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PART VI

LATE PLATONISM

INTRODUCTION TO PART VI

In this section, we turn to the last phase of pagan ancient philosophy. The date
529 CE when the Emperor Justinian officially closed the Academy in Athens
is conventionally taken to be the terminus of non-Christian philosophy. Of
course, this is something of an overstatement. The philosophers Olympiodorus,
Damascius and Simplicius all lived up to a generation beyond this date. They
were apparently, however, not allowed to teach in public. We have no record of
any openly non-Christian philosopher in the ancient world after the last quarter
of the sixth century cg. Nevertheless, ancient Greek philosophy itself did live on
within the Church and in the seventh century, within the early schools of Islamic
philosophy. The history of ancient philosophy as intellectual infrastructure for
religion as opposed to autonomous enterprise will be canvassed in the last two
sections.

Here we are concerned with those philosophers, mainly in Athens and
Alexandria, who sought to articulate and defend the Platonic inheritance.
Scholars in the early part of the twentieth century sometimes maintained that
the Alexandrian and Athenian ‘branches’ of Platonism differed in their focus on
either religion or metaphysics. This view is generally regarded today as mistaken
or greatly oversimplified. Modern research has led to the view that the inter-
changes between Athens and Alexandria were frequent and fruitful during this
period. The supposed emphasis on religion among the Alexandrian Platonists is
probably to be accounted for by the strong Christian political domination. The
contemporary pressing issues faced by philosophers there were principally those
raised by Christian opponents. By contrast, in Athens, the Academy, beginning
with Plutarch and ending with Damascius, seemed to be focused on the more or
less traditional philosophical issues that we can trace back to the Old Academy
itself. Such work in metaphysics, for example, did not exclude Proclus’ efforts
to systematize a theological version of Platonism.

583



584 Introduction to Part VI

In this period, we also see the great flowering of commentaries by Platonists
both on the dialogues of Plato and on the works of Aristotle. Unfortunately,
most of the former are lost. There still exists, fortunately, a mass of detailed
philosophical commentaries on those central works of Aristotle that were suit-
able as preparation for the study of Plato. Since it was universally believed that
Aristotle’s philosophy was in harmony with Platonism despite his occasional
lapses, it was held that the study of Aristotle was the correct preparation for
appreciating the Platonic higher ‘mysteries’. Not only do these commentaries
represent a serious philosophical dialogue between Platonists and Plato’s greatest
disciple, but they contain an invaluable record of debate among the Platonists
regarding the correct understanding of Plato.

John Philoponus is in a way the key transitional figure in our period. Whether
he was once a pagan who converted to Christianity or always a Christian of
some sort, it is clear especially in his philosophical and scientific as opposed to
strictly theological works that Platonism as it had been understood for more
than 800 years provided the armature for all his intellectual work. His later
disputes with orthodox Platonism concerning the eternity of the world on
behalf of Christian creationism represents one enormously influential episode
in the gradual self~understanding of Christianity among its theologians. It is
also no doubt in part owing to Philoponus’ Platonism and his suspicion that
an authentic Peripatetic philosophy was actually inimical to Christianity that
the assumption of the harmony between these two central figures would be
abandoned.
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FROM CONSTANTINE TO JUSTINIAN

ELIZABETH DEPALMA DIGESER

1 THE HEIRS OF THEODOSIUS I: CONSTANTINOPLE
VERSUS RAVENNA

In the fall of 394, as his entourage — victorious after fighting along Istria’s
Frigidus River — moved steadily toward Milan, the southwestern imperial cap-
ital, Theodosius I (378—95) could have been excused for thinking that heaven
had amply rewarded his piety. His sons had outlived the heirs of Valentinian
I (364—75), so his family alone held claim to the throne. He had successfully
put down not one but two usurpers, Magnus Maximus in the 380s and most
recently Eugenius at the Frigidus River. And the emperor’s recent edicts nour-
ishing the now officially orthodox Nicene form of Christianity aimed to stifle,
if not extinguish, all other forms of religious expression save Judaism, which
was still tolerated, despite events in Callinicum (CTh. 16.1.2; 16.10.10—12).
Certainly, Augustine saw the entire history of the Christian message as culmi-
nating triumphantly in this period (Comm. in Psal. 6.10—12). Nevertheless, in
the time he took to travel between the battleground and the capital city, Theo-
dosius, now in his late forties, became gravely ill. He sent for his son Honorius,
residing in Constantinople with his older brother, Arcadius, ruling as eastern
Augustus in his late teens under the watchful eye of his praetorian prefect.
The nine-year-old arrived, and Theodosius appointed as his guardian Stilicho,
his magister utriusque militiae (Zos. 4.59). By 17 January 395 the emperor was
dead.

With the reigns of his two young sons, Honorius (395—423) in the West and
Arcadius (395—408) in the East, Theodosius reaped a harvest much different
from what he had intended to sow. For example, the goal of his settlement with
the Visigoths, a pact born of necessity after Valens’ stunning defeat at Adri-
anople, was a mutually beneficial relationship between the Roman state and the
Germans now living within its frontiers, fighting for Rome as foederati under
their own commanders. That Theodosius considered Germans to be worthy
soldiers and potentially good citizens is amply demonstrated by his treatment
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of the Visigoths and his trust in Stilicho, the half~Vandal general whom he
had married to his niece even before his designation as Honorius’ guardian
(Zos. 4.57-9). Unfortunately, after Theodosius’ death, Germanic commanders,
no longer held in check by Theodosius’ auctoritas and patronage, could exact
demands from eastern and western courts simply by rallying their followers who,
living and serving only with their own people, had still only a thin concep-
tion of Roman culture and institutions. Indeed, the Visigoths, perhaps under
pressure from the Huns, started raiding Greece under the leadership of Alaric
around the time of the emperor’s death (Claud. In Rufn. 2.186—96). Moreover,
while it diminished the threat of usurpation from generals rallying around a fig-
urehead prince, Theodosius’ determination to keep the throne within his own
family yielded an empire prematurely divided between two children. His own
experience with Gratian and Valentinian II had surely illustrated the weakness
of regency governments and the ease with which young emperors could be
isolated both from the troops who ensured their safety and from their impe-
rial colleagues. Accordingly, Theodosius might have done better to have built
upon Diocletian’s model, grooming two senior men to follow him as east-
ern and western Augusti, and then naming his young sons as their Caesars.
Together, then, the unintended consequences of these two policies became a
slow-moving, perfect storm that undermined the western Empire and alienated
East and West.

Across the next three centuries this rolling sea change saw the West fall away
from the empire in the East, and although Roman infrastructure, institutions and
culture continued to be the substrate of society, politically the rule of Germanic
kings replaced that of Roman emperors. The East withstood the reverberations
of the fall of the West rather well, so much so, in fact that a vigorous intellectual
life continued in the philosophical schools of Athens and Alexandria, a thought
culture in which some westerners continued to engage and that provided some
of the participants in and the background against which several heated theolog-
ical debates played out. Indeed, by the sixth century the East was so afluent and
confident that, under the emperor Justinian, it attempted both a reconquest of
the West politically and of certain dissident eastern provinces theologically — a
struggle that ironically helped lay the groundwork for the conquest of Italy by
the Lombards and of the Near East and north Africa by the Muslims. With these
two conquests ensued political and cultural changes that would transform the
Mediterranean Sea from a connecting artery to a repellent barrier, as three difter-
ent cultural zones took shape: a Roman Catholic north-west, a Greek Orthodox
north-east, and an Islamic south, geographic contours that can still be discerned
today.
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The interplay of the centrifugal factors that Theodosius’ policies uninten-
tionally and perhaps unavoidably set in motion can first be seen clearly during
the early days of Arcadius’ and Honorius’ reigns. Claiming authority as the
senior member of the Theodosian family, a tie reinforced with the marriage
of his daughter to the younger Theodosian heir in 398 (Zos. 5.4), Honorius’
guardian, Stilicho, was determined to contain the Visigoths in the East. But the
equally resolute refusal of Arcadius’ handlers to accommodate the western gen-
eral led to increasingly bitter east—west relations and the empowerment of the
Visigothic leader, Alaric, when the eastern court named him magister militum,
settling and provisioning his followers in Dacia and Macedonia. Constantino-
ple soon abandoned the policy of accommodating Germans, however, after
the Visigothic general, Gainas, was suspected of colluding with the Ostrogoths
whose revolt the eastern court had commissioned him to suppress (Zos. 5.13—
22; Socr. HE 6.6; Soz. HE 8.4). One of the staunchest advocates of this new
policy was Arcadius’ wife, Eudoxia (d. 404). But it also found expression in a
pamphlet On Kingship written by the Platonist, Synesius." Recently returned
from Alexandria, Synesius had studied with Hypatia, leader of the city’s Platonic
school. Between 397 and 400, Synesius resided in Constantinople as a repre-
sentative from the boule of his native Cyrene, a province needing tax-relief after
barbarian predations. That Arcadius did not control policy is suggested by the
philosopher’s critique of him as an ‘ignorant’ man who ‘lived like a jellyfish’,
i.e., spinelessly (De regno 14d).

The eastern court then repudiated its agreement with Alaric. Denying the
Visigoths their sustenance and encouraging them to move west stabilized the
Constantinopolitan government and brought peace to the East, particularly the
Balkans where the Germans had been most active. One beneficiary was the city
of Athens. Although the city’s Academy had been dormant for centuries, it had
revived under the direction of Plutarch (c. 350—430), a descendant of Nestorius,
the city’s first known Platonist in generations (Marinus, Vit. Procl. 12, 28; Procl.
In Rep. 2.64.6). A member of a prominent Athenian family which had long
played an important role in the traditional religious life of the city (IG 1v* 436—
7), Plutarch’s own participation in the city’s cults earned him and his Academy
the support of friends and clients (e.g., IG 11> 3818). Despite Theodosian edicts
outlawing all forms of traditional piety, legislation that nevertheless required cit-
izens to bring a suit in order to be enforced, Plutarch’s Academy quickly became
the premier school for lamblichaean Platonism, attracting a series of gifted stu-
dents from across the eastern Mediterranean: from Alexandria Hierocles and

' For Synesius’ preoccupation with the Visigoths, see Heather 1988, contra Harl 1997.
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Syrianus (Plutarch’s successor) and Proclus from Constantinople (just before
Plutarch’s death).? Historians used to see Plutarch as a ‘moderate’ ITamblichaean,
little interested in theurgy or Platonism’s religious aspects, but it is important to
note that according to Marinus’ Life of Proclus (28), Plutarch’s followers learned
Chaldaean rituals (i.e., theurgy) from his daughter Asklepigenia.

However beneficial for the eastern Empire were Constantinople’s anti-
German policies, they nevertheless proved exceedingly costly to the West. For
Alaric’s predations in northern Italy — driven by lack of recognition and food —
forced the court to move from Milan to the easily defensible lagoon city of
Ravenna (401). They compelled Stilicho permanently to withdraw troops from
the Rhine and Britain (facilitating its loss to the Angles and Saxons by mid
century), and ultimately they undermined the general’s grasp on power when
he failed to contain these groups. Problems intensified during the winter of
406/7 when groups of Vandals, Alans and Sueves, pressed from behind by the
Huns, took advantage of the army’s withdrawal from Gaul to cross the frozen
Rhine at Magontiacum (Mainz). Stilicho was unable to combat the Germanic
advance. Attempting to capitalize on the western government’s weakness, Alaric
continued to press for compensation at the same time. Ironically, however, Stili-
cho’s demise came with Arcadius’ death that same year (408). Desiring to travel
to Constantinople and secure the eastern throne for Arcadius’ seven-year-old
son, Theodosius II (408—50), Stilicho triggered fear in Honorius’ court that
he aimed at something higher. In short order, Honorius declared him a public
enemy, and he was executed (Zos. 6.2).

Despite the influx of Germans in the West, the eastern court of the new
child emperor Theodosius II kept the focus on domestic aftairs and their own
frontiers, especially since the Huns, always aware of opportunities from imperial
weakness, continued to threaten provinces south of the Danube. With virtually
no help from the East, the western court in the immediate aftermath of Stilicho’s
death was both unable to expel the Germans who had crossed the Rhine and
unwilling to deal with Alaric. As a result, the Visigoths attacked and sacked
the city of Rome in 410, still looking for what they considered their rightful
compensation. As with the attack on New York’s World Trade Center nearly
1600 years later, news of this event quickly and widely ricocheted, sparking soul-
searching and deep despair. These catastrophes quashed the optimism Augustine
had felt under Theodosius’ ‘Christian era’. “We live in bad times, hard times,
this is what people keep saying’, the bishop sermonized, ‘but let us live well,
and times will be good. We are the times: such as we are, such are the times’

* Hierocles, On Prov. 214.173a; Dam. Phil. Hist. 56 (Athanassiadi); Dam. Vit. Isid. Ath. s9e; Phot.
Library cod. 214 p. 173237 Bekker vol. 11, p. 130 Henry; Marinus, Vit. Procl. 12.
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(Sermones 80.8). The Visigoths™ attack on Rome also drove a deeper wedge
between Christians and advocates of traditional piety who noted how soon the
empire had become vulnerable after Christianity’s promotion as the sole legal
religion (Aug. De civ. Dei 1.praef.). In answering these charges, Augustine’s City
of God not only came to divorce the tight connection that Platonist philosophers
had drawn between ideal justice and the rule of the sovereign guided by the
enlightened philosopher (De civ. Dei 19.24—5). But the bishop of Hippo, writing
in an Africa besieged by the Germanic Vandals, had also shed his Christian
triumphalism for a more sober assessment of Christian history.

Five years after the sack of Rome, tensions in the city of Alexandria between
the city’s Christian and Hellene citizens broke out in the open when a Christian
mob attacked and murdered Hypatia, the Platonist and Synesius’ teacher some
twenty years earlier. According to the ecclesiastical historian Socrates (HE 7.15),
Hypatia had inherited the school ‘of Plato and Plotinus’ from her father, Theon.
The Suda says that she ‘was not satistied with’ the mathematical instruction to
which he had devoted himself, but also ‘embraced the rest of philosophy with
diligence’, seeing mathematics, algebra and astronomy as preparatory subjects.
According to the Byzantine source, ‘those who were appointed at each time as
rulers of the city at first attended her lectures’, and it was the popularity of her
instruction that incited the Alexandrian bishop, Cyril, ‘to plot her death’. She
appears to have found herself in the middle of a quarrel between Orestes, the
local governor, and Cyril, a contest for authority that turned violent and resulted
in her death and dismemberment. According to the church historian Socrates,
who may have the official version, she was rumoured to have ‘prevented Orestes
from being reconciled to the bishop’. Historians, ancient and modern, have
downplayed the religious undercurrents of the philosopher killing — indeed the
Suda says that Christians treated ‘their own bishops’ in similar fashion. But it was
her profession as a Platonist that had put her in the public eye, making possible
the attack on her person and its particularly vicious character. The support
that Cyril received from the Empress Pulcheria, elder sister of the still minor
Theodosius 11, is further evidence for the religious character of the conflict; she
had just assumed the regency in 414 (Theoph. Chron. a.m. s9o1, 5905; Soz. HE
9.1). Having endorsed Cyril’s efforts to rid Alexandria of its Jewish population
the year before (Socr. HE 7.13),> Pulcheria was a Christian zealot eager to
promote policies that would lead to religious homogeneity.* Moreover, the
Coptic church clearly came to memorialize the event as a legitimate religious

3 See also CTh. 16.8.22 issued the next year which banned the construction of new synagogues and
sanctioned their destruction if not being used.

4 The eastern court that same year (415) issued CTh. 16.10.21 which excluded pagans from holding
oftice and from the military. This was later repealed.
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execution, for the seventh-century bishop John of Nikiu portrays her murderer,
Peter as ‘a perfect believer in Jesus Christ’ (Chron. 84.87—103), so the tradition
of her death, at least came to symbolize, as he claimed, the destruction of ‘the
last remains of idolatry in the city’.

The effects of Pulcheria’s militant Christianity can be seen as an eastern
counterpart to the vigorous defence of Christianity in the face of pagan critics
that Augustine, writing the City of God, was making in the West. Although the
chronology of the philosopher Hierocles’ life and activity is frustratingly vague,
it is possible that this student of Plutarch in Athens and friend of Olympiodorus,
diplomat and historian,* also ran afoul of the empress in Constantinople during
this period. According to the sixth-century philosopher, Damascius, Hierocles,
‘offended the party in power, was dragged into court, and was beaten up’.
The philosopher, ‘covered with blood’, was condemned to exile.® What was
his offence? A likely answer is that as an Iamblichaean Platonist, an advocate
and practitioner of theurgy, he was probably exiled on a charge of ‘magic’.
The religious character of Hierocles’ offence is especially likely if the period
of his rehabilitation corresponded to the waning of Pulcheria’s influence. For
at some later date the philosopher returned to his native Alexandria where he
was allowed to teach.” Although no immediate successor to Hypatia is known
for Alexandria (Synesius having become a bishop and probably pre-deceasing
her),® her interest in ‘occult subjects’, her father’s writings on divination, and
Synesius’ interests in the Chaldaean Oracles suggest that a teacher promoting an
Iamblichaean Platonism would have found a certain welcome in Alexandria, if
he could steer clear of its bishop, Cyril.

