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I. Introduction 
 
 Plotinus’ philosophical discourse contains a wealth of allusions to myths—
often in elliptical or condensed form—as well as many elaborations of traditional or 
original metaphors. Accordingly, in order to reconstruct his arguments, it is often 
necessary to engage in some detail with the relevant mythological narrative or 
metaphorical framework, especially since the contemporary reader may not be as 
familiar with the mythological background as Plotinus’ original audience. 
 From an exegetical point of view, the examination of a myth offers valuable 
insights into the reasons motivating Plotinus’ selective rendering and highlights the 
merits of his own, often idiosyncratic, interpretations or revisions of the tradition. 
More importantly, it may help us identify the particular way in which myths and 
other metaphorical images need not merely illustrate some relevant argument, but 
serve more complex and important philosophical objectives. 
 These general remarks are particularly pertinent to human selfhood, a 
philosophical issue that clearly interested Plotinus. In the exploration of the ways in 
which the relation between body and soul leads to the constitution of the human 
individual, it is the myth of the dismemberment of Dionysus-Zagreus that plays a 
crucial role. The myth appears only once in the Enneads, in the treatise “On 
Difficulties about the Soul I” (iv 3[27].12), and thus one could easily overlook its 
significance. However, there are several reasons that call for special attention to its 
occurrence in Plotinus. 
 From an historical point of view, the myth of Dionysus is well attested in 
ancient literature and has reached us through a number of fragmented sources of 
various dates between the third century BCE and the sixth century CE, which testify 
to its significance and complexity. In many of these sources, we encounter elements 
of allegorical interpretations of the myth; the trend culminates with the later 
Neoplatonists, who have interpreted the myth in all its detail as a way to elaborate on 
their conception of reality, thus establishing its philosophical pertinence. In the 
Enneads, the myth is reduced to just one of its elements, Dionysus’ mirror, and the 
attention is drawn to the seductive character of the mirror image. This treatment 
intensifies the myth’s philosophical meaning and connects it directly with one of the 
most pervasive metaphorical themes in the Platonic tradition. The metaphorical 
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vocabulary of mirrors, shadows, images, and traces is employed throughout the 
Enneads, and its importance for the articulation of Plotinus’ metaphysics and 
epistemology is widely recognized. The myth of Dionysus provides a new locus for 
further elaboration on this thematic cluster; this time, however, the notion of mirror 
reflection becomes key to understanding the structure of the embodied human soul. 
 In the relevant scholarly literature, Dionysus’ mirror has been invariably 
construed as a mythological symbol of matter. In this interpretation, matter provides 
the ‘external’ surface on which the soul is reflected at the moment of its 
embodiment, and the outcome of this process, i.e., the image of the soul projected on 
the mirror of matter, is the human body, or, more generally, the full biological and 
psychological reality of the human individual, with the exception of the cognitive 
capacities attributed to the hypostatic nature of the soul.  
 My divergence from this common understanding is both methodological and 
substantive. My methodological guide is the claim that an interpretation of the myth 
cannot just rely on the existence of a metaphorical connection between mirrors and 
matter in other parts of Plotinus’ work (under the implicit assumption that the mirror 
functions as a metaphoric vehicle corresponding always to the same tenor), but must 
take into account both the specific context in which the myth is introduced and 
Plotinus’ views concerning the function of myths in a philosophical context. In 
substantive terms, my main contention against the identification of Dionysus’ mirror 
with matter is the claim that the myth, as rendered by Plotinus, does not point to a 
structure formed around the opposition between the interiority of the soul and the 
exteriority of matter, but rather to a process that is internal to the soul itself. In other 
words, I argue that the myth of Dionysus is not the story of an encounter between 
the soul and something external to it (matter, conceived quasi-hypostatically, either 
as existing independently or as generated by the soul itself), but rather the story of 
the transformation of the soul itself within the process of its embodiment. 
 In Section II, I present the myth of Dionysus and the broad lines of its 
interpretation by later Neoplatonists, which relies on older interpretative strategies 
with which Plotinus was probably familiar. Against this background, I introduce 
Plotinus’ version of the myth in its systematic context and I offer an initial reading 
of it, guided by Plotinus’ own claims about the use and interpretation of myths in 
philosophical discourse.  
 In Section III, I discuss the identification of Dionysus’ mirror with matter, 
strongly supported by the relevant Plotinian scholarship. Since this identification 
rests on the fact that Plotinus draws analogical connections between mirrors and 
matter in other contexts, I proceed to examine this analogy in detail, in order to show 
that it is neither unproblematic, nor context-free, and can be qualified in ways that 
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point to alternative understandings of Dionysus’ mirror. 
 In Section IV, I present and argue for my own interpretation of the function 
of the myth in the Plotinian context. In particular, I claim that the primary function 
of the Dionysian mirror, that is, to provide the space in which the soul can extend 
through reflective projection, points directly to capacities of the soul, while the 
mirror itself is not a symbol for matter, but rather a symbol for the ability of the soul 
to retain its identity after projecting itself in a series of images of increasing alterity. 
 In the final Section, I explore the philosophical significance of my 
interpretation. My main point is that the embodied individual soul generates the 
reflective space associated symbolically with the Dionysian mirror by constituting 
itself as an extended entity through a process in which reflective projection (i.e., 
weakening of soul’s identity with itself through the generation of images of itself) is 
constantly balanced by reflective recognition (i.e., reaffirmation of the soul’s 
identity with itself through identification with the image, at the price of a constant 
risk of misrecognition, or else, of failure to understand that the image is merely an 
image and not the true self of the soul).  
 
 
II. The Myth of Dionysus 
 
 The story begins when Zeus rapes his daughter Persephone, who conceives 
and gives birth to Dionysus. Zeus has his son guarded by the Kouretes or 
Korybantes, places him on a throne of his own, and announces to the other gods that 
Dionysus is going to be their new ruler. The Titans, prompted by Hera, decide to kill 
him. They whiten their faces with chalk and offer Dionysus several toys, among 
them a mirror, with the intention to lure him away from the throne. Dionysus is 
seduced by the toys, especially by his reflection in the mirror, and follows the 
Titans, who subsequently murder him and cut him into pieces, which they then eat. 
However, Athena preserves Dionysus’ still living heart and takes it to Zeus in a 
casket. When Zeus discovers the crime, he hurls his thunderbolt at the Titans and 
wipes them off the face of the earth. The residual smoke contains soot from which 
humankind comes into existence. Apollo brings Dionysus’ remains to Delphi and 
inters them, but from the heart a new Dionysus is made.1 

                                                             
1 This overview of the myth, which should be treated with caution as it combines elements 

from different sources in a unified narrative and omits alternative presentations of various details, is 

based on Burkert 1985, 297-8; West 1983, 74, 140, 161-3; and Bernabé 2002, 403. The aim of this 

overview is merely to provide a summary account of the main elements of the mythical stories 

associated with Dionysus-Zagreus for an initial orientation. The original sources are collected in Kern 



 
- 4 - 

 As this brief account indicates, the myth is made up from a number of 
interrelated, yet distinguishable, elements: (1) the dismemberment of Dionysus and 
the eating of the god; (2) the punishment of the Titans; (3) the resurrection of 
Dionysus; and (4) the emergence of humankind from the Titans’ ashes. These 
mythic elements are all evidenced in Ancient Greek literature, albeit with variations 
generated through the myth’s long history of transmission. The issue that dominates 
the scholarly debate surrounding the myth concerns the process through which these 
elements have been crystallized into a unified narrative and, in particular, the 
identification of those elements that actually belong to the early Orphic literature 
rather than to subsequent Hellenistic, Neoplatonic, Christian, or even modern 
scholarly (mis)interpretations. In other words, the primary question concerns the 
existence and the dating of a single and relatively stable myth and its function within 
the corpus of the Orphic texts or the various ancient religious practices associated 
with the name of Orpheus.2 
 If we limit our attention to late Neoplatonic literature, the picture becomes a 
bit clearer.3 Proclus, Damascius, and Olympiodorus share the assumption that there 
is indeed an Orphic myth about Dionysus’ dismemberment and resurrection. 
Moreover, despite different emphases determined by the context in which the myth 
is invoked in each case, they interpret it allegorically in terms of the central 
Neoplatonic doctrine according to which reality is constituted through a process of 
fragmentation or division inherent in the progression from higher to lower 
hypostases and is sustained through the corresponding process of ‘re-unification’ 
associated with the possibility of a return to the One. In this context, Dionysus 
stands for the notion of a divisible yet indestructible unity, while the Titans stand for 
the principle of division, dispersion, or multiplicity.4  

                                                                                                                                                                            
1922 (OFK), Fr. 208-221 and Bernabé 2004 (OFB), Fr. 296-331.  

2 For an exploration of these issues starting from mid-20th century, see Linforth 1941, 307-

364; Guthrie 1952, 82-4, 107-9, 130ff, 153-55, 209, 227; Dodds 1951, 155-6; Detienne 1979, 68-94; 

West 1983, 140-75; Burkert 1985, 290-301 and 1987, 73-78; Brisson, 1992; Edmonds 1999; Bernabé 

2002; Bremmer, 2004; Edmonds 2008; and Henrichs 2011. In its most recent incarnation, the debate 

is polarized between Edmonds’ claim that the myth of Dionysus “is, in fact, a modern fabrication” 

(Edmonds 1999, 36) and Bernabé’s contention that the “myth is not a 19th century construction, but it 

comes from Ancient Greece” (Bernabé 2002, 401); behind this disagreement lie different conceptions 

about the nature of the Orphic religious movement. 

3  The Neoplatonic evidence has been discussed extensively by L. Brisson in a series of 

publications: in connection with Proclus, Brisson 1987 (p. 66-9 and 84-7); with Damascius, Brisson 

1990 (p. 186-95); with Olympiodorus, Brisson 1992 (reprinted in Brisson 1995). 
4 Thus, Olympiodorus associates etymologically the word ‘Titans’ with the indefinite pronoun 
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 Within this general framework, the myth was especially associated with the 
last stage of the unfolding of reality, the moment in which “the divine power is 
divided into matter” and which includes both the embodiment of (human) souls and 
the emergence or creation of the sensible and material world.5 Dionysus is thus 
identified in a number of sources with the soul (or some specific soul-entity) and his 
fate in the hands of the Titans is taken to illuminate the metaphysical 
transformations of the soul (again in terms of division, fragmentation, extension, 
separation, and individuation) associated with its embodiment.6  
 For the late Neoplatonists, the myth also contains an explicitly anthropogonic 
dimension expressed in the claim that the human race has emerged out of the 
shattered remains of the Titans after their punishment by Zeus.7 The Titanic origin of 
                                                                                                                                                                            
‘τί’ in order to connect Dionysus’ dismemberment with the process of fragmentation of reality: “And 

he is torn apart by the Titans, of whom the something (τὶ) denotes the particular, for the universal 

form is torn apart in genesis” (In Phaed. i 5). In Proclus, the dismemberment of Dionysus “shows the 

divisible procession into the All from the indivisible creation”, In Tim. i 173.1 Diehl (OFB 319). 

