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1. This paper is less a formal argument towards a conclusion than a meditation on a problem that has
arisen during research for my dissertation on the relation between Plotinus’ mysticism and
contemporaneous currents of Sethian Gnosticism. I would like to begin from the relatively
noncontroversial notion that Plotinus’ evocative accounts of union with the One' give the impression
that he has had some kind of exceptional” experience.’ And yet, despite the substantial quantity of
scholarship on Plotinian mysticism, this aspect of his thought remains deeply troublesome for
interpreters. Indeed, the fundamental question, as obvious as it would seem, has rarely been asked in a
sufficiently blunt manner, and it has never been satisfactorily answered: namely, how are we to

understand Plotinus’ mysticism in practice?*

2. The depth of the problem is evident from Pierre Hadot’s admission that even after decades of
rigorous and impassioned research on Plotinus’ mysticism, he remains utterly bewildered about its

nature.” The past century has seen a proliferation of studies exploring the relation of Plotinus’

" In several passages throughout the Enneads, Plotinus tries to describe the ineffable experience of the union or coalescence
with the One beyond Being and Intellect; e.g. 1.6[1].7.1-19, 9.6-25; IV.8[6].1.1-11; VI.9[9].3.14-27, 4.1-30, 7.1-23, 9.24-
60, 10.9-21, 11.4-25, 36-46; 111.8[30].9.19-32, 10.28-35; V.8[31].11.1-19; V.5[32].4.1-12, 7.31-8.23; V1.7[38].31.5-35,
34.1-22, 35.1-45, 36.10-26; V1.8[39].15.14-23, 19.1-16; V.3[49].4.4-15, 17.16-39. In addition to Plotinus’ first-hand
accounts, Porphyry confirms that his teacher’s ultimate aim was such a union and that on four occasions while the two men
were together, the latter attained that goal in actuality; see Porphyry, Vita Plotini 23.7-16: OUtcos 8¢ pdAioTa TouTe T6
Saipovicy Tl ToAAd&kis EvdyovTi EauTdv els TOV TP TOV Kal émékelva Bedv Tals évvolals kal kaTd Tas Ev TR
«Zuptooic» Uenynuévas 68oUs T TTA&TwI Epdvn ékeivos 6 Beds & prjTe popPnv urTe Tvd idéav Excov, UTep &t voiv
Kal Té&v 6 vonTov 18pupévos. "W 81 kal ey TTopeupios &mag Aéyw TAncidoal kai évwdijval ETos &ycov £§nkooTdy
Te Kai &yBoov. Epdvn yoiv Té TTAwTive okotds £y yUdi vaicov. Téhos yap avtéd kal okotds flv TO évwbijval kal
meAdoal TG £ a0l Bedd. "ETuxe 8¢ TeTpdkis TTou, &Te aUTE ouvrjuny, Tou okoTroU ToUTou évepyeia dppriTe [kal ov
Sduvdapet]. / “Thus with this daimonic light most of all, to one who very often went into himself, to the first and trascendent
god— by means of thoughts, and according to the path laid down by Plato in the Symposium— there appeared that god who
has neither shape nor form, settled above Intellect and all the intelligible. Indeed, I, Porphyry, also claim to have once
approached and to have been united, having attained the age of sixty-eight. For Plotinus, the goal, lying nearby, appeared.
For him, the end and goal was to be united, and to approach the god over all things. Four times when I was together with
him, he attained that goal in unspeakable actuality and not mere potentiality.”

? However dependent he was for the expression of this experience on the language of Platonism, the experience itself seems
to have had no certain precedent in the prior philosophical tradition.

3 One might also consider his repeated intimations that only one who has had the experience will understand; e.g. 1.6[1].7.2;
V1.9[9].9.46, 11.3-4; VI.5[23].7.11-17.

* For example, one might wonder about the four discrete unions with the One that occurred while Plotinus was with
Porphyry. Did these states follow a philosophical discussion or a lengthy period of silent meditation? Did they occur in
silence? Did they occur while the two men were in the same room? Were Plotinus’ eyes closed? Was his body cataleptic?
And so on.

> P. Hadot, La Philosophie comme maniére de vivre: entretiens avec Jeannie Carlier et Arnold I. Davidson (Paris: Albin
Michel, 2001), 134: “Mais en quoi consiste réellement I’éxperience elle-méme, et comment s’explique-t-elle? C’est cela le
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mysticism to his metaphysics, and the scholarship has also come to an ever greater appreciation of the
more philosophically rigorous aspects of Plotinus’ thought. Nevertheless, there remains a deep
reticence, almost anxiety, about the practical elements of Plotinian mysticism. There is, I suspect, a
rather simple explanation for this anxiety.® Plotinus’ experience of union with the One is undoubtedly,
but ambiguously, integrated with his “objective” metaphysical system, but his account of this
experience at some point leaves aside objective discourse and passes into the more inscrutable realm of
what would today be considered psychological phenomenology; and while we can follow the general
sweep of Plotinus’ discursive arguments up to a point, there is some imprecise moment when the text
soars beyond our ability to follow.” Here the problem is not merely that of the essential inaccessibility
of any subjective experience; rather, it is that Plotinus appeals to certain extraordinary kinds of

subjective experience to which we ourselves— we think— do not have access.

