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Proclus: Imagination as a Symptom 

Guy Claessens 

 

In the history of a specific idea there are moments of reception that radically alter a 

concept’s functioning, moments where its meaning is transplanted in such a way that an 

internal rupture emerges. In the case of imagination the Neoplatonist Proclus (410/412-485) 

seems responsible for such a disruptive reception. Proclus is generally held to be the first to 

have systematically cut imagination’s exclusive ties with sense-data in his projectionist 

philosophy of mathematics, presented in his Commentary of the First Book of Euclid’s 

Elements (Bouriau 2002, 49). Proclus’ theory of geometry consists in a frontal attack on the 

traditional, Aristotelian viewpoint that geometry deals with sensible objects qua planes, qua 

lines, etc. From Aristotle’s point  of view (Metaph. 1077b24-30), geometry ‘makes 

abstraction from’ or ‘leaves unconsidered’ the material composition of a specific object, by 

filtering out the properties of sensible objects that are not mathematically relevant. According 

to Proclus, in geometry discursive thinking uses imagined representations of innate concepts. 

Due to and within imagination these unextended ideas are projected as extended and divisible. 

Therefore the Neoplatonist is called, along with Descartes, a philosopher of the productive 

imagination (Bouriau 2002, 47; Rabouin 2009, 178), a term hardly compatible with the 

traditional, Aristotelian vocabulary. 

The compatibility of this productive geometrical imagination with imagination’s 

functioning in other contexts of the Neoplatonist’s oeuvre, where imagination is generally 

understood as the deceitful receptacle of the imprints from sensible objects, is a much debated 

topic.1 Nonetheless, imagination’s ambiguous and shifting meaning in the Proclean’ corpus is 

generally believed to be an interpretative problem. In the present article I will argue that by 

introducing imagination’s productive side and by simultaneously holding on to its traditional 

features, Proclus wittingly or unwittingly reveals a shift in meaning and functioning that was 

always already proper to imagination as a mediating place between sensibility and 

intelligibility, between productivity and reproductivity. For that reason, imagination’s 

ambiguous meaning throughout the Proclian corpus should not so much be considered an 

interpretative problem as a symptomatic manifestation of an underlying structure – a system 

                                                 
1 Charles 1971; Blumenthal 1977; Watson 1982a; MacIsaac 2001; Lautner 2002. Examples of passages 
displaying imagination as a receptacle of sensible input are: Proclus, In Platonis Alcibiadem i, 245, 15ff.; 
Proclus, In Platonis Rem Publicam, II, 350, 20 and Proclus, In Parmenidem, 893, 15ff. 
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of thought based on binary oppositions like soul/body, intelligible/sensible, etc. – that fails to 

be stabilized.  

 

I. Proclus’ Mathematical Imagination 

 

When describing imagination’s modus operandi the Neoplatonists face a remarkable 

paradox, as Watson 1994, 4792 remarks. On the one hand, there is an inevitable presumption 

of deceit, due to imagination’s association with the senses and its status as image-making 

faculty; on the other hand, imagination’s mediating function between the sensible and the 

intelligible realm makes it a possible tool to catch a glimpse of a higher world. Furthermore, 

the Neoplatonists launch the mirror metaphor in the discourse on imagination (Sheppard 

1997, 115), thereby affirming the ambiguous role the mirror already played in Plato’s texts. In 

his disapproving of the mimetic arts in the Republic Plato had blamed the mirror for 

producing nothing but illusions, i.e. copies of copies (596d-e). In the Timaeus on the other 

hand, he turned the mirror upside down as a metaphor:  

 

[...] πυκνὸν καὶ λεῖον καὶ λαμπρὸν καὶ γλυκὺ καὶ πικρότητα ἔχον μηχανησάμενος 

ἵνα ἐν αὐτῷ τῶν διανοημάτων ἡ ἐκ τοῦ νοῦ φερομένη δύναμις, οἷον ἐν κατόπτρῳ 

δεχομένῳ τύπους καὶ κατιδεῖν εἴδωλα παρέχοντι, φοβοῖ μὲν αὐτό.2 (Tim. 71b2-5) 

 

This ‘positive’ role of the mirror (metaphor) is only ascribed to imagination by the 

Neoplatonists when the faculty is related to higher realms of being. The incentive is found in 

Plotinus’ Enneads (IV.3.30, 5-6 and I.4.10), where intuitive thoughts are mirrored by means 

of λόγοι, discursive sequels to those thoughts:3 

 

Ἴσως δ’ἂν εἴη τοῦ λόγου τοῦ τῷ νοήματι παρακολουθοῦντος ἡ παραδοχὴ εἰς τὸ 

φανταστικόν. Τὸ μὲν γὰρ νόημα ἀμερὲς καὶ οὔπω οἷον προεληλυθὸς εἰς τὸ ἔξω 

                                                 
2 He fashioned it [i.e. the liver] dense and smooth and bright and sweet, yet containing bitterness, that the power 
of thoughts which proceed from the mind, moving in the liver as in a mirror which receives impressions and 
provides visible images, should frighten this part of the soul. Transl. Lamb = Plato 1925. 
3 Plotinus’ views can hardly be called systematic, see Blumenthal 1971, 88; Nikulin 2002, 178; Rizzerio 2003. 
Nonetheless, Rizzerio 2003 tries to present a systematic and comprehensive account.  
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ἔνδον ὂν λανθάνει, ὁ δὲ λόγος ἀναπτύξας καὶ ἐπάγων ἐκ τοῦ νοήματος εἰς τὸ 

φανταστικὸν ἔδειξε τὸ νόημα οἷον ἐν κατόπτρῳ.4 (Enneads, IV.3.30, 5-10) 

 

Plotinus’ description of the mirroring imagination is in fact a remarkable transformation of 

