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PROF. ERNST FUCHS
My Father in Art, Eternal

TO 
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Giovanni Battista Piranesi: Ancient Temples c. 1750
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n my visions and dreams, I have often entered a vast architectural space 
which may best be described (using a phrase from Ernst Fuchs) as ‘the 
Hall of the Simultaneousness of All Images’. Like the Hall of Eternity I

in Raphael’s fresco, it has long corridors, well-lit by natural sunlight, and 
is crowned by a vast dome – its coffered ceiling converging to a circular 
oculus at the summit. Like the interiors of Piranesi, Giger or Escher, it has 

portals to other vast halls with distant passages and corridors. The Rotunda 
of the Pantheon, the Grande Galerie of the Louvre, and the Vestibül of the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum – all these places seem to somehow recall this 
place in my memory, where countless images line the walls, inviting our 
contemplation. 
 In this sacred space, the art of all epochs and locales are displayed, almost 
at random, with little regard for author or chronology. Indeed, our Western 
obsession for historicity and the cult of the artist seems sorely out of place 
here, as does our entire manner of looking at pictures – admired as objets 
d’art or priceless masterpieces. In this place, the images invite a different 
kind of seeing, which I can only describe as Visionary.
 In Visionary Seeing, the painting becomes a transformational experience 
for artist and viewer alike. As we enter ‘the Hall of the Simultaneousness of All 

in the painting may draw our eye towards it. Regardless of the intended 
meaning, what matters is the potential for holding our regard and ‘entrancing’ 

a doorway or portal: our ‘en-trance’ into another world. 

I. To Share in Divine Sight
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To fall into a painting... to immerse ourselves in its vision until we 
become wholly engaged by its life-changing power – this is regarded in 
our own culture as sheer madness. Yet, Ancient and Eastern cultures have 
practised a similar form of engagement for centuries, if not millennia. We are 
thrown, once more, against the age-old division between the Humanist and 
Hieratic traditions – a division which Visionary art may eventually unite and 
transcend. 

In the Hieratic tradition, a painted image or sculpture may possess 
beauty and grace, and its artist be regarded with high esteem. But, the image 
is directed towards a much different end. It is not regarded as ‘a work of Art’ 
but a vehicle of the Sacred. At times, the artist may innovate and invent a 
different style, but the proto-type, the perfectly proportioned pattern of the 

respected. Like the scribe or copyist, who must always respect the original 
transmission of the Divine Word, the case of the artist is no different: Sacred 
Codes have been transmitted for generations to ensure the holy purpose of the 
work. 

As this volume reaches its conclusion, I must admit that it has reached 
greater proportions than originally intended. So many, it seems, are the 
Sacred Codes forgotten by our culture, that I have gone on at great length 
in my attempt to revive them. And yet, there remains one more task which 
neither author nor reader may neglect: the transmission of Sacred Codes for 
the Consecration of the work. 

By investigating ancient methods of meditation and image-creation, I 
hope to show how our present works of art may be engaged once more in a 
more holy manner. From ancient Egypt, onward to Greece, India and Tibet, 
the work was so constructed as to invite a higher way of seeing, where the 
in-dwelling deity opens our eye to Divine Vision. The deity within not only 
appears before our steadfast gaze, but alters our perception inexorably. The 
greatest benediction, for the seer, is to be seen by the deity, and acknowledged 
as the one who has entered into its holy Presence. 

To share in Divine Sight becomes an act of consecration. With our tears, 
we baptize the work, cleansing our vision to behold the true source of vision. 
The cultures of old possessed this archaic knowledge, and we may revive it, 
the moment we are prepared to engage the work with a heart open and true, a 

II. The Egyptian Mysteries

 A hieroglyphic text inscribed on a doorjamb at the Temple of Edfu warns 
the Egyptian priests: “Do not reveal what you see in any secret matter in the 
sanctuaries.”1 And indeed, the Egyptian Mysteries were always guarded in 
great secrecy, never to be written down. Even pilgrims were warned not to 
reveal what they saw ‘upon pain of death.’ 
 The most explicit account we have of the Egyptian Mystery rites comes 
to us rather late in that culture’s history, from the Roman author Apuleius 
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who describes his initiation into the cult of Isis during the Ptolemaic period. 
The High Priest warned him that, “The rites of initiation approximate to a 
voluntary death from which there is only a precarious hope of resurrection.” 
Still, through the grace of the goddess Isis, the initiate is “...in a sense, born 
again.”2

sprinkled with holy water and invested with white linen before being brought 

which he describes with the words: “I approached the very gates of death 
and set one foot on Proserpine’s threshold, [i.e. the Netherworld] yet was 
permitted to return, rapt through all the elements. At midnight, I saw the sun 
shining as if it were noon; I entered the presence of the gods of the underworld 
and the gods of the upper world, stood near and worshipped them.”3

From this fascinating account we may gather that Apuleius was ritually 
conducted on journey – via the sacraments, the music and sacred imagery 
– into the afterlife realms (“I approached the very gates of death”) which 
included a ‘visionary ascent’ through the planetary spheres (“I... was permitted 
to return, rapt through all the elements”) encountering both demonic and 
angelic beings (“I entered the presence of the gods of the underworld and 
the gods of the upper world”
profound experience that constituted, for him, a divine revelation (“I entered 
the presence of the gods... stood near and worshipped them.”) 

For those who practice Visionary Art today, the art and texts of ancient 
Egypt are as relevant now as they were three thousand years ago. But – what 
knowledge remains of their initiatory rites? By what means did the ancient 
priests access visions of the afterworld? And – even more important for the 
Visionary artist – by what means did they access the Hieratic style for their 
art?

The closing strophes of The Am Duat describe that sacred text as “...the 
excellent guide, the secret writing of the Netherworld, which is not known 
by any person, save a few.”4 Whoever they were, and by what means they 
accessed these visions, their knowledge granted them ‘initiation into the 
Mysteries of the Netherworld.’ 
 This latter expression comes from the Litany of Re, where the king is 
greeted by the gods as one “...who knows the initiation into the mysteries of 
the Netherworld, for you are one who has penetrated into their sacredness.”5 
In order to guide their king, the ancient priesthood had also learned ‘to enter 
and leave the Netherworld.’ During their lifetimes, they had gained a rare 
glimpse into the Beyond.
 Another fascinating text, discovered in 1919, concerns Petosiris, the 4th 
century BCE High Priest of Thoth at Hermopolis. On his tomb inscription, 
Petosiris is described as “The High Priest... who enters into the holy of 
holies [i.e., the innermost naos, and...] sees the god in his shrine.”6 Clearly, 
Petosiris had achieved a visionary state that gave him a direct experience of 
the Sacred.
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III. Shamanic Wisdom in the Pyramid Texts

 One of the more interesting studies written in the last ten years is Jeremy 
Naydler’s Shamanic Wisdom in the Pyramid Texts. As a scholar, Naydler notes 
that traditional Egyptologists feel “ill at ease”7 with mystical interpretations 
of Egyptian lore. Nevertheless, modern Egyptologists can no longer ignore 
the abundance of ancient testimony regarding visionary experience. Recent 
scholars like Erik Hornung and Jan Assmann have also broken that long-
standing taboo and written at length about the visionary and mystical nature 
of Egyptian religion.
 In his book on their ‘shamanic wisdom,’ Naydler performs a detailed 
analysis of the Egyptian Pyramid Texts – the 228 Spells inscribed on the 
walls of the Pyramid of Unas (or Wenis) some 4,500 years ago. The Pyramid 
Texts, it should be noted, are the earliest sacred texts (from any culture) that 
have come down to us intact. Hieroglyphically inscribed on the walls of 
the Pharaoh’s tomb, they describe his Vision Journey through the Duat (or 
Netherworld) where the pharaoh must overcome many demonic foes before 
ascending to the gods. 
 The Pyramid Texts date back to the Old Kingdom (c. 2705 – 2180 BCE). 

emerged during the Middle Kingdom (c. 1987 – 1640 BCE). Inscribed on 
the sarcophagi of kings, these contain more spells (much like the Pyramid 
Texts) for the protection of the king as he ascends skyward (like a bird) and is 
transformed (like a scarab) to become one with the gods. The most important 
text to emerge during this period, The Book of the Two Ways

route. 
 More fascinating still are the numerous ‘Books of the Dead’ from the 
New Kingdom (c. 1640 – 1530 BCE). Now we enter the Valley of the Kings 