3. But if this is the case, perhaps the question should be rephrased. If indeed we take Plotinus seriously
as a thinker, and if we are able, more or less, to follow his discursive arguments up to a point, why can
we not also— with the tattered text of the Enneads as guide— simply follow his advice somewhat
further, and through some more concentrated form of philosophical meditation, experience union with
the One ourselves? Or more simply: who among us has attained such a union, or even attempted to do

so? And if not, why not?

4. Perhaps this seems like a stupid question, but I am asking it anyway, because the answer is too often
implicitly assumed to be self-evident. Aside from those who minimize the importance of Plotinus’
mysticism altogether, or write it off as a metaphor for what is merely a heightened state of
philosophical cogitation,® the majority of scholars— those who do treat it as an essential, if enigmatic,
aspect of his thought— typically think that his experience of union with the One is but one example of

a broader, cross-cultural category of mysticism, a category whose contours are presumed to be more or

plus important et je suis totalement incapable de le dire. J’ai essayé, par mes travaux sur Plotin, d’apporter des éléments de
réponse. Mais c’est une bien mince contribution, car le probléme est gigantesque.”

S That is, besides the recent scholarly skepticism concerning the category of experience itself, and besides the fact that the
academic discipline of philosophy is congenitally uneasy with modes of understanding that transcend discursive
intellection.

7 In the context of the ascent to the One there are a number of discrete transition-points where Plotinus’ objective language
of metaphysics is suddenly supplanted by appeals to subjective (mystical) experience; thus, for example, 1.6[1].9.8;
V1.9[9].4.16; 9.46, 11.7, VI.5[23].7.11; V.8[31].11.1; V.5[32].7.31; V1.7[38].22.1, 31.1, 34.11; VI.8[39].15.14;
V.3[49].17.28. The sudden shifts of language of these and other similar passages descrves further study in the future. Also
interesting is an intimation at 1.3[20].1.13-19 of a second phase of philosophical practice that transcends dialectic.

¥ Le., as akin to Plato’s own putative metaphors for philosophical dialectic that use the language of heavenly ascent.
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less obvious.’ Plotinus is thought to be able to experience union with the One through his possession of
a rare psychophysical constitution shared by comparable mystics in other traditions but not by the
ordinary scholar. In other words, some unique mystical aptitude— according to this view— allowed
Plotinus himself to attain in actuality what his less-mystically-adept philosophical successors'’— and

also his modern interpreters— can only observe from the outside.

5. Yet there are several reasons why I remain unconvinced that Plotinus’ mysticism was congenital.
First, along with this view come certain implicit assumptions often tacitly drawn from comparison with
Christian mystics, for whom, it is believed, the mystical ecstasy is typically spontaneous or
involuntary— almost convulsive— and cannot be consciously willed or induced, even if it sometimes
occurs after long periods of prayer.'' Whether or not this is an accurate representation of the nature of
Christian mysticism generally, the subtle implication of the repeated comparison of Plotinus to this
later tradition is that his experience was of a similar kind.'? Yet this kind of paroxysmal or involuntary
experience is in fact quite foreign to Plotinus. While he does occasionally suggest that the ultimate

stage of union must be awaited quietly after the necessary propaedeutic exercises'>— thus preserving

? This precise sentiment is evoked by Pierre Hadot, Plotin ou la simplicité du regard (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1973),
159: “...I’expérience mystique est un phénomene universel et extrémement significatif. Mais si ce phénoméne n’atteint sa
plénitude qu’avec le christianisme, il n’en existe pas moins d’une maniére trés authentique dans I’humanité tout entiére, et
I’expérience plotinienne en est en des exemples les plus remarquables. Si elle éveille en échos en nous, c’est qu’il y a dans
la réalité humaine une possibilité latente de vie mystique.”

107, Rist, “Mysticism and Transcendence in Later Platonism,” Hermes 92:2 (1964), 220: “...where Plotinus is a mystic,
Proclus seems to know only a theory of Mysticism.”