Socrates’ account in the Theaetetus (206d). Here, the λόγος is presented as the act of making 

thought visible (τὸ τὴν αὑτοῦ διάνοιαν ἐμφανῆ ποιεῖν) by means of words and names, i.e. 

by picturing it in the stream that flows through the lips as in a mirror (ὥσπερ εἰς κάτοπτρον 

τὴν δόξαν ἐκτυποὐμενον εἰς τὴν διὰ τοῦ στόματος ῤοήν). Plotinus has transferred the 

image of the mirror to the realm of φαντασία, encouraged to do so, as Sheppard 1997, 116 

believes, by the comparison of the liver to a mirror.5 Indeed, in the first Ennead, in his 

comparison of imagination to a mirror (I.4.10, 6-21), Plotinus almost literally echoes Plato’s 

description of the liver: in order to adequately reflect truth the mirror must be properly 

polished (λεῖον καὶ λαμπρόν). However, when this internal mirror is shattered through some 

disturbance of the body (συγκλασθέντος δὲ τούτου διὰ τὴν τοῦ σώματος ταραττομένην 

ἁρμονίαν), truth is no longer reflected. Imagination’s bodily locus has to be overcome by 

polishing it, i.e. by making it as a-material and a-corporeal as possible. By polishing the 

mirror its otherness is reduced to a minimum. It is important to note that for Plotinus this 

higher imagination is able to provide images of its existence before the descent into the 

corporeal body (Hughes 2004, 90).  

The first substantial elaboration of this idea, specifically in the field of geometry and 

geometrical objects, can be read in Proclus’ Commentary on the First Book of Euclid’s 

                                                 
4 Perhaps memory would be the reception, into the image-taking faculty, of the reason principle which 
accompanies the mental conception: this mental conception – an indivisible thing, and one that never rises to the 
exterior – lies unknown below; the reason-principle the revealer, the bridge between the concept and the image-
taking faculty exhibits the concept as in a mirror. Trans. MacKenna = Plotinus 1969 (modified). 
5 Sheppard 2003, 212 traces back the use of the mirror metaphor in Philo of Alexandria, Plotinus, Porphyry, and 
Proclus to Timaeus 70e ff., albeit with the caveat that “none of the authors considered [...] is commenting 
directly on that passage and [...] for all of them its influence combines with the influence of other material, 
including other Platonic texts. Yet all of them were sufficiently familiar with the Timaeus for it to be at least 
plausible that in connecting imagination with a mirror they had 70e ff. in mind.” Another plausible line of 
influence runs via the prophetic powers of the liver that are transposed onto the imagination, see e.g. Plutarchus, 
de Pyth. or. 397c and de Def. or. 438a, and Synesius, de Ins. 4, 10-17: “[…] τὰ εἴδη τῶν γινομένων ἔχει ψυχή· 

ἔχει μὲν οὖν πάντα, προβάλλει δὲ τὰ προσήκοντα, καὶ ἐνοπτρίζει τὴν φαντασίαν, δι’ἧς τὴν ἀντίληψιν τῶν 

ἐκεῖ μενόντων ἴσχει τὸ ζῷον. […] οὕτως οὐδὲ τῶν ἐν τῇ πρώτῃ ψυχῇ τὴν ἀντίληψιν ἴσχομεν, πρὶν εἰς 

φαντασίαν ἥκειν αὐτῶν ἐκμαγεῖα.” / “[...] the soul holds the forms of the things that come into being. Indeed, it 
holds all, but it only projects what is befitting, and reflects the image as in a mirror, by means of which the living 
beings are able to grasp what remains there. [...] That way, we shall not grasp the things in the first soul, before 
their impress comes to the imagination.” 
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Elements, dating from the fifth century AD.6 It is of crucial importance that imagination from 

this viewpoint is no longer conceived of in an exclusive relation to sense experience, as it was 

in the traditional, Aristotelian view.7 On the contrary, imagination surmounts the idea of mere 

reproduction and is endowed with a ‘creative’ power. A brief sketch of Proclus’ philosophy of 

mathematics, as set up in the double prologue to his Commentary on the First book of 

Euclid’s Elements (In Eucl.), will illustrate this.8 

According to Proclus, mathematical concepts are intermediate between the intelligible 

beings, i.e. the Platonic ideas, and the objects of sense experience: they are inferior to the 

former in so far as they are divisible, but they surpass the latter because they are more simple, 

and devoid of matter (In Eucl. 3, 1-14). The concept of a circle [those points in a plane at the 

same distance from a given point] consists of different parts, but clearly differs from a circle 

as a diagram drawn in the sand. To each level of being corresponds a specific mode of 

knowing: the ideas are apprehended in a non-discursive, fully-grasping way by the faculty 

called νοῦς, the lower objects are the object of mere opinion (δόξα), and the mathematical 

concepts, in between, are dealt with by discursive thinking (διάνοια). Because of their 

intermediary state, mathematical concepts enable us to ‘bridge’ the gap between ideas and 

objects of sense experience. In an upward movement they bring us in contact with the 

intelligible world, in a downward movement they serve as paradigms for the objects in the 

sensible world.  