Proclus envisages this procession in terms of a complementary struggle between the “unifying” 

principle (Dionysus) and the “multiplying” principle under it (Titans) (In Remp. i 89.25-90.13 Kroll); 

in Damascius, the “dividing activities” of the Titans are presented as introducing an order of creation 

essentially opposed to the “multiform continuity” of Dionysus (Damascius, In Phaed. i 4-5). The 

interpretation of Dionysus’ dismemberment along these lines may go back to Xenocrates (see 

Damascius, In Phaed. i 2 = OFB 38) and is clearly present in Plutarch (De Ei 9, 388e = OFB 613), 

where the terms of the allegorization indicate a Stoic context. For the aspect of ‘restoration’, see OFB 

322, together with Plotinus, i 6.5.6-9, where the term ‘ἀναβακχεύεσθε’ may allude to the restoration 

of Dionysus. 

5 τὴν θείαν δύναµιν µερίζεσθαι εἰς τὴν ὕλην, Alexander Lycopolitanus, Cont. Manich. 5.74 

Brinkmann (OFB 311). 

6 Attempts “to explain and allegorize this story as referring to the soul” (εἰς τὸν περὶ ψυχῆς 

ἀνάγειν λόγον καὶ τροπολογεῖν) were common by the time of Origen, Contra Celsum iv 17 = OFB 

326. For the identification of Dionysus with the soul, see Proclus, In Tim. ii 146.9 Diehl and 

Damascius, In Phaed. i 130 (both in OFB 311); Proclus identifies Dionysus specifically with the 

cosmic soul. As we shall see below, Plotinus considers Dionysus as a symbol of the individual human 

soul; in the context of his interpretation of the Hesiodic myth of the succession between Ouranos, 

Kronos, and Zeus, it is Zeus who corresponds to the hypostasis of the soul (for a collection of the 

relevant texts and discussion, see Hadot 1981 and Pépin 1976a, 203-209). 

7 See Proclus, In Remp. ii 338.10 Kroll (OFB 338); Damascius, In Phaed. i 7-8; and 

Olympiodorus, In Phaed. i 3 (both in OFB 320). The claim that, given the eating of the god, the 

human body contains both a Titanic and a Dionysian element seems to be Olympiodorus’ innovation, 

prompted by his concern to elaborate Socrates’ arguments against suicide in the Phaedo; see Brisson 

1992, 494-97; Edmonds 2009; and Gertz 2011, 40-44. 
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human beings is an older mythological theme,8 but its association with the myth of 
Dionysus intensifies the fragmentation that characterizes human life (presenting it 
mythologically as the outcome of both the dismemberment of Dionysus and the 
shattering of the Titans)9 and shapes to some extent the ethical implications of the 
allegory concerning the life of the embodied soul.  
 In this connection, the Titanic element is interpreted as the irrational, 
egoistic, or violent aspect of human life, which, at least in Damascius, is explicitly 
grounded on the desire of the soul to exist in a state of an “apparent self-
determination” that divides and isolates it from the rest of reality both in its superior 
and inferior forms.10 On this basis, the condition of the embodied soul can be 
construed as a kind of punishment or, in the case of Damascius, as a sentence aiming 
at the moral rehabilitation of the soul. Since the soul asserted its individuality (τὸ 
ἴδιον), it had “to bound itself to an individual body, but with many needs, so that it 
will need the common form and learn what it is like to be individual.”11 As this is a 
sentence set “by the Gods”, “rightfully and necessarily”, it has to be served; 
moreover, the lesson of embodiment must be learned because it constitutes the 
necessary first step in the process of the eventual deliverance of the soul from its 
fragmented state and the recovery of its lost Dionysian unity with itself and the rest 
of reality.12 
 With this background in place, we can now turn our attention to Plotinus’ 
allusion to the myth of Dionysus, where the relevant passage reads: 

But the souls of men seeing the images of themselves like Dionysus 
in a mirror (εἴδωλα αὑτῶν ἰδοῦσαι οἷον Διονύσου ἐν κατόπτρῳ),13 

                                                             
8 See Bremmer 2004, 50-5. 

9 Thus, for Damascius, “men are created from the fragments of the Titans” in the sense that 

“their life is reduced to the utmost limit of differentiation” (εἰς ἔσχατον µερισµόν), In Phaed. i 8. 

10 τὸ δοκοῦν αὐτεξούσιον, Damascius, In Phaed. i 9. For the association of the Titans with the 

irrational element of human life (an idea that goes back to Plato, Laws, 701b = OFB 37), see also 

Proclus, In Alcib. 103a (OFB 316). 

11 Damascius, In Phaed. i 10. The notion of the human life as a punishment for our Titanic 

inheritance or element is explicitly mentioned in Dio Chrysostom, Or. 30.10-11 (OFB 320) and 

Plutarch, De Esu Carn. i.996b-c (OFB 318). 

12 Damascius, In Phaed. i 10; 12. 

13 Armstrong, like most of the translators of the Enneads (Bréhier, Cilento, Harder, MacKenna, 

Kalligas), takes the genitive Διονύσου in line 1 to refer to the mirror. Pépin 1970, 315, n.47 

(following a suggestion of A. Delatte) takes it to refer to the images. See Ghidini Tortorelli 1975, 

358, who also notes the presence of the term ‘Dionysian images’ in Proclus: εἴδωλα […] τοῦ 

Διονύσου (In Tim. i 336.29 Diehl) and τοῖς Διονυσιακοῖς εἰδώλοις (In Remp. i 94.5 Kroll) (both in 
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having been set in motion from above they come to be there without 
being cut off, not even these, from the principle of themselves and 
from Nous. For although they did not come with the Nous, they 
nevertheless reached as far as earth, yet their head was firmly set 
beyond the heaven. It happened to them to come down more, 
inasmuch as their middle rank was obliged to take care of that which 
they reached which needed care. Father Zeus having pitied them for 
being in pain, makes their bonds mortal, the bonds in respect of 
which they are in pain, in times giving them intervals or pauses, 
making them free of bodies, in order that they, too, might come to be 
there,14 where the soul of the All always is without turning towards 
any of the things here.15 (iv 3.12.1-12) 

 When placed against the full background of the myth and its later 
Neoplatonic interpretations, Plotinus’ allusion strikes us with its extremely laconic 
character. Plotinus is clearly not interested in interpreting the myth in detail, not 
even with regard to its basic elements. Without mentioning any of the four 
constituent elements of the myth identified above, he concentrates exclusively on the 

                                                                                                                                                                            
OFB 309). I translate in a way that focuses on the analogy and is neutral with regard to the two 

possibilities. 

14 Note the ambiguity of ἐκεῖ in lines 2 and 11, which reflects the change of orientation of the 

soul after its embodiment. In line 11, it is clear that Plotinus uses ἐκεῖ to refer to the intelligible world 

as opposed to τὰ τῇδε, the things in the physical world (consistent with the prominent use of ἐκεῖ in iv 

3.11 with reference to the intelligible world). In line 2 however, the meaning of ἐκεῖ is rather 

uncertain, since the place it refers seems to extend from the intelligible to the sensible world. If one 

were forced to specify a meaning, the most natural candidate would be ‘in the mirror’ (this is how 

Pépin 1970, 315 translates), but then the question would be how to locate this place between the 

intelligible and the sensible world. 

15 Plotinus’ text is that of Henry and Schwyzer 1964-82, and translations follow, with 

revisions, Armstrong 1966-88. 
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gift of the mirror and the theme of Dionysus’ seduction by his image.16 The result is 
an almost proverbial allusion, but Plotinus’ choice as to what to mention and what to 
omit has clear implications for the philosophical setting of the issue. At a first level, 
we may take Plotinus’ choice to reflect his belief that the crucial event of the 
traditional story is Dionysus’ seduction by his image on the mirror; or, in different 
terms, that the fragmentation presented in the traditional story through Dionysus’ 
dismemberment can be better understood as a direct outcome of his looking at the 
mirror.17  
 From a metaphysical point of view, this choice sets the stage for a discussion 
of the process of soul’s embodiment in which the principle of fragmentation or 
division does not acquire independent existence through an explicit mythological 
personification (the Titans), but is implicitly presented as contained within the nature 
of the soul itself. From an anthropological or moral point of view, Plotinus’ version, 
by clearing the air of any implications of a crime associated with the embodiment of 
the soul and retaining merely the mythological association with an act of childish 
foolishness, opens the possibility for a less negative evaluation of the life of the 
embodied soul. Even if, as the passage suggests, this is a life of care and pain, at 
least it is not presented mythologically as the outcome of a horrible crime and its just 

                                                             
16 Since this is the only detail of the myth directly relevant to Plotinus’ allusion to it, let us note 

that the ancient texts are not consistent with regard to what exactly the gifts were. From Clement 

(Protrepticus 2.17.2-18.1 = OFB 588) we may infer that, apart from the mirror, the gifts included a 

pine-cone (or spinning-top), a bull-roarer, puppets, a knucklebone, apples, a ball, and a lump of wool 

(or fleece). Olympiodorus does not mention the toys in his account of the story (In Phaed. i 3 = OFB 

313 & 318), but the mirror and its seductive function is mentioned explicitly by Nonnus (Dionysiaca, 

vi 172-173; 206-207), Damascius (In Phaed. i 129), and Proclus (In Tim. ii 80.19 Diehl) (both in 

OFB 309). Proclus adds that the mirror was made by Hephaestus, the god responsible for the creation 

of sensible things (τῶν αἰσθητῶν δηµιουργός) (In Tim. i 142.24 Diehl = OFB 309). Further discussion 

of these objects and their significance in Guthrie 1952, 121-22; Pépin 1955, 20; Pépin 1970, 304-320; 

Pépin 1976a, 202-203, n.111; West 1983, 154-9; and Edmonds 2008. 

17 Compare in this respect Nonnus’ sensational version of the story, in which the Titans, 

smeared with chalk, kill Dionysus with “an infernal knife” while he is absorbed in contemplating “his 

changeling countenance reflected in a mirror”, with Damascius’ sober version in which “when 

Dionysus had projected (ἐνέθηκε) his reflection into the mirror, he followed it and was thus (οὕτως) 

scattered over the universe” (Dionysiaca, vi 172-173; In Phaed. i 129; both in OFK 209). 
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retribution.18 
 The reference to a gruesome mythological story about the origins of human 
life may appear as a rather strange starting point for a more positive evaluation of it. 
We should recall, however, that this is not the only time that Plotinus “takes a lot of 
liberties with traditional religious data and reshapes certain legends in his own 
way”,19 that is, in pursuit of his own philosophical agenda. A good example of this 
tendency, which can be expressed through the revision of elements of myths, or their 
omission, or the development of alternative interpretations without any regard for 
possible contradictions, is his account of the story of Pandora and Prometheus, to be 
found immediately after the Dionysus’ passage (iv 3.14). There, after diverging in 
various ways from the Hesiodic story, Plotinus remarks that, “these things are as 
anyone likes to think them, except that they show the way in which things are given 
to the world and are in harmony with what we say” (iv 3.14.18-20).  
 Plotinus’ implicit suggestion that it is the function of the mirror, and not the 
crime or the punishment of the Titans, which captures what traditional wisdom can 
reveal about the way soul is embodied is indeed in harmony with what Plotinus says 
elsewhere. For instance, the metaphorical theme of childish foolishness or ignorance 
returns at v 1.1, where the individual embodied souls are explicitly likened to 
children who, ignorant of their actual origins, desire and pursue insignificant things. 
In a broader framework, Plotinus’ choice to concentrate on Dionysus with his mirror 
coheres with his views that soul’s embodiment follows spontaneously from its 
nature and is not the result of an external cause (e.g., iv 3.13.1-4 & 18-22), is a 
necessary moment within the overall process of the ontological constitution of 

                                                             
18 Plotinus’ reference to Zeus in line 8, may allude to the role of Zeus in some versions of the 

myth, in which he restores the body of Dionysus by making gypsum image/statue of Dionysus and 

placing his heart in it (Firmicius Maternus, De err. 6.4 = OFB 325; West 1983, 163 claims that this is 

probably the authentic Orphic version of this part of the story). If this is the case, note the reversal in 

the allegorical reading of the myth: the Zeus of the myth restores the unity of the body of the 

dismembered Dionysus; the Zeus of the exegesis, is responsible for the dissolution of the unity of the 

mortal body (for which, of course, the soul is responsible). Behind Plotinus’ claims lies apparently 

Phaedo 67c-e; see also his comments about the relation between life and death in i 6.5.34-6 and i 

8.13.21-26. 