Despite her power and influence during the emperor’s minority, Pulcheria’s
grip on Theodosius II and the religious life of the eastern empire waned as
the emperor reached the age of majority and became open to a wider range of
opinions. Evidence for his changed perspective is especially apparent after 421
when he married Eudocia. Called Athenais before her conversion to Chris-
tianity, she was a daughter and student of Leontius, a philosopher who had
been appointed to the sophistic chair at Athens with the backing of Olympi-
odorus the historian and diplomat (Socr. HE 7.21).° In the first two decades

5%

Although Hadot 2004: 4 is coy about this identification, Schibli 2002: 3 presents a solid case for the
identification of the dedicatee of Hierocles” On Providence with the Olympiodorus of Thebes who
led a successful embassy to the Hun.

Damascius, Vit. Isid. fr. 106, p. 83, s—11 Zintzen = fr. 45B Athanassiadi.

Damascius, Vit. Isid. 54, p. 80, in Photius, Library, cod. 242, 338b28—339a7 Bekker, vol. vi, p. 18
Henry, fr. 45A Athanassiadi.

He became bishop of Ptolemais in 409 or 410, and since his letters never mention his mentor’s
death, it is likely that he died before she did.

Leontius 6, PLRE 668; Olymp. fr. 28.
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of their marriage, Eudocia’s influence on her husband and the Roman world
was profound. In 425, she persuaded Theodosius to create a university at Con-
stantinople, an achievement that made the eastern capital an educational centre
on a par with Athens and Alexandria. Comprising over thirty chaired positions,
the university boasted instruction in Greek and Latin grammar and rhetoric, law
and philosophy. By 429, Eudocia had also encouraged her husband in another
signal achievement, the creation of the Theodosian Code, a monumental endeav-
our which collected, organized and published all laws issued by the Roman
emperors after and including Constantine I. Issued nominally by both emperors
East and West (CTh. praef.), this magisterial work not only made uniform the
implementation of Roman law in the East, but it also served as the foundation
from which the rulers of the new Germanic kingdoms in the West would issue
their own legal codes.

The difference between East and West could not have been more strik-
ing in these years. Where the East was developing vital new institutions, the
West became increasingly fragmented politically. Before 420, the western court
had agreed to settle the Visigoths in Aquitania, finally granting them the sup-
port and recognition for which they had hungered after they had agreed to
help suppress the Vandals. Led by Theoderid (d. 451), they established a cap-
ital at Tolosa and were probably sustained by local tax proceeds (Hydatius
Chron. 150); it is likely that the western court thought of the Visigoths as
ruling ‘for’ them in this area, a polite fiction that would be replicated with
other Germanic kingdoms. With Visigoths living alongside Gallo-Romans,
the province of Gaul entered a period of greater stability, a circumstance that
contributed to the rise of monasticism. Imported to Marseilles from Egypt
by John Cassian, it also began to flourish near Tours under the direction of
St Martin.

The western ‘empire’ was further weakened in 423, however, when the
emperor Honorius died, leaving no heirs. After a few years of scuffling for
control, Valentinian III became emperor in 425 with the backing of the eastern
court, as well as Aétius, the most powerful general in the West. Valentinian
had the dynastic claim, as Honorius’ nephew by his sister Galla Placidia. But,
as Valentinian III was only four years old, the true powers behind the throne
were Aétius and his mother. Valentinian’s reign (425—55) brought a modicum of
stability to Italy, perhaps, but the western court proved incapable of preventing
the capture of Africa by the Vandals in the 430s (Hydatius Chron. 90). Under
the leadership of Geiseric, the Vandals had taken Hippo as its bishop Augustine
lay dying, and using the city as a base cemented their victory with the capture
of Carthage in 439. By 442, Geiseric had signed a treaty with Valentinian III
(which Theodosius II did not recognize), in which the Vandal king governed
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Africa ‘for’ the western sovereign and was probably, like the Visigoths, supported
by local taxes.

As the invading Arian Vandals were striking fear into the hearts of the Nicene
population in Africa and bishops, following Augustine (Ep. 228), painted the
assault as a ‘persecution’, a different theological dispute was beginning to simmer
in the East. Like the Arian controversy of the previous century, the Nestorian
controversy involved some of the best intellects of the era whose ideas drew
on the broader philosophical culture in which they took shape. The crisis
began in 428, when Theodosius appointed Nestorius of Antioch to be bishop
of Constantinople (Socr. HE 7.29). Where Alexandrian theologians had been
promoting the idea that Jesus Christ had two natures, human and divine, in one
person, Antiochenes in the early fifth century had started teaching that he had
two persons and two natures. This position implied that only the human Jesus
had suttered during the Passion, thus diminishing the significance of the sacri-
fice in the eyes of its opponents. In Constantinople, Nestorius advocated these
teachings, deeply offending Cyril of Alexandria, Pulcheria’s ally. In response,
Cyril declared Nestorius a heretic and wrote Tivelve Anathemas to make his case,
earning the support of the bishop of Rome. To clear his name, Nestorius asked
Theodosius to call a council at Ephesus in 431. The council was a disaster. Cyril,
who worried that his views would not prevail given the emperor’s support of
Nestorius, started the proceedings before the Antiochenes arrived; those who
had managed to assemble, predominantly Cyrils Egyptian colleagues, unsur-
prisingly condemned and deposed Nestorius. When the Antiochenes arrived,
they held their own meeting, condemning Cyril’s Tivelve Anathemas and depos-
ing its author (Socr. HE 7.34). In response to the mess, Theodosius deposed
both Nestorius and Cyril, and unhelpfully urged all concerned to support the
doctrine of the Council of Nicaea.

Thanks to Pulcheria’s support, Cyril ultimately regained his see, but the con-
troversy continued to fester, as arguments in answer to Nestorius continued to
circulate. For example, Eutyches, an abbot in Constantinople, began to teach
that Christ had only one nature, even after the incarnation, and thus that the
son of God had always existed in one person and one nature. This position, the
root of Monophysitism, found wide support in Egypt where it was endorsed
by Dioscorus, who succeeded Cyril as bishop in 444. It was also a theology
attractive to Chrysaphius, a eunuch who had risen to a position of influence
in the court by successively engineering exile from Constantinople for both
Pulcheria (441) and Eudocia (443), the latter of whom never returned. In 449,
he persuaded Theodosius to call another council at Ephesus which approved
the doctrine, but came to be known as the ‘Robber Council’ since both
the bishops of Constantinople and Rome refused to recognize the outcome
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(Evagr. HE 1.10). Indeed, Leo, the bishop of Rome wrote at length against the
outcome, arguing in his aptly titled, Tome, the Christological position that Jesus,
incarnate, had two natures — human and divine — united in one person. The
disastrous outcome of the Council led to the eunuch’s ouster and Pulcheria’s
return facilitated by Aspar, the Gothic magister militum. When Theodosius died
soon after (450), the empress claimed her brother’s dying wish was that she
marry Marcian (Chron. Pasch. s.a. 450; Malalas 14.28), an officer serving under
Aspar. Wanting Marcian’s rule of the East (450—7) to be recognized by the
West, for Valentinian III could have claimed the throne, Pulcheria dropped her
support for the Monophysite bishop of Alexandria, and adopted the doctrinal
position of Leo, bishop of Rome. In 451, with her encouragement, Marcian
called the Council of Chalcedon, which decreed as orthodox Leo’s statement
that in Jesus there existed two natures in one person.

Despite the theological rapprochement between East and West that culmi-
nated at the Council of Chalcedon, the ensuing decade was turbulent. Attila’s
Huns, once pacified by imperial handouts, began to challenge first the eastern
and then the western frontiers as Constantinople ended its policy of appease-
ment. Forced out of Illyricum by Marcian, Attila then moved to Gaul where
he suffered his only defeat at Chalons against Aétius fighting with Franks as
foederati and allied Visigoths. After moving into Italy in 452, Attila soon aban-
doned Roman territory, whether due to the diplomacy of Leo, bishop of Rome,
or because famine and plague assaulted his troops. Within the following two
years, Attila, Pulcheria, Aetius and Valentinian III were all dead (John Malalas
14.14). Although East and West no longer feared Hunnic attacks, both regions
faced a period of increasing uncertainty. In the West, the end of the Theodosian
dynasty prompted a squabble for the throne involving even the Visigoths and
the Vandals, with Geiseric invading Italy, sacking Rome and capturing Valen-
tinian’s daughter who had been forced to marry a pretender to the western
throne, but had been betrothed to his son Huneric. The year 457 saw regime
change in the West and in the East with Marcian’s death ending the Theo-
dosian dynasty there. Although Marcian’s son-in-law, Anthemius could have
claimed the throne, Aspar, still magister militum, backed another high-ranking
officer, Leo, who became emperor instead (457—74). That year in the West,
the Visigothic general, Ricimer, emerged as power-broker in Italy. Unable to
become emperor himself, a circumstance indicating the vestigial influence of
the Roman Senate, Ricimer backed a series of men as emperors across several
decades (one of whom was actually Anthemius, 467—72), each serving at the
convenience of the magister militum.

The turbulence that beset the courts in Ravenna and Constantinople
after 450 was ironically of great benefit to what might be called renegade
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populations. For example, both Visigothic and Vandal kingdoms flourished in
the West. According to the Gallo-Roman aristocrat Sidonius Apollinaris, the
Visigothic court under Theoderic (453—66) combined ‘Greek elegance, Gal-
lic plenty, Italian briskness; the dignity of state, the attentiveness of a private
home’ and ‘the ordered discipline of royalty’ (Ep. 1.2). Keeping Roman tax
collecting procedures intact, the Visigoths assessed their Gallo-R oman subjects,
sustaining themselves with part and the cities of Gaul with the rest, thus main-
taining Roman infrastructure to some degree. In 475, Theoderic’s successor
Euric (466—84) declared the independence of his kingdom from Ravenna, thus
ending the polite fiction that the Visigoths were foederati, serving at the behest
of the western emperor; he also issued the first written Visigothic law-code,
the lex Euricanus, Germanic in character, but strongly influenced by the Theo-
dosian Code. His son, Alaric II (484—507) would issue a companion code, the
Lex Romana Visigothorum, which set out the law for his Roman subjects. Much
less is known about the Vandal kingdom in Africa, but the strong influence
of Rome on this successor state is clear enough. Ruling from Carthage as his
capital, Geiseric (428—77) also seems to have left the tax collection structure in
place and issued laws that copied Roman rescripts in form. "

In the East, the renegade population that flourished were the adherents of
the Academy in Athens. By 440, Proclus had taken the helm of the Academy
from Syrianus, Plutarch’s successor. Proclus’ career is actually a good indicator
of what was and was not possible for a Hellene living in the East under the
Theodosian dynasty. His parents were Hellenes, living in Constantinople in
the early fifth century where his father was a lawyer. But they relocated with
Proclus to their native Lycia — a disadvantageous move for a lawyer that may
be associated with the anti-Hellene activities associated with Pulcheria’s rise in
414: Hypatia’s murder, the edict excluding pagans from imperial service and the
army, and perhaps the trial of Hierocles. From Lycia, Proclus went to Alexandria

' and Roman law,

where he studied rhetoric, Aristotelian logic, mathematics,'
intending to take up his father’s profession. He quickly attracted the attention,
not only of his instructors (Marinus, Vit. Procl. 8), but also the governor of
Alexandria who invited him to travel to Constantinople with him. He would
have arrived in the capital just as the new university was getting underway, in an
intellectual climate that had changed considerably with the ascent of Eudocia.
Here Proclus had a vision of Athena, according to his biographer and successor,

Marinus, who told him to abandon law, to take up philosophy, and to go to

' Cf. Huneric’s edict in Victor of Vita 3.3—14 and CTh. 16.5.5—6.
"' His instructor, Heron, also taught him religion. It is thus likely that Heron was not only a
Pythagorean, but was also following in the steps of Theon and Hypatia.
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Athens (Vit. Procl. 6.9). Evidently Proclus had encountered some philosophers
in the capital — perhaps associated with the university — who nurtured a desire
in him to study lamblichaean Platonism with Plutarch and Syrianus. In 430 at
the age of nineteen, he went to Athens. ‘He was sent there’, Marinus claims, ‘by
the gods of philosophy to preserve the school of Plato in its truth and pureness’
(Vit. Procl. 10). And indeed, within five years, Plutarch and Syrianus had both
died, leaving Proclus as head of the Academy. As with Plutarch, students came
from far and wide — indeed, they included Anthemius, Marcian’s son-in-law
and sometime occupant of the western throne. During his long tenure until his
death in 485, Proclus taught and lived the Iamblichaean ideal: he practised the
political virtues as well, encouraging men like Plutarch’s grandson to involve
themselves in politics, advising them during the course of their careers (Vit.
Procl. 14-15). And he applied his analytical mind to the prolific writing of
treatises as well as to mystical inspiration; he lived piously as a vegetarian and
an open worshipper of the One in all its many forms (Vit. Procl. 19). Proclus’
long tenure and his conspicuous religiosity are evidence for the flourishing
of Iamblichaean Platonism in fifth-century Athens; they also indicate that the
emperor in Constantinople faced serious problems closer to home.

2 ZENO AND THE DISAPPEARANCE
OF THE WESTERN EMPEROR

The eastern emperor Leo I (457—74), had attained his throne — not because
of any blood connection to the Theodosian dynasty, but because he had the
support of the Germanic magister militum, Aspar. Leo, in turn, had solidified
his position by patronizing Isaurians, an ethnic group from south-central Asia
Minor long stigmatized in the East and so useful and loyal recipients of his
patronage. Indeed, he had married his daughter, Ariadne, to an Isaurian officer,
Zeno (Evagr. HE 2.8—17). Although Leo had intended for the succession to
pass directly to their son, Zeno (474—971) instead inherited the throne when
the seven-year-old heir and his grandfather died within months of each other.
Zeno’s identity as an Isaurian was enormously destabilizing, and he spent the first
ten years of his reign putting down usurpers, most of them supported by Verina,
Leo’s widow and Ariadne’s mother. First, she threw her support to her brother,
Basiliscus (475—6), almost as soon as Zeno had been installed (Evagr. HE 3.1—
29). The existence of a usurper further factionalized the East, as Monophysites
and Ostrogoths — two disgruntled parties — supported the renegade, and the
Chalcedonian bishop of Constantinople remained with the legitimate emperor.
Zeno ultimately got the upper hand against Basiliscus, thanks in part to the help
of Daniel, a local pillar saint and emulator of Simeon Stylites whom the bishop
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of Constantinople had persuaded to descend from his perch in order to mediate
the conflict.”” Four years later (479), Verina supported Marcian, the husband
of her other daughter, in a revolt that was also unsuccessful, and five years after
that, she threw her support to Leontius (484—8), a pretender whom Illus, the
Isaurian magister milium per Orientem, had backed. In this usurpation, a number
of Hellenes, including Pamprepius, an Alexandrian Platonist and discredited
follower of Proclus,'3 threw their support to Illus and Leontius, convinced by
certain signs that the effort would not only be victorious, but that their religion
might be reinstated." Zeno put down this rebellion as well, and in its aftermath
set about breaking up the pagan circles in Alexandria.”> His officers forcibly
disbanded schools and tortured pagans in the hopes that they would inform on
one another.'% One result of this episode of repression is that Ammonius, who
had inherited the Alexandrian chair in philosophy from his father Hermeias —
father and son both having been students of Proclus — was persuaded to refrain
from openly supporting pagan ritual. This appeasement of the Christian author-
ities earned Ammonius the disgust of his student Damascius (Vit. Isid. 250.2;
251.12—14), even though he could count as his students all the most eminent
Platonists of the next generation, including Damascius himself and Olym-
piodorus in addition to the Christian John Philoponus (Simplicius, In Cael.
462.20).