In the second prologue, Proclus shows how in geometry discursive thinking makes use of 

imagined representations of its concepts. This last process of ‘projectionism’ forms the core 

of Proclus’ philosophy of geometry. Due to and within imagination (φαντασία) the 
                                                 
6 The comparison between mathematical objects and mirrors wherein intelligible beings are reflected probably 
stems from two passages in a text of Plutarch of Chaeronea, see Sheppard 1997, 116. 
7 Aristotle’s account of phantasia in de Anima III.3 is – to put it mildly – puzzling, see a.o. Watson 1982b, 
Wedin 1988, Schofield 1992, Frede 1992, Polansky 2007. Instead of trying to solve the puzzle, I only want to 
highlight the fact that phantasia, “that in virtue of which an image arises in us” (de An. 428a1-2), is exclusively 
understood in relation to data gained from sense experience: “ἡ δὲ φαντασία κίνησίς τις δοκεῖ εἶναι καὶ οὐκ 

ἄνευ αἰσθήσεως γίνεσθαι ἀλλ’ αἰσθανομένοις καὶ ὧν αἴσθησις ἔστιν, ἔστι δὲ γίνεσθαι κίνησιν ὑπὸ τῆς 

ἐνεργείας τῆς αἰσθήσεως, καὶ ταύτην ὁμοίαν ἀνάγκη εἶναι τῇ αἰσθήσει, εἴη ἂν αὕτη ἡ κίνησις οὔτε ἄνευ 

αἰσθήσεως ἐνδεχομένη οὔτε μὴ αἰσθανομένοις ὑπάρχειν […]” / “ Phantasia is held to be a movement and to 
be impossible without sensation, i.e. to occur in beings that are percipient and to have for its content what can be 
perceived, and since movement may be produced by actual sensation and that movement is necessarily similar in 
character to the sensation itself, this movement must be necessarily incapable of existing apart from sensation or 
exist for non-percipient beings […]” (de An. 428b11-15). Transl. Smith = Aristotle 1931. Indeed, phantasia not 
only enables us to reproduce sense-experience, but also to engage in constructive imagination by forming ‘new’ 
compositions or complex arrangements based on previously stored images – a feature only ascribed to human 
beings. Obviously this last act of combining is still a way of reproducing. Phantasia also seems to provide the 
material for discursive reasoning and “the soul never thinks without an image”, according to Aristotle (de An. 
431a16). Nonetheless, the material used in the noetic act exclusively proceeds from sense experience: when we 
think with the aid of images, we are thinking and not imagining. 
8 For a detailed view on imagination’s role in Proclus’ philosophy of mathematics, see Nikulin 2008. 
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unextended and indivisible ideas (λόγοι) with which the understanding is essentially 

equipped, are projected (προβάλλεται) as extended and divisible, thereby making them into 

possible objects of discursive reasoning, i.e. geometrical objects. Thus, the definition of a 

circle is visualized in imagination and only in this movement an immaterial definition can 

appear as a geometrical object:  

 

[...] οὕτως ἡ ψυχὴ […] προβάλλει περὶ τὴν φαντασίαν ὥσπερ εἰς κάτοπτρον τοὺς 

τῶν σχημάτων λόγους, ἡ δ’ ἐν εἰδώλοις αὐτὰ δεχομένη καὶ ἐμφάσεις ἔχουσα τῶν 

ἔνδον ὄντων.
9 (In Eucl. 141, 4-7)  

 

Consequently there is a fundamental shift in the meaning of the mirror (metaphor), since the 

image in the mirror is no longer a pure reflection, but a figuration and materialisation.10 It is 

not just a matter of turning the mirror of Plato’s Republic upwards. Rather, what occurs is a 

shift from the mirror in plain speech (something which produces second-rank copies) to the 

mirror as a metaphor (imagination figurates and materializes intelligible concepts). As a result 

imagination becomes the conditio sine qua non for geometrical objects to exist, objects which 

can now be manipulated by drawing bisecting lines, by dividing them, and so on.  

By means of geometrical objects imagination gives a complete impression of the simple 

and unextended definitions of which our soul consists and offers a way of dealing with them. 

Since these concepts are essential to our soul, projecting them is not only an act of articulating 

innate scientific knowledge, but also a form of self-reflection: we essentially are these 

λόγοι.11 By putting out those concepts, by withdrawing from itself, the soul creates in and 

with imagination a possibility of understanding a world that stricto sensu excels any form of 

discursivity. The self-reflection faces a necessary detour: the soul can only grasp its inner self 

by projecting it as an outer world, and although it is a way that falls short, it is the only one. 

This feature is already present in the writings of Proclus’ teacher Syrianus. As shown by 

O’Meara 1989, the brief outlines of Proclus’ projectionist theory are found in Syrianus’ 

commentary on Metaphysics M. Syrianus argues (in Aristotelis Metaphysica commentaria 91, 
                                                 
9 Accordingly the soul […] projects the concepts of the figures on the imagination, as on a mirror, which 
receives them in pictures and has the reflections of the ideas within the soul. All English quotes from In Eucl. in 
this article are taken from Morrow’s translation = Proclus 1992 (with some modifications). 
10 Compare Nikulin 2002, 178 on Plotinus’ concept of imagination: “The mirroring of imagination is still of a 
very peculiar kind, for phantasia represents physical objects in a non-physical form and intelligible objects as 
visualizable through an image, which the noēta do not have.” Moreover, the mirror metaphor seems to be of 
doubtful adequacy: the mirror, being two-dimensional, is very apt to function as a metaphor in plane geometry 
(In Eucl. 121-1-7), but faces its limits when we think of solids. 
11 In Eucl. 17, 6; 17, 22. Also see Steel 1997, 295ff. 
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20ff.) that geometry, instead of dealing directly with the geometrical concepts of the 

understanding (οἱ οὐσιώδεις λόγοις τῆς διανοίας), discusses the co-existent images in the 

imagination (τὰ φανταστὰ παρυφίσταται), due to the mind’s inability to grasp the 

unimagined concepts (δι΄ ἀσθένειαν νοήσεως οὐ δυναμένη τὸ ἀφάνταστον εἶδος ἑλεῖν). 