The 
Am Duat, The Book of Gates, The Book of Caverns and more – all richly 
illustrated with enigmatic images as yet undeciphered. Typically in these 
visionary journeys, the initiate joins Re’s solar barque on its nocturnal 
passage through the twelve gates of the Netherworld, overcoming foes at 

sunrise.
 Wending our way back to the Pyramid Texts, Naydler’s entire thesis 
is that these books have been interpreted exclusively as ‘funerary texts’ 
describing the king’s afterlife journey. Instead, they should also be viewed as 
mystical visions of the other world, experienced by the king and priesthood 
during this life, to prepare the initiate for the afterworld journey: “Beyond the 
funerary rites and cult of the dead, there also existed the possibility of certain 
individuals entering into a more conscious relationship with the spirit realm, 
bridging the gap between worlds in an altered state of consciousness.”8

 Naydler calls the spiritual experience in the Pyramid Texts a state of 
“Visionary Mysticism” which “...entailed direct experience of the spirit 
world through states of consciousness in which the soul left the body in an 

inner rebirth.”9
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 Although there is no narrative 
structure per se to the Pyramid Texts, 
the spells are so integrated into the 
architecture of King Unas’ tomb (Fig. 
26.1) that they may be read – moving 
outward from the sarcophagus 
chamber and antechamber to the 
entrance corridor – as a visionary 
sequence describing the king’s 
symbolic death and eventual rebirth 
involving his ascension and ultimate 
union with the divine. 
 To prepare him for this visionary 

anointed, clothed in linen and offered 
bread and water (compare this to 
Apuleius’ initiation above) – each 
time accompanied by the sacramental 
invocation, “O Osiris, the King, take 
the Eye of Horus.” (Utt 82 – 171)

In a visionary passage from Spell 93, Horus himself presents his eye to 
the king with the words, “I have come and I bring to you Horus’ own Eyes; 
seize them and join them to yourself... Horus has offered them... so that they 

(Utt 93) And Spell 167 exhorts him, “O Osiris, the King, open your eyes that 
you may see with them.” (Utt 167)10

of death and resurrection. As Osiris, he acquires the well-known “Wedjat Eye” 
which Horus lost in his battle with Seth (death) and, once regained, was offered to 
the dead Osiris to restore him to life. Numerous stunning examples of the Wedjat 
Eye (Fig. 26.2) have been found adorning the dead: cast in gold, inset with pre-
cious gems, and forged in their beautiful Hieratic Style. The Eye of Horus is 
clearly an image of that eye which gazes into the Beyond, the visionary eye which 
looks beyond death and rebirth, to see as the gods see. It is the Divine Eye.

Fig. 26.1 - King Unus’ Tomb with the 
Pyramid Texts Inscribed on the Walls

Fig. 26.2 - Jewelled Pectoral of the Wedjat Eye
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Having acquired the Divine Eye, the Pyramid Texts then relate the king’s 

with both Horus the falcon and Re the sun. As Horus, he ‘ascends’ like a 
falcon; as Re, he is ‘reborn’ like the rising sun. This is revealed explicitly in a 
visionary passage from Spell 368: “O Osiris, this is Horus in your embrace, 
and he protects you. He has become akh through you, in your identity of the 
akhet from which the sun emerges.”11

As Naydler explains, “Through the embrace, he [the king as Osiris] 
becomes a shining spirit (akh)... The Egyptian word akhet is usually translated 

12 And he 
elaborates, “From the akhet, the king rises as an akh, an inwardly illumined, 
‘solarized’ being (utt 216-217).”13

 It is through his union with the divine triad (Osiris-Horus-Re) that the 
king’s spirit (akh
And yet, we must not forget that all of this is a vision. His union with the 
divine and entrance into immortality transpires during a brief moment of 

more mundane existence.
This is made explicit in yet another spell, where the king is reminded: 

“Awake! Turn yourself about! ... O King raise yourself up to me, betake 
yourself to me, do not be far from me... I give you the Eye of Horus, I have 
allotted it to you, may it belong to you.” (Spell 223) As Naydler notes, Spell 
223 is “...concerned with awakening the king from what would appear to be 
a trancelike state, and ensuring the return of his spirit into his body.”14 On a 
nearby page, the author reproduces a relief from the Temple of Dendera (Fig. 
26.3) where we behold a Horus-headed priest awakening the initiate king.15

Fig. 26.3 - Relief from the Temple of Dendera:
A Horus-headed Priest Awakens the Initiate King
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Most importantly, the king is reminded of the Eye of Horus, which 
has been allotted to him during his visionary experience, and which he will 
retain afterward, as an eye-opening portal into the afterworld dimension. 
Through his initiatory death and rebirth, accompanied by an illuminating 

IV. The Egyptian Priesthood

 Certain statues of the priests, carved in black alabaster, have come down 
to us – their eyes opened wide with mysterious knowledge and insight. 
Contemplating one such statue, the French Egyptologist Serge Sauneron 
wondered about “...the vexing riddle of their faces. What thoughts were once 
concealed behind these serene features, what spectacles were beheld by these 

16

In his study The Priests of Ancient Egypt, Sauneron notes the strict 
regimen maintained by these hierophants. To maintain ritual purity they were 

priesthood required nothing less than an ‘initiation into the Mysteries of the 
Netherworld.’ 

One rare account of a priestly initiation has come down to us, mentioning 
the neophyte’s baptismal cleansing, his anointing with oil and his investment 
with a linen garment: “I was presented before the god... I was introduced 
into the horizon of heaven [the akhet]... I emerged from Nun (the primordial 

and ointments... I advanced before the god in the holy of holies [the innermost 
naos] 17

Aside from the ritual preparation (compare with Unas and Apuleius), 
the young priest experienced a transformation and ‘solarization’ of his akh 
(shining spirit). Like the sun which, at the beginning of time, emerged from 
Nun’s primordial waters, he too ‘emerges from Nun’ as one illuminated and 
newly-born. What is more, he was ‘introduced into the horizon of heaven’ – 
that is, into the akhet, the place of spiritual transformation and illumination. 
In this visionary state, he ‘advanced before the god in the holy of holies’ and 

 In his study Death and Salvation in Ancient Egypt, Jan Assmann suggests 
that 
the ultimate initiation into the mysteries of the realm of the dead.”18 In other 
words, during his priestly initiation, the novice underwent a visionary death 
and rebirth, so as to prepare him for his priestly function as psychopomp 
and guide of the deceased through the Duat: “During his lifetime, a priest 
experienced his introduction into the mysterious cultic presence of the divine 
as a sort of foretaste of his postmortem introduction to Osiris.”19

the Nocturnal Sun: “...The mysteries of the Netherworld, an initiation in the 
mysteries of the realm of the dead ...mysteries that absolutely no one knows 

 [the god] do this, without 
letting any man see, aside from the one who is truly your intimate and a lector 
priest.”20 As such, only the lector priest (i.e. the kheri heb [xry hbt] who 
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reads the Books of the Afterlife during the entombment) is initiated into the 
Mysteries of the Netherworld.

It is for this reason that certain priests were called those who “open 
the doors of heaven.”21 One such priest was Chaeremon of Alexandria, a 
learnèd hierogrammateis (Greek for kheri heb or Lector priest) from the 
Temple of Serapis, with its famed Library of Alexandria. All of his writings 
– On Hieroglyphs, On Egyptian Astrology, and A History of Egypt – were 
lost (...no doubt, when early Christians razed the library to the ground). But, 
fragments of his works describing the Egyptian priests were preserved by 
Porphyry (the famed disciple of Plotinus). Through Porphyry, Chaeremon 
offers us a fascinating glimpse into the daily life of Egyptian priests from the 
late Ptolemaic period. 
 Like monks in later Buddhist and Christian monasteries, the lives of 
Egyptian priests were regulated into periods of worship, study and meditation. 
The priests “...divided the night into the observation of the celestial bodies, 

distributed the day into the worship of the Gods, according to which they 
celebrated them with hymns thrice or four times... The rest of their time they 
devoted to arithmetical and geometrical speculations, always labouring to 
effect something, and to make some new discovery.”22

The sacred geometry underlying the construction of temples, pyramids 
and statuary attests to the precision of their ‘arithmetical and geometrical 
speculations,’ as do the astronomical orientation of these places to ‘the 
observation of the celestial bodies.’ But Egyptian science was not pursued 
for its own sake; this learning kept the Pharaoh’s land in accord with Maat – 
the divine order. Their eyes were ever-turned towards the contemplation of 
‘the higher’: “These [priests], having relinquished every other employment 
and human labours, gave up the whole of their life to the contemplation and 
worship of divine natures and to divine inspiration.”23

When we wander through Egyptian temples today, admiring the many 
niches with sculpted images and bas reliefs, we should not be surprised to 
discover that the statues were the main focus of the priesthood’s contemplation: 
“They chose temples, as the places in which they might philosophize. For to 
dwell with the statues of the Gods is a thing allied to the whole desire, by 
which the soul tends to the contemplation of their divinities.”24

However, we are misled if we think that the word ‘contemplation’ means 

ideas. As we shall see later in this chapter, the philosophical interpretation 
of the word theoria (contemplation) was introduced by Plato. In its primary 
meaning, theoria meant ‘to see’ and ‘gaze deeply’ upon a sacred image – 
especially a statue of a god.