! One might take as typical the 16"-century Spanish mystics John of the Cross and Teresa of Avila. Referring to direct
contact with God, John of the Cross writes, “A man is incapable of reaching this sublime knowledge through any
comparison or imagining of his own, because it transcends what is naturally attainable... God usually grants these divine
touches, which cause certain remembrances of him, when the soul is least expecting or thinking of them... Since this
knowledge is imparted to the soul suddenly, without exercise of free will, a person does not have to be concerned about
desiring it or not. He should simply remain humble and resigned about it, for God will do his work at the time and in the
manner he wishes.” [From The Ascent of Mt. Carmel, Book 11, in The Collected Works of St. John of the Cross, K.
Kavanaugh and O. Rodriguez, trans. (Washington, DC: Institute of Carmelite Studies, 1979), 195-6]. Or consider Teresa’s
insistance that mystical ecstasy is completely involuntary: “It seemed to me when I tried to resist that a great force, for
which I can find no comparison, was lifting me up from beneath my feet. It came with greater violence than any other
spiritual experience, and left me quite shattered. Resistance requires a great struggle, and is of little use in the end when the
Lord wills otherwise, for there is no power that can resist his power.” [From The Life of Saint Tersa of Avila by Herself, J.
M. Cohen, trans. (London: Penguin, 1957)].

12 Here I will not get involved in the debate between the competing “perennialist” and “contextualist” interpretations of
mystical experience, a debate that has arisen following Stephen Katz’s initial argument that mystical experience itself, and
not merely its expression, is entirely conditioned by the cultural or religious context of the mystic. I suspect this debate has
actually served as a mask for a deeper (but equally fruitless) debate between theistic and nontheistic positions. The tacit
assumption is that two experiences can only truly be the “same” if there really is a common object of the experience. But
what would it mean for two different people’s experience to be “the same”? What would it mean for one person’s
experience to be “the same” on two occasions? As with all human phenomena, there are both similarities and differences
between any two experiences.

B E.g. V.1[10].12.15-21; I11.8[30].9.22-29; V.5[32].8.2-6.



the absolute autarkeia of the transcendent principle itself'*— and also that it arrives suddenly, in a
moment of intense erotic ecstasy, his account of the final phases of ascent suggests a deliberate control
of consciousness, a meditative discipline with several discrete stages, paradoxically including both the
aphairetic negation of cognition and, simultaneously, the deliberate evocation of intense affective

experience and extremely vivid visual imagery. The One does not just appear on its own."

6. Second, that Plotinus’ mysticism was not simply a matter of his innate psychological constitution is
suggested by Porphyry’s biographical anecdote about Plotinus’ search for a teacher in his 28" year.'®
According to Porphyry, Plotinus became despondent while making the rounds of the most respected
teachers in Alexandria, until a friend eventually referred him to Ammonius Saccas, with whom he
stayed. After studying under Ammonius— his virtual guru— for eleven years, and acquiring a
complete mastery of philosophy, he was s#i/l not entirely satisfied in his quest for knowledge and set
out on (an eventually abortive) expedition to the East to learn about Indian and Persian thought. Now
however much this might conform to some of the conventional topoi of philosophical paideia in late
antiquity,'’ the account of depression and restless seeking does not sound like the story of a man who
was already attaining regular union with the One and thus living the “life of the gods and divine and
blessed men.”'® Were it the case that Plotinus had been attaining mystical union in his earlier years, we
can be sure that Porphyry’s hagiographic tendency would not have allowed him to neglect it. Indeed,
Porphyry says nothing about when Plotinus first attained such a union, only that he did so four times
during the six years that the two were together (although we do know from his early-period treatises—
his ninth, but also, possibly, his first and sixth'’— that Plotinus had already attained union prior to
Porphyry’s arrival in Rome). The union with the One was, it would seem, something Plotinus had
developed over time, possibly under the tutelage of Ammonius, or possibly from other influences.

Moreover, that mystical union was, at least in theory, the result of a learnable technique is suggested

'“In VI1.8[39].7 Plotinus emphasizes the One’s autonomy even during mystical union; he would appear to share this
theological concern with Christian mystics but also, significantly, with lamblichus’s defense of theurgy. In other words, we
should therefore not confuse Plotinus’ (primarily theological) concern to preserve the One’s autonomy with any practical
implications about the final stages of ascent.

1> Although he sometimes gives a past tense account of what must be his own experience (e.g. VI1.9[9].11.8-22), we also
find recurrent uses of hortatory language (e.g. V1.9[9].7.17-23; 9.50-60; I111.8[30].9.29), as well as instructions in the
imperative (e.g. 1.6[1].8.4; V1.9[9].7.2; V.1[10].3.1-7) and the future tense (e.g. V.5[32].733, 8.-14) in his descriptions of
the final ascent, which suggests he is adjuring his readers to follow in his path. The description itself intimates a deliberate
and highly structured technique, as I have tried to show in ch. 2 of my dissertation.

'S Porphyry, Vita Plotini 3.7-17.