19 Pépin 1955, 17; the comment is followed by a brief discussion of the myth of Pandora. The 

essay contains many examples of the “floating, agnostic, and utilitarian” (14) way in which Plotinus 

approaches myths. Similarly Hadot 1981 notes that “Plotinus takes extreme liberties with the story” 

of the Ouranos-Kronos-Zeus succession (127), while “the reader may have the impression that 

Plotinus has wanted systematically to blot out any sign of ‘catastrophe’ or disaster in his allegorical 

exegesis of the myth” (134). See also Brisson 2004, 79-80. 
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reality (e.g., iv 8.1.46-51), and in itself should not be considered as a sin (e.g., i 
1.12.24-26).20  
 The indifference towards the traditional data displayed in Plotinus’ creative 
recasting of the mythological material should not be construed as indifference or 
hostility towards myth in general. Plotinus is fully aware of the function and utility 
of myth considered from a philosophical point of view, as the following remark 
indicates: 

But myths, if they are really going to be myths, must separate in time 
the things of which they tell, and set apart from each other many 
realities which are together, but distinct in rank or powers, at points 
where rational discussions, also, make generations of things 
ungenerated, and themselves, too, separate things which are together; 
the myths, when they have taught us as well as they can, allow the 
man who has understood them to put together again (συναιρεῖν) that 
which they have separated (iii 5.9.24-29).21  

 This passage makes two important points. First, it establishes a certain 
isomorphism between myths and rational accounts. In attempting to understand 
complex intelligible structures of hierarchically ordered elements that are unified 
outside space and time, both rational thought (presumably discursive reasoning and 
not intuitive intellection) and myth must “separate” these elements “distinct in rank 
or powers” in genetic/temporal or structural/spatial terms. Obviously in each case 
the separation is articulated in different ways – through conceptual analysis for 
rational thought; through metaphorical imaging and fictional narrative for myths. 
However, it is important to note that in failing to grasp the unity of intelligible 

                                                             
20  For the necessity of the soul’s embodiment, see iv 8.6.18-23 (matter must participate to the 

good, whether it existed independently or is generated by higher principles; cf. iv 3.9.27-8); iii 2.15.7-

13 (matter was produced so that things should be in this state, it was caused to be as it is by the 

rational principle); iv 8.1.40-50 (the soul ‘was sent’ by the god to make the universe intelligent; cf. iv 

3.13.22-27; iv 8.5.1-16). For the sense in which this necessity is compatible with considering the 

embodiment of the soul as a voluntary act, see iv 8.5.2 and O’Brien 1977. 
21  See also iv 3.9.15-21 for similar remarks in the context of soul’s embodiment. For a general 

discussion of Plotinus’ views on the philosophical function of the allegorical interpretation of myths 

see Pépin 1976a, 190-92, 503-5; Lamberton 1986, 83-90; and Brisson 2004, 74-81. 
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realities, both types of account are in this respect equally defective.22 With this in 
mind, the passage suggests, second, an important motivation behind the use of myths 
in a philosophical context or, more forcefully, the advantage of myths over 
discursive reasoning in this context. A successful myth, when properly understood, 
makes possible the “putting together again” of the separated elements, in a manner 
that reminds us of the way in which intuitive intellection can overcome the 
shortcomings of discursive reasoning consisting of “theorems and collections of 
propositions” (v 8.4.49-50).23  
 When applied to the story of Dionysus, these two claims yield a specific 
reading protocol. The myth must first separate spatially Dionysus from his image (as 
well as distinguish between Dionysus-before-looking-in-the-mirror and Dionysus-
after-looking-in-the-mirror), but these distinctions (and the relations established 
between these distinct entities in terms of projection, reflection, seduction) must be 
understood in a way that will not merely establish the relevant hierarchical 
distinctions (i.e., the ontological primacy and independence of the soul), but also 
allow us “to put together again” that which has been separated, namely the embodied 
human being.  
 Moreover, the very existence of the myth in this context indicates that 
Plotinus’ interest in the problem of human selfhood is not confined to the 
ontological elucidation of the nature of the self and its conditions, such as the 
relation between soul and body, undertaken from the detached theoretical 
perspective of a philosopher aiming at the reality beyond sensible experience. 
Rather, it extends to the exploration of the way in which each individual soul 
experiences directly the effects of its embodiment, i.e., its condition as a locus of 
self-consciousness closely associated with a particular body. This ‘first person’ 
perspective of each individual soul appears in the myth as the perspective of 
Dionysus himself. In bringing it to the fore with the help of the myth, Plotinus does 
not only aim to capture the ‘ordinary’ experience of the individual soul before 
philosophical reflection, but also to indicate the ways in which this experience lends 
itself to the philosophical reflection that will ultimately transform its meaning. In 
                                                             
22  In this sense, Brisson’s claim that “myth translates the synchrony of a system into the 

diachrony of a narrative” (Brisson 2004, 74) may be true, but overlooks the fundamental point: the 

synchrony of a system and the diachrony of a narrative are both imperfect attempts to grasp the unity 

of an intelligible reality.  
23 This claim does not imply that, for Plotinus, traditional myths possess some kind of self-

sufficient authority in that they contain the key to some otherwise inaccessible insights. But it does 

imply that a good myth, when properly understood in the context of philosophical reflection, can 

point beyond discursive reasoning. 
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this sense, the myth of Dionysus should not be considered as a static allegory (an 
illustration of an intelligible reality through sensible means for an indifferent and 
unchanging spectator), but rather as a dynamic metaphor (a figurative device 
facilitating the transition of the spectator from a sensible to an intelligible 
perspective). 
 If we now consider the systematic context of our passage within the set of the 
three treatises “On Difficulties about the Soul” (iv 3[27]; 4[28]; 5[29]), the initial 
orientation is quite straightforward. In iv 3, Plotinus has been dealing with the 
general problem of the unity and multiplicity of soul, the way in which the 
Hypostasis soul hangs together as one while extending between Intellect and matter. 
At the center of this problematic lies the thorny question concerning soul’s extension 
in “coming to be in body”. In the chapters immediately preceding the reference to 
Dionysus (iv 3.9-11), Plotinus discusses the ‘first communication’ between soul and 
body, that is, the emergence of the first individual soul—the cosmic soul—and its 
operation on the body of the world as a whole. In Chapter 12, Dionysus is 
introduced as a symbol for individual human souls and the discussion shifts to the 
particular characteristics of their embodiment within the natural world, which is 
already formed through the creative activity of the cosmic soul. Thus the emphasis is 
on the condition of the human embodied soul, the human condition; and indeed the 
passage in which the myth is mentioned contains in a heavily condensed 
metaphorical form all the fundamental aspects of Plotinus’ understanding of this 
condition. 
 The process of the embodiment and individuation of the human soul is 
approached from three points of view. First, in terms of its cause, it is presented as 
the consequence of an act of self-seduction. The soul, like Dionysus, gazes at an 
image of itself in the mirror; it is attracted or seduced by what it sees and this 
attraction sets off the entire process. In this sense, as we have already noted, the 
cause of the process is situated entirely within the soul itself: in order to become 
embodied, the soul moves spontaneously in pursuit of what is actually an image of 
itself and there are no external factors determining this movement.  
 In terms of its consequences, the process of embodiment leads to a life 
marked by an internal tension with regard to its objectives. The soul, when 
embodied, is forced to care for something that is initially presented as external to it 
(‘that which it reached’). On the foundation of this care, we may construct an ethics 
that takes into account the various interests associated with the material and social-
historical aspects of human existence. However, according to the myth, this task is 
toilsome and the soul will look forward to the periods of unembodied rest provided 
by the merciful Zeus; in its mythical-religious terms, this claim acknowledges the 
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existence of contemplative interests of human beings that transcend the exigencies 
of their worldly existence.24  
 Finally, the process of embodiment itself is described in terms of a motion 
between a ‘there’ and a ‘here’, or, if we take into account the presence of the various 
spatial indications (‘from above’, ‘over beyond’, ‘come down more’), in terms of a 
descent. As Plotinus makes clear, in its descent the soul does not really move in any 
transitional sense (i.e., does not ‘mix’ metaphysically with matter; see i 8.14.26-30). 
If, so to speak, an external observer were to witness this event, she would not see the 
soul move, but rather ‘stretch’, that is, acquire an uninterrupted extension, of which 
three ‘parts’ are specified in the passage: a higher part (its ‘head firmly set beyond 
the heaven’), a middle part (the part ‘obliged to take care of that which they 
reached’), and a lower part (the one ‘reaching as far as earth’).25 However, 
Dionysus’ own perspective within the myth is defined precisely by the fact that this 
extension is experienced as a kind of motion intended to cover the distance between 
itself and something other than itself. Dionysus, by trying to catch his mirror-image, 
to which he is attracted but cannot reach, is carried away from the ‘palace’ of the 
intelligible world to the ‘woods’ of the sensible world.26  
 Clearly, Dionysus’ understanding of his own situation is the result of the 
deceptive function of the mirror. What is precisely this deceptive function in the case 
of ordinary mirrors? Given the optical properties of the mirror, an observer can be 

                                                             
24 This tension has been noted and variously assessed in recent discussions of Plotinus’ ethics. 

See Remes 2006 for a good discussion and further orientation. 
25  In Porphyry’s words, “it is by means of an ineffable extension of itself that [the soul’s] 

enclosure in body comes about” (Sen. 28, tr. Dillon). 
26 The imagery of someone chasing his reflection is found in v 8.2.31-6; the passage is usually 

taken to refer to Narcissus, but it could equally well apply to Dionysus. There is a strong connection 

between the two myths in terms of their philosophical significance, which has been noted by J. Pépin 

(see Pépin 1970, 320 and Pépin 1976b, 102-3) and Ghidini Tortorelli 1981. Here it suffices to say that 

in Plotinus’ view the fatal mistake of Narcissus (as also of Dionysus) is not, as in the contemporary 

understanding of the term, the desire he feels for himself (as, e.g., suggested by Seaford 1998, 112: 