The desire to completely and directly know ourselves will always be unfulfilled: 

 

ἔχουσα γὰρ ἡ διάνοια τοὺς λόγους, ἀσθενοῦσα δὲ συνεπτυγμένως ἰδεῖν ἀναπλοῖ 

τε αὐτοὺς καὶ ὑπεκτίθεται καὶ εἰς τὴν φαντασίαν ἐν προθύροις κειμένην προάγει. 

[...] εἰ δέ ποτε συμπτύξασα τὰς διαστάσεις καὶ τοὺς τύπους καὶ τὸ πλῆθος 

ἀτυπώτως καὶ ἑνοειδῶς θεασαμένη πρὸς ἑαυτὴν ἐπιστρέψαι δυνηθείη, τότ’ ἂν 

διαφερόντως τοὺς λόγους τοὺς γεωμετρικοὺς ἴδοι τοὺς ἀμερίστους, τοὺς 

ἀδιαστάτους, τοὺς οὐσιώδεις, ὧν ἐστι πλήρωμα. καὶ ἡ ἐνέργεια αὐτῆς αὕτη τέλος 

ἂν εἴη τὸ ἄριστον τῆς περὶ γεωμετρίαν σπουδῆς καὶ ὄντως τῆς Ἑρμαϊκῆς δόσεως 

ἔργον, ἀπό τινος Καλυψοῦς ἀναγούσης αὐτὴν εἰς τελειοτέραν καὶ νοερωτέραν 

γνῶσιν καὶ ἀπολυούσης τῶν ἐν φαντασίᾳ μορφωτικῶν ἐπιβολῶν.12 (In Eucl. 54, 

27-55, 3) 

 

Nonetheless, the image in the imagination also yields profit: the projection creates something 

that otherwise would remain literally invisible and inarticulate, i.e. geometrical objects.  

The above account prevents us from seeing imagination as pure receptivity or passivity and 

shows that the picture is more complex. The equivocity is perfectly captured in Proclus’ 

identification of imagination with passive intellect (νοῦς παθητικός), an Aristotelian term 

and prima facie an oxymoron.13 After all, ‘intellect’ is the highest faculty and by any 

Neoplatonist ‘passivity’ is automatically associated with sensible matter. Nevertheless Proclus 

adopts the term to lay emphasis on the fact that imagination is both active and passive 

(Nikulin 2008, 164): it is active to the extent that it is a productive power (like νοῦς), while 

its passivity lies in the fact that its products are – necessarily – expressed in the medium of 

                                                 
12 For the understanding contains the ideas but, being unable to see them when they are wrapped up, unfolds and 
exposes them and presents them to the imagination sitting in the vestibule. [...] But if it should ever be able to 
roll up its extensions and figures and view their plurality as a unity without figure, then in turning back to itself it 
would obtain a superior vision of the partless, unextended, and essential geometrical ideas that constitute its 
equipment. This achievement would itself be the perfect culmination of geometrical inquiry, truly a gift of 
Hermes, leading geometry out of Calypso’s arms, so to speak, to more perfect intellectual insight and 
emancipating it from the pictures projected in imagination. 
13 Proclus, In Eucl. 52, 3-12 and 56, 17-18. See Aristotle, de An. 430a24. 
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extension and divisibility, which inevitably evokes an association with the receptivity of 

(sensible) matter.14 Proclus holds a view on imagination that clearly deviates from the 

Aristotelian tradition, where imagination is exclusively thought of in terms of reproduction. 

According to the Neoplatonist imagination makes the invisible visible; imagination is the 

spatiality that makes it possible for the unextended to appear as extended. Imagination both is 

and provides that place.  

 

II. Imagination Beyond Mathematics 

 

So far we have only paid close attention to imagination’s productive side, which appears in 

the context of mathematical representation. However, for Proclus imagination seems to 

display also another, radically different – and even incompatible – meaning and functioning in 

other (con)texts. Imagination’s specific nature in the second prologue of the Commentary on 

the First Book of Euclid’s Elements, i.e. qua geometrical and productive, cannot at all be 

considered exemplary of imagination’s general status throughout the whole of his corpus.15 A 

fitting example of imagination’s alternative functioning, i.e. as reproductive, is read in the 

Neoplatonist’s commentary on the Timaeus:  

 

καὶ μὴν καὶ ἡ φαντασία πολλὰ περὶ τὸ σῶμα παθήματα ἀπεργάζεται παρ’ αὐτὴν 

μόνην τὴν ἑαυτῆς ἐνέργειαν· ᾐσχύνθη γάρ τις φαντασθεὶς τὸ αἰσχρὸν καὶ 

ἐρυθρὸς ἐγένετο, καὶ ἐφοβήθη δεινοῦ τινος ἔννοιαν λαβὼν καὶ ὠχρὸν τὸ σῶμα 

ἀπέφηνε. καὶ τὰ μὲν πάθη περὶ τὸ σῶμα, αἴτιον δὲ τούτων τὸ φάντασμα, οὐκ 

ὤσεσι καὶ μοχλείαις χρησάμενον, τῷ παρεῖναι μόνον ἐνεργῆσαν.16 (in Timaeum, I, 

395, 22-29)  