'E.g. Justin Martyr, Dialogue with Trypho 2; Philostratus, Life of Apollonius 1.28; Tamblichus, De vita pythagorica 11-19,
etc. On the conformity of this anecdote with 2™%-3" century topoi, see J. Whittaker, “Plotinus at Alexandria: Scholastic
Experiences in the Second and Third Centuries,” Documenti e studi sulla tradizione filosofica medievale 8 (1997) 159-1809.
'8 At VI.9[9].11.49 he describes the life of one who attains union as 8ecyv kai &vBpcdTeov Belcov kai evdaipdveov Bios.

' At 1.6[1].7-9 and IV.8[6].1 union with the One is implied but not stated; the first clear account is VL.9[9].4, 7, 9-11.
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by Porphyry’s (possibly dubious) claim to have been able to experience union with the One on a single

occasion prior to his sixty-eighth year.

7. But most importantly, the conventional comparison of Plotinus to the later traditions of Jewish,
Christian, and Islamic mysticism— traditions which themselves are either directly or indirectly
dependent, historically speaking, upon Plotinus himself— is itself based upon the assumption that
there is no more proximate historical comparandum. Thus it is assumed that Plotinus’ mysticism was a
virtually unique,”® almost sui generis phenomenon. But this, I believe, happens not to be correct. For
while Plotinus’ descriptions of the final stages of the ascent towards mystical union with the One are
apparently unique in the academic philosophy of the time, they do have close parallels in his
immediate intellectual and religious milieu.”' Over the course of research for my dissertation, I have
come to the opinion that Plotinus’ mysticism shares many features with contemporaneous currents of

Sethian Gnosticism with which he was almost certainly familiar.

8. Although it is not the point of this paper to defend my entire thesis, for the present purpose I will

simply state the three fundamental points of my dissertation:

[1] Plotinus’ final ascent towards union with the One involves a progressive “interiorization” or
reversion of consciousness towards the “center-point” of the self, which is, in effect, a
hypernoetic and even hyperontic aspect of the supreme principle that abides “within” the
concentrically-envisioned human subject. At the penultimate moment of the ascent, just prior to
the ultimate union, the aspirant first apprehends his or her transcendental self, and then comes
to complete identity with it. It is at this moment of self-apprehension that the mystical subject
transcends the delimitation of Being and Intellect. However, the transcendental self is still not
quite identical with the One, and itself must paradoxically be dissolved or annihilated to attain

the ultimate union.

[2] The self-apprehension— I call this an “autophany”— at the penultimate moment of

mystical ascent deliberately recapitulates the first eternal moments of ontogenesis, in which the

20 Despite the numerous vague echoes of Platonic language and topoi, e.g. Plato, Republic 7.517a-c; Phaedrus, 246d-248b;
Phaedo 107d-111c¢; Symposium 210a-211c; 7" Letter 341b-d; Numenius, fr. 2 des Places; Alcinous, Didaskalikos 165
Hermann; Maximus of Tyre, Oration 11.10-11, etc.

2! Elsewhere I have suggested that Plotinus’ conception of mystical union itself was broadly derived from ritual techniques
designed to conjoin the soul of the practitioner with a deity; see Z. Mazur, “Unio Magica, Part I: On the Magical Origins of
Plotinus’ Mysticism,” Dionysius 21 (2003) 23-52; idem, “Unio Magica, Part 1I: Plotinus, Theurgy, and the Question of
Ritual,” Dionysius 22 (2004) 29-56.



prenoetic efflux from the One reverts to its source— its former self— to acquire delimitation
and independent subsistence as hypostatic Being—Intellect. In fact, Plotinus considers these two
moments of self-apprehension— the one mystical, the other primordial— to be virtually
identical. Indeed, the mystical recapitulation is only possible because of the consubstantiality

and inherent kinship of the transcendental self and the prenoetic efflux.

[3] A very similar schema is prominent, and in some ways more explicit, in the Coptic versions
of the Platonizing Sethian ascent tractates A/logenes and Zostrianos, whose Greek antecedents
were known to have been read and critiqued in Plotinus’ circle, as well as in related treatises
such as Marsanes and also some Valentinian literature. The Sethian tractates describe an ascent
through the complex metaphysical armature mediating between the cosmos and the
unknowable, transcendent deity. As in Plotinus, the Sethian aspirant undertakes a mystical self-
reversion and experiences a moment of self-apprehension during the final stages of the ascent;
this is explicitly described as a residual, indwelling imprint of the reflexive self-manifestation
of the transcendent deity during the first eternal moment of ontogenesis. Despite their different
approaches and much-discussed philosophical disagreements, the resemblance between
Plotinus’ mysticism and these (chronologically prior) Gnostic comparanda are too robust to be
coincidental, and suggest that Plotinus was, if not simply dependent on the Sethians, then at

least in very close dialogue with them.