That the priests ‘contemplated the sacred images’ with a prolonged gaze 
is brought out more explicitly in another passage: “They devoted their whole 
life to contemplation and vision of things divine. By vision, they achieve 
honour... They practised controlling their gaze, so that if they chose they did 
not blink.”25
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Here, we have direct evidence of a kind of Visionary Seeing practiced 
by the Egyptian priests. As they contemplated the statues – oft times in a 
visionary state – they ‘practised controlling their gaze’ into a prolonged, 
open-eye meditation upon the sacred image. Through this , the 
deity within the statue emerged. 

V. The Hieratic Style of Egyptian Statuary

In Thebes, the mortuary chapel of Rekhmire offers us a rare glimpse 
into the visionary inspiration behind Egypt’s unique sculptural style. The 
vizier Rekhmire was both the High Priest of Heliopolis and a high ranking 

was buried elsewhere), we have the most complete portrayal of the Opening 
of the Eyes and Mouth ceremony. This ritual extends from the Old Kingdom 

a sacred statue or sarcophagus through a complex theurgic rite involving 
amulets, an adze and a serpent-headed blade. 

of the oldest and most complete representations extant (Fig. 26.4). As the 
ceremony begins, a number of specialized priests (lector priest, imy-khent 
priest) enter the ceremonial space around the statue and utter the words, “I 
enter to see him.”26 The face of the statue, at this stage, is generic in form, 

onto the statue.
 With water and ‘smoking incense’ (interpret that as you will...) they 
purify the space (called ‘the gold mansion’) while invoking the Eye of Horus. 
E.g.: “Take the water that is in the red eyes of Horus.”27 
 The next scene (episode 9 at Rekhmire – Fig. 26.5, over) depicts ‘The 
Conception of the Statue.’ A new priest enters, called ‘the Sem priest.’ This 

Fig. 26.4 - The Opening of the Eye and Mouth Ritual from Rekhmire’s Chapel
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rather unique seer, as we shall soon discover, is already in a trance state. The 
hieroglyphic script accompanying the scene describes the rite as follows: (I 
have italicized key phrases): 

Seclusion in the Gold Mansion: resting by the Sem priest
Speech of the Sem priest seated facing it
Words spoken: ‘he has struck me’
The Imy-is to stand behind it
Words spoken ‘he has outlined me’
The Imy-is – speech four times
Words spoken by the Imy-is ‘My father my father’ four times
Waking the sleep of the Sem priest.28

We shall elucidate this scene momentarily. In the next part (episode 10), 
the Sem priest says to the Imy-khent priest: “I have seen my father in his 
every outline.” And the Imy-khent priest says in turn to the Sem priest: “I 
have seen my father in his every outline.” Next (episode 11) the Sem priest 
says to the sculptors: “Mark my father for me... Create, for my father, for 
me – the divine form, make a likeness of him for me.” As the sculptors render 
the features of the statue, they say together with the Sem and Lector priests: 

29

The act of rendering the sacred image puts the sculptors in grave danger. 
The Sem and Lector priests intervene, saying, “I am Horus and Seth. I do not 
allow you to make the head shine for my father.” 
work, but the image is not yet complete; the priests must still ‘make the head 
shine’ by performing the theurgic rite of the Opening of the Eye and Mouth. 

The Sem priest removes his ‘qeni-matting robe’ and dons a leopard skin, 
saying to the statue: “I have marked your eye for you, your ba-spirit (to be) 
in it.”

Fig. 26.5 - Rekhmire’s Chapel: Episodes 9 and 10
of the Opening of the Eye and Mouth Ritual
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foreleg is offered to the statue with the words: “Receive the foreleg, the eye of 
Horus.” Thus begins the long section for the Opening of the Eye and Mouth. 
The priests touch the statue’s mouth and eyes with a variety of different 
knives, saying: “Horus has opened your mouth for you, he opens your eyes 
for you.” The priests do this, “so that he may walk and speak with his body 
before the great Nine Gods in the great mansion.” The ritual concludes with 

garlanded and incensed.30

As this ancient account makes clear, the unique seer called the Sem 
had a vision of the divine features (‘I enter to see him’) and then 

communicated its distinct style and shape to the others (‘I have seen my 
father in his every outline’). Only then does he call upon the sculptors to 
render the sacred shapes (‘Mark my father for me... – the divine form, make 
a likeness of him for me’). But the sacred image is not yet activated (‘make 
the head shine’) until the Eye and Mouth are opened. 

How does the Sem priest receive the vision? In a fascinating paper called 
‘A Rite of Passage: The Enigmatic Tekenu in Ancient Egyptian Funerary 
Ritual,’ Greg Reeder analyzes a number of tomb engravings involving the 
mysterious tekenu
a sled, pulled along by priests during the funerary procession. Sometimes he 
lies in a foetal position (the pre-dynastic burial position - Fig. 26.7, over), and 
sometimes he sits upright (Fig. 26.6) with the sack cowled round his head. 
Some Egyptologists thought that the tekenu
ceremony.31

But, this same tekenu
is now able to identify the tekenu as the Sem priest. In Episode 9 (quoted 

‘resting by the Sem 

Fig. 26.6 - Tomb of Renni at El Kab 18th Dynasty
Showing the Tekenu (Sem Priest) as a Bundled Man Sitting Upright on a Sled
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priest’) and next appears sitting upward on a lion-footed couch, still bundled 
and wrapped in the manner of Osiris (‘waking the sleep of the Sem priest’). 
Between his sleeping and waking, he receives ‘the outline’ of the sacred 
image.32

 In Reeder’s words: “Here is revealed the metamorphosis of the tekenu... 
It is the Sem priest who is awakened from his trance... The Sem states that he 
was ‘asleep’ but had visited the deceased in the otherworld... As the tekenu he 
is transported to the tomb wrapped in a shroud to help facilitate his ‘death’ so 
that he can be transported to the other world. Thus having visited the spirit 
world, the Sem was imbued with powers which enabled him to perform the 
succeeding ‘Opening of the Mouth’ ceremony for the deceased.”33

 Not only did the trance give him power to perform the succeeding 
ceremony, it also allowed him ‘to see’ and ‘to outline’ the ‘divine form’ which 
‘makes the head shine.’ Through his Netherworld journey, the Sem priest was 
able to see the hieratically-stylized features that, once they were carved on 
the statue and consecrated, thus activated it as a vehicle for the divine.
 The statue’s eyes were open.
 From the preceding, it becomes clear that certain Egyptian priests were 
adept at entering into visionary states. This began during their initiation 
into the priesthood, and extended to the ceremonies performed for seeing, 
sculpting and activating their sacred statues and sarcophagi. Typically, such a 
trance state involved a visionary journey through the Netherworld, instigated 
through a death-and-rebirth experience. The statues, ritually rendered in this 
fashion, bore the marks and signs of the Hieratic Style. Other priests, dwelling 
in the temples, practiced a form of open-eye meditation (‘controlling their 
gaze’) upon these statues. All these activities aided the priests in seeing, like 
the Pharaoh, with the Wedjat – the Divine Eye.

VI. Ancient Greece

 One of the most popular feasts of Classical Greece were the Eleusinian 
Mysteries celebrating Demeter and her daughter Persephone (also called 
Koré – ‘the maiden’). Pilgrims throughout the land were invited to Athens 
to celebrate these initiatory rites, which dramatized Persephone’s abduction 
by Hades, her descent to the underworld while her mother Demeter mourned, 
and her eventual return to the land of the living. Those who participated in 
the Mysteries were granted immortality in the afterlife, due to the initiatory 
vision.