“The fall [of the soul] is a consequence of the narcissistic delight of souls in their own mirror-

image.”), but rather his failure to recognize that the image reflected in the waters is actually a mere 

image and indeed an image of his real self. The desire that the soul feels for its image qua its own is 

not wrong for Plotinus; it is the lack of self-knowledge that can make one “not in body, but in soul, 

sink down into the dark depths where intellect has no delight” (i 6.8.14-15). These depths, the other 

side of the mirror, are usually taken to refer to material reality. However, in view of the discussion 

that follows, let us note that matter as such has no depth for Plotinus, since bodies are contained 

within the soul, which provides space for them (iii 9.3.3-4; iv 3.9.36-43; iv 3.22.7-11; v 5.9.29-31). 
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deceived by a mirror in the sense that when she looks at it, she actually sees an 
object (e.g., her face) that is outside the mirror as being in the mirror. This illusion 
has obvious cognitive potential: the mirror reveals what would be otherwise 
inaccessible, being the only device that allows one to see, come to know, and 
recognize one’s own face. This benefit is fraught with many possibilities of 
deception and misrecognition, combined with a number of different affective 
reactions. The image may be obscure or distorted; the observer may not recognize 
that this is her own image, totally dependent on herself for its existence, and attribute 
to it a substantive external existence (or, she may fail to recognize it as her image 
and thus miss even this limited form of self-knowledge); she may identify herself 
through desire with it, ignoring thus the existence of her real self, or she may not like 
what she sees and come to feel loathing, contempt, or shame for her image and her 
self.  
 These different reactions, however, become possible because the mirror 
generates a space in which such images can exist, an illusory space in which one can 
try to ‘enter’, even if this is not physically possible. In this sense, to return to the 
myth, the mirror is not just a toy that induces Dionysus to move from his father’s 
‘palace’ to the ‘woods’. Rather, it ‘contains’ the ‘woods’, or makes it possible for 
the ‘woods’ to exist, and the ‘woods’ are precisely the reflective space in which the 
soul is to extend, to move without actually going anywhere. 
 The importance of the symbol of the mirror is now fully evident. The mirror 
is the device that enables both the figurative presentation of the complex structure of 
the embodied soul through a minimal narrative framework (Dionysus before and 
after looking at it) and the separation of its elements in the proper hierarchical order 
(Dionysus and his image). The fact that this separation is presented as an illusory 
duplication suggests that these elements (the soul and its body) are not ontologically 
distinct. In this sense, the proper understanding of the symbol of the mirror is the 
key that will enable us to “put together again” the realities that thought and myth 
have to separate, and thus grasp the complex unity of the embodied soul. I proceed, 
then, to the investigation of the most obvious possibility in this regard. 
 
 
III. Mirror and Matter 

 
 In interpreting the story of Dionysus within the Plotinian context, the most 
tempting option would be to consider the mirror as a symbol for matter. The 
connection is made as a matter of fact by most scholars discussing or mentioning 
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Plotinus’ allusion to Dionysus;27 it is also developed in detail in Pépin 1970. Pépin’s 
claim for the analogy rests on a number of passages throughout the Enneads, of 
which the strongest and most characteristic is the following: 

It [matter] always presents opposite appearances on its surface, small 
and great, less and more, deficient and superabundant, a phantom 
which does not remain and cannot get away either, for it has no 
strength for this, since it has not received strength from intellect but is 
lacking in all being. Whatever announcement it makes, therefore, is a 
lie, and if it appears great, it is small, if more, it is less; its apparent 
being is not real, but a sort of fleeting frivolity; hence the things 
which seem to be in it are frivolities, nothing but phantoms in a 
phantom, like something in a mirror which really exists in one place 
but is reflected in another; it seems to be filled, and holds nothing; it 
is all seeming. Imitations of real beings pass into and out of it, ghosts 
into a formless ghost, visible because of its formlessness. They seem 
to act on it, but do nothing [...] they go through without making a cut, 
as if through water, or as if someone in a way projected shapes in the 
void people talk about. (iii 6.7.21-33)28  

 This and other similar passages in the Enneads clearly establish strong 
metaphoric links between matter and mirrors, which can be summarized as follows:  
 (i) Sensible objects appear in matter as reflections appear in a mirror; that is, 
as images that are other than the corresponding real objects. In this sense, sensible 
objects/reflections have no substantive reality of their own, but exist in constant 
dependency and for as long as the real objects casting them are present. When the 
                                                             
27 See, e.g., Ghidini Tortorelli 1981, 19; Stamatellos 2007, 144; Wildberg 2011, 229. Ferwerda 

1965, who cites some thirty instances of the use of the mirror metaphor in Plotinus’ works, has a 

rather qualified overall view. Although he considers the elaboration of the mirror-matter analogy as 

an original contribution of Plotinus (23) and he seems to consider the mirror of Dionysus as a symbol 

for matter (16-7), he also identifies the various passages in which Plotinus questions the mirror-matter 

analogy and concludes that mirrors appear in the Enneads as part of carefully articulated metaphorical 

accounts that prevent us from asserting in an unqualified and context-independent manner the 

analogy between the two terms (22). 

28 Pépin supplements this central text with ii 3.17.5; iii 6.9.16-19; 13.34-52; 14.1-2; 31-32; and 

vi 5.8.16-17. In the passage quoted above, Plotinus alludes clearly to Plato’s discussion of chora in 

the Timaeus (49A-53C), which is not surprising, since the starting point for his discussion of matter is 

the identification of the Platonic chora with the Aristotelian matter (ii.4.1; for a brief survey of the 

relevant material, see Bussanich 1994, 23-25; Fleet 1995, 164-7). In this connection, we should note 

that Plato himself never likens chora to a mirror; for a discussion of the reasons, see Kung 1988. 
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real objects depart, the reflections disappear; in the absence of the formative 
influence of the intelligible realities, the sensible objects would disappear (iii 13.34-
38; see also, iv 5.7.44-49; vi 4.10.12-16). 
 (ii) Material objects appear to be in a place (or realm of reality) which is not 
only different from where they really are, but illusory in a fundamental sense: as in 
the case of mirrors, matter appears to ‘contain’ all sensible objects, but it actually 
‘contains’ or ‘holds’ nothing (iii 6.14.24-35). The ontologically deceptive nature of 
both mirrors and matter is associated with their common impassivity (iii 6.9.16-19). 
An image that “comes to” them does not affect in any way their “composition” (iii 
6.11.16-19) and hence does not acquire any substantial reality; this impassivity is a 
necessary condition for their constant and universal receptivity (iii 6.10.9; iii 
6.13.29-31). 
 (iii) Even if the reality of the image depends entirely on the real object being 
reflected, mirrors and matter are a necessary condition for the existence of images, 
since the nature of the image is defined precisely by its “being in something else”. 
Thus, in the same way that without reflective surfaces there would be no ordinary 
images, without matter the sensible world would not exist (iii 6.14.1-5).29 
 However, Plotinus draws attention not only to the similarities between matter 
and a mirror but also, or even more so, to their differences. The fundamental 
difference, which limits in a general sense the validity of the analogy, is that a mirror 
is a qualified object with distinctive characteristics, and as such it is “a form”, while 
matter “is in no way a form” (iii 6.13.39-40). Being in no way a form, matter is that 
which is “altogether obscure” (iv 3.10.10), pure “unlimitedness” (iii 6.7.9), 
“altogether unmeasured, and so altogether unlike” anything unified under some form 
(i 2.2.21).30 The difficulties inherent in talking about such an entity are evident in 
several Plotinian formulations.31 For our purposes, the point is that not only mirrors, 
but also any distinct sensible object (anything beyond mere indeterminate darkness 
or opacity) would be a thoroughly unmotivated symbol for the presentation of 
matter, since ultimately matter is that which “is lacking in all being” (iii 6.7.20-1), 

                                                             
29 Regardless of the particular case of the mirror of Dionysus, the analogy between matter and 

mirrors has been noticed and discussed by many commentators, See, e.g., Gerson 1994, 112-3; 

Schroeder 1980, passim.; Rist 1961, 157. 

30 The unlimitedness and obscurity of matter are stressed throughout the Enneads; see, e.g., i 

8.9.17; i 8.10.11; ii 4.10.22 and 15.9. 

31 For example, matter is static without stability (iii 6.7.14); seems to follow all things, and 

again does not follow them (iii 6.15.31-2); participates as a non-participant (iii 6.14.22); cannot grasp 

what illuminates it, but then grasps something by a sort of theft (i 8 14.39; 47); seems to touch and 

again not to touch form (vi 5.8.18-9). 
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and thus devoid of any attributes upon which an analogy can take hold and gain its 
motivation.32  
 Moreover, some of the concrete differences between mirrors and matter are 
striking. Mirrors, like other reflective surfaces, are able to reflect, precisely because 
of their brightness, smoothness, and apparent transparency: as Plotinus knows from 
the Timaeus, reflection occurs through the “combination of the inner and outer fire, 
each time that they unite on the smooth” and “bright” surface of the mirror.33 We 
have thus the paradox of turning an object especially made to allow the reception, 
combination, and deflection of light into a symbol for something that is captured 
primarily under the visual metaphor of absolute darkness or opacity. More generally, 
a mirror enjoys a separate existence from the reflections seen in it, and is thus visible 
as such, with or without objects reflected in it; matter, on the other hand, is not 
visible as such, something that, as Plotinus notes in iii 6.13.38-47, intensifies both its 
ontological opacity and its deceptive function. 
 Another limit of the analogy concerns the relation between the real object 
and its reflection. In the case of ordinary reflective surfaces, the most striking aspect 
of the phenomenon of reflection is the likeness between the objects and their 
reflections made possible by the special nature of the reflective surface, and the 
possibility of deception depends crucially on the degree of this likeness. This aspect 
of reflection is acknowledged by Plotinus himself at the end of the passage cited by 
Pépin (iii 6.7.43-4); however, a few lines earlier Plotinus has explicitly asserted that 
“what is seen in matter is false and has no sort of likeness to what produced it” (iii 
6.7.39-40). The systematic tension at this point is evident. On the one hand, the 
sensible image must participate in its intelligible archetype; on the other hand, the 
separation between the two realms must be safeguarded. Regardless of the solution 
to this problem, the analogy between matter and a mirror breaks down because 
matter cannot be considered as a suitable medium for the generation of likeness in 
the sense that a mirror is. 
 Plotinus’ awareness of the limits of the analogy between mirrors and matter 
is clearly revealed in vi 5.8, a text concerned explicitly with the problem of 
participation. Plotinus acknowledges that the analogy is legitimate to the extent that 
the relation between sensible and intelligible objects is to be thought of in terms of 
images and archetypes, with the understanding that the image is to be kept separate 
from the archetype, but he worries about the spatial aspects of the analogy, namely, 
                                                             
32 The situation is the reverse from the one envisaged in v 8.3.12-13, where Plotinus notes that 

any image of the Intellect “will be drawn from something worse” (ἐκ χείρονος), that is, from some 

definite sensible reality. 