                                                 
14 Cf. In Eucl. 52, 23-26: “ἅτε δὲ οὐκ ἔξω σώματος οὖσα […] εἰς μερισμὸν καὶ διάστασιν καὶ σχῆμα προάγει 

τὰ γνωστὰ αὐτῆς, καὶ διὰ τοῦτο πᾶν, ὅπερ ἂν νοῇ, τύπος ἐστὶ καὶ μορφὴ νοήματος.” / “Because it is not 
outside the body […] it produces its knowledge in division and extension and figure, and therefore everything 
that it thinks is an image and a shape of its thought.” 
15 See MacIsaac 2001, 127, n. 8. The problem of the ambiguity of the concept of imagination in Proclus’ texts 
has already been addressed by a.o. Charles and Blumenthal. Blumenthal 1977 suggests that the ambiguity is in 
fact a true inconsistency due to a generic development in Proclus’ works where phantasia gradually takes over 
the role of doxa. Charles 1971, 250-251, on the contrary, chooses to adhere to the ambiguity, which is, according 
to her, not so much an inconsistency, but rather a consequence of imagination’s double capacity: “L’imagination 
est donc bien capable de deux mouvements inversés et toute l’ambiguïté de l’imagination chez Proclus vient de 
cela. L’imagination est plus définie chez Proclus par le simple fait qu’elle maintient un rapport entre intérieur et 
extérieur, entre ce qui est plus sensible et ce qui ne l’est pas, que ce rapport soit de plus bas à plus haut, ou de 
plus haut à plus bas.” 
16 Moreover, φαντασία produces several affections concerning the body solely by its own activity. For on 
imagining something shameful one feels ashamed and grows red, and gets frightened and grows pale when 
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Here the connection imagination-body is indeed highlighted, but not in the expected 

Aristotelian sense: from Aristotle’s point of view we react to the images in imagination just as 

if we saw them in a picture, i.e. we instantaneously realize that they are untrue (Lautner 2002, 

265).17 Hence, it is impossible for us to get frightened or feel ashamed by (merely) 

concentrating on such images. With this example Proclus demonstrates how – in contrast to 

Aristotle – imagination and reason have fundamentally different powers: reason deals with the 

truth value of things, while imagination is unable to make things true or false. Likewise, 

reason cannot turn down imagination’s force by applying criteria of truth: it simply does not 

matter whether something is true or false, as long as it is powerful and – what is more – 

efficient, it will function on body and soul. Here the metaphor of the sophist comes in handy 

(Guenancia 2006, 48): the orator addressing the council of Athenian citizens will persuade the 

crowd not by the truth value of what he says, but by the force and efficiency accompanying 

his words. Hence, imagination offers a way of escaping reality. Of course reality stays 

unaltered, but imagination’s force does put aside the awareness of truth and untruth: the 

measure in which attention is paid to the thing imagined is in direct proportion to the force it 

exercises.  

At first sight the strong connection between imagination and corporality emerging from the 

examples just mentioned is difficult to reconcile with the concept of mathematical 

imagination by means of which Proclus appeared to have freed imagination from its 

traditional reproductive ties with the sensible realm. How is this reproductive, body-

connected imagination related to imagination as spatiality? Are they related at all?  

It is, I think, not surprising that for Proclus imagination, due to its traditional-Aristotelian 

connection with the senses and its position as image-making faculty, is primarily something 

unreliable: 

 

                                                                                                                                                         
conceiving of the notion of something terrible. The affections concern the body but their cause is the φάντασµα 
which did not use thrusts and reductions but acted by its presence only. Transl. Lautner 2006, 265. 
17 See Aristotle, de An. 427b21-24: “ἔτι δὲ ὅταν μὲν δοξάσωμεν δεινόν τι ἢ φοβερόν, εὐθὺς συμπάσχομεν, 

ὁμοίως δὲ κἂν θαρραλέον· κατὰ δὲ τὴν φαντασίαν ὡσαύτως ἔχομεν ὥσπερ ἂν εἰ θεώμενοι ἐν γραφῇ τὰ 

δεινὰ ἢ θαρραλέα.” / “Further, when we think something to be fearful or threatening, emotion is immediately 
produced, and so too with what is encouraging; but when we merely imagine we remain as unaffected as persons 
who are looking at a painting of some dreadful or encouraging scene.” Transl. Smith = Aristotle 1931. 
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φευκτέον τὰς φαντασίας ὡς μορφωτικὰς καὶ ὡς μεριστὰς καὶ ὡς ποικιλίαν 

ἀμήχανον ὅσην ἐπεισαγούσας καὶ πρὸς τὸ ἀμέριστον καὶ ἄϋλον οὐκ ἐώσας ἡμᾶς 

ἀναχωρεῖν […].18 (In Platonis Alcibiadem i, 245, 17-20) 

 

If limited merely to reproducing the non-truth of sensible objects, i.e. qua passive receptivity 

with regard to the sense-world, imagination can only be an obstacle of multiplicity on the road 

to unity.19 Now, it is important to stress the fact that in the Commentary on the First Book of 

Euclid’s Elements imagination is only introduced when confronted with the following aporia: 

on the one hand geometrical objects are not intelligible, because they have parts and are 

extended, on the other hand geometrical objects are not sensible, since they adequately 

represent their properties, i.e. a geometrical circle is truly round.20 Then, what exactly are 

they? Proclus needs a way to explain the specific nature of geometrical objects, a tertium quid 

that mediates between intelligibility and sensibility and guarantees the extension of 

geometrical objects without reducing them to the imperfection of the sense-world. In order to 

save his philosophy of mathematics the Neoplatonist requires an oxymoron like intelligible 

matter (ὕλη νοητή), a concept he derives from Aristotle (cf. infra).21 The only candidate for a 

corresponding fourth cognitive faculty – beside νοῦς, διάνοια and αἴσθησις – is imagination, 

since it is embodied (In Eucl. 52, 23: ἅτε δὲ οὐκ ἔξω σώματος οὖσα) and a shape-producing 

faculty which presents its products in extension.22 But, if this intermediary place should be 

assigned to imagination, it can no longer be pure reproductive (the λόγοι need to be 

figuratively represented) or exclusively joined with the senses (the λόγοι descend from the 