9. I have discussed this in more detail elsewhere and will make the full case in my dissertation,”* but
here I will provide just one brief example of what I mean, involving the most striking feature of
Plotinus’ mystical passages: the transfiguring moment of autophany at the penultimate moment of

ascent. In his first treatise, at 1.6[1].9.16-25, we find the following description: “If you have become

this, and see it, and, you, pure, ‘come together’ with yourself... only true light, not measured by

magnitude nor circumscribed into diminution by shape nor, conversely, expanded into magnitude by
unboundedness, but everywhere unmeasurable because greater than all measure and better than all

quantity... this alone is the eye that sees the great Beauty.”> Similarly, in his 9" treatise, at

221 have elaborated on this in a paper entitled “Mystical Self-Reversion in Platonizing Sethian Gnosticism and Plotinus,”
presented at a conference on Plotinus’ mysticism and Gnosticism at the Université Laval in Québec this past March; this
paper, and a dissertation prospectus, are available for download from my home page, http://home.uchicago.edu/~ajmazur/.
3 1.6[1].9.16-25: Ei yéyovas ToiTo kai el8es autd Kal cauTéd kabapds cuveytvou oldty Excwv duTdSlov Tpds TS €ls
oUTw yevéohal oudt oUv alTd Ao Tt dvTds Uey Uévov Exwv, AAN” Shos auTds péds GANBivov pdvov, ol peyébel
UEUETPNUEVOV OUdE oxXTHATI els EAATTOW Teprypapiv oUd’ al eis uéyebos 81° dmeipias augnbév, AAN duétpnTov
TavTaxoU, c§ &v HETCov TavTos HETPOU Kal TavTos KPElTooov TTocoU: el TOUTO yevduevov oauTodv (dots, dyis 118N
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V1.9[9].9.56-60, the autophany of the divinized self coincides with a vision of the One: “Here, at this

point, one can see both him and oneself as it is right to see: the self glorified, full of intelligible light—

but rather itself pure light— weightless, floating, having become— but rather, being— a god.”** At
V.8[31].11.1-19, the mystical aspirant “presents himself to himself and looks at a beautified image of
himself,”* and at V.5[32].8.9-13, at the point at which the aspirant has already been assimilated to the

Intellect, “as if having been filled with strength, he sees first of all himself having become more

beautiful and glistening, as he is close to him.”?® Now in the Platonizing Sethian ascent treatises one
may find an analogous scheme of mystical self-reversion and self-apprehension. In a lacunose passage
of Zostrianos 11.9-14, there is a suggestion of a transformative illumination from within the soul:
“...when souls receive light from the light within them and by the model that comes into being within

them, without passion...””*’

or similarly, in theoretical form, at 44.1-22: “[The type of person] that can
be saved is the one that reverts to itself and its Nous, and finds each one of them... it again parts from
them all and withdraws back up into itself alone, for it can become divine by withdrawing into God.”®
This motif is clearer in A/logenes; where (at 52.9-13) the eponymous visionary reports “I turned to

myself and saw the light that surrounded me and the Good that was in me and I became divine.”*

Allogenes later ascends through the triad of hypostases comprising the so-called Triple Powered One™
that mediates between the Barbelo Aeon (something like the Plotinian Nowus) and the transcendental
first principle, the Unknowble One; this is described as a threefold sequence of reflexive withdrawals
or anachoréseis into himself, which ensues at each stage in a sudden apprehension of the respective

indwelling member of the triad.?" At the penultimate phase of the ascent, Allogenes declares the

yevduevos Baporjoas mepi cauTe Kai évtaiba 1181 dvaBePnkcas pnkétt Tolb Seikvivtos denbeis atevioas i8e” oUTos
Yap névos 6 6epBaiuds O puéya kdAAos BAémel.

*V1.9[9].9.56-60: ‘Opav 87 £oTv dvTaifa KAKETVOY Kal £auTdy cos Opav BéHs: EauTdv Uty NyAaiouévoy, puTds
AN vonToU, udAAov 8¢ pdds autd kabapdv, &Papf, koupov, Bedv yevduevov, udAAov 8t dvta...

P V.8[31].11.1-19: éautdv Tpopépel kai eikéva auTol kahAwmobeloay PALTEL.

6V .5[32].8.9-13: totrifeTan ptv y&p 6 vols Tpods THv Béav eis oUdEv &AAo 1) Tpds TO kahdv BAéTov, kel EauTdv TES
Tpémwv kal 8idovs, oTas 8t kai ofov TANpwbels uévous e18e piv Té TpddTa kaAAic yevdpevov tauTdv kai
¢moTiABovTa, cos ¢yyus dvtos avtou. In later treatises, Plotinus typically describes the subject of the autophany as the
soul who catches a sudden glimpse of the transcendent principle within itself. Thus at VI.7[38].31.8-9: Ei%e &¢ olov
TAnyeioa kal év auTi) Exoucd T1 altol ouvijobeTto / “[the soul] saw— stricken, as it were— and was conscious of
having something of it in herself...” or at VI.7[38].34.8-14: idoUoca &¢ év auTij eEaipuns pavévta / the soul sees the One
“appearing suddenly in herself....”