33 Timaeus, 46B. For the transparency of mirrors, see iii 6.9.16-17. 
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the implication that there is some kind of distance between the archetype and the 
image. In this context, he claims that if one were to speak “in more precise terms” 
(ἀκριβέστερον) the analogy should be abandoned. One should not assume that 

the Form is spatially separate and then the Idea is reflected in matter 
as if in water, but that matter, from every side touching (and again not 
touching) the Idea, receives from the Form, over the whole of itself, 
by its drawing near to it all that it can receive, with nothing between. 
(vi 5.8.16-21) 

 This claim indicates the existence of another metaphorical framework 
through which Plotinus tries to elucidate the nature of participation. The model of 
participation as reflection stresses the separation or distance between the sensible 
and the intelligible and establishes the proper hierarchy of the distinct elements into 
which the sensible world must be analyzed. The model of participation as contact 
suggested in the passage above stresses the proximity between the two realms, 
accounts for their similarity in terms of continuity, and thus aims at grasping the 
complex unity of the sensible world.34 Since a mirror is typically quite thin and the 
reflective image can be considered as an imprint generated through contact, we may 
bring the two frameworks together and consider the mirror as a variation of the 
metaphor of an extremely thin edge or boundary, which Plotinus, in the context of 
the second model, assumes to both separate and bring into contact the intelligible 
and the sensible world.35 Since the function of this boundary is to enable the 
participation of the sensible realm in the order of the intelligible, the brightness and 
smoothness of a mirror makes it an especially suitable symbol for this kind of 
boundary.  
 This line of thought is evident in Proclus’ commentary on the Timaeus. 
Proclus notes that the edges of the universe must be smooth “in order that it might be 
bound together with the soul and the intellect organically (αὐτοφυῶς) […] through 
its similarity to them […], in just the way that mirrors receive reflections in virtue of 
their own smoothness”. On this basis, having identified Dionysus specifically with 

                                                             
34 These two frameworks and the tension created by their existence in Plotinus’ thought are 

discussed in Schroeder 1980. Schroeder notes that, “In the case of the mirror, the language of 

imitation becomes thematic within the context of dynamic continuity, so that the language of 

imitation and the language of dynamic continuity are brought firmly together under one roof” (49).  

35 See, e.g., “The only possibility that remains, then, is that all things exist in something else, 

and, since there is nothing between, because of their closeness (γειτονίᾳ) to something else in the 

realm of real being something like an imprint and image of that other suddenly appears, either by its 

direct action or through the assistance of soul” (v 8.7.12-16; see also iii 6.14.22-4, vi 4.16.17-21).  
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the cosmic soul involved in the generation of the sensible universe, Proclus 
interprets the mirror of Dionysus “as a symbol of the receptivity of the universe to 
intelligible fulfillment (ἀποπλήρωσις)”.36 The use of the mirror by the Titans as an 
instrument of deception recedes thus to the background and Proclus stresses its 
divine origin: the mirror was created by Hephaestus, the god responsible for the 
creation of sensible things, a task clearly similar to that of the cosmic soul (cf. in 
Plotinus iii 2.14.25-6). It is thus clear that, in the metaphorical context of 
participation as contact, the mirror cannot be a symbol for matter as such, since 
matter neither displays any such unifying receptivity to form, nor contributes in any 
other way to the intelligibility of reality. In fact, in a variety of places Plotinus 
explicitly associates this boundary between the sensible and the intelligible with the 
soul.37 
 In sum, there is nothing self-evident about the general symbolic 
identification between matter and mirrors on which the common interpretation of the 
Dionysian mirror rests. The analogy between matter and mirrors captures certain 
aspects of the relation between sensible and intelligible realities, but there are clearly 
other aspects of this relation that cannot be accommodated within the analogy and, 
more importantly, there are symbolic functions of the mirror that point to 
metaphysical entities other than matter. These are largely negative conclusions, but 
clarify the situation and suggest alternatives for a new understanding of the function 
of the Dionysian mirror.  
 
 
IV. Mirror and Soul 
 
 This different understanding can be provisionally captured by the claim that 
the Dionysian mirror refers to the capacity of the soul to extend itself by projecting 
reflective images of itself. In order to explicate and justify this claim we need to start 
from the moment of the initial encounter between soul and matter, that is, the 
embodiment of the cosmic soul. The way in which Plotinus describes the relation 
between matter and soul in the instance of their first ‘meeting’ is as follows: 

With regard to the Soul of the All […] we must consider that the 
terms “entry” and “ensoulment” are used in the discussion for the 
sake of clear explanation. For there never was a time when this 
universe did not have a soul, or when body existed in the absence of 

                                                             
36 In Tim. ii.80.13-24 Diehl. 

37 See, e.g., v 8.7.12-16 (quoted in n.33 above); iv 4.3.11, where soul is identified as the 

frontier (µεθόριον) between the intelligible and the sensible world; iii 9.3.2-3; iv 8.7.6-9. 
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soul, or when matter was not set in order; but one can think of them 
separating them from each other in discourse, as it is allowed to 
analyze any kind of composition in discourse and in thought. For the 
truth is as follows. If body did not exist, soul would not go forth, 
since there is no place other than body where it is natural for it to be. 
If it is to go forth, it will generate a place for itself, and so a body. As 
its [soul’s] rest is, so to speak, strengthened (οἱονεὶ ῥωννυµένης) in 
rest itself, like a great light that shone forth, in the outermost edge of 
the fire, darkness came into being, which the soul informed, when the 
soul saw it, since it came into existence (ὑπέστη). For it was not 
lawful for that which borders on soul to be without its share of 
formative principle, as far as the so-called ‘obscure within the 
obscure’ in what came to be was capable of receiving it. (iv 3.9.12-
29).38 

  This passage touches upon the subject of one of the most heated debates in 
Plotinian scholarship, namely the question of the origin of matter. Is matter an 
original reality of a peculiar kind, or is it generated by some anterior principle, and 
in particular by the soul?39 With regard to the general metaphysical question, the 
complex ambiguity of this highly metaphorical passage does not provide any clear 
answers. The light of the soul is obviously presented as a condition of some kind for 

                                                             
38 For a detailed discussion of this intricate passage, see Vassilopoulou 2002. I have modified 

Armstrong’s translation of this passage substantially, especially in ll. 23-26 (cf. Phillips 2009, 115 for 

an alternative version). There are two main points here. (1) I take the scope of ῥωννυµένης, a 

circumstantial participle in the genitive absolute, to extend over the entire sentence. (2) Both 

Armstrong and Phillips take ὑπέστη to mean that darkness has come into being as a substrate for 

form. However, it seems to me unclear whether ὑπέστη indicates anything more than ἐγίνετο. 

Plotinus uses ὑπέστη frequently (there are about thirty occurrences in the TLG). In many cases the 

meaning is plainly ‘exist’ with no indication of acting as a substrate. On the basis of this evidence, I 

cannot follow Philips in considering this as one of the two passages in which Plotinus states 

unambiguously that “the soul would not descend at all if matter did not already exist” (Phillips 2009, 

115). 

39 In fact, the debate has two related aspects, since it concerns also the function of matter as the 

principle of evil in Plotinus’ metaphysical system; moreover, it involves the notion of intelligible 

matter, with which we are not concerned here. Some of the latest contributions to this debate are 

O’Brien 1999 (a synoptic presentation of the issue), 2011a, 2011b, 2012; Schäfer 2004; Corrigan 

1986; Phillips 2009; and Narbonne 2011, “Study One” (esp. 44-7 for an overview of the various 

possibilities concerning the origin of matter), where further references to earlier literature can be 

found. 
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the coming to be of the darkness of matter; however, the specific function of this 
condition remains unclear. 
 The ambiguities encountered in this passage reach the core of Plotinus’ 
metaphysical problem with matter. In the metaphorical terms of the passage, it 
would be difficult to understand how the light of the soul (with the soul in rest; i.e., 
in direct contact with intelligible reality) can generate the absolute darkness of 
matter. At most, one could say that the light encounters a pre-existing darkness, or 
that darkness emerges at the boundary of light as an unintended side effect of the 
exhaustion of its power.40 But what does the soul encounter? If, in terms of the 
image, to be is to be visible, the soul encounters absolutely nothing that is, or can be 
thought, or enter into any kind of discourse. Thus the soul must make it visible, i.e., 
bring it into being, albeit in some highly qualified sense. This process of 
illumination, as we shall see below, is the information of matter (the production of 
the living body). Nevertheless, the issue of the ‘altogether obscure’ remains: Can we 
say that the soul makes darkness as such visible, which it then further illuminates? 
And if so, does this amount to the generation of matter, or does it presuppose that 
matter somehow already existed?41 
 After this metaphysically puzzling initial moment, the overall picture 
becomes somewhat clearer. In a number of texts, Plotinus describes a multi-stage 
process of the ‘illumination’ of matter by different ‘parts’ of the soul (or ‘soul-
entities’) that results in the progressive generation of material entities with higher 
degrees of specification; on the basis of this process, the soul “is pictured as being 
present to bodies, since it shines into them and makes living creatures, […] abiding 
itself and giving images of itself, like a face seen in many mirrors” (i 1.8.15-19).42 

                                                             
40 Our normal intuitions need to be modified here. In ordinary experience, darkness is the 

‘natural’ initial condition until there is light; in Plotinus’ dazzling image, darkness emerges only 

‘after’ the original light reaches its outermost limit.  

41 Thus, Phillips suggests with regard to the mode of production of matter, that “the timeless 

creation of matter is its eternal illumination by the intelligibles” (Phillips 2009, 136); to which 

O’Brien 2011a responds that illumination and creation must be separated since “the illumination of 

matter would have to be subsequent, if only logically subsequent, to the production of matter” (8). 

O’Brien’s response seems as a direct echo of Plotinus’ claim that “it is allowed to analyze any kind of 

composition in discourse and in thought” (iv 3.9.19-20) for the sake of analytical or expository 

clarity, but, as the rest of Plotinus’ passage indicates, clarity and truth may have rather complicated 

relations in this obscure terrain. 

42 For the ‘illumination’ of matter by soul, see, among others, i 1.12.25-9; ii 9.3.1-5, 11.1-17; 

iv 3.10.1-9; iv 5.6.32; vi 2.22.31-46; vi 4.15.9-19; and Kalligas 2012, 150-1 for a discussion of 

Plotinus’ understanding of the physical model underlying the analogy. 
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Plotinus presents one of the aspects of this process as the generation of the place that 
the soul is to occupy after or through its extension, i.e., its body. In addition to iv 
3.9.22-23, where the claim refers primarily to the cosmic soul (and, perhaps, to soul 
in general), there are two more passages in which the lowest part of the soul is said 
to generate “that in which it is” (v 2.2.30) or “a receptacle for that which generated 
it” (iii 4.1.15-6).  
 As I have already noted in the context of the myth, the generation of this 
peculiar space, the Dionysian ‘woods’, is one of the primary functions of the mirror 
of Dionysus. This space is illusory in a double sense. First, because from a 
metaphysical point of view the soul neither moves in body, nor mixes with matter. 
Second, because it is normally understood metaphorically in the wrong way. We 
tend to think of the soul as extending across the space provided by body (or, as 
entering and leaving the body), while, according to Plotinus, it would be more 
correct to think of the body as entering into the space provided for it by the soul’s 
extension. As Plotinus notes in the continuation of the present passage, where he 
attempts precisely to reverse the standard metaphor, “the universe extends as far as 
soul goes; its limit of extension is the point to which in going forth it has soul to 
keep it in being” (iv 3.9.46-48).43 
 These two points come together in the claim that this space (defined 
metaphorically as the distance between the real position of the object and the 
apparent position of its image within the mirror) is internal to the soul itself. It is 
internal to the soul both in that it is generated through a continuous extension of the 
soul and in that it is a soul-space that the body must ‘enter’ in order to come into 
being and continue to be. Moreover, the unity and continuity of this space is a result 
of its process of generation, that is, the reflective projection of successive images of 
‘lower’ forms of soul; this relation keeps this space unified both through the 
downward similarity of each successive image to the previous one and the upward 
possibility of the reflective return of the lower instance to the higher one.44  

                                                             
43 See also, e.g., iii 7.11.27-36; iii 9.3.3-4; iv 3.22.7-11; v 5.9.29-31. Since the sensible world is 

‘contained’ metaphysically within the soul, the natural outcome of Plotinus’ metaphorical reversal 

would be the claim that the material world would be better called, in honor of its creator, soul world. 