One group that had contributed to the instability of the Eastern Empire dur-
ing the revolt under Basiliscus was the Ostrogoths. Settled in Pannonia as foederati
they were now under the rule of Theoderic, a man educated as a Roman while
ten years a hostage at the Constantinopolitan court and who now saw in the
upheaval of Basiliscus’ revolt an opportunity to press for advantages to himself
and his people. In response to the Ostrogoths’ pressing into Moesia and Thrace,
Zeno had first made Theodoric magister militum, then consul, then citizen.
Ultimately, he decided to solve several festering problems at once. Twelve years
earlier, the Germanic general, Odovacar, had deposed Romulus Augustulus,
the last Roman emperor in the West (476; Anon. Valesianus 8.38). Before the
emperor had taken up residence at a monastery, he had returned the imperial
regalia to Constantinople, along with a letter stating that the empire was only
in need of one emperor, namely, the one ruling from Constantinople. (Accord-
ingly, the Eastern Roman Empire might properly be called the ‘Byzantine
Empire’ from this point, Byzantium being the original name of Constantine’s

> Cf. the Lives of Simeon Stylites the Elder and Daniel the Stylite.

'3 Damascius, Vit. Isid. frs. 288—9; Malchus fr. 20, Miiller FHG iv 131—2 (=Blockley fr. 23).
' Zach. V Sev. 40 and frs. 294—5.

'S Epitoma Photiana 190; Dam. Vit. Isid. frs. 330, 331, 277.

16 Zach. Vit. Sev. 19—35; Dam. Phil. Hist. 76e, 117a—c.
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capital.) As unsatisfactory as this situation was to Zeno — for he had no influence
at all with Odovacar —he was unable to install a better claimant to the throne. By
488, however, Zeno realized that sending Theoderic West with the Ostrogoths
would solve both the problem of western governance and would provide the
Goth with the recognition and stability he sought. In 489, Theodoric entered
Italy with 120,000 of his people, and killed Odovacar himself. By 493, he was
the undisputed master of Italy, ruling from Ravenna as king of the Ostrogoths
and representative of the emperor in Constantinople (Procop. Wars 5.1.9—-15,
24—9). Calling himself ‘Flavius Theodoricus Rex’, Theoderic made no attempt
to replace the institutions of Roman government in Italy. Indeed, the letters
of Cassiodorus, the king’s legal advisor and then magister officiorum show clearly
that the Ostrogoth upheld Roman law, held great respect for the Senate of
Rome, did what he could to invest in Roman infrastructure, and even treated
the Nicene Christians in his realm with respect, despite his own attachment to
Arianism. Evidence for the stability that Theoderic brought to Italy in the early
years of his reign is abundant in the careers of the senator Symmachus whom
Cassiodorus considered to be a ‘Christian Cato’, and of Boethius, his adopted
son and son-in-law, who was deeply educated in Greek philosophy; indeed, he
was among the last of his age in the West to be able to read Plato and Aristotle in
the original Greek, and devote himself to writing treatises on the mathematical
arts, Aristotelian logic and various theological topics.

As Theoderic was consolidating his grasp over the Ostrogothic kingdom
in Italy, the Franks, under their king, Clovis (481—511), were expanding into
Gaul, ultimately pushing the Visigoths into Spain. Until the middle of the fifth
century, the Franks had fought alongside the western Romans as foederati, but
the disappearance of imperial rule in the West ended this association. Clovis
took advantage of the crumbling authority in Ravenna to lead the Franks in
campaigns that brought all of northern Gaul under his control by 494."7 He
extended his influence further by marrying the Burgundian princess Chlotild
and consolidated his gains further still by converting to Nicene Christianity,
becoming the only major Germanic sovereign to eschew Arianism, gaining the
enthusiastic support of the Gallo-R oman bishops by doing so. Ultimately Clovis
was accepted by the eastern court as ‘consul’ and ‘Augustus’, and — like his Ger-
manic colleagues — ruled Gaul through the pre-existing Roman infrastructure.
According to Sidonius Apollinaris, the roads, towns and economic structure —
including taxation — remained more or less intact. Like other Germanic king-
doms, too, Clovis ruled his subjects under two forms of law: Germanic (in this
case, Salic) for his Frankish subjects, and Roman for those of Roman heritage.

'7 For Clovis’ achievements, see Gregory of Tours, History of the Franks, book 2.
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With the establishment of a stable Ostrogothic kingdom in Italy and the
rise of the Nicene kingdom of the Franks, Zeno’s immediate successors could
turn their attention to military and religious problems in the East. From the
north-west, Constantinople faced increasingly frequent raids from the Bulgars,
a Turkic tribe that had united the remnants of Attila’s Huns, and in the East,
Persia grew increasingly restive, seizing Amida briefly in 506. Tensions between
Monophysites and Chalcedonians also continued to fester. Zeno had not helped
matters much by issuing the Henotikon (482), a doctrinal statement upholding
the canons of the Council of Nicaea and Cyril of Alexandria’s statement against
Nestorius while condemning both Nestorius and the Monophysite Eutyches
(Evagr. HE 3.12). Upon the death of Zeno, who had left no heirs, his widow
Ariadne — the daughter of emperor Leo I — chose as successor the imperial
chamberlain, Anastasius, and married him to secure his claim (3.29). Anastasius
(491—518) was a staunch Monophysite, although he had had to promise to
uphold the theology of the Council of Chalcedon in order to stake a claim to
the throne. Although Anastasius recognized Theoderic the Ostrogoth as king in
Italy (497), and he recognized Clovis the Frank as ‘consul’ and ‘Augustus’, both
ruling ‘for’ Constantinople in their respective areas, he did not recognize the
authority of the bishop of Rome in doctrinal matters. Accordingly, his effort
to appoint Monophysite bishops to important sees incurred the wrath of the
Roman bishop at the time, Gelasius (492—6). Having already excommunicated
the bishop of Constantinople for supporting Zeno’s Henotikon, Gelasius asserted
in a letter to Anastasius that two powers ruled the world, ‘the priesthood and
royal power’, and that in matters of doctrine, the emperor should defer to the
judgement of the ‘bishop whom God wished to be prominent over all’."®

3 THE AGE OF JUSTINIAN

When Anastasius died unexpectedly in s15, a widower without an heir, the
Senate of Constantinople and the emperor’s chief ministers nominated the head
of the imperial bodyguard to fill the post (Evagr. HE 3.44—4.1). Justin was a
Latin-speaking Illyrian with little to commend him apart from a very talented
nephew, Justinian, who wielded considerable influence during his uncle’s reign
and inherited the throne after his death (Procop. Arc. 6). Educated at the
university of Constantinople, Justinian, whose first language was also Latin, was
Roman to the core (Iust. Nov. 13). He was well schooled in Roman history, had
a profound respect for Roman legal traditions, but most of all, he felt that it was
his responsibility (and opportunity, for Anastasius had left a sizeable treasury) to

8 Mansi, Sacrorum Conciliorum Collectio 8.31.
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recover the ‘usurped’ provinces of the West and return the Roman Empire to
its erstwhile glory. Profoundly religious, he also believed his duty was to stamp
out heresy. These two passions complemented one another for the emperor: by
enforcing orthodoxy, he hoped to gain God’s favour in war; by his reconquest,
he hoped to free the West from the rule of heretics. Nevertheless, in seeking
to return to the old order, Justinian, quite unintentionally, helped to usher in a
new one.

Justinian’s first goal was to establish a stable, eastern frontier so that he could
safely turn his attention West. War had broken out with Persia in the last years of
Justin’s reign, but the death of the Persian king and the accession of his successor,
Khusro I helped both empires come to terms, signing the ‘Eternal Peace’ in
532 (Procop. Pers. 1.22). Justinian’s ambitions for the West were almost derailed
that same year by the Nika Riot, when both Blue and Green circus factions
united against the emperor and used the power of popular violence to demand
the removal of several ministers. Although Justinian complied, a usurper was
installed with the support of Constantinople’s senate. The emperor did not
regain control until Belisarius, a general who had distinguished himself in the
Persian campaigns, led his soldiers into the hippodrome and massacred thousands
of civilians (Procop. Arc. 7.1—42). By the following year, imperial armies had
sailed to Africa where they easily unseated the Vandals and reorganized the
territory as a province once again (Procop. Vand. 1).

Italy was the next objective, and superficially it looked like the success that met
Justinian’s armies in Africa could easily be duplicated further north. Theoderic’s
grip on power had weakened in his final years, a development clearly evident in
the circumstances surrounding Boethius’ death. In addition to his active schol-
arly life, Boethius had also served Theoderic as consul and as magister officiorum.
In 522 the court accused a senator, Albinus, of treasonable correspondence with
people close to the emperor in Constantinople. Perhaps because of his official
position, Boethius defended Albinus and found himself facing accusations that
he himself was implicated in the effort against the king and for having engaged
in magic (Anon. Valesianus 14.85). Although the Anicii, his birth family, and the
Symmachi were both Christian families and there is no evidence that Boethius
was interested in theurgy, his deep dedication to Platonism clearly made him
vulnerable to such a charge. Sentenced to death, the philosopher wrote his
Consolation of Philosophy while awaiting execution. The swirl of rumours about
treasonous groups shows the deterioration of Theoderic’s position toward the
end of his reign. At the same time, his designated successor had died, leaving him
without an heir. Accordingly, the king suddenly found himself vulnerable and
suspicious that the Constantinopolitan government — which had long supported
him — was looking for a way to remove him. When Theoderic died in 526, his
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daughter Amalasuntha acted as regent for her young son Athalaric, but with his
death in 534, there was no clear heir to the throne. Since Constantinople had
recognized no Ostrogothic ruler after Theoderic, Justinian had the excuse he
needed to involve himself militarily in Italian affairs. In 536, Belisarius invaded.
Ravenna and Rome fell quickly, but then a series of setbacks — from Frank-
ish support for the Goths to the onset of plague (Procop. Bel. 2.22.1—23.16) —
forced the conflict to drag out for two decades. Justinian’s armies won in the
end — in fact they went on to Spain where they were able to wrest the southern
shore from the Visigoths. Nevertheless, the victory in Italy was a hollow one, so
severely had the eastern armies weakened the economy, infrastructure, morale
and health on the peninsula.

Like his military exploits, Justinian’s secular reforms show him wanting to
rule in traditional Roman style, yet poised at the beginning of a new era. In
the tradition of emperors from Augustus to Theodosius II, Justinian sought to
make his mark in stone across the Empire. One testament, both to his zeal for
construction, and to the sophisticated state of engineering and architecture in
the capital is the great church, Hagia Sophia. The first structure to support a
dome on a square foundation, this church still stands in Istanbul today where it
is now a museum (Procop. Aed. 1). As was also appropriate for an emperor who
wanted to restore the greatness of the Roman Empire, Justinian determined
to reform the legal system, a project last attempted a century earlier during
the reign of Theodosius II. The emperor appointed the jurist Trebonian to
lead a commission charged with collecting and organizing Roman law. In §34,
they published their work as the Corpus Iuris Civilis. Written in Latin, still
the language of state, this compendium strove to organize and explain the
vast tradition of Roman law. In so doing it moved well beyond the goals of
Theodosius’ code which had simply arranged various edicts under prominent
categories. The Corpus included the Institutes, a legal text-book based on the
work of Gaius, a second-century CE Roman jurist, the Digest, a collection of
Roman jurisprudence from 30 BCE to 300 CE, and the Codex Constitutionum, a
collection of all imperial legislation the editors could gather, one source of which
was the Theodosian Code. Unlike the Theodosian Code, Justinian’s project also had
a mechanism for keeping the compilation up to date: all new legislation was
collected as Novellae; yet, tellingly, these edicts came predominantly to be written
in Greek. Accordingly, the growing language differences meant that — unlike
the Theodosian Code — Justinian’s project would not immediately be embraced
by peoples in the West, such as the Franks. Indeed, over five centuries would
pass before the Corpus Iuris Civilis became well known to western legal scholars.

In the religious sphere, Justinian, like his predecessor Theodosius I, strove
energetically to achieve religious uniformity. Despite earlier efforts at forcibly
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repressing Monophysitism — an attempt the failure of which testifies to the
strength of the resistance, by the s30s, Justinian tried to bring about change
through a more conciliatory strategy. He first tried to issue a statement of faith
to which all parties might agree. To do so, he arranged for six Chalcedonian
and six Monophysite theologians to meet. During the meeting, Monophysites
asserted that ‘there is one nature of God the logos after the union’, the first extant
reference to the works of the mysterious pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite.'
The group ultimately drafted a statement of faith that condemned Nestorians
and extreme Monophysitism. It did not take a stand on the number of natures
belonging to Christ, but said instead that he was ‘made man and crucified and
belongs to the holy, consubstantial trinity’. Although the bishop of Rome at
the time approved the statement (Cod. Iust. 1.1.6-8), his successor rejected it,
leaving Justinian much where he had started.

Justinian’s second attempt to reconcile the Chalcedonians and Monophysites
occurred in the 540s. Monophysites had rejected the Council of Chalcedon in
part because it had approved of the writings of three fifth-century theologians
(Theodoret of Cyrrhus, Ibas of Edessa and Theodore of Mopsuestia) whose
ideas, they thought, were Nestorian in character. Accordingly, Justinian decreed
as heretical three books (or ‘Three Chapters’), one by each of these three
theologians. He hoped that this compromise would appease the Monophysites,
and that they could then accept the rest of Chalcedon. But western bishops were
aghast at Justinian’s statement, since it implied that the Council of Chalcedon
had erred (Vig. Iud. apud Mansi 9.181). And instead of resolving doctrinal
conflict, the Three Chapters controversy only fuelled passions on both sides.
Despite forcibly pressuring two bishops of Rome to agree with his position,
Justinian never achieved reconciliation with the Monophysites. Indeed, the
emperor’s actions only alienated the bishops of the West and strengthened
in Syria and Egypt the resistance of Monophysites who now comprised the
majority population.

Toward other religious groups, Justinian was far less accommodating in his
quest for doctrinal unity. He launched persecutions of those he deemed heretics,
such as the Montanists in Phrygia who committed mass suicide in response. He
dictated legal penalties against Jews who could no longer hold major office,
could not be lawyers or other professionals, and were deprived of their civil
rights (Cod. Iust. 1.5.18). In this vein, too, the emperor in 529 issued a series of
edicts against Greek philosophy and traditional religion. All pagans were told

"9 Innocentii Maronitae epistula de collatione cum Severianis habita, Acta conciliorum oecumenicorum, 4, 11: 172.
For the argument that pseudo-Dionysius should be identified with Severus of Antioch, leader of
the six Monophysites, see Stiglmayr 1928, and for its refutation, see Lebon 1930.
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to come to Church with their families to receive instruction in Christianity
and be baptized; those who refused would lose their property and be exiled.
In Constantinople alone, a number of prominent people were convicted and
executed for not adopting Christianity. And Justinian closed the Academy at
Athens (Cod. Iust. 1.11.10). This institution had been in operation since Plutarch
revived it at the end of the fourth century and for the past nine years had been
under the leadership of Damascius. A student of Isidore (whose biography he
wrote) and Ammonius in Alexandria, Damascius’ tenure in Athens shows the
ties that had continued to link the eastern empire’s two philosophical centres.
Hopeful that they might find refuge in Persia, Damascius, together with Priscian,
and Simplicius — all then in residence at the Academy — journeyed to Persia
in 531, where they hoped to find intellectual freedom (Agath. HE 2.30-T1).
Disappointed, they returned to the Empire under the Roman-Persian treaty
of 532, having been promised freedom of religion — a guarantee that probably
allowed them to philosophize, but not in public. Where they settled is not
known.

Although Alexandria was also the site of a prominent philosophical school,
its operation was not interrupted during Justinian’s reign. After Ammonius’
role as leader of the school waned before 520, John Philoponus emerged as its
most prominent figure (Philop. In Phys. 703.15—17). A Christian, John in this
period was strongly influenced by Platonism and was an active spokesperson
for Ammonius’ teachings. Nevertheless, in 529, the year that Justinian shuttered
the Athenian Academy, John distanced himself ‘drastically from pagan philoso-
phy’ in an attack on the philosophy of Proclus (De aeternitate mundi). Traces in
other sources suggest that the dramatic change in John’s philosophy was driven
by a certain opportunism, given Justinian’s hostile attitude toward Platonism.
In subsequent years, John was a strong advocate for Monophysite Christian-
ity, delving into problems that were key to current theological debates. That
John did not Christianize the Alexandrian school is clear from the career of
Olympiodorus the Younger who continued the tradition of Platonism in the
city.*® During the reign of Justinian, such a career required being ‘politically
aware, but uninvolved’.?' Indeed, thanks in part to Olympiodorus’ sensitivity,
the Alexandrian school was able to continue in existence even after the rise of
Islam.