27 Zostrianos (NHC VIIL1) 11.9-14: eshdpe de eushaji ouoein nqi nipsuché ebol hitn pouoein etshoop nhétou mn pitupos
ete shafshope nhétou n oumééshe nsop hn oumntatji mkah.

2 Zost. 44.1-4: piréme de ete shaunahmef pe pé etkite nsof mn pefnous ay nfgine m puoa poua mmoou; 17-22: eshop
efshanoudsh palin on eie fporj ncabol n nai térou. aud ntof nfr anachorin erof mauaaf pai gar shafshépe n noute afr
anachorin e pnoute.

2 Allogenes (NHC X1,3) 52.9-13: aué aeikott eroei ouaat aeinau epiouoein etkote eroei mn piagathon etnhét aeirnoute.
30 Mentality (or Blessedness), Vitality, and Existence, foreshadowing, perhaps, the Being-Life-Mind triad that is implicit in
Plotinus and formalized in later Platonism.

31 Allog. 59.9-61.22.



preliminary vision of the transcendent deity within himself: “I knew the One who exists within me and

the Triple Powered One and the manifestation of his unboundedness.”? This threefold ascent
culminates with an ultimate apprehension of the Unknowable One by means of a “first manifestation™:
this is the term used elsewhere in Sethian literature to describe the primordial se/f~-manifestation of the
transcendent first principle.*® There is certainly much more that could be said about these parallels,’*
but the specific point I am trying to make here is that the most vivid aspect of Plotinus’ mystical
ascent— the apprehension of a transcendental aspect of the self which is identified with the primordial
self-apprehension of the first principle— was not unique to Plotinus, but was also shared by the
Sethians: sectaries with whose writings he was intimate, and with whom personally he maintained

close,” but strained, relations [see Appendix I].

10. In what follows I would like to explore the ramifications of this thesis for the central question of
what we mean by “mystical experience” in the case of Plotinus. For if I am correct, Plotinian
mysticism can no longer be understood as a sui generis phenomenon or as a matter of a unique
constitution. Nor can it merely be understood as an extension of metaphysics into the realm of
individual psychology. Rather, we must understand Plotinus’ mysticism to be firmly embedded in a
broader religio-philosophical context, that of contemporaneous Sethian Gnosticism. And this, of
course, substantially complicates the question of supposedly subjective mystical experience. For one
may well wonder how Plotinus’ subjective accounts of the final stages of ascent really differ in
essential kind from those of the presumably mythical, eponymous Sethian visionaries such as
Zostrianos and Allogenes. Does this not call the authenticity of Plotinus’ mystical experience into

question?

11. Ultimately I think not; we must take Plotinus’ accounts of his experience to be genuine. But we

may ask yet again: what in fact was he doing? I would suggest that the Sethian context may itself

32 Allog. 61.5-7: aiecoudn pé etshoop nhét mn pishmtqom mn piouénh ebol mte pi atshop erof etntaf.

33 I made a detailed case for this in a paper presented at the Nag Hammadi and Gnosticism section of the SBL in Boston last
november, “Self-Manifestation and ‘Primary Revelation’ in the Platonizing Sethian Ascent Treatises and Plotinian
Mysticism,” which is also available on my home page, http://home.uchicago.edu/~ajmazur/.

* And many other examples of self-apprehension at a critical moment of ascent may be found in both Sethian and other
subsets of Gnostic literature; thus, for example, the Untitled Text from the Codex Bruce §11: “And their looking into their
faces was the gnosis in relation to themselves. And their journey to themselves was their turning inwards once again.”
[from V. MacDermot and C. Schmidt, The Books of Jeu and the Untitled Text in the Bruce Codex (Leiden: Brill, 1978)]; or,
in the Hermetic Discourse on the 8" and 9" (NHC VI1,6), at 58.8 and 60.32-61.1, the initiate declares almost formulaically,
“I see myself!” Ultimately this motif must somehow derive from the Middle Platonic interpretation of the Delphic maxim
“know yourself” based on, among other sources, Plato’s I*" Alcibiades.