44 The idea that the soul extends through reflective projection, and, thus, internal multiplication 

in a series of images, is constantly present in Plotinus’ work and is elaborated with different 

emphases in different contexts, most often in terms of duplication. Thus, in ii 3.9.32-3 or vi 2.22.33-6 

we encounter only the cosmic soul and its image, namely the ‘lower’ soul associated with nature as a 

whole; in i 1.11.8-15 the issue concerns the relation between the ‘separate’ (upper) soul with the soul 

of the beasts; in iii 9.3 the distinction is between the ‘universal’ and the ‘partial’ soul. Plotinus 

stresses the essential connection between the projection of the soul and the creation of body: the 
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 Could we then say that the soul generates matter as the surface on which it 
then projects itself, bringing, so to speak, into being the external condition on which 
its capacity to extend depends? This claim would imply that the soul, still in a 
condition of full identity with itself, first generates pure and absolute otherness, and 
then becomes other than itself in its attempt to inform this fully indeterminate 
otherness. But how could the soul generate otherness without becoming other than 
itself? What is here the condition and what is the conditioned? We encounter again 
the fundamental aporia of Plotinus’ position: If the soul is to extend, it must 
generate a space for this extension; but, if this space does not already exist, it can be 
generated by the soul only through its extension.  
 The last stage of this progression is determined by the function of the lowest 
image of the soul, which formally can be defined as the part that corresponds to “the 
powers [of the soul] which make and perfect other things different from the soul 
which makes” (i 1.18.22-3), i.e., the part that works somehow in direct contact with 
matter. Plotinus describes the work of this part of the soul in two passages (iii 4.1 
and iii 9.3), in which the work of the ‘lowest’ soul on matter is analyzed in two 
‘moments’. First, the soul is said to produce (as its “image”; iii 9.3.11) something 
that is described as being “not anymore a form of soul”, “not alive”, “absolutely 
indefinite” (iii 4.1), “non-existent”, “in every way dark”, and “altogether without 
reason and intelligence” (iii 9.3); second, this initial image “is perfected [and] it 
becomes a body” (iii 4.1) through the ordering and shaping activity exercised by the 
soul after it has seen what it created (iii 9.3). 
 The nature of the initial product of the soul’s activity, whether it is matter 
itself, or some extremely attenuated form of soul, or some incipient form of body is 
one of the central points of contention in the debate on the origin of matter.45 For the 
purposes of our discussion, what matters is that there must be a last element in the 
chain of the projective extension of the soul, which (1) will be an image of the soul 
(and, hence, a kind of soul, even of the lowest rank); (2) will have a limited creative 
power in direct proportion to its limited capacity for turning back toward the higher 
realities; (3) will exercise its creative power on something that is not soul; while (4) 
                                                                                                                                                                            
(gradually diminishing) illumination of each successive image of the soul by the light that comes 

from above issues directly in the shaping and ordering of the body (see ii 3.17.15-8 and ii 9.11.14-7). 

In other words, every psychic image is necessarily embodied and can be thus described as the 

“shadow of the soul” (iv 4.18.8), “the image of the illumination” (iv 5.7.62), or the “image of life” (iv 

3.10.40) present in living bodies.  

45 For readings claiming that the soul generates matter itself and (then) informs it, see O’Brien 

2011a and 2011b and Schäfer 2004; for readings supporting the view that the soul does not generate 

matter itself even in these passages, see Narbonne 2011, 20-29 and Phillips 2009. 
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the result of its activity will be a product that will resemble its maker (even in an 
extremely qualified sense), but will not have the power to turn back and, hence, 
produce further.46 If we take this last image of the soul to be what Plotinus calls “the 
trace of soul” (ii 3.9.23),47 and the product of its activity (in the ‘second moment’ of 
iii 4.1 and iii 9.3) to be a material entity visibly formed so that it can function as “a 
receptacle for that which generated it” (iii 4.1.15-6), the issue becomes: Where are 
we to locate the Dionysian mirror in this quasi-conceptual, quasi-metaphorical 
topology? 
 Since there is no obvious textual answer to this question, the attempt to 
tackle it must be guided by an overall understanding of the symbolic function of the 
mirror. On the basis of the evidence presented so far, my claim is that the Dionysian 
mirror should be understood as a symbol for the capacity of the soul to ‘bounce 
back’, i.e., to retain its identity on the basis of its power to return to its original 
being, after projecting itself in a series of images of increasing alterity. Or, to put it 
in the terms of iii 9.3, where the soul’s encounter with matter is presented as a move 
of the soul itself towards non-being, “as if walking on emptiness and becoming more 
indefinite” (11-12), the mirror is the symbol for the capacity of the soul to stop this 
process of dispersion at the point of its last trace and re-collect itself as an extended 
entity through the recollection of the unity of its original state.  
 It seems to me obvious that this capacity cannot be attributed to matter, as if 
matter were somehow a medium that could stop this process of dispersion. In fact, if 
there is an ‘external’ origin for the capacity of the soul to hold itself together, this 

                                                             
46 I am relying here on i 1.18.22-3 and v 2.2. With regard to the conjunction of (1) and (3), let 

me note that I do not agree with Phillips’s claim that “Plotinus does not regard this [final] psychic 

trace or shadow as truly a part (µέρος) of the soul, as are nature itself and all higher “images” of the 

Universal Soul” (Phillips 2009, 125). Phillips suggests that Plotinus’ position is shaped by the 

Platonist assumption that no ‘true’ part of the soul (no part retaining a continuous connection with the 

higher soul) can come into direct contact of matter. However, the difference between vi 4.15.16 and 

iv 4.18.6, on which Phillips relies in order to highlight the peculiar status of the trace-soul, does not 

seem to me significant. In the first passage, the final trace of soul is likened to “a kind of warming or 

illumination”; in the second, it is said of the body (and not the trace-soul) that it is not like air that is 

illuminated, but, rather, like air that is warmed, presumably because of the presence of the trace-soul 

that is called in the next line the “shadow of the soul”. Plotinus combines here the models of 

participation as reflection and participation as contact (as he does also in iv 3.9), but there is nothing 

to suggest that the trace-soul is not the last soul image but some ontologically sui generis entity that is 

neither soul, nor body, nor some composite form of them. 
47  Or “the last of the powers above in the last depth of the world below” (iii 4.1.16-17), or “the 

kind of different part of [soul], the most audacious and stupid part of it” (v 2.2.6-7). 
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would be the Intellect that “holds the soul that comes after it ... and holds soul down 
to its last part”, even if “its last part is altogether infinite” (vi 2.22.22-3). If the soul 
were to see itself in the absolute darkness of matter, there would be nothing for it to 
see, and hence it would merely lose itself through this gaze into nothingness. What 
the soul ‘does’ in order to avoid its ultimate dispersion, is to project a final image (in 
the infinitesimal neighborhood where matter can feel some of its warmth and body 
can come into being; see vi 4.15.16 and iv 4.18.6) and focus on it, so that it will not 
disperse any further, but instead gain a reflective surface in which it can still 
(however dimly) recognize itself and reflectively return to itself. If, by projecting 
successive traces or images of itself, the embodied soul moves away from itself, its 
capacity to stop this process of dispersion cannot be based on some external 
‘obstacle’, but rather on its ability to recognize these traces as traces of itself, or, 
else, its ability to see itself in everything it sees. In other words, if what keeps the 
soul together is its original simple unity and the aim of the soul is the recollection of 
this unity through philosophical reflection, the soul cannot accomplish this aim 
merely by turning away from its images: the embodied soul has to start from re-
collecting the extended unity of this series of images (i.e., its own extended identity) 
and this can be done only by looking at them and recognizing itself in each and 
every one of them.  
 We can see now how a number of considerations we have raised earlier in 
our discussion converge. On the one hand, understanding the Dionysian mirror in 
this way respects the empirical conditions of philosophical reflection for embodied 
beings as these are determined by the first person perspective. The individual soul 
never comes into direct contact with matter itself, or, in other words, it does not 
experience its condition as an opposition between its own, already attained and fully 
secure, self-identity and the radical otherness of matter. Rather, the embodied soul 
lives in a dynamic state in which its self-identity is always at risk (never fully 
destroyed; always to be further ‘recovered’) as the soul, in pursuing what it takes to 
be itself, becomes other than itself, and it is precisely this condition that provides the 
starting point of philosophical reflection. On the other hand, this interpretation takes 
into account the primary function of myths according to Plotinus, which is not to 
dissolve complex realities (i.e., the embodied soul, the human self) into their 
constitutive elements (soul and matter), but rather to enable us “to put together 
again” these distinct elements in order to grasp the unity of the complex structure. 
 In the last stage of soul’s ‘descent’, mirror and image, condition and 
conditioned, are one; from the point of view of the soul, its last trace is simply the 
state of its being in which nothing remains from its power apart from its pure 
capacity to return to itself, as if hitting suddenly on a reflective surface. Thus, the 
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‘first moment’ of soul’s interaction with matter entails immediately a ‘second’ 
moment, regardless of whether we consider that in the ‘first moment’ the soul 
generates matter or encounters it. And it is this ‘second’ moment that is placed in the 
foreground through the myth of Dionysus: the moment at which the soul hides 
matter so well under so many layers of form “that it is difficult to find it” (v 8.7.21-
2), or binds it “in a short of beautiful fetters, as some prisoners are in a chain of 
gold” (i 8.15.25) so that its ugliness will not be visible. The bottom layer, the 
Dionysian mirror, is an artifice of the soul and not matter, and this explains how, in 
its wandering towards non-being, the soul “never goes outside itself as it proceeds” 
(iv 3.8.41). 
 A Porphyrian formulation concerning the embodiment of the soul (generic 
enough to capture also Plotinus’ position) may provide a helpful starting point for a 
final clarification: “we must suppose that [the soul] generates powers which incline 
from its self-directed unity towards what is external to it (εἰς τὸ ἔξω), by means of 
which it descends and is interwoven with the body” (Sen. 29). Since these powers 
are fundamentally contemplative, we may take Christian Schäfer’s remark as a 
comment on this process: “And what does soul see in the totally amorphous 
hypokeimenon of matter? Itself, as in a mirror, Plotinus replies (Enn. IV.3[27]12). 
Soul ultimately dreams itself into matter, thus disavowing its contact with reality 
(which is spiritual)” (Schäfer 2004, 276 n15). This comment can be read both as 
implying a metaphorical identification between mirror and matter and as revealing 
the fundamental difficulty of this metaphor in the juxtaposition of “totally 
amorphous” with “mirror”. In these terms, my position amounts to the following 
rephrasing: And what does the soul do when it turns its gaze outside of itself in order 
not to see what cannot be seen? Given Plotinus’ claim that the soul becomes what it 
sees (“as it sees so it is disposed”; iv 4.3.8), the question becomes: And what does 
the soul do in order not to become what it sees, namely, nothing? It focus its gaze on 
its last projection, and in it, as if in a mirror, it can dimly discern the way up to its 
original, but now distant, self. 
 I am not sure whether the “other Intellect” of i 8.9, which is necessary in 
order to know the absolute darkness of matter and “is not Intellect, since it presumes 
to see what is not its own” (18-9), could be identified with the soul. However, the 
way in which Plotinus describes its operation is certainly similar to the way I tried to 
capture the activity of the soul during the formation of the Dionysian mirror: 

As an eye withdraws itself from the light so that it may see the 
darkness and not see it – leaving the light is so that it may see the 
darkness, since with the light it cannot see it; but without something it 
cannot see, but only not see  – that it may be able to see in the way it 
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is possible to see darkness (i 8.9.20-4).  