Justinian’s goals and projects showed him to be a typical late-antique sovereign;
nevertheless, he planted the seeds of change that would help bring about the

% For the argument that John saved the Alexandrian academy by means of a Christian manifesto, see
Saffrey 1954.
>! Olympiodorus, Commentary on Plato’s Gorgias, trans. Jackson, Lycos and Tarrant 1998: 17.
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end of the era. Certainly, his reign was marked by the continuity of Roman
culture and some degree of Mediterranean unity as evidenced by his public
works, legal reforms, aggressive stance as head of the church, and his vigorous
efforts to rule over East and West. But he bankrupted the Empire in striving
to achieve his goals, and left both East and West much weaker than he had
found them. Immediately after his death, his successors faced the loss of Italy
to the invading Germanic and Arian Lombards, the continued disaftection of
Monophysite Egypt and the Near East, and the opportunism of an aggressive
Persia, eager to capitalize on Constantinopolitan weakness.

4 CENTRIFUGAL FORCES

At the cusp of the seventh century, the once united Mediterranean began to
experience pressures that would culminate in its fragmentation into three dif-
ferent cultural, religious and linguistic zones, all of which had roots in Roman
tradition; all abetted in part by Justinian’s fruitless effort to achieve Mediter-
ranean unity: an orthodox, Greek-speaking eastern or Byzantine Empire in the
north-east; a Roman Catholic, Latin- and German-speaking Frankish Empire
in the north-west; and an Islamic, Arabic-speaking Empire across the whole
stretch of the south. In the West, under the leadership of King Alboin (d. 572),
the Lombards began their invasion of Italy in the year of Justiniain’s death, 568
(Paul Lomb. 2.8). Too weak to resist the Lombards completely, the eastern armies
occupying Italy managed to retain the areas around Rome and Ravenna. As the
Lombards advanced, the bishop of Rome grew increasingly nervous about the
possibility of living under Arian rule. In 590, the Roman monk Gregory became
the city’s bishop (590—604). As the Lombards continued to press their advan-
tage, and the emperor in Constantinople — hard pressed by war against Persia —
proved incapable of providing for Rome’s defence, Gregory began to organize
the defence of the city himself. Collecting taxes, provisioning arms, organizing
the training of soldiers, repairing buildings and fortifications, Gregory was the
first bishop of Rome — or pope — to combine secular and ecclesiastical powers
in one office. By 593, he had extracted a treaty with the Lombards, the terms
of which Constantinople recognized in 598.

As the political and religious situation in Italy was temporarily settling down
toward the end of Gregory’s papacy, new religious currents were beginning to
circulate in Arabia. Always a frontier zone between Rome and Persia, late-
antique Arabia was not unfamiliar with Judaism or Christianity since people
from both groups had migrated into the peninsula during times of Roman
oppression. In about 610, Muhammad ibn ‘Abd Allah (c. §52—632) began
preaching a new monotheistic faith called ‘submission to God’, or Islam.
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Over several decades, Mohammad’s teaching energized thousands of followers
who gained territorial control over much of Arabia at the same time as they
spread their new faith. By the year of Muhammad’s death, Arab armies were
ready to move out of Arabia and challenge the two emperors of Persia and
Constantinople.

The expansion of Islam could not have come at a worse time for the Emperor
Heraclius in Constantinople (610—41). Seizing the throne after several usurpa-
tions, Heraclius gained an empire beset by invasion and fractured by religious
controversy. In the Balkans, Avars, Slavs and Bulgars had been a constant pres-
sure on the Danube frontier; during Heraclius’ reign the emperor effectively lost
control of this territory. To the East was Persia. Heraclius had taken power while
the Byzantine Empire was already engaged in a war with Khusro II (590—6238).
As evidence for Heraclius’ initial weakness, the Persians between 613 and 617
were able to take Damascus, Jerusalem, Alexandria and even the Bithynian city
of Chalcedon; by 619, they occupied Egypt and Libya. By 622, Heraclius felt
himself finally ready to engage Persia directly. Funded by the treasure from the
bishop’s church in Constantinople, Heraclius trained his army in new tactics —
adopting the light-armed mounted archers that the Persians used so successfully,
and, with the army, left the capital, dressed as a penitent, carrying a sacred image
of the virgin, and vowing to reconquer Jerusalem. In short, he turned the con-
flict against the Persians into a kind of holy war. By 628, although not before
the Persians had laid siege to Constantinople, Heraclius had achieved complete
victory over the forces of Khusro, who was condemned to death. The peace
treaty between the two Empires signalled the end of Persian glory, as Heraclius
was named protector of the Persian heir and conquered Byzantine territory was
returned.

Once the East was recovered, Heraclius tried to turn his attention to the
festering problem of Monophysitism. After the abortive efforts of Justinian,
Constantinople had for the most part left the Egyptian church alone, leav-
ing any efforts at conversion in the hands of the local bishops.>> With Hera-
clius’ encouragement, Sergius, bishop of Constantinople then attempted a new
compromise position, monoergetism, a view conceding the Chalcedonian for-
mula that Christ had two natures, but maintaining that he had one, divine
energy. Sergius’ doctrine found the support of the papacy and some Mono-
physite bishops, but the lines hardened again when Sophronius, the bishop of
Jerusalem, rejected it. Next, Sergius tried again with a new compromise posi-
tion, monotheletism. In this view, Christ had both human and divine natures as

** Cf., e.g., Leontius, Life of St. John the Almsgiver. John is a Chalcedonian bishop in a largely
Monophysite community, trying to bring people into his fold through giving alms.
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the Council of Chalcedon had stipulated, but only one, divine will. In 638, Her-
aclius declared Sergius’ pronouncement official doctrine in a statement entitled
the Ekthesis, publicly posted in front of Justinian’s great church, Hagia Sophia.
The West reacted vociferously against it, led by Maximus, a monk who had fled
Constantinople during the Persian siege and now lived in Carthage, still under
Byzantine control.?} Deeply erudite, a testament to the quality of education
still possible at Constantinople’s university in the late sixth and early seventh
centuries, Maximus rallied the western Church against Sergius’ theology. The
controversy lasted well after Heraclius” death, with the Lateran Council in 649
ruling against it. Maximus’ views and involvement with the council led to
his torture (earning him the designation ‘Confessor’), incarceration, exile and
death.

A world-shattering event that seemed to testify to the righteousness of the
opposition to monotheletism was the Byzantine Empire’s dramatic loss of the
Near East and Egypt to victorious Muslim armies, now under the leadership of
Umar. Arab armies began to advance into Byzantine and Persian territory after
633. With both Empires exhausted after their mutual conflict, and Egypt, at least,
perennially unhappy about Byzantine religious policies, stopping the Islamic
advance proved excruciatingly difficult. By the time of Heraclius’ death, the
Byzantine Empire had conceded virtually all of its territory south of the Taurus
mountains to Umar’s armies. Within ten more years, Persia had completely
capitulated. These defeats would not have happened, argued Sophronius of
Jerusalem, ‘if we had not first insulted the gift’ of the true faith.?* Maximus the
Confessor agreed.”> On the contrary, Monophysites living under Islamic rule
believed that their liberation from Constantinople was a just punishment on the
Byzantine Empire for having persecuted them. As Monophysite theology and
institutions flourished, Islamic armies continued to press ever westward, taking
north Africa and Spain until their European expansion was halted at the Battle
of Tours (732) by the Frankish warlord, Charles Martel.

s ROME’S THREE HEIRS

In the aftermath of Islamic expansion, the Mediterranean was no longer the
means of communication that kept the lands linked around its shores. It became
instead a frontier delimiting a Christian North from an Islamic South, and a
Catholic West from an Orthodox East. Problems with the succession plagued

23 On Maximus the Confessor, see the tenth-century Life by Michael Exaboulites.

>4 Sophronius, Logos eis to hagion baptisma, Analekta Hierosolumitikes Stachuologias, ed. A. Papadopoulos-
Kerameus 1898: 166—7.

>3 Cf. Ep. 14, ad Petrum illustrem, PG 91.540.



606 Elizabeth DePalma Digeser

the Byzantine Empire after Heraclius’ death in 641, problems only exacerbated
by the extraordinary pressures on the frontiers for which Constantinople was
responsible. By 655 the Byzantine army was fighting Islamic armies oft the
coast of Asia Minor, pressure that continued more or less steadily through to
the middle of the eighth century, at which point the Lombards had also seized
most of the remaining Byzantine territory in Italy. As the beleaguered Byzantine
Empire dealt with these challenges, a series of emperors, beginning with Leo
II1, turned to the theology of iconoclasm. Icons had been deeply revered in
Byzantine culture: Heraclius had taken them into battle; Sergius, patriarch of
Constantinople, had used them to defend the city walls. Many of Leo’s soldiers,
however, thought that the practice was idolatrous, and so, over the objection of
Constantinople’s bishop, in 730 Leo ordered all icons to be destroyed, a position
that profoundly alienated the papacy and the Frankish court.

As the Byzantine Empire struggled to stay alive in the early eighth century,
the Germanic Franks saw their monarchy strengthen and their control over
Europe expand. Charles Martel’s signal victory over Islamic armies at Tours
in 732 drew attention to an anomaly in Frankish politics that his son, Pippin,
aimed to solve: the Merovingian Frankish kings — descendants of Clovis — had
become very weak, but Charles Martel, as mayor of the palace, had the skill
and acumen to serve as king. When Charles died, Pippin — who had inherited
his father’s position — determined to become king himself. Unwilling to usurp
power, for he would lose the support of the Frankish nobility, Pippin wrote to
the pope, asking if it were wise to have kings who had no power of control.
When the pope responded that kings should be able to govern, Pippin had the
support he needed to be crowned by his nobles. For his part, the pope, still
surrounded by Arian Lombards, hoped that the new Frankish king, a Nicene
Christian, would return the favour. And, after a series of campaigns in Italy,
Pippin was able to push the Byzantines out of northern Italy, delivering those
lands to papal control. Pippin’s son Charlemagne went further, defeating the
northern Lombards as part of his campaigns to bring most of northern Europe
under his rule.

The era of late antiquity quietly came to an end when the Mediterranean
became a frontier zone separating the people ruled by the Islamic, Byzantine
and Frankish Empires. Paradoxically, the Emperor Justinian prepared the way for
the new topography of the Mediterranean with his arduously fought campaign
to regain for ‘Roman’ Constantinople the provinces that had become Germanic
kingdoms. Although his reconquest of Africa from the Vandals was relatively easy
and his foray into Visigothic Spain more of a gesture than a significant gain of
territory, his efforts to wrest Italy away from the Ostrogoths destroyed centuries
of infrastructure, devastated the economy, and alienated the populace. It was
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no coincidence that the Germanic Lombards were able so easily to penetrate
the Italian peninsula within a year after the emperor’s death. Justinian’s western
conquests also bankrupted the treasury and military, circumstances that in the
East smelled enough of Byzantine weakness to motivate a resurgent Persia to
challenge the Romans for control of Syria, Palestine and Egypt across the
century after Justinian’s death. So exhausted had the two superpowers become
that when Islamic forces crossed into Persian territory, the ancient Empire
quickly fell. The late-antique Byzantines survived the struggle with the Islamic
Arabs, but lost their Empire in the process. All the same, the Islamic rule of
the south-eastern Mediterranean under the Umayyads centred at Damascus sat
very lightly atop an essentially Mediterranean, R oman infrastructure — much as
the Germanic kingdoms in the West had once done.

By the eighth century, however, these ancient patterns of life finally ebbed. A
new Islamic dynasty, the Abbasids, moved the imperial capital to Baghdad. And
while scholars working under this dynasty became deeply interested in late-
antique philosophy, the court itself became much more Persian in character. At
the same time, the split between East and West was dramatically illustrated by the
Frankish Synod of Frankfurt in 794, held in a new spirit of western confidence.
Rejecting the Platonist theology of the recent Council of Nicaea, called by the
Byzantine Empress Irene in an attempt to end the Iconoclast controversy, the
Synod illustrates a rupture between eastern and western thought that signified
the end of the ancient world.
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LIFE

Plutarch of Athens (d. 432 cE), son of Nestorius, was the philosophy teacher
of Hierocles of Alexandria, Syrianus and the young Proclus. The story of the
meeting between Plutarch, now advanced in years, and Proclus, who had not
yet reached his twenties, is touching. It was Syrianus who introduced the young
man to Plutarch, who immediately had such a favourable impression of him
that he wanted, without delay and despite his advanced age, to give the new
disciple some lessons in philosophy.

Plutarch made Proclus read Aristotle’s De anima and Plato’s Phaedo, and talked
to him about these works. He encouraged the young student to take notes, in
order to produce a commentary on the Phaedo. This fact, transmitted to us from
Marinus (who in turn was Proclus’ pupil and biographer, cf. Proclus 12 pp. 14,
1-15, Saffrey and Segonds = Fonte 2 Taormina), might imply that Plutarch had
already composed his own written commentary on the De anima (which, as
we shall see, is confirmed by several sources), but this was not the case for the
Phaedo, for which Plutarch wanted a new commentary to be composed by his
ambitious disciple.

In any case, this information confirms Plutarch’s interest in the study of the
soul, that is, in Platonic and Aristotelian psychology. The evidence which we
have about his position with respect to two passages in the Phaedo (Plato, Phd.
66b2 and 108¢6) confirms his exegetical activity on this text, but it does not
explicitly refer to a written commentary (Damascius, in Phaedonem §100, p. 67
and {503, p. 255 Westerink = Fonti §9—60 Taormina).

From that first meeting onwards, it seems that Plutarch, Syrianus and Proclus
established a strong bond in studies and in life, with Plutarch calling Proclus
his ‘son’, and Proclus in his writings referring to Syrianus as his ‘father’ and
to Plutarch as his ‘grandfather’. The three also lived in the same house in
Athens, which was close to the temple of Asclepius and that of Dionysus,
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near the theatre. This house could be glimpsed from Athens’ acropolis (once
again according to Marinus, Proclus 29.35.32—9 Saftrey and Segonds = Fonte
9 Taormina).

In addition to psychology, Plutarch cultivated and transmitted theurgic
knowledge. In this he seems to have been heir to a family tradition, since
his grandfather Nestorius had performed theurgic practices. Nestorius, accord-
ing to Proclus’ testimony, seemed to be able to perceive, by reading the sky,
the names of the various gods and to show their corresponding powers, and
in particular, to determine the astrological sign predominant in a given year
(Proclus, In Remp. 2.64.5—66.3 Kroll = Fonte 3 Taormina). The theurgic art
had been handed down to Plutarch by his family; he in turn handed it down to
his daughter Asclepigenia, who finally taught it to Proclus. Marinus seems to
imply that the knowledge of theurgy, or hieratic art, was becoming increasingly
rare in Athens (because of the Christian presence) and that Asclepigenia was
its last custodian (Marinus, Proclus 28.33.10—15 Saffrey and Segonds = Fonte 4
Taormina).

Proclus must have felt encouraged in the study of texts of hieratic art by
the memory of Plutarch. Indeed, Marinus tells us of a dream that Proclus had
during the five years in which he devoted himself to collecting the major
commentaries on the Chaldaean Oracles, one of which he wrote himself. In this
dream, Plutarch prophesied to his old disciple that he would live for as many
years as the quaternions that he would write on the Oracles (Marinus, Proclus
26.30.23—31.32 Saffrey and Segonds = Fonte 15 Taormina).

There is also an amusing anecdote handed down by Damascius, from which
we can conclude that Plutarch was neither Jewish nor vegetarian, and that
he also had a great familiarity with the gods and their statues. According to
Damascius, Plutarch, who was suffering from an unspecified disease, consulted
Asclepius’ oracle in Athens and received the therapeutic advice to eat a lot of
pork. But Plutarch, although he was neither Jewish nor vegetarian, could not
stand this diet and asked the god: “What would you give me as a cure if [ were
a Jew?’, and it seems that the god agreed to his request, suggesting another
remedy (Damascius, Vita Isidori, fr. 218 Zintzen = The Philosophical History,
fr. 89A Athanassiadi = Fonte s Taormina).

In addition to philosophy and theurgy, Plutarch must also have had strong
literary interests, if it is true that he commented on the works of Homer
(Tzetzes, De comoedia graeca, in Comicorum Graecorum fr. 1.23.20.29—32, and 2.
3, 25, 14—17 Kaibel = Fonti 16-17 Taormina). The source that gives us this
information points also to a lignée of three Platonic philosophers who were
commentators on Homer — Porphyry, Plutarch of Athens and Proclus — and
also connects them to an illustrious predecessor, Aristotle.
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THE SCHOOL

From another testimony in Damascius we learn something about Plutarch’s
way of teaching, namely, that he would devote considerable time to students’
questions, to the point that sometimes an excessive debate between students and
teacher would interrupt the orderly development of the lesson. For example
Damascius refers to a certain Oedematus of Syria who would continually raise
objections and prevent Plutarch from continuing his discourse (Damascius, Vit.
Lsid. fr. 142 Zintzen = The Philosophical History, fr. 65 Athanassiadi = Fonte 12
Taormina).