                                                 
18 One should avoid the pictures in the imagination, in so far as they are shape-producing and divided and in so 
far as they produce an unbelievable diversity and prevent us from returning to the undivided and immaterial […]. 
 19 Watson 1982a, 103-104 points out the fact that Proclus’ negative attitude towards imagination has to be seen 
as a part of a larger tradition stemming from Aristotle himself. Even in the first prologue of the same Euclid 
commentary imagination is directly linked to the sensible realm: In Eucl. 45, 6-9: “πᾶσα ἡ καλουμένη μάθησις 

ἀνάμνησίς ἐστιν οὐκ ἔξωθεν ἐντιθεμένη ταῖς ψυχαῖς, ὥσπερ τὰ ἀπὸ τῶν αἰσθητῶν φαντάσματα τυποῦται 

ἐν τῇ φαντασίᾳ.” / “everything we call learning is remembering, not something placed in the mind from 
without, like the images of sense pictured in the imagination.” 
20 Imagination is not mentioned in Proclus’ initial discussion of the cognitive faculties (In Eucl. 3, 14-4, 14). See 
Nikulin 2008, 159. 
21 Aristotle, Metaph. 1036a9ff., 1036b35-1037a4 and 1045a34. In 1036a9ff. Aristotle distinguishes between 
sensible and intelligible matter, and describes the latter as “νοητὴ δὲ ἡ ἐν τοῖς αἰσθητοῖς ὑπάρχουσα μὴ ᾗ 

αἰσθητά, οἷον τὰ μαθηματικά.” I follow the interpretation of Lear 1982, 182 who argues that “intelligible 
matter is invoked to account for the fact that we are thinking about a particular object.” Jones 1983, 96 
demonstrates how intelligible matter for Aristotle acts as and individuating principle. As Hussey 1983, 184 
argues, this understanding of intelligible matter can be incorporated into the Aristotle’s abstractionist account of 
mathematics, namely that the mathematician considers sensible objects but not qua sensible. For Aristotle’s 
abstractionist theory of mathematics (the key passage is Metaph. 1077b24-30), see Barnes 1995, 84-86. 
22 Proclus calls imagination μορφωτική (shape-producing) and demonstrates how imagination works by means 
of figures (μετὰ σχήματος). 
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intelligible realm). This crucial step makes Proclus turn imagination into a productive place 

where the invisible is materialized and figuratively presented. Consequently – and ironically, 

imagination is transformed into the only possibility of self-reflection for the soul: despite and 

thanks to its nature as an image-making power, imagination both prevents man from truly 

ascending to the indivisible and immaterial, and via geometrical objects it opens the 

possibility of seeing the invisible.23 The mirror appears to be the perfect metaphor for 

imagination’s ambiguous nature. It is also not surprising that Proclus abandons the 

Platonist/Plotinian vocabulary of the polished mirror. In fact, he uses the materiality of the 

mirror, i.e. the addition of difference, as the necessary constituent of geometrical objects.24 If 

for most Neoplatonists, as Hughes 2004, 55 argues, philosophy’s goal is to break down the 

soul’s reliance on the body by making the soul mirror-like, Proclus is a noteworthy exception. 

After all, in geometry imagination’s corporeality is indispensable for the soul to know itself. 

Hence, Proclus’ originality does not lie in the metaphorical equation of the mirror and 

imagination, but in the stress within this metaphor on the mirror’s materiality. Unlike 

Plotinus’ higher imagination, the geometrical imagination does not need to be polished and 

smoothened in order to properly reflect the innate mathematical concepts. On the contrary, 

instead of projecting the images “back beyond themselves” (Hughes 2004, 89), the 

geometrical imagination receives the projections as autonomous products. As said above, the 

material aspect of the imagination is not only evoked by means of the mirror metaphor, but by 

its explicit identification with intelligible matter as well: 

  

καὶ ἐν ἐκείνῃ ἢ καὶ μετ’ ἐκείνης ἀνελίττει τὴν γνῶσιν αὐτῶν, ἀγαπήσασα μὲν τὸν 

ἀπὸ τῶν αἰσθητῶν χωρισμόν, τὴν δὲ φανταστὴν ὕλην εὐτρεπῆ πρὸς ὑποδοχὴν 

εὑροῦσα τῶν ἑαυτῆς εἰδῶν.25 (In Eucl. 55, 3-6)   

 

Proclus mentions the concept of intelligible matter six times in the commentary on Euclid, 

and each time he explicitly connects it with imagination:26  

 

                                                 
23 Proclus, In Eucl. 55, 23-27: “καὶ ταύτην δεῖ τὴν μελέτην μελετᾶν τὸν ὡς ἀληθῶς γεωμετρικόν, καὶ πρὸς 

τὴν ἔγερσιν καὶ τὴν ἀπὸ τῆς φαντασίας μετάστασιν εἰς μόνην τὴν διάνοιαν αὐτὴν καθ’ αὑτὴν ποιεῖσθαι 

τέλος.” / “every true geometer should cultivate such efforts and make it his goal to arouse himself to move from 
imagination to pure and unalloyed understanding.” 
24 Compare Plutarch, de Pyth. or. 404c-d. See Frontisi-Ducroux and Vernant 1997, 160-161. 
25 And in imagination, or with its aid, it explicates its knowledge of them, happy in their separation from sensible 
matter and finding in the matter of imagination a medium apt for receiving its forms. 
26 Proclus, in Eucl. 53, 1; 53, 21-22; 78, 19-20; 96, 8; 142, 15. 
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καὶ διὰ τοῦτο πᾶν, ὅπερ ἂν νοῇ, τύπος ἐστὶ καὶ μορφὴ νοήματος, καὶ τόν τε 

κύκλον διαστατῶς νοεῖ τῆς μὲν ἐκτὸς ὕλης καθαρεύοντα νοητὴν δὲ ὕλην ἔχοντα 

τὴν ἐν αὐτῇ. καὶ διὰ τοῦτο οὐχ εἷς ἐν αὐτῇ κύκλος, ὥσπερ οὐδὲ ἐν τοῖς 

αἰσθητοῖς.27 (In Eucl. 52, 25-53, 3) 

 

In the above passages, Proclus thus interprets the Aristotelian concept of intelligible matter 

within the context of a Platonic theory of mathematics (Nikulin 2008, 161-162). In geometry, 

imagination’s intelligible matter acts as an individuating principle that enables us to imagine 

particular objects of the same form.28 The oxymora intelligible matter and passive intellect 

adequately reflect imagination’s intermediary position between body and soul, between 

sensibility and intelligibility.  