33 Plotinus calls the Gnostics on the periphery of his circle his philoi at 11.9[33].10.4-5, and he expresses a desire not to
insult them.




provide a clue as to the nature of Plotinus’ own practice. For the Platonizing Sethian ascent treatises
appear to evoke, in the language of apocalyptic literature, what is in fact a ritual with discrete stages
and prescribed actions or utterances that could be re-enacted by the sectaries themselves.*® The exact
practices comprising these rituals remain enigmatic— whether or not there was an external component
remains controversial— but John Turner has plausibly suggested that these tractates describe a kind of
ritual in which the aspirant identifies with successive ontological strata by means of increasingly
demanding (inward) acts of contemplation.’” This is suggested by references to the attainment of the
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successive levels as types of “knowing,””” and to the ultimate moment of apprehension of the

transcendent deity in visionary— if often apophatic— terms;* thus in Allogenes, this final phase
occurs by means of a “first thought,” a “first manifestation,” a “luminous thought” or by means of the

5940

“eye of manifestation,”" all suggestive of phantasmic visualization, while in Zostrianos the ultimate

apprehension is described in terms of vision, audition, and “the thought which now exists in silence

and within the First Thought.”"!

As I have already suggested, these extraordinary forms of mystical
apperception are simultaneously identified with the ontogenetic self-apprehension of the transcendent
deity; but that they are phrased in terms of cognition, however exceptional, suggests that in practice

they were ritually re-enacted in what we might call the aspirant’s faculty of imagination.

36 The Platonizing Sethian ascent treatises are framed as the spatial ascent of a mythical visionary through various heavenly
and aeonic realms, but they are also replete with the language of typical ritual acts such as baptism, annointing, and prayer.
37 J. Turner has discussed this most comprehensively in “Ritual in Gnosticism,” 83-139 in Gnosticism and Later Platonism:
Themes, Figures Texts, J. Turner and R. Majercik, eds. (Atlanta: SBL, 2000), esp. 128-137; on the origins of Sethian
visionary praxis in earlier Jewish ritual, see idem, “To See the Light: a Gnostic Appropriation of Jewish Priestly Practice
and Sapiential and Apocalyptic Visionary Lore,” 63-113 in R. Berchman, ed. Mediators of the Divine: Horizons of
Prophesy, Divination, Dreams, and Theurgy in Mediterranean Antiquity (U of South Florida, 1998). The theme of vision is
of course widespread in Gnostic literature outside of Sethianism; see, inter alia, G. Casadio, “Patterns of Vision in some
Gnostic Tractes from Nag Hammadi,” 395-401 in M. Rassart-Debergh and J. Ries, Actes du IVe Congres Copte, vol. 2
(Louvain-la-Neuve: Université Catholique de Louvain, 1992).

38 E.g., Zost. 22.8-10: eshope de efshaneime erof mn nai térou pimoou m prétophanés pe. / “When one knows it and all
these, he is the first-manifesting water”; 23.15-17: eshdpe ersha oua eime e nai afjokm e pijiokm n kis / ““...when one
understands these things, one has been baptized in the baptism of Kalyptos™; etc.

3% That this might be performed “inwardly,” however, does not mean that it is not a kind of ritual, if the latter is understood
as a series of repeatable, deliberate, prescribed acts, performed over a discrete period of time. In the case of Allogenes, for
example, that the ascent was meant to be understood as a strictly prescribed series of ritual acts is confirmed by the fact that
at 59.9-60.12 the eponymous visionary is instructed on the precise phases of the ascent through the Triple Powered One and
the mental acts he must perform at each stage; in a subsequent passage, at 60.14-61.22, Allogenes himself recounts his
ascent as having happened precisely as it was previously instructed.

40 Allog. 48.13: oushorp nennoia; 50.28-9 and 60.39-61.1: shorp nouénh ebol; 60.10-11: ouennoia ese nouoein; 64.31-33:
pibal ethork mmof nte piouénh ebol.

1 Zost. 24.10-12: tiennoia tai etshoop tinou hn ousigé nhrai de hn tishorp n ennoia.
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12. If my hypothesis is correct, Plotinus’ mysticism should be seen against the background of this kind
of ritual praxis.*? Therefore, if we are today incapable of repeating Plotinus’ experiences ourselves, it
is not, I think, because we lack some putatively innate capacity, but rather because this particular
tradition of praxis— a sophisticated technique of visualization that was presumably taught directly by a
teacher to a pupil— has been lost in the vicissitudes of intellectual history, and the contemporary
philosophical tradition has preserved from antiquity only the discursive aspect, which, though certainly

important, gives but a partial idea of what Plotinus and his contemporaries were actually doing.