When Plutarch, died in old age (432 cE), he entrusted the direction of the
Platonic school of Athens, to which he had greatly contributed (including finan-
cially), to Syrianus. He also entrusted to Syrianus the care of his own nephew
Archiada and of Proclus (cf. Marinus, Proclus 12.15.28—31 Saffrey and Segonds
= Fonte 2 Taormina). We know that Proclus always honoured Plutarch’s fam-
ily members, and in particular, that after having been a classmate of Archiada
under Syrianus’ instruction, he then became his teacher (cf. Marinus, Proclus
17.20.21—21.31 Saffrey and Segonds = Fonte 6 Taormina).

According to Photius (who reports the view of Hierocles of Alexandria,
another student of Plutarch), Plutarch of Athens was one of the series of philoso-
phers who took Plato’s teachings back to their original purity. In chronological
order, they were Ammonius Saccas, Plotinus and Origen, who marked the
beginning of this Platonic restoration, up to Plutarch (Fozio, Bibliotheca Cod.
214, 173 a, vol. 3.129.34—130.40 Henry = Fonte 11 Taormina).

The intention of this source seems to be to distinguish, within the tradition of
the Platonic reception, a branch (commonly called ‘Neoplatonism’) that would
have restored the genuine message of Plato — one that would have provided the
correct interpretation of it and would have recognized and acknowledged its
substantial agreement with the doctrine of Aristotle. The controversy, although
implicit, seems to be directed to Platonists before Plotinus (those whom we call
‘Middle Platonists’).

Finally, we should remember that Damascius identifies Plutarch and
Iamblichus as those philosophers whom Proclus advised Isidorus to respect
(Damascius, Vita Isidori, EPITA. Phot. 150 Zintzen = The Philosophical History,
fr. 98C Athanassiadi = Fonte 14 Taormina).

Studies on Plutarch, while not very numerous, have undergone a radical
change of interpretation. Originally Plutarch was presented as totally unrelated
to lamblichus’ teachings, but rather as dependent on Alexander of Aphrodisias
and on Platonism before Plotinus, but subsequently he was regarded as a follower
of Iamblichus in Athens, and his relation to Alexander, whose works he knew
well, was downplayed.
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WORKS

We have information about Plutarch’s exegesis of Plato’s Phaedo, Gorgias, and
Parmenides, but we have no conclusive evidence to show that Plutarch com-
posed written commentaries on these Platonic dialogues; it is certain, however,
that he wrote a commentary on Aristotle’s De anima (cf. en toi hupomnemati,
Stephen of Alexandria, In De anima, p. s31.25 Hayduck = Fonte 39 Taormina;
hupomnematizon, Stephen of Alexandria, in De anima, p. §75.7 Hayduck = Fonte
49 Taormina; oudamou [scil. at least in the commentary to the De anima)] Stephen
of Alexandria, In De anima, p. 465.23 Hayduck = Fonte 29 Taormina)."

THE PLATONIC EXEGESIS

Based on the current state of ancient evidence, the greatest contribution of
Plutarch of Athens in the context of Platonic exegesis is without doubt his
interpretation of the structure of the Parmenides, preserved in its broad outlines
by Proclus. In Proclus there is an explicit mention of Plutarch, accompanied by
the epithet ‘our grandfather’ (In Parmenidem 6.1058.1 Cousin), but there is no
reference to a written commentary. In the sixth book of his commentary on
the Parmenides (In Parmenidem 1058.21—1061.20 Cousin = Fonte 62 Taormina),
Proclus reports that Plutarch gave a comprehensive reading of the Platonic
dialogue, identified nine hypotheses, and articulated them in a succession of 1
(first hypothesis) + 4 (second to fifth hypotheses) + 4 (sixth to ninth hypotheses).

The first five hypotheses had, according to Plutarch, an affirmative form,
while the last four had a negative form. For Plutarch this logical-argumentative
articulation of the dialogue corresponded to the ontological articulation of real-
ity. In particular, the first hypothesis concerned the One; the following four
hypotheses concerned the intelligible transcendent principles and the corpo-
real immanent ones. More specifically, the second hypothesis concerned the
intellect, the third concerned the soul (intellect and soul being the intelligible
principles of reality), the fourth hypothesis concerned sensibles and the fifth
hypothesis concerned matter (the sensibles and matter constituting the princi-
ples inherent in the world).

Those first five hypotheses have a positive form: that is, they assume the
existence of the One and they derive from it the other degrees of reality and
their respective attributes. The last four cases (from the sixth to the ninth),
however, retrace the steps taken in previous hypotheses but in negative form:

' The comment on the third book of Aristotle’s De anima should be attributed not to Philoponus,
as are the two previous books, but to Stephen (cf. Ioannes Philoponus, In Aristotelis de anima,
ed. M. Hayduck (CAG XV) 1897, Praefatio p. V).
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that is, they assume that the One is not, both in a relative and in an absolute way.
From the denial of the existence of the One follows the negation (considered
absurd) of the existence of any other order of reality, from the intelligibles down
to matter; the corresponding cognitive faculties of the soul are also denied —
that is, in descending order, intelligence, imagination and sensation. These
consequences, presented as manifestly absurd, are such as to confirm, although
in a negative way, what was positively affirmed by the first five hypotheses.

From Proclus’ point of view, the specific contribution of Plutarch is to have
imposed order on the data that were transmitted in such a confused way by
previous Platonic interpreters, clearly articulating these nine hypotheses and
precisely defining the object of each of them.

It is worth noting that, from what emerges from Plutarch’s interpretation, he
took the Parmenides to be concerned not merely with the One, or with both the
One and the intelligibles, but with the whole of reality, including the sensibles
and matter, although they are inserted in a descending hierarchical structure
and considered in their dependency on the One. The existence of the One is
indeed what grounds every other existent, without exception.

On this issue Damascius transmits to us a point of convergence between
Plutarch and Iamblichus, in that Iamblichus connects some hypotheses of the
Platonic dialogue (not specified in our source) to the sensible individual objects,
which, in Plutarch, would be covered by the sixth hypothesis — that is, the
hypothesis which, by assuming that non-being is relative to the One, states the
existence of sensibles alone (Damascius, In Parmenidem 4.84.5—9 Combes and
Westerink = Fonte 63 Taormina). [amblichus (like Porphyry) had already listed
nine hypotheses of the Parmenides (see Proclus, In Parm. 1053.36—1055.25).

A question of psychology on which Plutarch also shows himself to be in
agreement with lamblichus concerns the immortality of the soul. In fact, both
of them considered that immortality concerned not only the rational part of the
soul, but also the irrational part. In this they were tracing their position back
to the ‘ancient’ Platonists Xenocrates and Speusippus, while at the same time
distancing themselves both from Plotinus, who also considered the vegetative
part of the soul to be immortal, and from Porphyry (and Proclus), according to
whom only the rational soul is immortal (cf. Damascius, In Phaedonem 177.107—9
Westerink = Fonte 65 Taormina).

THE ARISTOTELIAN EXEGESIS

Plutarch not only led the young Proclus into the reading of Aristotle’s De
anima, but also drew up a written commentary (see above). From the evidence
we have, which comes for the most part from subsequent commentators on this
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Aristotelian treatise (Stefan, Ps.-Simplicius and Priscianus Lydus), we know that
Plutarch provided both the explanation of the Aristotelian diction (the lexis) and
the explanation of the meaning (nous), as well as some information on its main
theme (skopos). Indeed, several times the exegesis of our author (referred to
as ‘the philosopher Plutarch’ or ‘Plutarch, the son of Nestorius’) is mentioned
in connection with the syntax of some problematic phrases of the treatise in
question, or with respect to the use of individual terms.

With regard to the doctrine, Plutarch took a stand on some important and
much-discussed issues of the Aristotelian exegesis: on the nature and function
of (the) common sense, on the intellect and imagination, and on whether or
not the celestial bodies possess the faculty of sensation. In many cases where
Plutarch is mentioned, he is mentioned along with Alexander of Aphrodisias,
also author of a written commentary on the De anima.

Plutarch and Alexander appear as the established authorities among commen-
tators on the Aristotelian treatise. It is also clear that Plutarch knew Alexander’s
commentary well, and sometimes disagreed with it. Indeed, on several occasions
two solutions, reported as those of Alexander and Plutarch, are divergent and
explicitly presented as such by various sources.

A significant case of the divergence between the two is that Plutarch, unlike
Alexander, claims that according to Aristotle celestial bodies possess the ability
to perceive sensibles. According to Plutarch, this would be a special sensation
which, unlike what happens in human beings, does not imply any passivity.
Thus Plutarch claims that on this question Aristotle is in agreement with Plato.
In this context it is also interesting to see how Plutarch borrows and modifies a
comparison introduced by Alexander.

The latter, in fact, had compared sensation to a chatterbox who drowns out
every acquaintance whom he encounters, meaning that sensation, with all the
data that it transmits about the sensibles, would only distract the souls of the
celestial bodies from knowledge of the universals, which is why it would not
be convenient for them to have sensation.

According to Plutarch, by contrast, although sensation is indeed comparable
to a garrulous neighbour, it also has some usefulness since the soul rises smoothly
from the sensibles to knowledge of the universals, and thus it is not regrettable
that celestial bodies perceive sensible things. Indeed, Plutarch adds significantly,
within the stars, there is not that interference from the rebellious, evil horse
(cf. Plato, Phdr. 2462) which is found within human souls (Stephen of Alexan-
dria, In De anima §96.9—36 Hayduck = Fonte 56 Taormina).

On the other subjects of psychology, and in particular on the question of how
human beings are ignorant of the activities of the five senses, Stephen provides
us with two Plutarchean positions that are in disagreement with each other. In
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the first mention, Stephen says that Plutarch (unlike Alexander) said that for
Aristotle (the) common sense (koine aisthesis) is able to grasp the common sen-
sibles, but not the activities of the five senses, for these activities are not objects
of sense-perception, whereas they are objects of an awareness attributable to a
higher faculty, namely, the rational faculty of the soul (Stephen of Alexandria,
In De anima 464.23—30 Hayduck = Fonte 29 Taormina).

On the other hand, in a second mention, Stephen says that Plutarch never
claimed that the awareness of the sensory activity is the work of the rational soul
(doxa), but that he agreed with Alexander in saying that it was (the) common
sense that realizes this awareness (Stephen of Alexandria, In De anima 465.22—6
Hayduck = Fonte 29 Taormina). The puzzle of clarifying the true position of
Plutarch still remains unresolved because of the lack of further evidence and
because of the division of opinion among scholars in this regard.”

The fact remains that sensation, in addition to perceiving the sensibles, sets in motion

the imagination (pavtacia), whose proper role, according to Plutarch, is duplicitous,

an intermediate faculty between sensation and discursive thought. In itself, imagination

is a unique reality, but its two-fold function stems from its ability to interact with these
two faculties, playing a pivotal role between the two.

(Stephen of Alexandria, in De anima $12.9—14 and §15.12—29

Hayduck = Fonti 33—4 Taormina)

With regard to the intellect (nous), Plutarch, like Alexander, distinguishes
three meanings of the word ‘intellect’ in Aristotle, but he identifies those three
meanings differently from Alexander. According to him the first meaning of
‘intellect’ means the intellect in habitu, that is, the intellect that possesses an
understanding (logoi) of things, but without explicit knowledge and awareness,
as in the case of children. The second meaning of ‘intellect’ indicates the
intellect which is both in habitu and in actuality, which in addition to possessing
an understanding of things also possesses knowledge as a result of recollection.
Finally, the third meaning of ‘intellect’ refers to an intellect in actuality that is also
perfect, and which comes to humans from the outside (Stephen of Alexandria,
In De anima 518.8—32 Hayduck = Fonte 35 Taormina). With this interpretation
of the De anima (3.3, 429a10—13), Plutarch succeeds in linking what Aristotle
says with the Platonic conception of knowledge, according to which the human
soul has always possessed an understanding of things, but reactivates knowledge

> Indeed Lautner 2000, following Beutler 1951, considered the second position (the one in which
Plutarch shows his agreement with Alexander) to be the authentic one, while Blumenthal 1975,
followed by Taormina 1989, regards both positions as Plutarch’s, but assigns the first (the one which
shows disagreement with Alexander) probably to the end of his career.
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through a process of learning which is simply recollection of experience prior
to the soul’s descent into the body.

Plutarch thus rejects the idea of the human soul as a tabula rasa on which noth-
ing is yet written, an idea which Alexander had developed in his commentary
in terms of intellect in potency (which he regarded as the first of the meanings
of ‘intellect’ in Aristotle). Stephen, however, in rejecting the interpretations
of both Alexander and Plutarch, notices however that the latter in this case is
simply attributing Plato’s doctrine to Aristotle (Stephen of Alexandria, In De
anima §19.37—520.3 Hayduck = Fonte 35 Taormina).

CONCLUSION

To conclude, we can say that for Plutarch of Athens the reading of Aristotle was
fundamental and that he knew the exegesis of Alexander of Aphrodisias well.
We find the same phenomenon in Syrianus, who did with Aristotle’s Metaphysics
what his teacher had done with the De anima. It should be noted, however,
that in current scholarship there is no evidence in Plutarch of the impetuous
polemic against Aristotle that we find in Syrianus on certain topics (mainly the
Ideas and the Numbers).

Moreover, both Plutarch and Syrianus made substantial and respectful use
of the exegetic texts of Alexander of Aphrodisias, without, at the same time,
denying themselves the right to disagree with him when necessary. Both then
provided a structural and comprehensive reading of the Parmenides, whose
methodological principle is that of a correspondence between the phases of
the arguments in the dialogue and the hierarchical levels of reality; this princi-
ple was also adopted and developed by Proclus (whose approach excluded the
reading of Parmenides as a mere logical exercise). Finally both Plutarch and Syr-
ianus show the influence of lamblichus’ teachings in their treatment of theurgy,
the theological reading of the Parmenides, and psychology, and in their close
comparison between Plato and Aristotle.
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SYRIANUS
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1 SYRIANUS’ LIFE AND WORKS

Information about the life of Syrianus, son of Philoxenus, is scarce, and is limited
to what can be deduced from what we know about the life of Proclus, Syrianus’
disciple, who became much more famous than his master. Nevertheless, one
date is certain: Syrianus became head of the Platonic school at Athens in 432
CE, after the death of his master, Plutarch. As to Syrianus’ own death, the date
which is often given, of 437 CE, is only conjectural, if probable, but it is certain
that he died before 439 ck, when Proclus wrote his commentary on Plato’s
Timaeus; the past tense verbs in this text indicate that Proclus’ master had
already passed away.

Among Syrianus’ numerous works, only his commentary on Aristotle’s Meta-
physics has survived, and that in an incomplete form comprising only books 3,
4, 13 and 14. A commentary on two treatises by Hermogenes of Tarsus, an
orator of the second to third century cg, On Types of Style and On Argumenta-
tive Stances, has also been transmitted under Syrianus’ name. However the most
recent editor of these commentaries, H. Rabe, has expressed doubts concerning
their authenticity.

But we know that Syrianus gave lectures, not only on works by Aristotle other
than the Metaphysics, but also on Platonic dialogues. As regards the latter, we
have a commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus, written by Syrianus’ disciple Hermias:
he wrote this commentary on the basis of notes taken during his master’s
lectures. In addition, Syrianus is known to have produced exegeses of poetic
and theological works such as the Orphic Poems.

Again, we know that Syrianus did not confine his writing to commen-
taries; he also wrote systematic treatises such as The Agreement Between Orpheus,
Pythagoras, Plato and the Chaldaean Oracles, a work consisting of ten books.

To understand Syrianus’ written works correctly, we must place them in
the context of his teaching in the Platonic school at Athens. The curriculum
here was organized into three distinct stages: (a) the reading of Aristotle’s works,

616



Syrianus 617

(b) the reading of Plato’s dialogues, and (c) the reading of Orphic and Chaldaean
theology. The study of Aristotle’s works, which would culminate in study
of the Metaphysics, considered as a theological treatise, was deemed prelimi-
nary to the study of Plato’s dialogues. These had already been selected and
arranged in a pedagogical reading order some centuries before, in the so-called
‘Tamblichaean canon’ which culminated in reading of the Timaeus and the Par-
menides, works considered to be the highest synthesis of Plato’s physical and
theological doctrines respectively.

The extant works

(1) Portions of the Commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, namely those on books
B, I', M and N. At present the standard edition is Syrianus. In Aristotelis ‘Meta-
physica’ commentaria, ed. W. Kroll, G. Reimer, Berolini 1902 (CAG v1.1), but a
new edition is planned by Les Belles Lettres, Paris.

The commentary consists of four books. The first book (pp. 1—53) expounds
Metaphysics B. Here Syrianus concerns himself with the aporetic nature of the
Aristotelian text, not only underscoring this characteristic, but also with some
confidence assuming the position of arbiter, dispensing his judgement on how
the aporiai should be resolved. His declared purpose is to supply a succinct answer
for each of the various aporiai which Aristotle presents but fails to resolve, and
this purpose he duly fulfils. Most of these aporiai concern the identity of the
primary science and its objects.