Fig. 26.7 - Theban Tomb of the Fan-bearer Montuhirkhepeshef
Showing the Tekenu (Sem Priest) as a Bundled Man Lying on a Sled
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Sophocles extolled the Mysteries with the words, “Thrice blessed are 
those mortals who have seen these rites and thus enter Hades: for them alone 
there is life, but for the others all is misery.”34 And Pindar added, “Blessed is 
he who, seeing these things, goes beneath the earth; he knows the end of life, 
and he knows the god-given beginning.”35

Although the actual events of the rites are shrouded in mystery, we 
know that the ten day ceremony began with a procession, as the sacred 
images (hiera) were brought to the temple (the Eleusinion at the base of the 
Acropolis) by priests (hierophantes) and initiates (mustés, epoptés) waving 
myrtle branches. Those called the ‘initiates’ (mustés) were undergoing their 

epoptés) had already been 
initiated once, and would now witness ‘the higher mysteries.’36

After a day of fasting, all the celebrants drank a special brew (the kykeon 
– interpret that as you will) and the next day they entered the great hall 
(the telesterion) which was plunged into darkness. The greatest moment of 
initiation (teleté) began when the hierophants opened the door to an inner 
central chamber (the anaktoron) and the initiates, chanting sacred hymns, 
entered it to ‘see’ (theorein) and experience a moment of revelation (epoptika).

Alas, what was actually seen and witnessed remains unknown. The 
revelation (epoptika) was so powerful, it seems, that no one dared break the 
vow of silence and actually reveal it in writing. Whatever vision may have 
befallen the initiates – it granted them knowledge of eternal life.

For us, the key to this entire mystery lies in the verb theorein (‘to see’) 
from whence the word theoria (‘to contemplate’) is derived. The initiates 
‘saw’ and literally ‘contemplated’ the mysteries. The Greek word theorein 
combines both the word for god (theos) and the word for sight (thea). As 
Andrea Wilson Nightingale notes, “Ever since antiquity, people have 
debated whether the word ‘theoria’ derives from theos (god) or thea (sight, 

37

In her book, Spectacles of Truth in Classical Greek Philosophy: Theoria 
in its Cultural Context, Nightingale performs an extended exegesis on the 
word theoria and what it meant to the ancient Greeks. We today use the 
word ‘contemplation’ (theoria) to refer to a ‘thoughtful observation’ or 

Plato and Aristotle, eventually inherited by Christianity. But, in its primordial 
sense, theoria meant ‘the sacred vision’ witnessed by an initiate at the climax 
of their pilgrimage to a religious festival, such as the Mysteries of Eleusis. 
 “In the classical period,” Nightingale writes, “theoria took the form of 
pilgrimages to oracles and religious festivals... At its centre was the act of 
seeing, generally focused on a sacred object or spectacle. Indeed, the theoros 
[the beholder or contemplator] at a religious festival or sanctuary witnessed 
objects and events that were sacralized by way of rituals: the viewer entered 
into a ‘ritualized visuality’ in which secular modes of viewing were screened 
out by religious rites and practices. This sacralized mode of spectating was 
a central element in traditional theoria, and offered a powerful model for the 
philosophic notion of ‘seeing’ divine truths.”38

In short, the initiates at Eleusis were ‘theorizing’ the Mystery: they were 
‘contemplating’ it in the sense of envisioning the sacred. This was no ordinary 
sight, but a very special form of seeing which included a direct gaze upon the 
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Sacred. Nightingale calls this Visionary Seeing a ‘ritualized visuality’ and a 
‘sacralized mode of spectating.’

By that same token, the theoros is the contemplator, the one who beholds 
the divine vision. In Nightingale’s words, “the theoros ‘sees’ a divine 
revelation that transforms his soul.”39 And she goes on to say that, “The 
theoros witnessed objects and events that were sacralized by way of ritual 
structures and ceremonies, and was thus invited to engage in a distinct kind 
of seeing. First of all, the theoros enters a sacred space – a ‘liminal site 
in which the viewer enters the god’s world and likewise the deity intrudes 
directly into the viewer’s world in a highly ritualized context.’ In this space, 
the theoroi participates in ritual activities that bring about a certain mode of 
seeing.”40

The practice of theoria, of contemplating sacred images, was not unique 
to Classical Greece. As we have already seen, the ancient Egyptian priesthood 
also ‘chose temples as a place to contemplate their divinities.’ (Chaeremon’s 
words, as conveyed by Porphyry). This contemplation was also a ritualized 
form of visionary seeing which accessed the Divine directly. 

For the ancient Greeks, the object of theoria – the object ‘seen’ at the 
climax of a pilgrimage to a sacred festival – was an agalma. “In the classical 
period,” Nightingale explains, “the word agalma referred exclusively to the 
statues and images of the gods.”41 The Greeks had many words for ‘image,’ 
such as eikon or eidolon. But an agalma (plural: agalmata
a sacred  “As Vernant observes in 
his discussion of agalmata and divine images, the purpose of such an image 
‘is to establish real contact with the world beyond, to actualize it, to make it 
present, and thereby to participate intimately in the divine.’”42

As such, to theorize an agalma – to contemplate a sacred image – was to 
enter fully into the presence of the gods. This unique experience was granted 
to all mustés (initiates) who participated in the theurgic rites of the Mystery 
religions. 

reserved for philosophers – and that they are contemplating those higher 
invisibles which Plato called the eidé or archetypes. Through a penetrating 
analysis, Nightingale demonstrates how “the model of theoria at religious 
festivals offered Plato a way to structure and describe the new discipline of 
theoretical philosophy.”43

The result was to replace the agalmata – the sacred images contemplated 
by all initiates of the Mysteries – with the eidé, the higher and unseen forms 
contemplated only by philosophers: “Plato... takes pains to explicate this 
new kind of ‘seeing.’ First of all, he claims, the objects of true knowledge 
are metaphysical entities called eidé, a term which is generally translated 
as ‘Forms.’ ”44 “A philosopher who gazes upon the Forms contemplates 
divinity, an act replete with wonder and reverence.”45

During the Italian Renaissance, artists recognized that the Platonic forms 
were ‘invisible’ to, what Michelangelo called, “...weak and wavering eyes... 

46 But in his poems, the great sculptor reminded us 
that the artist, in his quest for ‘the Idea of Beauty’ could ascend in his visions 
to the higher spheres: “This Idea alone lifts my eyes to those high visions / 
Which I set myself to carve and paint here below.”47
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In this sense, the artist’s pursuit is informed by the eidé, particularly by 
Beauty, Harmony and Unity, as invisible shapes and forms that permeate his 
work. Through extended contemplation (theoria), these invisible forms may 
momentarily become visible. Any stylized shape, made harmonious through 
geometrically perfect measures, may reveal the hidden eidé or archetype, 
which the Renaissance writer Giovanni Pietro Bellori referred to as ‘the 
Ideal’.

In 1664, Bellori made a speech at the Accademia di San Luca in Rome 
– a speech so highly valued that it was published in 1672 as L’idea del 
pittore, dello scultore, e dell’architetto (The Idea of the Painter, Sculptor and 
Architect). Noting that Renaissance art had fallen into decline after the death 
of Michelangelo, Bellori criticized the brutal naturalism of Caravaggio while 
upholding the idealistic art of Carracci and his school.

Bellori went to great lengths to cite the Hermetic and Neo-Platonic texts 
which revolutionized Florentine art in the late 1400’s, when Ficino translated 
the Hermetica and the works of Plato, Plotinus, Iamblichus and Proclus at the 

upon itself to create all the forms of Nature. Those above the lunar sphere, 
as Ideas (the Platonic eidé) possess unchanging eternal beauty, while those 
below are subject to change; their beauty lacks harmony and proportion.
 For this reason, 
maker, also form in their minds an example of superior beauty, and in 
beholding it they emend nature with faultless color or line. This Idea... is 
revealed to us and enters the marble and the canvases.”48

For Bellori, the artist must rise above the sublunar sphere and ‘emend 
nature’ to capture the true form, the Idea and ‘ideal’ of beauty. In a state 
of theoric vision, the artist beholds the higher form, and renders it in the 

VII.  & the Conception of the Hindu Image

 A pilgrimage, in Sanskrit, is a tirtha-yatra – literally a journey (tirtha) 
to a ford or crossing place (yatra), where one crosses over into another realm 
of experience. Just as the pilgrimage requires many steps and unexpected 
mishaps, so does the creation of the sacred image for  require many 
complex steps for the craftsman, which involve at least three phases: 
Conception, Consecration and Meditation.
 In her book , Diana L. Eck 
notes that 
especially to religious seeing, or the visual perception of the sacred.”49 And 
she adds, “One might say that this ‘sacred perception’, which is the ability to 
truly see the divine image, is given to the devotee, just as Arjuna is given the 
eyes with which to see Krishna in the theophany described in the Bhagavad 
Gita”50

image of the deity in his mind before commencing the work. The process 
requires both intense concentration and visualization.
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As Diane Eck observes: [sculptor], before beginning a new 

bring to form the divine image.”51 She describes this process in precise terms: 
 [sculptor] 

is to visualize the completed image in the mind’s eye.”52

Since sculptors created sacred works, the act of creation was, itself, 

(57.10-11) says, ask pardon to the spirits residing in the tree, 
and propitiate them with offerings. Indeed, before the work commenced, the 

53

In his massive two-volume work, The Art of Indian Asia, Heinrich 
Zimmer also describes the Hindu sculptor’s visualization methods: “The 
night before commencing a new work, the image maker is to pray: ‘O thou 
Lord of all gods, teach me in dreams how to carry out the whole of the work 
that I have in mind.’”54

He prays like this, Zimmer explains, because “an Indian image is, 
properly, an outward vessel corresponding precisely to the inner vision of 
the divinity.”55 Indeed, “the sacred image grows out of the inner vision,”56

Zimmer writes in 
 “In the 

fundamental aspects of its style, the sacred image is subject to the laws of the 
inner vision.”57

As such, the unique stylization of the Hindu sculpture is not so much a 
cultural style as it is a vision-inspired style – which we have described here 
by the word ‘Hieratic’.