In the explicitly epistemological context of this passage, this exercise in seeing by 
not seeing is undertaken purely for the sake of cognition, given the ontological 
safety provided by the existence of a domain that is already and securely Intellect’s 
own. In the case of the soul, the engagement with matter and the formation of the 
Dionysian mirror is a matter of life and death, i.e., of establishing its own ‘proper’ 
territory as the in-between of the intelligible and the sensible worlds. 

 
 

 
V. Life in the Mirror 

 
 As I pointed out at the end of Section III, Plotinus insists that there must be a 
dynamic continuity between the intelligible and the sensible worlds and expresses 
this claim in the metaphorical terms of spatial proximity. In this context, the soul, 
responsible for the communication between the two realms, must appear as a 
boundary ‘thin’ enough to bring them into contact.48 When this boundary becomes a 
mirror —a reflective surface that receives an image and projects it back to the 
viewer— the idea of proximity is enriched by the idea of reflective similarity (to 
‘touch’ now means also to ‘be similar’), but one could claim that this change does 
not affect the fundamental ontological structure articulated around the Platonic 
notions of the separation between the sensible and the intelligible world and the 
participation of the former to the latter.  
 However, this enrichment of the metaphor is of crucial importance as far as 
the manner of soul’s existence is concerned. With the introduction of the mirror, the 
thin surface suddenly dilates into a space of extension, projection, illumination, 
reflection, seduction, and pursuit. Even if this space is metaphysically illusory, it is 
the space in which the sensible world exists and the embodied soul spends most of 
its time. In the last part of my discussion, I would like to examine certain aspects of 
the life that the soul lives in this reflective space from the point of view of my 
interpretation of the Dionysian mirror, partly in order to further support it and partly 
in order to explore its philosophical implications. The crucial issue in this context is 
to understand the motivation that initiates and sustains the engagement of the soul 
                                                             
48 If this formulation seems to diminish the role of the soul, let us note that its task is not to 

passively lie between the two realms, but consists in an active and creative “interpretation” 

(ἑρµηνευτική) that connects them (iv 3.11.17-22; see also iii 8.2-4). It is only on the basis of this 

immense labour of the soul that Plotinus can claim that “nothing is a long way off or far from 

anything else” (iv 3.11.22-23). 
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with the sensible world. In terms of the myth: What makes Dionysus look in the 
mirror and what is the nature of the pleasure that keeps his gaze fixed at it?  
 The discussion of soul’s activity in the previous section suggests that we 
could approach this question by distinguishing between the two ‘moments’ of the 
process of the embodiment of the soul. In the first of these moments, the soul ‘falls’ 
or ‘descends’, i.e., projects itself in order to generate its internal extension. In terms 
of the myth, the motivation behind this initial projection would be the childish 
foolishness of Dionysus, but this foolishness points to an original ontological 
characteristic of the hypostasis of the soul. Even within its intelligible rest, the soul 
contains a “restlessly active nature which wanted to control itself and be on its own, 
and chose to seek for more than its present state” (iii 7.11.14-6; with reference to the 
cosmic soul), and thus “it comes out of the intelligible world, and cannot endure 
unity, but embraces its own individuality, and wants to be different, and so to speak 
puts its head outside” (iv 4.3.1-4; with reference to the individual soul) in order to 
gaze at itself in the mirror of Dionysus.49 
 However, the soul does not merely ‘fall’ out of its felt urge to assert its 
individuality (τὸ ἴδιον; v 1.11.12). Since its projection satisfies this urge through the 
formation of an image of itself, the distance between the soul and its image does not 
remain inert. Rather, it is ‘animated’ by the internal gaze of the soul looking at its 
reflected image projected back from the mirror; the function of the Dionysian mirror 
is the presentation of this internal gaze in an ‘objective’ or external manner.50 After 
the moment of projection, we have thus the moment of reflection, in which the soul 
“looks at the image again, as it were directing its attention to it a second time, […] 
forms it and goes into it rejoicing” (iii 9.3.15-7). As this passage suggests, the most 
important aspect of the second moment is the creative engagement of the soul with 
matter. Regardless of whether the soul generates matter or not in the first moment, 
their interaction is sustained through the creative activity of the soul, which is 
responsible for the shaping, ordering, and managing of the sensible world. 
 We may thus assume that the motivation behind the second moment is 
essentially an urge to create. If this is the case, we should note that the image of 
                                                             
49 iii 7.11.11-30 and iv 4.3 should be read in conjunction with v 1.1, where the theme of 

“audacity” is elaborated with reference to individual souls, and i 8.14.52, where Plotinus raises the 

possibility that an “affection” (παθοῦσα) of the soul itself may be behind the generation of matter. 

50 A physical analogy to the two moments would be the distinction between placing yourself in 

front of a mirror without looking at it (an image will be formed automatically, but no conscious 

relation will be established between you and the image) and looking at the mirror (establishing thus 

an affective relation with your image and an experienced sense of distance, e.g., ‘This image is 

beautiful, I want to come closer to it’; ‘This image is ugly, I want to move further away from it’). 
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Dionysus looking in the mirror is an odd symbol for a divine or mortal creator. This 
oddness starts to dissolve when we consider the general analysis of creativity offered 
by Plotinus in iii 8. The central principle of this discussion is the claim that action of 
any kind (both making and doing) “is for the sake of contemplation and vision” (iii 
8.6.1-2). On this basis, Plotinus distinguishes between two forms of “making and 
action”: the first, in which “the doer or maker had nothing in view beyond the thing 
done”, is called a “weakening of contemplation”; the second, in which the creator 
“had another prior object of contemplation better than what he made”, is called a 
“consequence of contemplation” (iii 8.4.40-4). 
 According to Plotinus, the soul, especially as cosmic soul, is clearly a creator 
of the second kind, since it has access to the intelligible paradigm of creation prior to 
the making of the sensible world and operates without the effort that characterizes 
the first kind of creation.51 In this sense, the motivation behind its creative 
engagement with the sensible world would be its desire to impart everywhere the 
“order and beauty according to the pattern which it sees in the Intellect” (iv 7.13.5-
7). However, this desire needs further elucidation in view of the question raised by 
Plotinus himself in iii 8.4.44-5: If the aim of creation is contemplation, how are we 
to understand a creator who, although “is able to contemplate what is truly real, will 
deliberately go after its image?” In the parallel case of ordinary making and doing by 
artists or people of action, Plotinus seems to hold that the strength of the creative 
urge stands in inverse ratio to the contemplative capacity of an individual:  

Because contemplation is not enough for them, since their souls are 
weak and they are not able to grasp the vision sufficiently, […] but 
still long to see it, they are carried into action, so as to see what they 
cannot see with their intellect. When they make something, then, it is 
because they want to see their object themselves and also because 
they want others to be aware of it and contemplate it, when their 
project is realized in practice as well as possible” (iii 8.4.32-5).  

This claim may account for the relevant variation in individual souls, but cannot be 
applied directly to the entire hypostasis of the soul. In this case, the relevant 
consideration seems to be that although the soul is capable of contemplating the 
intelligible objects that guide its creative activity, nevertheless it does not possess or 
contain them in a way that could fully satisfy its contemplative interests (we shall 
return to this point below). In this sense, the soul’s creative urge is essentially re-
creative, or as Plotinus notes, its “unquiet power” springs form its will “to keep on 

                                                             
51 See v 8.7; iv 4.11-13; iv 3.11.8-14; iii 3.3.13-17; ii 9.12.12-24; the mode of operation of the 

cosmic soul applies also, in a qualified way, to the ‘lower’ part of the ‘universal’ soul, namely nature.  
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transferring constantly what it saw there to something else” (iii 7.11.21-2). 
 However, Plotinus’ discussion of the activity of the ‘partial’ soul suggests 
clearly the existence of a ‘weak’ dimension of the creative power of the soul. In this 
context, the soul moves towards non-being, “as if walking on emptiness” (i.e., with 
no prior conception of what it is doing), “when it goes towards itself, for, wishing to 
be directed towards itself it makes an image of itself” (iii 9.3.10-7). This passage is 
important not only because it indicates that the soul may be working without a plan 
at the initial moment of its creative project, but also because it reformulates the 
creative objective of the soul in a way that fits better with the myth of Dionysus. The 
soul does not merely aim to recreate the intelligible reality in the sensible world in 
order to contemplate in a derivative way what it saw ‘there’ in the ‘here’ of material 
reality. In doing so, what it really wants is to contemplate itself, and this explains 
why its creative instrument is a mirror and its work is an image of itself. If this is the 
case, the “joy” (iii 9.3.15-7) that the soul feels at the end of its activity in the 
contemplation of the finished product is the joy of self-recognition and the 
motivation behind its gaze towards its image (which simultaneously establishes the 
image as its image and produces the sensible body as an ‘external’ object of regard 
for the soul) would be a desire for self-knowledge, the pursuit of the pleasure of self-
knowledge. 
 This conclusion is not surprising. If the aim of creation is contemplation and 
if the paradigmatic contemplator, the Intellect, contemplates nothing but itself 
(without, of course, the need for any action), we should be alert to the implicit 
connection between any creative activity and a quest for self-knowledge. In the 
minimal conceptual economy of the mirror metaphor, soul’s self-knowledge is 
expressed in terms of a literal self-recognition: the soul sees its image, recognizes 
itself in it, and is attracted to it. Indeed, here the metaphorical and the literal come 
paradoxically together: self-recognition understood in literal visual terms becomes 
possible for the first time, since it is through its embodiment that the soul acquires a 
visible body, the eyes with which it can see it, and the capacity to feel pleasure in the 
vision. 
 Of course, the conclusion we have reached has to be seriously qualified. 
Even if it is the case that the soul creates an image of itself in order to contemplate 
and know itself, when it recognizes itself in its image, this is actually an instance of 
misrecognition, since it involves the illusion of an imaginary displacement of the 
soul and reveals its lack of self-awareness about its original unity and identity.52 In 
                                                             
52  In order to gain true self-knowledge, the soul must turn its attention away from its sensible 

creations and, through an inward process, ascend to the intelligible principle or origin of both itself 

and the sensible world, namely the Intellect (see, e.g., i.6.8; iv 3.12.10-12). Nevertheless, even within 



 
- 31 - 

other words, what from an empirical point of view appears as the achievement of a 
distinct and unified individual existence, from a metaphysical point of view is 
nothing but a loss of unity for the soul, effected through its projective duplication 
and dispersion on the surface of the Dionysian mirror. Nevertheless, if life in the 
ordinary sense, or the sensible world in general, is to emerge and be everlastingly 
preserved, the soul must recognize itself in its image, so that a constitutive link 
between the two will be forged and maintained, even if this implies a permanent 
tension and a constant possibility of deception.53 It is only this moment of 
misrecognition, in which the soul risks its original self-identity, that establishes a 
unifying relation between the soul and its image and marks the constitution of the 
individual soul as an extended or embodied entity with its own kind of unity.54  
 On the one hand, then, the misguided desire that the soul, deceived by the 
Dionysian mirror, feels for its own image feeds its dispersive energy and creative 
urge that take it out of its original condition. On the other hand, this same desire 
keeps the soul within itself, since, protected by the Dionysian mirror, even the most 
dispersed soul cannot desire anything other than what it takes misleadingly to be 
itself, and hence cannot disappear in the radical alterity of matter. In this way, the 
embodied soul manages to keep itself together and discharge its unusual ontological 
task of occupying the apparently non-existent domain of reality ‘in-between’ the 

                                                                                                                                                                            
the logic of Plotinus’ position, the creative project of the soul can be defended in a variety of ways. 