The second book (pp. s4—79) is devoted to Metaphysics I', and consists of a
short introduction, three main sections and a short concluding précis. Of the
main sections, the first discusses the claim that the ‘first philosopher’ studies
being qua being; the second discusses the claim that he studies per se attributes
of being qua being; the third discusses the claim that he studies the principles
of demonstration. At the beginning of the book (Syrian. In Metaph. $4.12—15),
Syrianus warns that he does not intend to provide continuous commentary
of Metaphysics G, since Alexander of Aphrodisias has already done this so thor-
oughly. Accordingly, the second book does not read as continuous commentary.
Rather, Syrianus’ purpose is to provide detailed discussion of the three above-
mentioned central claims only. Thus he gives us only straightforward paraphrase
of the rest of the text, where it deals with other matters. In this way, he guar-
antees a certain continuity of exposition, but, of course, sets aside some of
Aristotle’s arguments.

The third book (pp. 80—165) expounds Metaphysics M and the fourth Meta-
physics N. Both books deal with the ontological status and epistemic value of
Forms and Numbers, together constituting a continuous whole. (Exactly at
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what point Aristotle’s book M ends and his book N begins was a matter of
controversy; Syrianus adopts the division proposed by Alexander, 165.22—3.)
The third book is crucial because it contains Syrianus’ testimony concerning
Aristotle’s peri idedn (from p. 103.13 onwards).

On this matter, Syrianus’ polemic against Aristotle is fiery, since he is deter-
mined to defend the status of the Forms and the Numbers as intelligible sub-
stances existing separately from sensible things and as knowable by human
beings through discursive thought. Here, where agreement between Plato and
Aristotle seems impossible, Syrianus chooses loyalty to Plato and the Platonic
tradition.

(2) The Commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus has been transmitted under the name
of Hermias of Alexandria, but it seems to consist of lecture notes taken by
Hermias during lessons given by Syrianus on Platonic dialogue. The question
of how much originality there is in this work remains open. The standard
edition is Hermiae Alexandrini in Platonis <Phaedrum> scholia, ed. P. Couvreur,
Paris 1901.

The Commentary on Plato’s Phaedrus consists of three books. The first book
(pp. 1-81) expounds Phaedrus 227a—243e (the opening encounter between
Socrates and Phaedrus, ‘Lysias’ speech’, Socrates’ first discourse and the intro-
duction to the ‘palinode’). The second book (pp. 83—172) provides a thorough
interpretation of Phaedrus 244a—249c (Socrates’ second speech up to but exclud-
ing the discussion of erotic madness, comprising the division of madness into
four kinds; the proof of the immortality of the soul; the comparison of the soul
to a chariot pulled by two horses and guided by a charioteer; the description
of the ascent and descent of souls — their gaining and losing of wings, their
ascents and their falls and incarnations, their ways as ways of gods characteristic
to them, their contemplation of Forms at the apotheosis, their choice between
nine types of earthly lives). The third book (pp. 173—266) is devoted to Phaedrus
249d—279c¢ (the definition of the erotic kind of madness, the contrast between
the lover who uplifts and the one who degrades, the further development of
the chariot metaphor to explain the love relationship, the suggestion that Lysias
also should compose a ‘palinode’ and the prayer to Eros, the dialectical dis-
cussion of rhetoric, the final evaluation of Lysias in contrast to Isocrates, the
closing prayer to Pan and the gods of the place). All three books are of roughly
the same length but, as the above details of Platonic subject matter show, the
ratio of Platonic text to Hermian explication varies widely. In particular, Her-
mias’ second book considers in great detail a very short section of the Phaedrus
which, despite its brevity, he considers of paramount importance and deserving
of full discussion. By contrast the third book contains a rushed discussion of
the largest portion of the dialogue, while the ratio as regards the first book is
intermediary.



Syrianus 619

Syrianus’ influence

Syrianus had a significant influence on his pupil Proclus, especially concerning
the elaboration of his theology, as is testified by the evidence in Proclus’ own
works (see above on the Timaeus and Parmenides commentaries). Concerning
Aristotelian exegesis, Syrianus is, along with Alexander of Aphrodisias, the
other source of Asclepius’ commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics. However,
reading Asclepius one gets the general impression that he lacks Syrianus’ depth.
He does not display the same problematic relationship to Aristotle’s doctrine;
unlike Syrianus he does not waver between an attitude of respect and a polemical
tone. This milder approach might suggest that the assimilation and conciliation
between Plato and Aristotle had further progressed in the school at Alexandria
by his day.

On the other hand, the author of the pseudo-Alexander Commentary on Aris-
totle’s Metaphysics is commiitted to Aristotelian doctrine — the pseudo-Alexander
Commentary on Metaphysics E-N follows upon Alexander’s Commentary on Meta-
physics A=D in the manuscripts — but most likely Syrianus is his source as well
(and not vice versa). According to the convincing reconstruction developed by
C. Luna, which rehabilitates a thesis of K. Paechter (with the addition of much
new material), this pseudo-Alexander should be identified with Michael of
Ephesus (twelfth century).” Be that as it may, Syrianus’ interpretation of Plato’s
Parmenides certainly went on to have an important influence on the theology of
his disciple, Proclus and, through him, on much later metaphysical philosophy.

2 SYRIANUS’ DOCTRINES

(a) Theology

Although there has been no direct transmission of Syrianus’ theological teach-
ing, most of it can be read in Proclus’ Commentary on the Parmenides and his Pla-
tonic Theology. In these works, Proclus often mentions the teaching he received
from Syrianus, indicating this with the expression ‘our guide’ (ho hemeteros
kathegemon).” It was indeed under Syrianus’ ‘guidance’ that Proclus was intro-
duced first to Aristotle (the ‘little mysteries’) and then to Plato (the ‘great mys-
teries’). With regard to the latter, a correct understanding of Plato’s Parmenides
was of prime importance because this dialogue was considered to express the
apotheosis of Plato’s theology, just as the Timaeus was considered to express the

! See Luna 2001.

> Proclus acknowledges his debt to Syrianus in several places, as in In Parm. 618.3 ff., 1061.20-31,
Theol. Plat. 83.10—18. On the expression ho hemeteros kathegemaon, see now the remarks by Luna and
Segonds 2007: Ixvi-Ixviii.
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apotheosis of Plato’s physics. Thanks to Proclus, it is possible to reconstruct
Syrianus’ exegesis; he saw the second part of the Parmenides not merely as a
logical exercise, but as a representation of the descending pattern of different
levels of reality.

The crucial passage is to be found in the sixth book of Proclus’ commentary
(In Parm. 6.1061.20 ff., above all 1063.20—1064.13 Cousin). Here Proclus tells us
that, according to Syrianus, the first hypothesis of the Platonic dialogue (137¢c4
ff.) concerns the transcendent One, about which it is possible to speak only
in negative terms. In this hypothesis, all possible characteristics of the One are
examined and rejected as properties of the One.

The Parmenides’ second hypothesis (142b1 ft.), by contrast, concerns the
One-which-is, and it introduces the henads, the causes of the intelligible world.
Here we move from negations to affirmations: each of the pairs of attributes
considered (e.g., ‘equal’ and ‘unequal’) is said to belong to the One-which-is.

However not all the fourteen pairs of attributes are to be regarded as being
on the same level: they correspond, in a hierarchical descending pattern, to
different levels of the intelligible world. Thus, according to Proclus, in the sec-
ond hypothesis Syrianus identified the following levels: the intelligible gods, the
intelligible-intellectual gods, the intellectual gods, the Demiurge, the hypercos-
mic gods, the encosmic gods, the universal souls, and finally the class of angels,
daimones and heroes.

The hierarchy is arranged according to movements from causes to effects,
where the cause is always more uniform than its product(s), and there are more,
and more multiple, products the further away we move from the One. Here
the notions of the henad and the triad play an important role. The henad is
the unitary and transcendent cause of each level of intelligible reality which
is distinguished.? The triad is the internal organization proper to each level
of intelligible reality, which is accordingly articulated into Unity, Potency and
Being.*

Finally, the third hypothesis (Parm. 155e4 ff.) concerns the souls assimilated
to gods, the fourth (Parm. 157b6 ff.) forms in matter, and the fifth (Parm. 159b2
ft.) matter, which is the last effect we reach in descending from the One.

So if you would like to hear the subjects of the hypotheses in order according to this
[scil. Syrianus’] theory also, the first he declares to be about the One God, how he
generates and gives order to all the orders of gods. The second is about all the divine

‘The way Syrianus sees it (cf. Proclus, in Parm. 1049.37 ft.), the uniform premiss, “If there is a One”,
symbolizes the henad at the head of each order of gods, while the conclusion, which varies in each
case, represents the particularity (idiotes) of the class of gods (or superior beings) envisaged in each
case,” Dillon 2009: 236.

This corresponds to the triadic way of organizing the intelligible world, from Porphyry onwards, in
Being, Life and Intellect.
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orders, how they have proceeded from the One and the substance which is joined to
each. The third is about the souls which are assimilated to the gods, but yet have not
been apportioned divinized being. The fourth is about Forms-in-Matter, how they are
produced according to what rankings from the gods. The fifth is about Matter, how
it has no participation in the formative henads, but receives its share of existence from
above, from the supra-essential and single Monad; for the One and the illumination of
the One extends as far as Matter, bringing light even to its boundlessness.

(Proclus, in Parm., 6.1063.18—1064.12, trans. Morrow—Dillon)

There are four further hypotheses in the Platonic dialogue, but Syrianus does
not say that, or how these hypotheses discuss further levels of reality; it is left to
Damascius to make these further connections.

Now it is a fair assumption, in the absence of evidence to the contrary, and
given his explicit acknowledgement of a doctrinal debt, that Proclus has taken
over the substance of his master’s teaching. But of course we cannot assume
that Syrianus would have systematized his doctrines in exactly the same way as
Proclus does. The only indisputably authentic Syrianian work we possess, the
incomplete commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, is in a style quite diftferent to
Proclus’. Here Syrianus employs vivid and polemical language and cuts straight
through to the crux of each question or problem. Unlike Proclus, he does not
become embroiled in the detail of an answer or a solution, nor does he pause to
embroider his ontological hierarchies. Thus, even if, as is quite likely, Syrianus
and Proclus were in substantial agreement on central matters of doctrine as
regards interpretation of the Parmenides (at least), it is unlikely that they would
have extracted these from the text in quite the same way.

Syrianus’ interpretation of the Parmenides as outlined above develops and
elaborates upon a pattern that Iamblichus had already pioneered.

(b) Physics and theology

The shadow which Syrianus casts over Proclus’ work is especially evident in the
Proclean Commentary on the Timaeus. Proclus was only twenty-eight years old
when he wrote this work, and Syrianus had died only a few years previously,
doubtless leaving behind a vivid memory of his teaching. So it is unsurprising
that we find in this commentary explicit references to Syrianus’ lectures and
to his own Commentary on the Timaeus, which has been lost to us (cf. Proclus,
In Timaeum 2.96.6—7; 273.23—6; 3.35.25—6 Diehl). On many occasions Proclus
mentions Syrianus’ position on various controversial issues, so we are able to
infer that Syrianus did not only give a physical interpretation of the Platonic
Timaeus, but also gave a theological one, here following lamblichus’ exegesis.
Moreover Syrianus’ position was in agreement with the theologians (Homer,
Hesiod, Orpheus, the Chaldaean Oracles). Syrianus would begin with a literal
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explanation of Plato’s text, but he would usually then go on to find a more
profound meaning buried in it, which is to say a theological meaning.® For
example, he thought that the division of time into day and night was to be
interpreted according to the phenomenal reality that we perceive daily, but he
also saw in these phenomena the image of a higher reality, so that Day and Night
belonged to the class of demiurgic entities and were the criteria for measuring
not only the visible world, but also the invisible one (Proclus, In Tim. 3.35.25
ff.,, cf. 3.318.13 ff. also on Time).

Among the more important aspects of Syrianus’ exegesis of the Timaeus, one
in particular is worthy of mention. This is that he considered that there was only
one Demiurge of the world, who occupied the last level among the intellective
Gods and used his power to create the world (Proclus, In Tim. 1.310.4—15).
This Demiurge, identified with Zeus (Proclus, In Tim. 1.314.22—315.4), acts in
agreement with a model placed above him, yet which he can see inside himself
(Proclus, In Tim. 1.322.18—323.22).

The World Soul, however, Syrianus described as existing and acting on many
different levels. Its highest faculty is hypercosmic and transcendent (this is the
faculty which keeps in touch with the Intellect, what Plato calls ‘head’ in
Phaedrus 248a3). The rest of the World Soul’s multiple faculties run through all
the world in such a way as to be appropriated by each different portion of the
world as they animate it (Proclus, In Tim. 2.105.26—106.9). Again, the World
Soul contains in itself the copy of all divine classes above it (Proclus, In Tim.
2.273.23 ft.).

As to human souls, Syrianus maintained that they had (1) an eternal vehicle
(ochémay), produced by the Demiurge himself; (2) a pneumatic vehicle, produced
by recent gods (this vehicle had a life longer than that of the sensible body, but it
was neverthless destined for dissolution); (3) a sensible body. When the sensible
body dies, the pneumatic vehicle survives to undergo punishments in Hades
meted out for the person’s past wrongdoings, or to choose a form of life at the
beginning of a cycle of embodiments. But when the human soul arrives at the
end of such a cycle and is totally purified, it abandons its pneumatic vehicle and
retains only its eternal vehicle. The soul needs the pneumatic vehicle only in
order to have a position in the world and, especially, to descend into the sensible
world. Such a vehicle is strictly bound to the soul’s irrational life, which is why
when the soul has been completely purged, there is no reason for it to persist.

3 Cf. Syrianus’ opinion concerning the claim that the number of listeners diminishes as the discourse
treats of higher themes (Proclus, in Timaeum 1.20.27-21.8); Syrianus’ dual literal and allegorical
explanation of Atlantis’ war (Proclus, in Timaeum 1.77.26 f.); Syrianus’ agreement with the theolo-
gians, in looking at things from above when he interprets the mixing-bowl (Proclus, in Timaeum
3.247.26—248.5); Proclus’ presentation of his master as the most theological among the Platonic
interpreters (Proclus, in Timaeum 3.14.18—19).
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Attempts to reconstruct Syrianus’ interpretation of the Timaeus encounter the
significant problem that in any given case, whereas it is easy to identify where
Proclus begins to present his master’s opinions — expressions like ‘according
to our guide’ or ‘according to our master’ usually settle the matter — it is
by contrast quite difficult to decide when he has finished reporting Syrianus’
position and begun developing it or presenting a view of his own. We might
go so far as to say that distinguishing Syrianus’ position from that of his (at the
time of writing) young pupil, or distinguishing their difterent developments of
an existing position, is a somewhat moot exercise simply because there is such
extensive general agreement between the two.’

(c) Ontology

In his commentary on Aristotle’s Metaphysics, Syrianus formulates his doctrine
of the three levels of substance: (1) intelligible substances, (2) dianoetic sub-
stances, and (3) sensible substances (see especially the prologue to the exegesis of
book M).

The divine Pythagoras, and all those who have genuinely received his doctrines into
the purest recesses of their own thought, declared that there are many levels (faxeis) of
beings. . . They declared that there were, broadly,” three levels of being, the intelligible,
the dianoetic, and the sensible, and that there were manifested at each of them all the
forms, but in each case in a manner appropriate to the particular nature of their existence.

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 81.31—82.2; trans. Dillon 2006: 32—-3)

In maintaining this doctrine of three levels of reality, Syrianus presents himself as
a disciple of Pythagoras and Plato. On his version of Pythagoreanism/Platonism,
sensible substances are not the only substances, nor the most important. In fact
they belong to the lowest level of reality, below not only the intelligible but also
the ‘intermediate’ substances (the dianoetic ones). All reality is derived from the
intelligible world by a dynamic process of descent (the proodos) and the action
of otherness, but in the course of this process, the derived entities gradually lose
their unity, until we finally arrive at the sensible world. The whole of reality is
thus ordered and continuous, but, at the same time, multiple and separated into
difterent levels.

However Proclus at least once says explicitly that he disagrees with Syrianus; unlike his master, he
does not believe that Eternity rests in the Good, considering instead that Eternity rests in the Being-
One. But Proclus does his best to downplay the disagreement with his master and accompanies it
with a fulsome compliment; this is where he calls Syrianus the most theological interpreter (Proclus,
In Tim. 3.14.18 ff.).

Syrianus elsewhere presents more sophisticated versions of his doctrine of the levels of substance
where reality has more than three levels.

