the hymn: the forces of matter and plurality opposing 
unity and transcendence. However, since Proclus has already been 
praying extensively for Athena’s assistance lest he may be overcome 
by these forces (vss. 37-41), and since the object of his prayer has 
shifted from spiritual goods to more concrete ones, I think this less 
likely. 

A second one is offered by various translators. They interpret it as 
a request for the force necessary to resist the setbacks in life. Meunier 
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1935: 104 ‘la force de résister aux adversités de la vie’; Giordano 
1957: 51 ‘forza contro le avversità della vita’; Saffrey 1994: 51 ‘la force 
devant les obstacles de la vie.’ However, Proclus has already prayed 
for a smooth voyage through life (vs. 47). To pray now for force 
against possible hardship seems redundant, if not at odds with the 
foregoing request. 

In my opinion, we should rather think of human adversaries. What 
would be more logical after the prayer for the pleasure of having 
friends (vs. 49) to turn to their opposite, one’s enemies? It is tempt­
ing to identify these human enemies with the Typhonic winds and 
the giant vultures mentioned by Marinus in Vita Procli § 15 and 
identified by Saffrey 1975: 55 as the Christians who forced Proclus to 
leave Athens for a year. In that case, this prayer would be more 
meaningful in the context of this hymn: Athena, this is your city (vss. 
21-30), I am your servant (vs. 42), but now the Christians are trying to 
take over and we are on the receiving end because we stay loyal to 
you. You are obliged to help us. 

Tr. 51-2: Hearken, hearken mistress, I come to you, begging much,  / 
because of pressing necessity. And you, lend me a gentle ear. 

vs. 51 k°kluyi, k°kluy', ênassa: polÊllistow d° s' flkãnv 
An echo of Od. 5, 445 (klËyi, ênaj, ˜tiw §ss¤: polÊlliston d¢ s' 
flkãnv). It is the opening verse of Odysseus’s prayer to the god of the 
river on the island of the Phaeacians, see commentary to vs. 42. As 
Vogt 1957b: 372f. points out, the accusative polÊlliston in Homer is 
no reason to correct the nominative polÊllistow in Proclus into an 
accusative polÊlliston (as was suggested by Rzach). All the more so, 
because there are good examples of the active use of polÊllistow, 
for which see Vogt. 

I suggest that Proclus deviates on purpose from the Homeric 
source text. He tries to outdo the Homeric Odysseus as a suppliant in 
need: the imperative (k°kluyi) is repeated and the accusative polÊl-
liston is changed into an active: in the Homeric verse, the god is 
sought by many prayers, but it is left unspecified by whom, whereas in 
this hymn, it is Proclus who does the abundant praying. 

vs. 52 xreio› énagka¤˙:

Another reference to Homer Il. 8, 57: the Trojans fight the Greeks

because of pressing need, i.e. to protect their wives and children.
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Adonis 173f. 
Aphrodite, see also ‘Erotes’ and 

‘Love’ 22; 61-64; 162f.; 190-191

Aphrogeneia 195

Ares, adultery with 244

Dionaia 246

Hephaistos, married to 244

hypercosmic 41

Kouraphrodite 239

Kytheira 203

Lycian 22; 92; 240

magistrates 240f.

mother of the Erotes 198

Olympian 246f.

Ourania 245f.


Bacchus, see ‘Dionysus’

Beauty 61; 197; 198f.; 206f.; 250f.

Blake, W. 13; 20

book 211-214; 234f.; 299f.


causation, theory of 19

Chaldaean Oracles 68-70; 76


gods (?), of the 224-227 
Christians 220; 241; 314 
court (aÈlÆ) 177; 198f. 
Cybele 171f. 

daemon 44; 174f.; 178; 235 
defilement (khl¤w) 181 
Demiurge, cf. ‘Nous’, ‘Zeus’ 200f. 

Hypercosmic gods 56-58 
Nous, is 49-51

statue of 242 sameness 57
World Soul 204 Dike (Justice) 181

Apollo 23; 61-64; 169 Dionysus 170f.; 173; 287-293
hypercosmic 41 cosmic intellect 289
triad of Helios-Apollo- comic soul 289 
Dionysus 170 heart 290f. 

Ares divine hierarchy 35-40 
Aphrodite, adultery with 244 
hymn to 6 easy life (of the gods) 187f.

Artemis 42 elements 162f.
Asclepiades 31 emotions 138-140; 180
Asclepius 109; 170; 266 Erler, M. 194
Athena 22; 23f.; 54; 58; 63f.; 91; 93; Erotes, see also Love 22; 196-202

98f.; 106f.; 274-275 
Athens 300 
Dionysus, saves 287-293 Fate 45; 70; 164ff.; 180; 188 

Giants, fights the 284-86 Ficino, M. 8


handicrafts, patron of 296f. fire 152ff.; 230f.; 245


hypercosmic 42 forefather 184f.; 264


olive-tree 301f. forgetfulness 176; 215; 235


Pallas 282

Poseidon 298-99 Gelzer, Th. 6


Titans 287-293 Giants 284-286; 306 

Tritogeneia 283 God 

virginity 286f. becoming like 18; 74 

virtue 295f. hymn to 7


wisdom 284f. gold 155


Zeus, daughter of 280f. Great Mother 171f.; 253; 257f.; 261 

Attis 171-173 
hand, helping h. of the gods 268 

Bacchant 219f. happiness 185f.; 310f. 
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harbour, paternal 51-56; 59-60; 177; Justice, see Dike 
185f.; 272; 303 

haste (to the divine) 215; 235f. kithara 168f. 
health 169; 183; 266; 307f. Kronos 253; 312f. 
Hecate 42; 58; 252-258; 293-295 

World Soul, not the 254f. Leader Gods, see Hypercosmic Gods
heliotrope 20 light (f«w) 51f.; 155f.; 182; 222;
Helios 20f.; 22; 60; 63; 92; 136-138; 

145-147 
anagôgeus  179 
cause of generation 160f. 