13. Now at this point I should anticipate a certain amount of resistance from those who fear that a
suggestion of a ritual substrate might contaminate Plotinus’ ostensible philosophical purity or the
authenticity of his religious sentiment.* Elsewhere I have tried to propose a category of interiorized
ritual, one that cannot be entirely subsumed into discursive philosophy and that has much in common
with better-known techniques of visualization in, for example, certain varieties of Buddhism and
Tantric yoga.** While typical definitions of ritual require a performance of observable actions, there
exist certain rituals which internalize one or another pattern of formerly external ritual action, so that
they are iterated in the subjective awareness alone; examples include the repetitive, unvocalized prayer
in Hesychasm, Kabbalah, and Sufism, or, in the case of Tantric and yogic meditation, the construction
of complex mental images based on external ritual acts.” Something of this sort, I believe, lies behind
both the Sethian ascent treatises and Plotinus’ accounts of the final stages of union. This kind of ritual

would find a natural home in the broader socio-religious context of late antiquity, in which the

2 Of course, Plotinus’ notion of ascent towards mystical union differs from that of the Sethians in terms of both specific
details and rhetorical mode; but the fundamental structure of these accounts of mystical ascent have much in common. This
kind of deliberate visualization is certainly not foreign to Plotinus; one may recall the numerous moments in his mystical
passages where he vacillates between descriptive and prescriptive language. In several places— at, for example,
V.1[10].2.1-23, V.8[31].9.1-18, and VI.7[38].15.25-33— Plotinus does advise a complex guided visualization of the noetic
sphere of the cosmos, and then instructs one to somehow assimilate oneself to the visualized sphere. Although these
particular passages do not occur in the immediate context of the ultimate union, I would suggest that we understand the
final stages of ascent towards union with the One as this type of ritualized visualization. In this I am in agreement with, J.
Dillon who has discussed these exercises in relation to Plotinus’ notion of various kinds of phantasia in “Plotinus and the
Transcendental Imagination,” 55-64 in J. P. Mackey, ed. Religious Imagination (U of Edinburgh P, 1986).

* This resistance is, I believe, founded on an excessively narrow definition of philosophy as well as certain implicit
assumptions about the oft-discussed but relatively underexamined category of ritual, which is typically contrasted with
more “genuine” forms of religious mysticism. A recent example may be found in W. Beierwaltes’ recent critique of my
Unio Magica 1 and 11, “Plotins philosophische Mystik und ihre Bedeutung fiir das Christentum,” 81-95 in P. Schéfer (ed.),
Wege mystischer Gotteserfahrung / Mystical Approaches to God, [Schriften des Historischen Kollegs Kolloquien 65],
(Miinchen: Oldenboug, 2006). While Hadot’s emphasis on “spiritual exercises” has generally helped to broaden the
category of philosophy in late antiquity to include practical as well as discursive element, it may be too vague a notion to
describe what I would suggest both the Sethians and Plotinus himself might have been doing; see P. Hadot, Exercises
Spirituels et philosophie antique (Paris: Etudes Augustiniennes, 1987).

* Mazur, Unio Magica 11, 42-44.

5 On internalized ritual in Tantrism, see A. Sanderson, “Meaning in Tantric Ritual,” in Essais sur le ritual III [E.P.H.E.
Section des sciences religieuses vol. 52], A.-M. Blondeau and K. Schipper, eds. (Louvain: Peeters, 1995) 15-95.
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progressive deracination of individual identity from its prior socio-geographical context contributed
not only to a widening competition among philosophical schools and sects, but also, simultaneously, to
the individualization and miniaturization of formerly public ritual praxis,*® and to the proliferation of

freelance techniques for the mediation of divine power.*’

14. Furthermore, we may also be able to identify this kind of visionary praxis more precisely. In the
ancient Mediterranean world there was, of course, a long tradition of mantic vision and dream
divination.** Yet one might distinguish between divinatory vision for the sake of obtaining
information, on the one hand, and, on the other, the deliberate use of contemplative visualization in the
context of ritual praxis. Indeed, in late antiquity, concurrent with the widespread emergence of rituals
of ascent, one finds a proliferation of visionary techniques whose purpose was not divinatory per se,
but rather was intended to manifest and reaffirm one’s connection with the source of divine power.*’
These texts often take the form, “perform action X, and you will see Y.” In these cases the content of

the vision is quite specifically predetermined. One can find examples of this in the Chaldaean

Omcles,so Hekhalot literature,”’ the so-called Mithras Liturgy,52 and occasionally, elsewhere in the

% The privatization and miniaturization of ritual during this period is explored by J. Z. Smith in “The Temple and the
Magician,” pp. 172-189 in his Map is Not Territory (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1978); idem, “Trading Places,”
pp- 13-27 in M. Meyer and P. Mirecki, eds., Ancient Magic and Ritual Power (Leiden: Brill, 2001). In a brilliant essay—
“Myth and Mysticism; a Study of Objectification and Interiorization in Religious Thought,” Journal of Religion 44
(1968)— Hans Jonas noted the tendency in late antique religiosity towards the transmutation of objective mythology into
subjective mysticism: in this way the heavenly ascent of the mystery-cults were gradually internalized and experien