Apart from its obvious metaphysical significance recognized by Plotinus himself (without it there 

would be no sensible world and no completion of reality), one could argue, contra Plotinus, that the 

best way in which something that has been generated as an image can know itself is by generating its 

own image, trying precisely to replicate within itself the reflective duplication that made it exist. In 

terms of Plotinus favorite father/child metaphor (which is present in the myth in the Zeus/Dionysus 

relationship), the point would be that the best way to know your father and yourself as the child of 

your father may be by being yourself the father to your child, even if you run the risk of being 

characterized as a “restlessly active nature”. 

53 See iv 1.2.42-8; iv 3.9.15-19; iii 2.1.20-21. 

54 A soul that remains constantly within itself without ever ‘recognizing’ its image, i.e., 

without establishing “a relationship to a body of a certain type in which it lives” on the basis of the 

“attraction” that it feels for it after having shaped it by “projecting from itself a particular reason 

principle” (Porphyry, Sen. 29) would correspond to a rather weird form of life. In any case, this 

would be impossible for any soul apart from the cosmic soul, and the universe as a whole is indeed a 

unique animal, as Plotinus himself recognizes in iv 3.17.28-32: “But if every living creature was like 

the All, a perfect and sufficient body and in no danger of suffering, then the soul which is said to be 

present would not be present in it, and would give it life while remaining altogether in the upper 

world”. 



 
- 32 - 

intelligible and the sensible.55 
  Living in this domain, which is nothing other than the reflective space of the 
Dionysian mirror, makes the soul “amphibious, compelled to live by turns the life 
there, and the life here” (iv 8.4.32-35). This can be taken to mean that the embodied 
soul has a choice: either to turn its attention ‘upwards’, withdrawing itself from the 
sensible world in order to contemplate the real being of the intelligible realm, or to 
turn its gaze ‘downwards’, engaging itself, whether cognitively, affectively, or 
practically, with its image in the material world (see i 11.1-8; iii 9.8-9; iv 8.3.24-30; 
v 3.3.37-40). These options are not symmetrical. When the soul gazes ‘upwards’, it 
exercises its primary activity, namely the activity that constitutes it as a substance. 
When it gazes ‘downwards’, it exercises its secondary activity, which, even if it 
follows naturally from the kind of being it is, is not strictly speaking necessary for 
the attainment of its proper substantial nature (see iii 9.5; iv 3.10.29-42).56 
Moreover, if this downward gaze becomes so strong that the soul identifies with its 
image (i.e., if the soul is seduced by its image to the extent that its primary concern 
becomes the pursuit of the pleasures associated with the existence of the image), the 
result would be the soul’s alienation from its true nature and its thorough 
fragmentation in the realm of the sensible world.57 
 The existence of these options generates the fundamental tension that shapes 
the inner life of the individual soul.58 As a result of both their function and their 
inherent tendency, individual souls have to live in a state of a thoroughly dynamic 
tension, negotiating continuously the demands of the fact that they “have somewhere 
they come from […] and somewhere to go to, and a going down and going about: 
consequently also a going up” (iii 9.3.5-6). Moving constantly “in both directions” 

                                                             
55 Εἰς δὲ τὸ µεταξύ ἐστιν ἐν τῶ οἰκείῳ, “in between [the soul] is in its own domain” (iii 9.3.15). 

56 The distinction between the primary and secondary activity of a substance, which is a 

general feature of Plotinus’ metaphysics, has been discussed extensively. See, e.g., O’Meara 1993, 

Chs. 6-7 or Emilsson 2007, Ch. 1; and, with special reference to the soul, Kalligas 2000, 31-35, 

Schäfer 2004, 270-2, Caluori 2005, and Menn 1998, 113. 

57 This would be the condition of a ‘fallen’ soul, if we understand this term with the usual 

moral connotations and regard it as a contingent possibility without any connection to a supposed 

‘original sin’ associated necessarily with embodiment itself. Plotinus describes this condition and its 

effects in a number of texts. The most thorough account is iv 8.4; it can be supplemented by i 

8.14.25-54, iv 3.17.22-32, iv 8.8.17-24, which bring out various aspects of this condition. 

58 J. Rist, in a discussion of the effects that sensation and memory—necessary tools for the 

management of the body—have on the soul, summarizes succinctly this tension: “It is, as it were, 

Catch 22 for the soul: it must act in the world and it is right to do so […], but if it does, it will almost 

certainly sink too far and be “converted” to its inferiors” (Rist 1983, 149). 
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(iv 4.3.12), the soul does not merely choose to look here or there, but on the basis of 
its extraordinary ontological plasticity alters itself in accordance with the objects of 
its attention, since, as Plotinus puts it, “as it sees so it is disposed” (iv 4.3.8; cf. iv 
4.3.6). The object of the soul’s attention, which determines at each moment its state, 
can be either intelligible or sensible. In both cases, this object “comes to the soul not 
by possession” (iv 4.3.8), i.e., it is not an object generated originally by the soul 
itself through its own cognitive resources (its powers of thinking and imaging), 
which have thus no ontological import. Accordingly, the object is not necessarily 
and continuously present to the soul; since it is externally given, its presence is 
contingent and intermitted. 
 However, it is precisely because the soul “possesses all things in a secondary 
way, and not so perfectly”, that it has the capacity to “become all things” (iv 4.3.10-
1). In this formulation we can see clearly the peculiar status of the soul in Plotinus’ 
hierarchy of reality. On the one hand, we may consider the soul as an inferior kind of 
Intellect, on the basis that it cannot provide for itself the objects of its self-
constitutive contemplation. The soul cannot see as it is disposed, it does not contain 
its origin within itself, and hence it is not available to itself as a secure object of 
contemplation that would lead to a self-sufficient and self-transparent identity, 
without any need of creative projection and reflective recollection. On the other 
hand, we may consider the soul as something ontologically unique, precisely 
because it manages to retain its identity (with all the risks we have been considering) 
and never goes out of itself, even if, in its constant movement, it has to “become all 
things” or, being intelligible, “be able to participate in the sensible” (iv 8.7.3) in 
order to fulfill its task as a universal interpreter and ensure that nothing remains 
without its share of intelligibility. If we take this second alternative seriously, the 
soul cannot be that which ‘looks upwards’ and merely accidentally ‘flows 
downward’, but is has to be that which simultaneously and always looks both 
upwards and downwards, Dionysus with his mirror.59 
 At the outset of the discussion, I noted the elliptical way in which Plotinus 
presents the myth of Dionysus. Gone are all the sensational details about the role of 
the Titans, the fate of Dionysus, the punishment for the horrible crime committed, all 
these elements that could offer an insight into what Nietzsche, in his interpretation of 
                                                             
59 The dynamic condition of the soul is discussed by Emilsson 1988, 28-9 and Kalligas 2000, 

29-30, 35-6 in terms of soul’s capacity to fluctuate between different objects. Emilsson seems to go 

further in the direction outlined here when he claims that “the soul is a fluctuating entity” (29); 

Kalligas refuses to assign any ontological weight to this capacity of the soul, attributing to it merely 

the “subjective variations” associated with the experience of reality by different individual souls, 

while “soul itself is, properly speaking, not undergoing any such fluctuation or alteration” (30). 
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the myth of Dionysus-Zagreus, would call the tragic aspect of existence.60 All that is 
left is the child Dionysus playing with his divine mirror the ultimate virtual reality 
game, and facing the danger of becoming too entangled with the images of the game, 
to the point of identifying himself with them, leading, as it were, a ‘second life’.61  
 One could interpret Plotinus’ choice as the ‘sanitizing’ gesture of a 
philosopher, whose rational orientation is expressed in a minimum 
acknowledgement of traditional religious beliefs, once they have been purged of 
their grosser superstitious elements. However, as the discussion has shown, Plotinus’ 
allusion to the myth of Dionysus is much more philosophically motivated and 
productive, primarily because it enables him to pursue the issue from the internal 
perspective of the human soul itself. From an external point of view, embodiment 
does not change the metaphysical status of the soul and appears as a rather 
inexplicable interaction between soul and matter that either intensifies the 
fragmentation of reality or makes possible the very limited unification and 
determination of material reality. What is missing from this account would be a way 
to relate these ontological considerations to our experience of reality qua souls. 
Within the broadly idealistic framework of Plotinus’ philosophy, this requirement 
generates the need for a ‘phenomenological’ account of the soul’s involvement with 
body, a story that the soul would tell to itself in order to make sense of its embodied 
condition, both theoretically and practically. Dionysus and his mirror are at the core 
of this story, which must respect the experience of the soul itself, i.e., present the 
ways in which the soul is transformed through its embodiment, explain the nature of 
the ties that bind it to its body, as well as bring to the fore the fundamental illusion 
that underlies this experience and the risks it entails for the identity of the soul.62 

                                                             
60 Nietzsche’s initial philosophical interpretation of the myth, which shares with the 

Neoplatonists a metaphysical understanding of the tearing of the god in terms of fragmentation and 

individuation, but construes the Dionysian itself in terms borrowed from Schopenhauer’s philosophy, 

can be found in the Birth of Tragedy, §10. Nietzsche, unlike contemporary scholars, thought that the 

Orphic tradition and the myth goes back even to pre-Homeric times; for a discussion of his 

knowledge and understanding of the myth, see Biebuyck et al. 2004. 

61 The ‘childishness’ of the soul is explicitly suggested in v 1.1.9-11. More generally, life (i.e., 

the soul) “does not rest from ceaselessly making beautiful and shapely living toys” (iii 2.15.32-3; see 

the rest of the passage for a classic statement of the idea that human life is a play). Even those who 

have knowledge of the “higher beauty” of the intelligible reality “do not treat this earthly beauty with 

disrespect, since they see in it the creation and plaything of that other” (iii 5.1.60-3); after all, there is 

“no risk in playing with what is our own creation” since playing is itself a way of contemplating (iii 

8.1.8). 

62 I would like to thank Prof. S.R.L. Clark, Prof. T. Kukkonen, Dr. M. Chase, Prof. J. Ganeri 
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