233f.; 269; 302; 303 
logos (‘essential essence’) 127f.; 137 
Love (Eros) 197 

anagogic force 197-199; 304
centre of the cosmos 157f.

Dionysos, father of 170

fire (noeric) 152f.


cosmic force 199-201 
procreative force 201-202; 249 
unholy desire 207; 251

Good, image of 178 Lycia 240; 250

harmony 156f.

hypercosmic 41 madness (man¤a) 61-64; 113f.; 115;
key, holds 156 210; 219f.

Moirai 165-167

ray 189 

negative 218; 267 

triad of Helios-Apollo-Dionysus 
marriage 201f.; 309f. 

holy 244
170 mathematics 128-131

Hephaistos 244-245; 286f.; 296 metre
Hermes 61; 99 Proclus’ hexameter 12
Henads 38 Synesius 33
hexameter, Proclus’ 12 

mist (éxlÊw) 182f.; 235hierophant 29f.; 171 
Hirschle, M. 101-105 Moirai 21; 164-167; 188 

Horai (Seasons) 161 Muses 22; 23; 61-64; 113; 184f.; 208 

hymn bee 222f. 
nine 210definition of 13-18


epistrophe  18-22; 31f. music 15n7; 168f.


philosophy 22-31 myths 92-101; 118f.; 170; 219f. 

physikos, see scientific

Plato’s dialogues 23-26 names, divine 101-106


praise 14 many-named (polu≈numow) 194f.; 
prayer 13-15 261 
scientific 15-17 nothingness, human 139-140

ritual context 107-110; 231-233 Nous 38

singing of 15 contemplation of Forms 45; 46-49 
theological 17f. Demiurge 49-51 

hymnein  26-29; 194 
Hypercosmic Gods (also Leader 

Gods) 38 
anagogic gods 62-64 
Demiurge 56-58 
human soul, and 58-61 
hymns, in Proclus’ hymns 41-43; 
58-61 
likeness 57; 82 
theurgy 81-84 

Ianus 262f.

image (efik«n ) 120-138; 178f.

Isidore 30


is paternal harbour 51-56 

Odysseus 53; 176; 269-273; 306f.; 314 
Olympos, Mt. 246; 304f. 
omnipotence (of the gods) 187f. 
One, the 38; 163 

unification 43-46; 115f. 

Paian 169

Panathenaea-festival 24f.

path, small p. of philosophy 221;


237; 268f. 
persuasion 311f. 
piety (eÈseb¤a) 185f.; 272 
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planets 157f.; 159f.; 178; 189; 205f.

Plethon, G. 6, 7f.

poetry


Plato’s criticism 112-115

scientific 119-138

types of 115-117; 141f.; 219


Poseidon 298-99

prayer 165


elevation, p. for 222

Esser on 89-91

fame, p. for 184f. ; 223

health, p. for 183f.; 266; 307f.

hymn 13, 15

theory of 86-91


prothuraios (porch-dwelling) 261

providence 159; 200f.

punishment 180; 305

purification 44; 75; 109; 127f.; 137;


180f.; 231-233


recollection 126-131

religion, traditional 109f.

Rhea 42; 252-258

rites 211-214; 231-233; 267


Saffrey, H.D. 4; 9; 12; 29; 37f.; 67; 
146; 224; 299f. 

saviour 233f. 
sea voyage (life compared to) 249; 

271; 309

Semele 288

series (seirã) 167f.; 194; 206; 297

Sheppard, A. 62f.; 76-79; 111; 115;


119f.; 141f.

Sicherl, M. 7

source (phgÆ) 156; 195f.

star, native 216

statue 41; 242

Steel, C. 38; 53; 127f.; 137

sun, see also Helios  20-21

symbol (sÊmbolon ) 70; 79-81; 82;


106-107; 155; 243; 297

symbol (sÊnyhma) 70; 126; 177; 297


image (efik«n ) 120-138

innate 91-92


myths 92-101; 170; 182

names 101-106

sorts of 91


sympathy (sumpãyeia) 70; 73; 74; 76;

82; 91; 94f.; 97; 100; 155; 240; 250;

307


Synesius 31-33

Syrianus 24f.; 28; 62; 76; 115; 141f.


theologian 17; 94

theurgy


hymns 111

Iamblichus 70-74

meaning 67f.; 74

myths 95-96

origins 67-70

Proclus 75-76

ritual 78; 84; 94-95; 107-110

sorts of 76-79; 83-84; 111

Synesius 32


Titan 155; 287-293

Tityos 306

Triad


of Beauty, Wisdom and Goodness

229

of Truth, Beauty and Symmetry

61-64


Truth 61


virtue 248; 255; 295f.

voces mysticae  105f.

Vogt, E. 5


water (material realm) 175; 217; 235; 
302


wedding songs 201f.

West, M. 6

Westerink, L.G. 224


Zeus 253f.; 258f.; 265

Athena, father of 280f.

Dionysus, father of 288

Helios 145

Ianus 262f.

Nous 42
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