As Bouriau 2002, 48-49 remarks, the vocabulary used by Proclus in describing imagination 

bears some close similarities to Plato’s depiction of the χώρα, i.e. the so-called “receptacle” 

portrayed in the Timaeus (49a ff.).29 Both the χώρα and imagination are referred to as the 

receptacle (ὑποδοχή) for respectively the intelligible Forms and the concepts residing in the 

understanding and both are said to occupy an intermediary position between the intelligible 

and sensible realm (50c-d).30 Unfortunately, Bouriau 2004, 49 chooses not to elaborate further 

on this idea: “Retenons seulement qu’elle [i.e. the chora] permet de penser un milieu 

indéterminé où peuvent s’inscrire les images déterminées des êtres intelligibles.” 

There are, I think, two reasons why Proclus depicts imagination in a language reminiscent of 

the χώρα. The first reason is evident: since Proclus identifies the puzzling receptacle with 

matter, part of the vocabulary used by Plato in characterizing the χώρα is apt for describing 

imaginary matter as well.31 However, this identification does not account for upholding the 

                                                 
27 For this reason everything that it thinks is a picture or a shape of its thought. It thinks the circle as extended, 
and although this circle is free of external matter, it possesses an intelligible matter provided by the imagination 
itself. This is why there is more than one circle in the imagination, as there is more than one circle in the sense 
world [...]. 
28 See note 15. Cf. Proclus, In Eucl. 54, 8-11: “ὁ δ’ ἐν φαντασίᾳ μεριστὸς ἐσχηματισμένος διάστατος, οὐχ εἷς 

μόνον, ἀλλ’ εἷς καὶ πολύς, καὶ οὐκ εἶδος μόνον, ἀλλὰ κατατεταγμένον εἶδος.” / “But the circle in imagination 
is divisible, formed, extended – not only one, but one and many, and not a form only, but a form in instances 
[...].” 
29 On the the χώρα, see a.o. Algra 1995, chapter 3; Miller 2003; Zeyl 2010. 
30 Cf. In Eucl. 52, 8-10: “ἀλλ’ οἶμαι τὸ μέσον αὐτῆς ἐμφῆναι βουλόμενος τῶν τε πρωτίστων γνώσεων καὶ 

τῶν ἐσχάτων […].” / “But I think he [i.e. Aristotle] intended rather to express the middle position it occupies 
between the highest and the lowest types of knowledge […].” 
31 In his commentary on Plato’s Timaeus (I, 384ff.) Proclus addresses the question whether matter was 
generated, and if so from what cause. Obviously, Proclus says, it is not the Demiurge who creates matter (οὐχ ὁ 

δημιουργὸς πρώτως ὑφίστησι τὴν ὕλην). After all, Plato clearly states that three things precede the generation 
of the world, i.e. being (ὄν), matter (χώρα) and generation (γένεσις) and that generation is an offspring, the 
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intermediary status. The reason for the similarity in position is revealed by the striking 

resemblance at the level of the narrative structure. In his cosmological account (27d), Timaeus 

first introduces the well-known distinction between that which is always existent (τὸ ὄν ἀεὶ) 

and that which is always becoming (τὸ γιγνόμενον ἀεὶ). After a lengthy digression on the 

works of reason (29d-47e), he starts “a fresh account” of the universe (ἡ δ’αὖθις ἀρχὴ περὶ 

τοῦ παντὸς). This time, Timaeus says, we should take the role of necessity into account as 

well (δεῖ δὲ καὶ τὰ δι’ἀνάγκης γιγνόμενα τῷ λόγῳ παραθέσθαι). While in the foregoing 

part the initial distinction was sufficient (ἱκανῶς), at this point the introduction of a third kind 

(τρίτον γένος) is required: that wherein the becoming becomes. Here the discussion of the 

χώρα begins. The development of Proclus’ account in the commentary on Euclid is similar: 

the Neoplatonist introduces the imagination when confronted with the fact that the distinction 

– made in the first prologue – between discursive concepts and sensible objects is inadequate: 

 

καὶ γὰρ δὴ καὶ ἀπορήσειεν ἄν τις, ἐν τίνι γένει τῶν ὄντων τὴν γεωμετρικὴν ὕλην 

τιθέμενος οὐκ ἂν ἁμάρτοι τῆς περὶ αὐτὴν ἀληθείας.32 (In Eucl. 49, 4-6) 

 

Consequently, if we want to formulate a theory in agreement with these facts, new and 

appropriate distinctions should be made (οὑτωσὶ διελόντες εἴπωμεν). Proclus first 

distinguishes between three modes of being (τριπλᾶς ὑποστάσεις) of universals:  

 

 (1) universals in the particulars (ἐν τοῖς καθ΄ἕκαστα) 

 (2) universals prior to the particulars (πρὸ τῶν πολλῶν) 

 (3) universals formed from particulars by thought (κατ΄ ἐπίνοιαν ἀπὸ τῶν πολλῶν)  

 

Based on the first prologue and applied to mathematics, these three categories seem to 

correspond respectively with (1) the universals in the sensible instantiations, (2) the 

mathematical concepts (λόγοι) and (3) the abstract concepts produced by human knowledge. 