~
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Yet according to the principle that ‘all exists in all, but in a way appropriate to
each’,® Ideas are everywhere, even in the sensible world; they exist at all levels,
but in each level they have peculiar characteristics and functions. There are
Ideas in a divine world superior to the psychic world, including that of human
souls, and here they play a causal role in relation to all the other things that
exist. These are the intelligible Ideas, the Ideas strictly so called. But there are
also Ideas in the psychic world, in particular in human souls. Here they have no
power to cause things, but only to know those that already exist. These are the
dianoetic Ideas. Finally, there are Ideas immanent in the sensible world. These
ideas are married to and inseparable from matter, except by an act of abstraction
in thought. These Ideas belong to the third level.

Let us consider, in turn, the status of the Ideas at these three levels, beginning
with the Intelligible ideas at the first level.

And the intelligible forms are at the level of the gods, and are efficient and paradigmatic
and final causes of what is below them. .. [they are the| best causal principles of all
things, which are productive of all things by reason of their generative and demiurgic
power, while by reason of the fact that their products revert towards themselves and are
assimilated to themselves they are models (paradeigmata) for all things; and since they
create of themselves also their own goodness, as the divine Plato says [Tim. 29¢], how
would they not manifest also the final cause? The intelligible forms, then, being of this
nature, and being productive of such great benefits to all things, fill the divine realms,
but are most generally to be viewed in connection with the demiurgic level of reality,
which is associated with Intellect proper (peri ten demiourgiken taxin ten noeran).
(Syrianus, In Metaph. 82.2—13)

First, then, intelligible or first-order Ideas are productive causes, paradigmatic
causes and final causes® of derived entities, and all other reality is derived from
intelligible Ideas in this way. That is, Ideas in the intelligible world in their
demiurgic role produce all reality, in their paradigmatic role are the model of
all reality, and in their role as final causes attract all reality, thus beginning the
process opposite to the proodos, namely the ‘reversion’ (epistrophe) to the origin.

The discursive forms (fa dianocta) on the one hand imitate what is above them and
assimilate the psychic realm to the intelligible, while on the other they embrace all things
in a secondary way, and those of them which are viewed by the divine and daimonic

8 Syrianus affirms that the Ideas (= ‘forms’” in Dillon’s translation) are present at all levels of reality
(cf. above In Metaph. 82.2—4), but in a way appropriate to each level. The general claim that
‘all exists in all, but in a way appropriate to each’ is explicitly made by Proclus (Elements of Theology,
prop. 103).

9 For Syrianus, Ideas are ‘final causes’ in that, being the best things in the world, they are also, in
virtue of their most superlative goodness, the highest objects of desire. He mentions a passage of
Plato, probably Tim. 29e.
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souls are demiurgic, whereas those of them which are found among us [humans| are
only capable of cognition, since we no longer possess demiurgic knowledge, by reason
of our ‘moulding’ (pterorrhuesis).

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 82.14—18)

Next, then, the dianoetic or intermediate/second-order ideas of the psychic
world below the intelligible world are discursively apprehended by rational souls.
In general, their function is to mediate between the intelligible and psychic
worlds, thus imitating the intelligible Ideas and thereby assimilating rational
souls, including the lowest rational souls, human souls, to them. However,
when apprehended by the World Soul, they retain a derivative demiurgic power,
whereas when apprehended by human souls, they cannot produce things, but
only allow us to know them.

For the great Hephaistos inserted all things also in the sense-world, so far as that was
possible, as the divine Poem asserts [Homer, Iliad 18.400—2]. . .and these are the third
level of forms, which the Pythagoreans considered to be inseparable (akhorista) causes
of sensible objects, being the ultimate images of the separable forms, and for this reason
they did not think it improper to call them by the same name as these latter. It is by
these that the soul which is fallen into the realm of generation is roused and stirred up.
And thus comes to reminiscence of the median [scil. the dianoetic] forms, and raises its
own reason-principles to the intelligibles and primary paradigms. And thus do sight and
hearing contribute to philosophy and the conversion of the soul.

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 83.1—11)

Finally, then, at the lowest level Ideas are immanent in sensible things and not
separable in existence from them. This last notion is Aristotelian in origin:
each sensible thing is composed of matter and form (eidos), the matter and
form being (in the case of natural, sensible things) inseparable. Immanent third-
order Ideas organize nature from within and act on individuals with residual
demiurgic powers (the logoi). Their function is to awaken human souls to
recollect the second-order or intermediate Ideas, by recollecting which they
will finally recollect the first-order or intelligible Ideas. From this perspective,
even perceptions can be useful, in that they begin the process which will
transform a simple human being into a philosopher, that is, someone whose
soul has the capacity to rise from the sensible to the intelligible world.

(d) Epistemology

Syrianus’ epistemology is tightly bound together with his ontology. In particular,
the second-order or dianoetic Ideas in rational souls play a crucial role in
producing the sciences. These Ideas are the universals that exist in human
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souls prior to their incarnation and which constitute the object and basis of
all scientific knowledge. Thus Syrianus agrees with Aristotle that there can be
no science without universals, and that individuals can be apprehended only by
reference to universals.

Since however he [scil. Aristotle] frankly admits that it is not possible to acquire knowl-
edge without universals, we must seek to learn from him what universals he has in
mind.

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 161.4—5)"°

However, Syrianus’ universals are fundamentally different from those of Aris-
totle. For Aristotle, the universals that constitute and are the basis of scientific
knowledge are obtained by abstraction from observation of sensible things. In
Syrianus’ terms, this would mean that we get at universals that produce and
guarantee scientific knowledge when we extract the formal or Ideal constituent
of sensible things (i.e., when we grasp third-order Ideas). But in fact, Syri-
anus thinks, the universals that produce and guarantee scientific knowledge are
second-order dianoetic Ideas, those which exist eternally in human souls and,
in particular, which exist prior to any incarnation. Human souls possess such
universals from eternity and continue to possess them during their embodiment.

‘Why does Syrianus think science-generating universals must be second-order
dianoetic Ideas? On the one hand, first-order Ideas are beyond the capacity of
discursive thinking in human souls to grasp and therefore cannot be used in
producing human science. They may be contemplated, but only momentarily,
and they are not articulated by successive stages, i.e., discursively, but rather
grasped, if at all, only by direct apprehension.

On the other hand, Syrianus takes it that science-generating universals must
not only have a special logical status, but also a special ontological status; they
should be substances with causal power and principles that are prior and with
a nature intrinsically appropriate to their effects, namely the knowledge of the
conclusions drawn from them by demonstration. But this means that the Ideas
immanent in sensible things lack the necessary credentials.

For while immanent Ideas possess an essential unity, they are present in an
unlimited number of individuals, and so are themselves, to that extent, multiple;
they are, so to speak, divided among individual entities, becoming themselves
individual by this ‘division into a thousand pieces in enmattering’. Hence, when
it comes to immanent Ideas, individuality prevails over universality as the Idea
becomes merely a part of an individual sensible thing. It is thus no longer a genus
overarching specific differences. Again, immanent ideas do not produce nature
but are, rather, posterior to nature. But, Syrianus thinks, if they are ontologically

1o Cf. also Syrianus, In Metaph. $3.2—3 and 163.1-2.
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posterior, then they must be logically posterior as well. But the principles of
demonstrations must not be posterior to the conclusions drawn from them,
otherwise the demonstrations are not sound. Thus for Syrianus immanent Ideas
have neither the causal power nor the ontological priority necessary for them
to be the type of universal that can produce and guarantee scientific knowledge
by demonstration.

Does he [Aristotle] mean inseparable [universals] ones? But these are mere parts of
sensible objects, and fill the role of matter in relation to them, and are neither prior
nor posterior to them; but we have emphasized the fact that demonstrative proofs
and scientific knowledge arise from causal principles which are both prior and more
general . . . that which is predicated universally [scil. the separable universal] is something
different from what pertains to individual [scil. the inseparable universal] as part of it, and
could not ever become identical with it. If, then, all proofs are derived from universal
predicates, they would not then derive from what inheres in particulars.

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 161.7—16).

But are we to make the means of proof separable on the one hand, but ‘later-born’
(husterogenes) and devoid of substance on the other, like the concept of man which
derives its existence in our imaginative or opiniative faculties on the basis of abstraction
from sensibles? But in this case once again proofs will derive not from prior entities nor
from causes, but from posterior bones and from effects, and furthermore it will result
that we will come to know beings on the basis of non-beings, which is of all things the
most irrational.

(Syrianus, In Metaph. 161.24 ft.)"

As regards Metaphysics M and N, then, it is appropriate to speak of a genuine
dispute between Syrianus and Aristotle or the Aristotelian tradition concerning
certain key theses. This dispute is essentially centred on two issues: (a) that of the
eternal existence of axioms in human souls, and the reception of these universals
from Intellect; (b) that of the existence in human souls of Ideas and mathematical
substances that exist separately from and independently of sensible things. (Ideal
Numbers, of course, also exist in the intelligible world separately from and
independently of human souls, but, as previously noted, being intelligible Ideas
they will not be used in producing scientific knowledge.)

The first point of contention concerns the status of the axioms of science,
(a). Syrianus is certainly opposed to the thesis that human beings themselves
produce the axioms by induction from observation of sensible objects. For
Syrianus, human beings do not cause axioms to exist, but receive them from
Intellect by nature; their rational souls have been, by their very essence, eternally
suitable for receiving these axioms from Intellect. There was never a time at
which human souls did not possess such axioms directly. Rather than producing

' See also Syrianus, In Metaph. 91.20-9.
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the axioms, induction and abstraction merely allow human beings to recollect
the axioms they already possess in their own souls.

For Syrianus, of course, this origin of the axioms has important epistemic
consequences, for the axioms’ eternal existence in souls and their derivation
from Intellect guarantee the necessary logical priority of the axioms over the
conclusions derived from them by scientific demonstration. This, in turn, guar-
antees that the axioms, qua premisses in demonstrations, really are the causes of
the conclusions derived from them; they are immediate, true, prior and clearer
than the conclusions inferred from them. As far as Syrianus is concerned, one
who denies the ontological priority of this type of universal also denies that it
can really fulfil the logical function it is supposed to. For if such universals were
not ontologically prior, then they could no longer be principles of demonstra-
tion, since the conclusions derived from them would no longer be posterior
to them.

Moreover, with the axioms’ ontological priority and their truth established,
it now becomes possible for Syrianus to take on the second point of contention
with Aristotle or the Aristotelian tradition, (b). If an axiom is true, this means
that it is true of something in a primary way; that is, it is true of that thing first
and foremost and true of it in every case without exception. But according to
Syrianus, an axiom is not thus true of sensible things, but of logoi in souls, which
are universal entities, existing independently of sensible things. Hence, since
there are mathematical axioms, there are mathematical substances in human
souls which exist independently of sensible things, namely the logoi of which
true mathematical axioms are true. (As noted earlier, mathematical substances
will also exist independently of human souls, but only in the intelligible order
above the psychic-dianoetic order.)

In the context of this polemic regarding mathematical substances, Syrianus
speaks directly to Aristotle using the ‘you’ form. This may perhaps indicate that
a certain tension surrounded this particular dispute, because of its important
consequences for the viability of Platonism. In keeping with the high stakes,
Syrianus’ strategy is subtle: he tries to use Aristotle against Aristotle, purporting
to show that Aristotle’s denial of the existence of independent mathematical
substances is incompatible with each of two of his own theses: (a) that a cause
of demonstration (a starting-point of demonstration or something which guar-
antees a demonstration) is about something which has the same extension as
the cause; and (b) that a science and its object coincide. From (a), as Syrianus
interprets it, it will follow that an axiom, being a cause of demonstration, is, in
a primary way, about some reality that is equally universal, and this must be a
mathematical substance. From (b), as Syrianus interprets it, it will follow that
if the axiom represents the science, then it must have an object with which
to coincide. But the only available candidate is a universal that has existed
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eternally in human souls, i.e., a dianoetic universal, and this will have to be a
mathematical substance independent of sensibles. Thus Aristotle is inconsistent
with himself as regards both (a) and (b), if he denies the existence of independent
mathematical substances.

In sum, then, Syrianus tries to establish that if Aristotle is to have a coher-
ent philosophical system, in which ontology and epistemology are well co-
ordinated, he must accept that there are intermediate substances that exist
separately from and independently of sensible things, namely dianoetic ones. It
will be these dianoetic Ideas, images in human souls of corresponding intelli-
gible Ideas, that produce and guarantee human scientific knowledge. We have
seen in Syrianus, then, an attachment to the doctrine of independent Ideas and
a related critique of abstraction as a method of generating axioms, and here
we may doubtless recognize the influence of lamblichus. In his On General
Science on Mathematics lamblichus had already criticized the Aristotelian method
of abstraction and defended the existence of Ideal Numbers. lamblichus is also
Syrianus’ intermediary for Pythagoreanism, especially in his exegesis of Meta-
physics M and N.

(d) Logic

Three times Syrianus refers explicitly to some principles (plural) of non-
contradiction, indicating that he did not recognize only one such principle."
In one of these passages (where he is commenting on Aristotle’s introduction
of the principle of non-contradiction in Metaphysics I'), Syrianus indicates that
he counts two ‘principles of non-contradiction’. One of these principles states
that it 1s impossible for two contradictory propositions both to be true (‘it is
impossible that both parts of a contradiction are true at the same time’); the
other states that it is impossible for two contradictory propositions both to be
false (‘it is impossible that both parts of a contradiction are false at the same
time’). This mention of more than one principle of non-contradiction is quite
exceptional — thus far I have not found a single parallel in ancient philosophy'? —
the more so when we recall that not only does Aristotle himself not mention any
such plurality," but other ancient commentators of Metaphysics do not either.

2 Cf. Syrianus, In Metaph. 71.13—15; 78.22—5 and 79.15—17.

3 For a comparison between Syrianus and Lukasiewicz on the principles of non-contradiction see
Longo 2005.

4 Aristotle mentions several versions of one principle of non-contradiction, but this does not mean
that he thinks that there is more than one such principle.
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PROCLUS

CARLOS STEEL

1 LIFE AND WORK

Proclus was born in 412 in Byzantium in a Lycian family, still faithful to the old
Hellenic religion in a society already dominated by Christianity. The talented
young man did not opt for a career in the imperial administration as his father
had done, but decided to devote his life to philosophy. After completing his
studies in Alexandria, Proclus arrived in Athens in 430 where he joined the
Platonic Academy and was first educated by the elderly Plutarch. Under Plutarch
the Athenian Academy had turned to the new form of Platonic philosophy that
was initiated by Plotinus and propagated by Porphyry. Under the influence of
Iamblichus, this Platonic philosophy had become more and more linked to the
old beliefs and rites of paganism, of which it offered a rational justification.
This tendency increased when Syrianus became the new head of the Academy
in 432." During more than fifteen years Proclus not only followed Syrianus’
courses, but was also initiated by him in theurgic rituals. Proclus was deeply
influenced by his master and he often praises him lavishly (cf. In Parm. 1.618.2—
9). After Syrianus’ death (around 437), he became the head of the school and
thus ‘successor (diadochos) of Plato’, a position he held for almost fifty years until
his death in 485. Notwithstanding the hostile ideological climate — which even
forced Proclus to go to Lydia for one year — the Academy still continued to enjoy

! The strong connection between pagan religion and Platonic philosophy is characteristic of the
Athenian Academy from Syrianus on and sets it apart from the Alexandrian school. There were
certainly close relations between members of the schools, even family relations, and all were educated
in the same philosophical tradition (cf. I. Hadot 1978 who tends to minimize the differences between
the schools). However, the Alexandrian philosophers were less occupied with the defence of pagan
beliefs and even seemed to avoid discussing them. Their main interest was explaining Aristotle
in harmony with Plato (whereas Syrianus and Proclus are often very critical of Aristotle). The
different development of both schools may be explained by the different socio-cultural context.
Athens was in the middle of the fifth century a small provincial capital with a relatively important
pagan community cherishing the old reputation of the city, whereas Alexandria was a flourishing
metropolis with a large population and a dominant Christian community, which did not hesitate to
attack pagan philosophers: see Watts 2006.

630



Proclus 631

an intellectual prestige in Athens and in the Greek cultural world, also having the
financial resources for its members and their families to live independent lives.
We are well informed about the daily life in the Academy thanks to Proclus’
biography by his successor Marinus.” It is a sort of pagan hagiography celebrating
Proclus’ attainment of supreme happiness by the practice of the whole scale of
virtues, culminating in the theurgic virtues. According to Marinus, Proclus
worked day and night with tireless discipline, studying, lecturing, discussing
and writing, as is shown by his impressive list of publications.

