Iatromantic Healing Tradition

The iatromantic or Healer prophet  figures represent an  inner tradition that is at the heart of the development of western culture which we see traces of through the Bronze age and which surfaces in the figures of the presocratic philosophers Parmenides and Empedocles.  In mainstream accounts Parmenides is seen as being the father of logic and Empedocles the father of physics.

Both Parmenides and Empedocles are pivotal spiritual teachers laying out a mysterious and organic spiritual way which is intimately bound up with the development of our civilisation. This tradition emerges in Greece in the late Archaic age (the Archaic age begins in 800 BC Parmenides appears 415 BC); this is the age of Homer and the writing of the Iliad and the Odyssey and of Hesiod who wrote the Theogony or poems of creation.

What appears at this time is a series of seers or magical healers described as iatromantis literally healer prophets who came out of the North. There is a particular mythical figure called Abaris who rode on a arrow; he banished plague predicted earthquake and taught the worship of his god Hyperborean Apollo. He is associated with amber, the swan and his ancient garden lies “at the back of the North Wind;” some speculations have located his ancient garden in Avalon,  modern Glastonbury.

There are stories of followers of this tradition Aristeas a Greek from the sea of Marmora who went into the North at the bidding of Apollo and who could bilocate and send his soul out across the world, Hermotimus of Clazomenae also could send out his soul and perform works of healing.

We see also the figure of Epimenides a cretan seer who spent 57 years in a cave in Knossos. He is described as a Kouros which is a term from archaic Greece which could best be translated as young hero or servant of the mysterious Goddess  who through his immersion in the cave becomes a great shaman and also a law giver. He purified the sanctuary of Athens after it was violated.

 Parmenides we see  described by Peter Kingsley as a priest of Apollo Oulis or Apollo the death giver and reviver. He too is described as a kouros and  his poem in which the instructions at the base of logic are described is an account of a journey to the Gats of Night  at the Abyss of Tartarus which is the mysterious place in which the world of the Gods and the Underworld come together. He is conducted there on a chariot led by the daughters of the sun and as he travels there is a mysterious piping sound caused by the axles of the wheels. He is challenged by the Goddess Themis or Justice and the Daughters of the sun use cunning and persuasion to get past the Goddess and cause the doors to open. He is then brought before a mysterious nameless goddess who expounds to him the way of truth and the way of seeming. There is a key point in the poem in which he appears to be given a choice of 3 ways only for the Goddess to demonstrate that only 1 way is possible: there is first of all the way or path of that which is not which cannot be spoken of and goes nowhere there  is the path of is and is not. This is described as a path of the two headed which turns back on itself and also goes nowhere and finally the only true path is that of isness.  Noticing the path of isness brings us to the moment of Kairos the emergent transformative moment.
There is much that could be said about this but there are some key points that we need to remember. Parmenides said that his teacher taught him only Heyschia or stillness and all came from that. This vision and teaching therefore comes out of that same stillness or Heyschia which is the heart of inner practice and certainly the heart of Psycho-Spiritual Psychotherapy. The process is a descent from the surface into the interior and from Time into Eternity. The vision of the three paths  is a powerful teaching about the  nature of Being and of awareness in the moment. By attending to the Goddess and by use of a particular quality of awareness called metis we open to the kairos moment become the kouros and see as the Goddess sees knowing both the way of truth and the way of seeming..
The state of awareness described as metis we find in both in Homer’s Odyssey and the Iliad; it is similar to the Buddhist sense of mindfulness if we take this as a sense of all round awareness rather than as a the more limited sense of a meditative practice. It is described in the Homeric literature as the awareness needed by a charioteer or a sailor; in archaic Greece both such vehicles were notoriously unstable and to successfully navigate them depended on considerable skill and capacity to be aware of the process of the sea and wind in the case of the sailor and the charioteer in war or sport similarly needed awareness of the horses, terrain and the behaviour of others. 
 Empedocles, in the fragments of his poem elaborates the insights we get from Parmenides. He describes himself as a deathless god, a master of divination and healing who can bind the winds, bring rain and bring back the strength of a man gone to hades.

He describes an inner cosmology in which all things are governed by 2 principles  Love and Strife; Love binds and mixes things together and Strife separates. The energy of Love is Aphrodite the enchanting and bewitching Goddess who binds all into complex forms the Strife energy is Persephone the Goddess of Death  These are perceived as 2 vortices and whirlings and we work with the death energy to free ourselves from the whirlings of Aphrodite. 
He also develops the principles of the 4 elements for the first time. We have Zeus as the Shining aither or air that surrounds the earth Hera as the earth Aidenous or Hades as fire and Nestis as water. He tells us to learn things a in a peculiar way.
Peter Kingsley translates Empedocles in his book Reality thus:-
“Excerpt 1

Come now; watch with every palm how

Each single thing becomes apparent. Don’t hold

Anything you see as any more of an assurance

Than whatever you hear, or give those loud sounds 

You happen to be hearing preference 

Over the sharp tastes on your tongue. And don’t

reject the assurance provided by any other limb

that offers some passage for perception, but perceive how each single thing becomes apparent.  
Excerpt 2

If you press them down
Beneath your dense packed diaphragm

And oversee them with good will and with

Pure attention to the work, they will all

Without the slightest exception stay with you

For as long as you live. And, from them, 

you will come to possess many other things.