Since geometrical objects have extension and shape, they cannot belong to category (2). 

                                                                                                                                                         
Demiurge a father and matter a mother. Hence, matter has to depend from an order which was arranged prior to 
the Demiurge. For Proclus, referring to Plato’s Philebus, matter is a manifestation of Unlimitedness (ἀπειρία) 
and thus depends, like the Limit and Unlimitedness, on the One or the Good as its cause. Cf. Aristotle, who 
claims that Plato identifies matter and space in the Timaeus (Phys. 209b11-12). 
32 It is obviously difficult to decide in what class of things to put the subject-matter of geometry without missing 
the truth about it. 



 
 

13 
 

Moreover, because geometrical objects are more accurate and perfect than sensible objects, 

they cannot have been abstracted from the latter.33 Therefore, they do not belong to group (3). 

Should we then conceive of geometrical objects as coinciding with the particulars of group 

(1)? If we take this category to represent the instantiations in sensible matter, the answer has 

to be negative. After all, where among sensible things have we ever seen a point without 

parts, a line without breadth, etc. (49, 12-17)? At this point, the ontological system 

underpinning the first prologue appears to be insufficient. Accordingly, within the category 

“universal appearing in the particulars” a complementary distinction is required: the 

imaginary universal existing in the plurality of pictures in the imagination (τὸ φανταστὸν ὡς 

ἐν τοῖς τῆς φαντασίας πλήθεσιν ὑφεστηκός). Imagination is introduced as occupying the 

central position in the scale of knowing (τὸ μέσον κέντρον κατέχουσα τῶν γνώσεων). The 

universal circle studied by the geometer is the universal present in the imagined circle(s) (τὸ 

κατατεταγμένον ἐν τοῖς φανταστοῖς κὐκλοις). Geometrical objects are projections in the 

imagination: the aporia is resolved. In both cases, the intermediary nature of respectively the 

χώρα and imagination is symptomatic of an original binary structure that turns out to be 

deficient. Both Plato and Proclus are forced by the structure of the narrative to introduce a 

third, intermediary kind. 

 

III. Conclusion 

 

What occurs in Proclus’ Euclid commentary is an inevitable shift, initiated by the aporia, 

from imagination’s ‘original’ meaning and function, i.e. a passive reproducing of the world of 

the senses, to a ‘new’ meaning where imagination acquires a constitutive role with regard to 

the intelligible sphere. But this vocabulary of ‘original’ and ‘new’ meaning is misleading. I do 

not think that imagination’s productive side is engaged by Proclus to transcend the aporia, but 

rather that it is revealed thanks to the aporia. In other words: the possibility of this shift in 

meaning and functioning is always already proper to imagination as a mediating place 

between two worlds, i.e. that of the senses and the intelligible one, and inherent to its place at 

the boundary between productivity and reproductivity, between activity and passivity. 

Proclus’ notion of a productive imagination, I think, rather is a (re)discovery of what was 

already there than an invention of something new. The Proclean corpus wittingly or 

                                                 
33 In Eucl. 54, 11-13: “[…] ὁ δ΄ἐν τοῖς αίσθητοῖς καὶ τῆς ἀκριβείας ὕφεσιν ἔχων καὶ ἀνάπλεως τῆς εὐθείας καὶ 

τῆς καθαρότητος τῶν ἀΰλων ἀπολειπόμενος.” / “[…] the circle in sensible things is inferior in precision, 
infected with straightness, and falls short of the purity of immaterial circles.” 
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unwittingly attests to imagination’s ambiguous being as an indeterminable ‘in between’, 

without choosing up or down, without determining. Hence, rather than approaching 

imagination’s shifting meaning as an interpretative problem, i.e. ‘how is Proclus’ geometrical 

imagination compatible with the reproductive imagination presented in other (con)texts?’, this 

incompatibility should be considered to be an insurmountable and essential feature of 

imagination. Imagination’s ambiguous meaning then emerges as an inevitable symptom of an 

underlying system of oppositions (e.g. intelligible/sensible) that cannot be stabilized, instead 

of something that can be ‘explained away’. Proclus illustrates that when thinking imagination, 

i.e. when imagining imagination, a vocabulary based on binary oppositions is doomed to fall 

short.  

Proclus’ concept of imagination deviates from the Aristotelian tradition in three crucial 

ways. First, the exclusive ties with the sensible world are cut off and imagination thereby – 

also – emerges as a productive faculty, capable of making the invisible visible. Secondly, the 

traditional-Aristotelian account of mathematical objects as abstractions is replaced with a 

conception of mathematical definitions as innate λόγοι that can be visualized by imagination. 

Third, as briefly brought up above, the Proclean imagination has a peculiar relation of 

autonomy and independence towards reason, a position unknown to Aristotle. The first and 

second characteristic are undoubtedly crucial, since they paved the way (among other factors) 

for the application of mathematics to a physical world picture. Nonetheless, the importance of 

the third feature should not be underestimated. Aristotle’s statement that imagining something 

shameful does not imply feeling ashamed still refers to an interventionist reason. Except for 

dreams and cases of severe illness (de An. 429a7-8), i.e. when the mind is being veiled 

(ἐπικαλύπτεσθαι), imagination is always superintended by reason: I simply cannot imagine 

the glass being full without knowing that it really is or is not. In other words reason’s power 

cannot be suspended and imagination can only be a helpful tool. Yet the Proclean imagination 

is able to hide for the all-seeing eye of reason and every type of judgment can be suspended. 

Yet the fact that imagination is freed from reason’s reign does not mean that is out of control: 

in the example of Proclus’ Timaeus-commentary imagination is handled by an act of volition. 

Imagination is a way of conceiving besides reason. 
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