Hence, the Aesthetics of the  conclude: “Let the imager 
establish images in temples, by meditation on the deities who are the objects of 
his devotion. And for the successful achievement of this yoga, the lineaments 
of the images are described in books, which are to be dwelt upon in detail. By 
no other means [...] is it possible to be absorbed in contemplation, as by this 
meditation on the making of images.”58

VIII. The Hindu Image: Consecration & Meditation

 According to an instructional text On Building a Vishnu Temple, the 
: “The divinity draws near willingly – if images are 

beautiful.”59 Just as the ancient Greeks and Egyptians developed complex 
theurgic rites for the consecration ( ) of their statues, so did the priests 
and craftsmen of India. 
 “When an image is completed,” Diane Eck remembers, “there are 
special rites of consecration which take place, for the most part, in a specially 

a variety of ritually pure substances, such as darbha grass, honey, and ghee. 

established in different parts of the image: Brahma in the chest, Indra in the 
hand, Surya in the eyes,” 60 etc.
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of breath’ and ‘the opening of the eyes’:

mantra: ‘O Vishnu, approach this image and wake it up with thy embodiment 
of knowledge and divine energies, which are concentrated in this image.’ 
The eyes of the image, which to this point have been sealed with a thick 
coat of honey and ghee, are now ‘opened’ by the brahmin priest, who 
removes the coating with a golden needle.”61 Elsewhere, Eck writes, “the 

paintbrush.”62

In ‘The Secret Life of Statues’ Angela Voss writes:

the statue’s creation, the moment of animation, was that of the painting in or 
inserting the eyes – and again it is Hinduism that preserves this in the ritual 
of darsan. ‘Not only must the gods keep their eyes open’, writes Diana Eck, 
‘but so must we, in order to make contact with them, to reap their blessings, 
and to know their secrets.’ This was the moment of consecration, the ‘making 
sacred’, the point at which the god entered the image and it became operative 
in the world, able to meet the gaze of the onlookers.”63

Once it is consecrated, the statue henceforth becomes an  – an 
image-incarnation
the deity has now acquired  or
and limits. What is more, the emblems and hand gestures (mudra) give the 

pratima or likeness. It 
is the divine proportions and stylistic likeness that make the image ‘beautiful’ 
and a wonder to behold.64

The subsequent act of Contemplation and worship ( ) involves 
many ritual gestures, but at its heart is the act of seeing – 
the devotee may approach the sacred image with the  or ‘honourary 
offerings’ in hand, such as fresh leaves, sandalwood paste, incense or betel 
nuts, and place them on the altar – though the most auspicious offering is the 

), which is circled before the deity while hymns 
are sung and handbells rung.65

To show her devotion (bhakti), the worshipper may ‘touch’ ( ) the 
statue in various places with her hands, then touch herself to instill the deity’s 
presence within ( ).66

But, “the central act of Hindu worship,” Eck reminds us, “is to stand in 
the presence of the deity and to behold the image with one’s own eyes, to see 

sight’ of the divine [...] Beholding the image is an act of worship, and through 
the eyes one gains the blessings of the divine.”67

The act of  or ‘sacred seeing’, though it is still practiced today, 
has a more ancient meaning. “In Vedic India,” Eck writes, “the ‘seers’ were 

mystical, supernatural beholding’ or ‘visionary experiencing.’”68
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IX.  – Concentration on a Fixed Point

 Some sacred texts describe this unique form of Contemplation as 
 – the ‘one-pointed’ meditation on an image. In an extended passage, 

Diane L. Eck describes the  meditation: 
“The image is primarily a focus for concentration [...It] is a kind of 

yantra, literally a ‘device’ for harnessing the eye and mind so that the one-

be attained. The image is a support for meditation.”69

She then goes on to cite the , a ritual text for worshipping 
statues of Vishnu (Fig. 26.8): “Without form, how can God be meditated 

is nothing for the mind to attach itself to, it will slip away from meditation or 
will glide into a state of slumber. Therefore the wise will meditate on some 
form, remembering, however, that the form is a superimposition and not a 
reality.”70

In Heinrich 
Zimmer also describes the  meditation, which is a vital part of the 

(instillation of breath) into the statue, achieved through the 
):

      “Upon entering, the worshiper casts aside any possible disruptive 

so that his gaze is like that of the gods [...]. Any distractions lurking in the 
earthly sphere he drives away by striking the ground three times with his 
heel. [...]
that, guided in the inner visions by a series of spoken formulas and syllables 

feet to the head and back again. This act of inner worship is to precede every 
external one.”71

“After 
seeing the Ista-devata [tutelary deity] in one’s heart, one should establish 
Her in the image, picture, vessel or yantra and then worship her.”72

inner image of the deity, and 
then project it or instill this into the sculpture. One concentrates on the inner 
image and sees it through ‘inward vision’, which is manifestly different from 
‘outward vision’.

The difference is that one can ‘see unity’ with the aid of inward vision, 
 “If our [physical] 

 
Zimmer writes, “it has to roam about, to rove back and forth.”73

But, “How different is our inward vision!”74 Zimmer exclaims. “With 
equal intensity and without showing favour, our inner eye must illuminate 
everything gathered before it.”75 And he adds, “This particular type of 

 so that “the mind’s focus is 
directed at the whole as the sum of its parts [...] with a clear focus on a 
single point.”76 Our focus expands until all the parts are seen “with equal 
sharpness”77 “totally motionless”78 while being “sealed 
in tranquility.”79
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Having achieved this stupendous inner vision, the contemplative then 

performs the ritual ‘act of installation’.
According to the Gandharva Tantra: “Let him think of the identity 

between the image manifested within and the image without. Next, the energy 
of consciousness within should be taken [...] with the breath along the nostrils 

Devata [the inner image of the deity]
[devotee] should then establish the Devata in the [stone] image by touching 

80 

the god appear in his limited form of lifeless stone, but expands into an 
unbounded apparition of divine proportions.

Fig. 26.8 - Standing Statue of Vishnu
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Fig. 27.2 - Expansion of a Minoan Pottery Glyph into the Labyrinth
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I. Theurgic Rites

The Minoan civilization has left us with many mysteries. Because we have 
no sacred texts to rely upon, the images alone must speak to us of their ancient 
worldview. Perhaps the best-known image from that Aegean civilization is 
the labyrinth. But Minoan pottery is also over-run with mysterious glyphs 

we have learned to read some of these glyphs as mnemonic devices for re-

the second and third glyphs below may be expanded to create the Minoan 
labyrinth. 

Their ritual purpose becomes clearer when we remember that spirals 
and other labyrinthine designs often appeared at the entrance to underground 
mortuary temples. If we interpret the Minoan labyrinth as an image of the 
afterworld, then we may be surprised to discover that the seven turnings in 
the labyrinth correspond to the seven visible planets in the heavens. More 
than that, the labyrinth may have served as a kind of map for the ascending 
soul to navigate its passage through the seven planetary realms – to ultimately 
arrive at the stilled eternal realm, symbolized by the centre of the labyrinth.

In this sense, the labyrinth and its associated glyphs served as an aide-
mémoire for the dis-embodied soul to reconstruct and remember its afterlife 
passage through the planetary spheres. Although we have no proof of this, the 
sacred art of later civilizations – in both the East and West – attest to the fact 
that many such mnemonic devices existed, and they all served as carefully-
constructed maps for the soul’s passage through the post-mortem realms. 
This is particularly true of mandalas in the East, which we shall examine in 
the next chapter, and theurgic rites in the West, practiced around Alexandria 
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The Greek word theurgy theos, ‘divine’ and ergeia, ‘workings’, 

gods through their earthly vehicles or statues – such as occurred during 
the Mysteries and other religious festivals. Beyond the rituals involved in 
consecrating a statue, a more contemplative practice evolved, wherein the 
theurgist ascended through the heavenly spheres to experience a momentary 
henosis or ‘oneness’ with the Divine source.