For they grow, each according to its

Inner disposition, in whatever way their nature dictates.

But if you reach out instead after other kinds of things; 

After the ten thousand worthless things that exist among humans,

Blunting their cares then you can be sure they will only too gladly leave you
With the circling of time, longing to return to their own dear kind.

For you need to know that everything has awareness and a share of awareness.
Excerpt 3
The might of aither chases it into the sea

sea spits it out onto solid ground, earth spits it

up into the rays of the radiant sun and suns hurls it

into the whirlpools of aither. One receives it from another then another from another

and they all hate it. This is the way I too am now going
an exile from the gods and a wanderer placing my trust

in Mad Strife.”
In the first excerpt we find Empedocles describing the fundamental practice of bringing awareness into all the senses in the beginning of a process called incubation  This is a profound process of embodiment in which we bring our awareness into all 5 senses simultaneously and in so doing move into the 6th consciousness of gnosis or inner knowing.

 In the second excerpt he invites us to participate in the process of descent with the vigorous phrase “press down beneath your dense packed diaphragm” letting our awareness move into the interior and there following a process which he describes in the third excerpt.
  He describes an alchemical process of transformation under the influence of Strife. It is Strife or Persephone who is companion and teacher to Empedocles so we who learn to follow this way follow the nameless Goddess of death, dying before we die. In the incubation process described above we bring awareness into the senses and descend and enter this organic moving process.  This is a process that does itself if we continue to give attention and cultivate the quality of metis. Empedocles indicates this to be a moving process spiralling round and round under the influence of  Persephone until finally we become as the deathless gods.

The Iliad and the Odyssey speak in great detail about these matters. The Trojan war which is the subject of the Iliad is set in motion because Paris prince of Troy chooses Aphrodite as the most beautiful of 3 Goddesses and is given Helen of Troy by her. This indicates the centrality of choice in this way and that the whole story is under the influence of Aphrodite and speaks to us of the way of seeming and deception. We see this right in the beginning of the story in which Agamemnon under the influence of apate or divine intoxication steals the slave girl of Achilles.  This theft and intoxication sets the scene for a story that deeply explores the deceptive way of seeming and illusion.

The story ends with a chariot race at the funeral games of Patrokles and Nestor the wise man of the Acheans instructs his son in the ultimate chariot arts. He describes a way of being aware of the chariot and sighting around an oak post that is the turning post that must always be kept in awareness to enable the turn towards the home straight. This is an important moment and a link with the Odyssey. The Odyssey is concerned with the return home and we see both Odysseus and Penelope showing us how to work with the quality of metis; Odysseus openly in his adventures and Penelope through the practice of dream incubation.

Both books have an enormous amount of information about this path but there is one particular sequence and set of images which is important. The chariot race in the Iliad gives us the image of the pole that is the turning post. This is an important inner image which we see in many spiritual systems it is the world axis, in Sufism it later become the idea of the Qutb the Pole of the age a human being who links the worlds together; there is a link also with the idea here of zikr the practice of remembrance which brings us back to the divine. Homer tells us to keep the turning post in our sight at all times. This is a crucial practice in relation to the development of metis but is also a hint that we should look for the appearance of the pole at other times in the poem.

There is a key point in the Odyssey about the descent into the kingdom of the dead. They reach the entrance to the underworld and they dig a trench which they fill with blood Odysseus stands above it with a sword. The feeding of blood represents the giving of attention and life force into the underworld; the first ghost that emerges is one of their companions who has just fallen to his death by being drunk and heedless. Odysseus promises to build a grave mound for him and to place an oar upright in the mound. We are shown here the effects of losing metis and in the image are shown a grave mound with an oar standing upright that somehow looks like a ship and the oar reminds us of the turning post. This shows us the qualities that are needed in order to descend. Odysseus using these qualities descends into the underworld much as we do in the incubation process finding teaching and guidance  and then descending into the ancestral field meeting the errors and the gifts of the ancestors. At one point he encounters Jocasta at another Agamemnon finally encountering the figure of Herakles the archetypal Hero and Kouros. On returning from Hades they are described as the twice born a traditional  title for initiates.

At the end of the Odyssey we find the pole image again. In order to make peace with Poseidon Odysseus must take a oar and walk until he comes to the centre of world the furthest place away from the sea until somebody does not recognise the oar and thinks it is a winnowing fan. He plants the oar in the ground and thus the earth axis is put in place. Only then is he truly home.

 All of these processes are accessed through the incubation practice which is essentially an act of awareness and surrender. I encourage us just to keep practising with it. Like Parmenides we must learn heyschia and practice working with kairos. We must bring ourselves into the 5 senses and then move into the interior let the  common sense, as Peter Kingsley describes the sensation of innerness, be the turning post for us and surrendering into it let ourselves be worked on discovering that all is within and like the iatromantis our souls are directed wherever we need to be.

Ian Rees December 2007
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