Several great theurgists have come down to us through time, such as 
Julian the Chaldaean and his son, Julian the Theurgist, who are credited with 
the creation of The Chaldaean Oracles 

into the state religion earned him the title of Julian the Philosopher from his 
supporters, and Julian the Apostate from the church. 

But the greatest theurgist to come down to us through time is, without a 
doubt, Hermes Trismegistus. In the Latin Asclepius, the thrice-great Hermes 
conducts a dialogue with Asclepius on the spiritual life of statues:

 “Humanity persists in imitating divinity, representing gods in 
semblance of its own features...”
 “Are you talking about statues, Trismegistus?”
 “Statues, Asclepius, yes... I mean statues ensouled and conscious, 

During the consecration of a sacred image, the theurgist performed 
empsychsis

enpneumatosis
was regarded as a sacred mirror of the Divine. This ancient view onto 

whom refused to accept this more ancient, mythopoeic outlook within their 
rationalist worldview.

Although the Athenian philosopher acknowledged the importance of the 
Mysteries, he upheld reason over rite. While accrediting Pythagoras, the 
Orphics and even the ancient Egyptians as the true source of wisdom, he 
introduced dialectic and logos as superior to theurgy and agalmata. 

To put the Platonic legacy in proper perspective, we must remember 
that Plato himself wrote in the 3rd century BCE. Over the next six hundred 

‘Emanationist’ worldview, where all of creation descends from the One in 
ever-lower hypostases or levels of being, while remaining fundamentally 

On the Life of 
Plotinus The Enneads
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of theurgic rites. Plotinus wrote the treatise ‘Against the Gnostics’ and 
Porphyry penned ‘The Letter to Anebo’ which called into question numerous 
theurgic practices. 

defended the value of statuary, ritual and myth. In one of his most well-known 
texts, he contends with his master Porphyry, refuting the ‘Letter to Anebo’ line 
by line. This book, On the Mysteries De mysteriis
known defences of theurgy, and offers some rare and valuable insights into 
those Mystery rites which were otherwise guarded in great silence. 

eventually headed Plato’s Academy in Athens. Like Iamblichus, he wrote a 
On the Sacred Art

initiated into the Chaldaean, Orphic and Eleusinian Mysteries. Through these 
experiences, he reported visions of Hecate, Athena and the Great Goddess in 
her triple-form of Rhea, Demeter and Persephone.

The Hermetica, The Chaldean Oracles, and The Gnostic Codices also 
constitute important sources for theurgic practice. All of these emerged from 

Jewish and early Christian beliefs during Egypt’s Ptolemaic period. The 
Hermetica Corpus Hermeticum and the Latin 
Asclepius
the lost Egyptian wisdom which could no longer be read in the hieroglyphs. 
The Chaldean Oracles

Both of these late Hellenic works look back upon the demise of Egyptian and 
Babylonian culture with great regret, trying to at least preserve or even revive
their lost philosophies.

The Gnostic Codices

to give us a rare glimpse into ‘the Visionary Ascent’ – a contemplative rite 

of theurgic practice.
The word theurgia

Chaldean Oracles. The word theurgist came to denote anyone who participated 
in the conception, creation and consecration of sacred images. In the past, this 

Today, the Visionary Artist is called upon to revive these ancient practices – 
to not only conceive and create a work of art, but to consecrate it as sacred... 

II. Word against Image: the Logos & the Agalmata

In one passage from his Letter to Anebo, Porphyry wonders aloud how 
an all-powerful deity may be commanded to descend from above and enter its 
statue: “It very much indeed perplexes me to understand how superior beings, 
when invoked [through the rite of a statue’s consecration], are commanded by 
those that invoke them.”2
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In his rebuttal, Iamblichus elaborates a defence of theurgy that is founded 

“...The light of the gods shines while entirely separate from the objects 

existing things.”3

divine statues: “Whether [in the case of] holy cities and regions, whether 
to certain temple-precincts or sacred images, the divine irradiation shines 
upon them all... This light is one and the same everywhere, and is not only 
present, undivided, with all things [but...]
them together in itself, unites them everywhere with itself, and combines the 
ends with the beginnings. Who, then, that contemplates the visible image of 
the gods, thus united as one, will never have too much reverence.”

As such, the act of consecration does not ‘command’ the divine spirit 

can only be seen and experienced during the subsequent step of contemplation 
– theoria – ‘Who, then, that contemplates the visible image of the gods, thus 
united as one, will never have too much reverence.’

The debate between Iamblichus and his master Porphyry is the result of 
henosis

Porphyry, as a rationalist philosopher, has ascended the heavenly spheres 
theoria

eidé
the same thing through the more ancient mode theoria as 

agalmata
 “For it is not,” Iamblichus writes, “the concept that unites the theurgic 
priests to the gods: else what is there to hinder those who pursue philosophic 
speculation contemplatively, from having the theurgic union to the gods? 

the carrying of them through in a manner worthy of the gods and surpassing 
all conception, and likewise the power of the voiceless symbols which are 
perceived by the gods alone, that establish the Theurgic Union. Hence we do 
not effect these things by thinking.”

Porphyry, while writing about the life of his master, says that Plotinus 
experienced henosis four times while in his presence, and that he himself 
experienced it once in his lifetime: “To this God, I also declare, I Porphyry, 
that in my sixty-eighth year I too was once admitted and I entered into 
Union.”6 
 Contrast this to Iamblichus’ description of the ways the different beings 
appear in a vision: 

the archangels are awe-inspiring and yet gentle... those of the dæmons are 
alarming [and] those of the archons are terrifying to the beholders.”7
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Iamblichus goes on to say that, while “demons present the appearance of 
8 the angels, by contrast, “...are resplendent with light.”9

Greater still is the appearance of the gods: “The images of the gods glow with 
abundance of light,”  he says. Indeed, so beautiful is the vision of the gods 
that

gladness, displaying itself to view with ineffable symmetry.”
This same acuity of vision was experienced by Proclus, as his biographer 

Marinus recounts: “The philosopher was cleansed by the Chaldean 
[Proclus] held converse, as he himself mentions in one 

of his [lost] works, with the luminous apparitions of Hecate, which he saw 
with his own eyes.”

have always had the clear impression that both achieved a mystical state of 
henosis theoria 

eidé theoria, coupled 
with theurgy, led to overwhelming visions of the One, now as the source of a 
whole hierarchy of heavenly angels and less-than-heavenly demons.

 In his defence of theurgy, Iamblichus calls upon 
the more ancient worldview of ‘the emanations’, 
where the divine One shines its light into all things 
– from the luminous planets on high to the darkest 
and grossest matter below:
 
forth spontaneously in all directions, and being 
both self-called and self-operating, is active in like 
manner through all things, those alike that impart 

 and those that can 
receive it [the elements].”  Indeed: “Not only 

it likewise permeates all the elements, occupies 

nothing destitute of itself.”
 While the Divine Light shines through all 
things, the wise theurgist learned to distinguish 
its varying degrees of power and the assorted 

luminaries in the heavens – Saturn, Jupiter, Mars, 
the Sun, Venus, Mercury and the Moon. And each 

can receive it’ – all the images in the sublunary 
realm, composed of the four elements in the aether 
– Fire, Air, Water and Earth.

III. Sunthêmata: Proclus on the Sacred Art

Fig. 27.3 - The Emanations
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Theurgists brought together the higher and lower powers and, through 

contemplation, ritually united them – to create symbols of the Sacred: 
“The theurgic art in many cases links together stones, plants, animals, 

aromatic substances, and other such things that are sacred, perfect 
and godlike, and then from all of these composes an integrated and pure 
receptacle [for the gods.] One must select material that is akin to the gods, 
capable of harmonizing with the construction of the divine dwellings, the 

rites in general.”

worldview. In his text ‘On the Sacred Art’, he showed how all of creation 
moves, like by like, in accord with the higher powers. Alas, only fragmentary 
remains of his text have come down to us through time. ‘On the Sacred Art’ 
begins by noting how, individually, each existing thing ‘prays in accordance 
with the rank it occupies’:
 -

according to its ability, turning around with the luminaries of the world?”
“Its petals are closed before the 

appearance of the sun’s rays, but it gradually opens them as the sun begins 
to rise, unfolding them as it reaches its zenith and curling them up again as it 
descends. What then is the difference between the human manner of hymning 
the sun, by opening and closing the mouth and lips, and that of the lotus by 
opening and closing its petals?”

But even lowly things like stones may become vehicles for the divine 
emanations: “For stones as well can be seen to be infused with the emanations 
of the luminaries, thus we see the rays of the sun reproduced in the golden 

[...while] the 
both its markings and its patterns along with the moon.”

Thus, a series of correspondences arises between all that is above and all 
that is below: “There are seen to be on the earth,” Proclus remarks, “suns 

animals, after a celestial manner.”  The philosopher ends with the stirring 
declaration, “Thus, all things are full of gods.”20

In another text, the Commentary on the Timaeus of Plato, Proclus 
describes how each planet leaves its ‘seal’ or impression on objects from 
the lower world: “For Nature... inserts in bodies the impressions of their 
alliance to the divinities. In some, indeed, inserting solar, but in others, lunar 

Hence, although the divine One is present throughout the Chain of 
Being – linking all things into an orderly whole – a series of correspondences 
evolve between the various levels. These divine signs or tokens are called 

 by the theurgists – a word sometimes translated as ‘symbols’ but 
usually more distinctly as ‘signs’ or ‘sigils’.

The Greeks already had a word for ‘symbol’ – sumbolon. But a sunthema 

surface the marks or ‘impressions’ of its heavenly counterpart, and moved 
in accord with the higher powers. The art of the theurgists, like that of the 

theurgia
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so as to effect a complete transformation, and indeed, ‘a perfection’ of the 
material at hand. 

During the statue’s creation, the appropriate materials were brought 
together – alabaster, sandstone, gold, precious jewels, meteoric iron – and 

means both ‘to consecrate’ and ‘to 
make perfect’
into the light of day, thus transforming it into a sacred agalma
 In one passage from ‘On the Sacred Art’ – the only passage where 
Proclus describes theurgy directly – he says:
 “From these facts, the masters of the Sacred Art found the way to pay 
divine honours to the Higher Powers, by following what lay in front of their 

[to make] a likeness of that Whole which exists before every thing else comes 
into being. And so they often constructed images and incenses 
from these mixtures, mingling the divided divine sigils  into 
one.”22

In many Egyptian bas reliefs, we behold the Pharaoh offering incense to a 
divine statue, or leading it out of the temple in a sacred procession, to become 
irradiated by Ra’s light. The Opening of the Eyes and Mouth ceremony 

were possible: 
for the divine powers that take up residence inside it. The awakening of these 
powers is sometimes achieved by the practice of putting pharmaka

23

discovered much of value in their pages. This is especially true of the Orphic, 

together under the heading of ‘Emanationist’ cosmologies, since they all 
share a common core: that the divine Unity unfolded into multiple levels of 

henosis
through theoria and theurgic rites, we may accomplish “...the return of our 
souls to god [as] 

a portal for transcendence:

it is a means to share or participate in the creative energies of the gods by 
constructing and consecrating their material receptacles, their cultic vehicles, 

Regarding ‘ he writes, “The symbol 

and the human world.”26 And: “These images... function as ‘windows of 
transcendence’ irradiating divine power and grace.”27
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IV. Psychanodia – The Soul Ascent

 Theurgy was also called Hieratike – ‘the Sacred Art.’ Like alchemy, it 
theurgia

Rather, a form of meditation was added to these ritual stages, making it a 
anagôgé

ascent’ was known as psychanodia in the ancient world.
At the foundation of the Emanationist philosophy, the soul recognizes 

its true nature: it has proceeded proôdos return to 
epistrophe

gnôsis
“The issuing forth of all from the One, the returning again into the One, and 
the absolute rule of the One in everything.”28

 Within this lifetime, we may gain knowledge of the way of return, 
through mystical experience. This was the purpose of the ancient Mystery 

theurgia theoria
epoptika

those steps in our memory, the way psychanodia
be remembered after death.
 In some of the more amazing passages from On the Mysteries De 
mysteriis
at Eleusis, led to the soul’s visionary ascent and union with the Divine:
 “From these Performances it is plain, that what we are now discoursing 

Spectacles, the soul exchanges one life for another, becomes linked to another 
energy, and rightly viewing the matter, it seems to be not even human, but is 

through the invocations effects for the priests a purifying of the passions, a 
release from the condition of generated life, and likewise a total union to the 
Divine First Cause.”29

 In another startling passage, he writes:
 
give forth light abundantly to the theurgists, both calling their souls upward 
into themselves, providing for them union to themselves in the Chorus, and 
accustoming them, while they are still in the body, to hold themselves aloof 
from corporeal things, and likewise to be led up to their own eternal and 
noetic First Cause.”30

 However, Iamblichus admits that the Visionary Ascent is not easily 
accomplished. Such a revelation “...only arises rarely...”  and is only 

32 The priest or 
theurgist must time the ritual properly, enact the steps perfectly, and be in a 

 During the rite, the theurgist’s mind must be fully focussed, and his hands 
faultlessly concentrated on the symbolic manipulations, so as to lead him 
toward a perfect attunement and oneness with the higher, divine Mind: “It is 
the communion of a friendship based on like-mindedness and an indissoluble 
bond of unity that gives coherence to the performance of hieratic rites,”33

Iamblichus writes. But in the end, 
theurgists – a process which indeed must be proposed as the goal... of every 
theurgic operation.”
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V. The Soul Vehicle

 
our bodies, as material receptacles, constitute a kind of prison and corruption 
for the divinely-inspired soul:
 “The human soul,” Iamblichus writes, “is held fast by a single form, 

[is] called the 
river of Forgetfulness or the water of Lethe, or ‘ignorance’ or ‘madness’ or 
‘bondage through excessive emotions’ [or being] detained in a prison.”

To rise up, through visions, to the higher spheres, the soul must free itself 

For when we become entirely soul and are outside of the body, and 
soaring on high with all the gods of the non-material realm, we occupy 
ourselves with sublime visions. Then again, we are bound in the oyster-like 
body and held fast under the dominion of matter, and are corporeal in feeling 
and aspiration.”36

For the soul to journey upward and away from the body, a vehicle 

  “All this kind of divination...” Iamblichus writes, “is encompassed by 
one power which someone might call ‘evoking the light.’ This somehow 
illuminates the aether-like and luminous vehicle [aitherodes kai augoeides 

] surrounding the soul with divine light, from which vehicle the 
divine appearances, set in motion by the gods’ will, take possession of the 
imaginative power in us.”37

In Iamblichus and the Theory of the Vehicle of the Soul, John F. Finamore 
explains that one of the chief purposes of the Soul Vehicle, during the visionary 
ascent, is to “...act as the organ of sense-perception and imagination,”38

so that, once it is fully immersed in the divine light, the vehicle becomes 
39 

 Proclus also wrote about this vehicle, which he described variously 
pneumatic 

form, though other geometric shapes were possible: “Our vehicle is rendered 
spherical, and is moved circularly, when the soul is in a remarkable degree 

The Soul Vehicle is the instrument of higher perception in us. Being 
‘aether-like and luminous’, it temporarily replaces the soul’s material 

journey through the heavenly spheres. Indeed, the rays of divine light become 
the shafts through which the Soul Vehicle ascends and descends.

VI. The Gnostic Garment of Light

Garment of Light described by the Gnostics. Like the luminous vehicle, 
the Garment of Light was needed to ascend through the planetary spheres. 
However, since the Gnostics perceived the lower guardians of heaven’s 
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Archons
protected the soul during its other-worldly passage:

“The powers [Archons] do not see those who are clothed in the perfect 
light, and consequently are not able to detain them. One will clothe himself 
in this light sacramentally in the union.”

It was during the Gnostic rite of baptism that one underwent a visionary 
ascent and was granted the Garment of Light:

“And I delivered him to those who give robes – Yammon, Elasso, Amenai 

him to the baptizers, and they baptized him – Micheus, Michar, Mnesinous – 
and they immersed him in the spring of the Water of Life.”

The origin of the concept of the Garment of Light remains laden with 

into the world, who put on the Garment of Light, which is composed of 
all the emanations, from the highest to the lowest: “Afterwards the mother 

of water, and the body, of air and the body of earth, and the body of wind, 
and the body of angels, and the body of archangels, and the body of powers, 
and the body of mighty ones, and the body of gods, and the body of lords. In 
a word, within it were all bodies so that none could hinder him from going to 
the height or from going down to the abyss.”

When we put on the Garment of Light, during the Gnostic baptism, we 
were, in essence, putting on an image of Christ, who is referred to in The 
Gospel of Philip as ‘the living man’: “The living water is a body [i.e. the 
baptismal water becomes a garment]. It is necessary that we put on the living 
man. [i.e. Christ as a garment]. Therefore, when he is about to go down into 
the water, he unclothes himself, in order that he may put on the living man.”

of Light, both during the Visionary Ascent and during their afterlife voyage 
through the heavenly spheres. But, once it was acquired, the Gnostic was 
called upon to wear the garment all the time, so as to become a living image 
or manifestation of Christ in this world. Once more, in the words of the 
Gospel of Philip: “You saw Christ, you became Christ.”

But, important as it was, the luminous Soul Vehicle or Garment of Light 
was only one of the many  required for the Soul Ascent.

VII. Maps of the Afterworld:
Reconstructing the Soul’s Route to Salvation

 
images, but also sounds, gestures and scents – anything that would stimulate 
the memory of our true hidden state, as a particle of divine oneness. The 

 included chants, mantras, mudras, vocalizations and hierarchies 
of names. Different kinds of incense stimulated different memory-cues in 

and numerical. All had the ‘anagogic’ function of lifting the initiate higher, 
anagogia means 

‘to elevate’
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of the Soul Ascent, he notes, occurred in stages. On the one hand, the theurgist 
ascended through the use of “...chains of mantric names, the anagogic sounds 
of the sacred chants accompanied by inner visualizations and resulting in 
divine epiphanies,” to which he adds, “various divine numbers and geometric 

serving as theurgic tokens and means of elevation.”
On the other hand, the theurgist also had to remember the deeper 

meaning of all these symbols. Describing the One as the ‘noetic principle’ 
Nous noésis

thus ‘thinks’ us into being – he writes:

creating, world-ruling and, simultaneously, elevating names... When the 
essential hidden sunthema [divine sign] is remembered, re-awakened, and 
re-sounded, the soul, mythically speaking, returns... to its noetic and supra-
noetic principle.”

Thus, through the full enactment of the theurgic Soul Ascent, accompanied 

“...the One in its perennial contemplation of itself.”
 Many of the Gnostic have come 
down to us, and these include geometric sigils 

names with long vowel sequences. Some of the 

mandalas, and reveal thereby their deeper 
purpose – as mnemonic devices. Once the soul 

navigate its passage through the post-mortem 
realm, which the Gnostics called the aeons and 
the Buddhists, the bardos. Gnostic sigils and 
Buddhist mandalas served the same purpose: as 
mental maps or road marks for reconstructing 
the soul’s route to salvation.
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 This idea is perennial and pervasive, found in the oldest texts of the 
Egyptians and Babylonians. Where the Egyptian  
envisioned the soul journey as a horizontal boat-trip through the twelve gates 

vertical journey through the seven heavenly spheres. 
 The Egyptian , for example, depicts the afterlife journey 
as a passage through twelve distinct ‘gates’, one for each hour of the night. 
Accompanying Re on his solar barque, the soul encounters demons at each 

passenger’s heart is weighed against Maat’s ‘feather of truth’. Only those 

akhet
life. As ‘solarized’ beings or stars, they join the eternal cycle of the cosmos.

Fig. 27.6 - The Judgement Hall of Osiris

In the Sumerian myth of Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld
the Goddess ‘from the Great Above’ passes downward through seven gates 
– corresponding to the seven planetary doorways – and surrenders one of her 
garments or talismans at each gate until, naked, she enters ‘the Great Below’. 
This ancient mythologem lies at the root of Salome’s famous Dance of the 
Seven Veils.

The recurrence of the numbers seven and twelve are due to the 
cosmological model of the Egyptians and Babylonians, which persisted from 

number of visible planets in the heavens, which were envisioned as a series 
of blackened spheres-within-spheres, so that only the planetary spark was 
visible – like a doorway to the effulgence of light beyond it. Below the planets 

Fig. 27.7 - Roll-out of Sumerian Cylinder Seals: Inanna’s Descent to the Underworld
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air rising naturally to the next two spheres, and water and earth descending to 

twelve-fold cosmos – a hierarchy of twelve realms varying in degrees of light 
and darkness, of spirit and matter, of order and chaos.

elements  of the body and its ascent through the heavenly spheres is described 
The Corpus 

Hermeticum:
“First, in releasing the material body you give the body over to 

alteration, and the form that you used to have vanishes... Thence the human 
being [or soul]  [the 
lunar sphere] 
[Mercury] [Venus] 

[the Sun] the ruler’s 
[Mars] unholy presumption and 

[Jupiter] the evil impulses that come from 
[Saturn] the deceit that lies in 

ambush. And then, stripped of the effects of the cosmic framework, the human 
enters the region of the ogdoad
his own proper power, and along with the blessed, he hymns the father.”

As this passage makes clear, certain qualities were associated with each 
planet. During her descent, Inanna surrendered a garment or talisman at each 
planetary doorway. In the Hermetic text, the ascending soul is ‘stripped of the 
effects of the cosmic framework’ and surrenders a certain soul-quality as it 
rises. The Gnostics, meanwhile, emphasized the negative qualities associated 
with each planet, since they regarded it as an evil threshold-guardian or 
Archon. 

Fig. 27.8 - The Cosmos as Seven plus Five equals Twelve Spheres Within Spheres
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One and descended into dark matter, it ‘put on’ seven soul-garments – one 
‘passion of the soul’ was granted by each threshold-guardian, leaving a 
distinct mark or seal on the soul. Descending further into matter, the soul 
also ‘put on’ the body – which was a dark material receptacle composed of 

of its soul garments – like a seal or talisman paid to the planetary Archon or 

of the Gnostic texts quite agreed on this point. In the above Hermetic text, the 
planetary character of each Greek god is evoked, giving us a clue. In general, 
the seven negative qualities associated with each Soul Garment may be listed 
as:

Following Plato, the theurgists saw the body as ‘a prison’ which holds 
us ‘in bondage through excessive emotions’  The 

of emotion, or the surrendering of the soul to bodily passions, had a huge and 
negative impact on the visionary ascent.
 For this reason, much preparation was needed, to cleanse the mind of 
negative thoughts and purge the body of negative feelings. In Gnosticism, 
a series of sacraments were developed, called the Mystery of the Five 
Seals. Like the other ancient Mysteries, the experiences at the heart of these 
initiatory rites were never revealed. But, their purpose was to prepare and 

 The Gnostic baptism was an ornate ritual that used visualizations and 
the Visionary Ascent to reveal the full extent of the afterlife journey. Through 
sacred names, vocalizations and sigils, it ritually engraved in the memory the 
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soul’s way of salvation. We may basically reconstruct the Gnostic baptism* 
as follows:

baptism
chrism eucharist

resurrection
renunciation

invocation
beyond the Archons’ planetary gateways, the initiate also had to visualize the 

Passing into the Upper Aeons, the initiate was then ‘called’ by their 
naming
sealing

the 

While many Gnostic gospels attest to the power and beauty of this 
Mystery, others warn that the soul’s passage to salvation is not easily attained. 
In the Apocalypse of Paul, for example, the Archon of the fourth heaven 
detains a soul, and brings forth witnesses to attest to its worldly corruption. 
“When the soul heard these things, it gazed downward in sorrow. And then it 
gazed upward. It was cast down. The soul that was cast down went to a body 
which had been prepared for it.”

of metempsychosis, of the soul’s cyclic rebirth in another body. 
 In The Dialogue of the Saviour, Christ describes the afterworld passage, 
saying to his disciples: 

come upon you. Do not be afraid! ...If you are afraid of what is about to come 
upon you, it will engulf you. For there is not one among them who will spare 

[Archon], since you have mastered 
every word on earth. ...The crossing place is fearful, but you, with a single 
mind, will pass it by!”

Throughout the ancient world, sacred texts and rituals were designed 
to help lead the initiate through their visionary experience. Incense and 

 were ritually deployed to instill in the initiate a deep remembering 
of the way through the visionary afterlife. Leaving the body and ascending the 
heavenly spheres, the soul received the gnôsis of its true nature, witnessing 
its origin in the One. 

But we must not forget that – it was the ancient hieratic works of art, like 
statues and icons, which momentarily transformed the theurgic experience 
into a divine revelation. The sacred images were not only ‘aesthetically-
pleasing’ to the eye, but active channels of divine energy which had been 
ritually consecrated and activated. Through theurgy and theoria, the Visionary 
art of old had that tremendous power. 

* 
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Fig. 28.1 - Thangka of the 
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