So immense was his love of labour that he gave five courses of exegesis, sometimes even
more, in the course of a day, and generally wrote about seven hundred lines, went on
conferring with the other philosophers, and in the evening held further seminars that
were not written up. And all this besides his nocturnal devotion to worship and his
prostrations to the rising, midday, and setting sun.

(Vit. Procl. 22.29—37)

As Marinus’ last comment indicates, Proclus was not merely an academic
philosopher, but a deeply religious person, who started his day with rituals
and prayers. He even composed hymns to the gods. In the community of the
school, Proclus and his intimate disciples and relatives continued to perform
the sacrifices and prayers of the old Hellenic religion, which could no longer
be practised in public in the temples. Like Iamblichus, Proclus was convinced
that theoretical philosophy is not sufficient to connect us with the gods. Only
the correct performance of theurgic acts using the power of ineffable symbols
and sacred words could warrant the salvation of the soul. In his view, it was
impossible to dissociate philosophy from the Hellenic religious tradition, as
the Christians tried to do. Proclus’ religious conviction is also evident in his
commentaries on Plato, which often mix remarkable philosophical insights and
technical explanations of the text with abstruse considerations about different
classes of gods. For Proclus, Plato was more than a philosopher, intent upon the
search of the truth; he was a divinely inspired prophet, a ‘hierophant of divine
doctrines’ having come down on earth for the salvation of souls; and so were
all true interpreters of Plato, and, in particular, Syrianus (In Parm. 1.618.4-9).

> Marinus was born around 440 in Neapolis in Palestine. Though of Samaritan origin, he converted
to paganism (Damasc. Vit. Isid. 97A) and entered the Academy in Athens around 460, where he
soon became a close collaborator of Proclus (Proclus dedicated to him his commentary on the myth
of Er (In Remp. 2.96.2—4)). After some hesitation — Isidore was first approached, but declined the
offer — Proclus designated Marinus as his successor, though he was concerned about his bad health.
He died a few years after Proclus’ death, leaving the school in a deep crisis. Marinus had a keen
interest in mathematics and astronomy, but was not a speculative mind as was his master. He even
did not follow his theological interpretation of the Parmenides. On Marinus, see Saffrey and Segonds
200T.
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Proclus was convinced that the divine truth had been revealed in different
types (tropoi) of theological discourse: (1) divinely inspired poets, such as Homer,
Hesiod and Orpheus, narrate mythological stories filled with symbols about the
generation of gods, their sexual relations, their fights and betrayals, the eating
of their children and castrating of their fathers; (2) prophets inspired by the
gods reveal in an oracular language the different classes of gods, the creation
of the sensible world, and the means by which the soul may escape fate and
find its salvation; (3) Pythagoreans use mathematical and geometrical images to
expound the different classes of the gods; (4) finally, philosophers use dialectical
terms such as ‘one’ and ‘being’, ‘whole’ and ‘parts’, ‘same’ and ‘other’, define
and divide, and develop demonstrations (PT 1.4; In Parm. 1.646.16—647.15).
Plato practised with brilliance each of these modes of discourse; he composed
wonderful myths, occasionally used oracular language (as in the myth of the
Phaedrus), and exploited mathematical and geometrical arguments, particularly
in the Timaeus. But above all he was a dialectician, who attempted to explain
what is encoded in obscure oracles, myths and symbols. ‘He easily penetrated
the whole theology, that of the Greeks and that of barbarians, clouded as it was
by mythical fictions, and brought it to light for those who were willing and able
to follow it, expounding everything in an inspired manner and bringing it into
harmony’ (Vit. Procl. 22.15—21). Proclus saw himself as the interpreter whose
task it was, under Plato’s guidance, to reveal the hidden truth of the venerable
oracles and myths and to expose in a systematic way their doctrines about
the gods in a civilization in which their cult was threatened. He devoted a
massive commentary to the Chaldaean Oracles, which enjoyed in the Athenian
school almost the same authority as biblical texts had for Christians. He also
annotated and edited Syrianus’ comments on the Orphic poems (Vit. Procl.
26—7). Like Syrianus, he wanted to demonstrate the harmony between Plato
and the other sources of divinely inspired wisdom, the mathematical tradition
from Pythagoras, the Orphic theogony and the Chaldaean Oracles. In his view,
only a philosophical approach could offer the concepts and arguments needed
for such a scientific synthesis of doctrines, beliefs and practices. His rational
approach to theology is evident from the first chapters of his Platonic Theology:

Everywhere we shall prefer the clear, distinct and simple, to the contraries of these. What
is conveyed through symbols, we shall transfer to a clear doctrine, what is communicated
through images, we shall refer to their exemplars, what is written in a more categorical
way, we shall examine by causal arguments, what is composed through demonstrations,
we shall investigate, and we shall explain the mode of truth which they contain, and
render it known to the hearers, and of what is enigmatically proposed, we shall discover
the clear meaning starting not from foreign suppositions, but from the most genuine
writings of Plato.

(Theol. Plat. 1.2, p. 9.20—10.4)
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If Plato is his supreme guide in theologicis, Proclus is also well acquainted with
the whole tradition of ancient philosophy and his predecessors in the Platonic
school in particular, ‘having gone through all their treatises’. ‘If anything was
fertile in them he made critical use of it, but if he found anything worthless,
he rejected this entirely as an absurdity, and if anything was contrary to sound
principles, he refuted it polemically with severe examination’ (Vit. Procl. 22.21—
7). This polemical attitude is particularly manifest in his encounter with the
works of Aristotle. During his studies in Alexandria he had already ‘learned by
heart’ Aristotle’s logical works (Vit. Procl. 8.33—6) and later commented on them.
In Athens, he read with Plutarch Aristotle’s treatise On the Soul alongside Plato’s
Phaedo (Vit. Procl. 10.8—10) and later continued with Syrianus his Aristotelian
education: ‘In less than two years Syrianus read with him the entire works of
Aristotle, logical, ethical, political, physical and the science of theology which
transcends these [i.e., metaphysics]” (Vit. Procl. 13.1—4). However, the reading
of Aristotle was only seen as a preparation, the ‘lesser mysteries’ before being
initiated in the ‘greater mysteries’, which are revealed in the Platonic dialogues.
If Aristotle is an indispensable master in logic and theory of demonstration and
has developed a detailed explanation of physical and biological phenomena, he
falls back from Plato’s achievements in his search for the first causes. Like his
master Syrianus, Proclus does not hesitate to criticize Aristotle whom he often
accuses of not having properly understood Plato. Of course, this polemical
attitude does not prevent him from integrating whatever is valuable in his
philosophy.

Proclus also learned much from his great predecessors in the Platonic school,
Plotinus, Porphyry and Iamblichus, the ‘exegetes of the Platonic epoptics’
(Theol. Plat. 1.1, p. 6.16). He highly appreciated Plotinus and even devoted
a commentary to the Enneads, but had problems with many of his provocative
views and always tried to bring them down to a more acceptable level within
the system. Thus he rejected his doctrine about the One as cause of its own
being (see below), his claim that a part of the human soul never descends from
the intelligible, but always remains ‘above’ (In Tim. 3.334.3—27), his explana-
tion of time as originating from the discursive motion of the soul (In Tim.
2.21.6—24.30), and his identification of matter and evil (De mal. subs. 30—5).
In this critique he mostly follows Iamblichus as also in his rejection of the
possibility of salvation through theory alone without the practice of rites and
sacrifices. Proclus’ religious Platonism is undoubtedly Iamblichaean in inspira-
tion and many of his seminal doctrines lead back to the Syrian philosopher.
Proclus, however, succeeds in translating lamblichus’ divine intuitions, often
expressed in an inflated style, to intelligible principles explaining the procession
of all reality. But Proclus owes most to his master Syrianus, in particular in his
interpretation of the Timaeus and the Parmenides. As most works of the Platonic
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tradition before him are lost, it is difficult to assess Proclus’ originality. Even
Marinus, who wants to stress Proclus’ own achievements, has difficulty in find-
ing doctrines ‘that were not known before’ (Vit. Procl. 23).

Proclus worked and wrote indefatigably throughout his career. Although
much of his huge production is lost, the extant work remains impressive. He
wrote commentaries on the logical works of Aristotle and on all dialogues of
Plato that constituted the curriculum of the Platonic School since Iamblichus.
The course started with the Alcibiades 1. This dialogue about self-knowledge
was in fact considered as an introduction to philosophy, offering in outline
‘the complete plan of all philosophy’. Since it reveals what a human being
truly is and exhorts each of us to turn towards ourselves, we may discover
by self-reflection the fundamental principles of all philosophical disciplines
(In Alc. 14.3—5; 11.3—12). The curriculum culminated in the explanation of
the two supreme dialogues of the whole Platonic corpus, the Timaeus about the
creation of the physical world and the Parmenides, which, as we will see, was con-
sidered to offer Plato’s doctrine on the first principles. Proclus’ commentaries
on the Alcibiades, the Timaeus and the Parmenides have partially survived. Of the
commentaries on Gorgias, Phaedo, Theaetetus, Sophist, Phaedrus, Symposium and
Philebus we only have testimonies. The commentary on the Cratylus survives in
excerpts of students’ notes, but sufficient to reveal an original philosophy of lan-
guage. Proclus connects semantics with Platonic dialectic, shows the ‘generative
and assimilative power’ of the human soul in name giving and how it imitates
the creative activity of the divine Intellect, and examines what one can learn
about the gods through an analysis of the divine names. Also preserved is a large
collection of interpretative essays on various topics in the Republic, a dialogue
outside the curriculum. It contains infer alia a defence of the Homeric myths
against Plato’s censorship, making a valuable distinction between three forms
of poetry, a discussion of the celebrated comparison that gives indirect insight
into ‘the Idea of the Good’ and an explanation of the subsequent Allegory of
the Cave, a defence of Plato’s ‘communist’ state against Aristotle’s critique in
Politics 2, a mathematical explanation of the nuptial number, and a commentary
on the final myth of Er.

The ancient commentaries are not just scholarly works of interpretation
in the modern sense, subservient to the text, but also offer an opportunity
to expound one’s own philosophical views starting from the text. Proclus’
commentaries are masterpieces in their genre, and give us not only insight
into his own views, but also a wealth of information about the hermeneutical
discussions in the Platonic tradition. In particular, the great commentary on
the Timaeus with its many quotations and named sources is invaluable for the
reconstruction of centuries of interpretation of this dialogue and the history of
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natural philosophy and cosmology. The commentary on the Parmenides is also
an important document on the history of the interpretation of this enigmatic
dialogue, though it is difficult to sort out the different positions here as Proclus
does not identify his sources, apart from the omnipresent Syrianus. Books 3—4
contain a remarkable discussion of the different problems on the doctrine of
the Forms, starting from the aporiai raised by Parmenides (and later employed
by Aristotle). The general preface and the introduction to book 6 give a survey
of the different interpretations of the final part, the hypotheses on the One.

Proclus also wrote a remarkable commentary on Euclid’s Elements. The two
prologues of this commentary offer the best introduction to the philosophy of
mathematics in antiquity. Proclus examines here the ontological status of mathe-
matical objects: they are neither empirical objects nor abstracted entities derived
from them nor pure intelligible forms, but logoi projected in the imagination
of the soul, where they become extended and divisible. Another important
scientific work is the Exposition of Astronomical Hypotheses, which offers a critical
assessment of the hypotheses proposed by the astronomers, and in particular
Ptolemy, to explain the apparent anomalies in the planetary motions, which
are supposed to be regular and uniformly circular. As Proclus shows, instead
of saving the phenomena, the introduction of epicycles and eccentric motions
only leads to more confusion and disharmony in the system. Proclus also com-
posed monographs on diverse subjects, as on the eternity of the world, on the
immortality of the soul, on providence and fate, on free choice, on the exis-
tence of evil. In the last treatise he defends the view that evil, when understood
as privation, cannot exist in its own right and has no proper cause to explain
it, as all agents act for the sake of some good. If, then, the contrary effect
occurs, it must be unintended and uncaused, and only has a parasitic existence
(par-hupostasis) supervening upon beings and their activities. Absolute pure evil
does not exist. This doctrine, which enables Proclus to explain the existence of
evil in a universe proceeding from an absolute first Good, became for centuries
the dominant view on evil in philosophical and theological debates, because it
was adopted by a Christian author writing under the pseudonym of Dionysius
the Areopagite in his treatise On Divine Names.

Besides his commentaries Proclus owes his reputation mainly to his two great
systematic works, the Elements of Theology and the Platonic Theology. Proclus uses
the term ‘theology’ for a scientific systematic investigation into the first causes
and principles of everything, which in the religious tradition have always been
called ‘gods’ (Theol. Plat. 1.3, p. 13.6-8). From its very beginning, philosophy
has been a theology in that it always attempted to identify those first causes.
Thus, Aristotle’s metaphysics, which culminates in the doctrine of the divine
intellect, the unmoved mover of the universe, was considered by late-Platonic
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commentators as a prominent example of a theological discipline, appropriately
named ‘theology’. In Proclus’ view, however, only Plato developed the per-
fect form of theology because he recognized a cause beyond the intellect and
beyond being, the One from which all things including even matter have their
existence. It was Proclus’ ambition to develop a comprehensive theology, based
upon premisses taken from Plato’s dialogues and in particular the Parmenides. The
Platonic Theology is not just his last work, it is also the culmination of a whole life
of research as philosopher and commentator of Plato and as interpreter of the
authentic religious tradition. Proclus laid down the foundations and principles of
this theology in his Elements of Theology. In his work, he demonstrates in a geo-
metrical manner the fundamental theorems of his metaphysical theology. The
work is composed of 211 propositions, each followed by a demonstration. They
discuss the general principles governing the procession and reversion of all things
from the First cause, the One, and apply them to the three hypostatic levels of
reality, the gods or henads, the intellects and the souls. One has the impression
that Proclus kept revising and perfecting the Elements throughout his career.?
It is undoubtedly his most original composition, not so much because of the
content — most of the principles were formulated in some form by his prede-
cessors — but because of its highly innovative form, imitating Euclid’s celebrated
Elements. It had a tremendous influence for centuries thanks to the Arabic
adaptation made of it in the ninth century, which was translated into Latin
in the twelfth century. Under the title Liber de Causis, the treatise circulated
at the medieval universities as a work of Aristotle, complementing his Meta-
physics. This gave Proclus’ doctrine an enormous, albeit anonymous, authority
and contributed to the Platonic interpretation of Aristotle’s metaphysics in the
Middle Ages.

Since Proclus’ ambition was primarily theological, my presentation of his
doctrine will focus on his theological metaphysics, leaving aside many other

3 Since Freudenthal (1881) the Elements of Theology is usually considered as one of the earlier works of
Proclus. Proclus, it is said, stands closer in this work to Plotinus and Porphyry (presenting basically
the doctrine of the three principal hypostases) and seems not yet to have developed some further
elaborations, such as the introduction of an intermediate class between the intelligible and the
intellective gods. Best discussion of the arguments remains Dodds 1933: xiii—xviii, who concludes
that the Elements is a relatively early work, but warns that one should not regard it for that reason as
‘the prentice essay of an undergraduate who has not yet developed his own system’ (p. xvii). In fact,
the system articulated in the Elements is substantially the same as in Proclus’ last work, the Platonic
Theology. Another problem concerns its relationship to the Elements of Physics. This latter work,
which is almost entirely based on passages from Aristotle’s physical works without any original
contribution, is undoubtedly a work from Proclus’ earlier career. Though in style and purpose
similar, the Elements of Theology display a much more mature speculative thought. In my view, the
uncertainties and incoherence in its composition as noticed by Dodds and the often disordered state
of the argumentation, as manifested also in the divergence in the manuscript tradition (see Giinther
2007) could be explained by the supposition that Proclus continued improving and rewriting this
work throughout his career.
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interesting issues, such as his doctrine of the soul, his discussion of intelligible
Forms and psychic reason-principles (logoi), his theory of knowledge and phi-
losophy of language, his natural philosophy, his contributions to mathematics
and physics and his ethics. In my presentation I shall refrain, however, from
commenting on Proclus’ various attempts to interpret the pagan divinities, to
understand oracles and myths and to justify religious practices. I realize that
this rationalistic approach goes against Proclus’ own wish to keep together
religious piety and learning, but I will follow as my main inspiration the Ele-
ments, this superb monument of theological metaphysics, wherein Proclus him-
self is surprisingly sober and rational, and never introduces proper names of
gods. The edition and translation of the Elements by E. R. Dodds is, after
seventy-five years and an ocean of scholarship, still the best introduction to
Proclus.

2 ELEMENTS OF A THEOLOGICAL METAPHYSICS

2.1 The One and the multiple

Like Aristotle’s metaphysics, Proclus’ theological project is an investigation into
the first causes of whatever exists. ‘For the task of science is the recognition of
causes, and only when we recognize the causes of beings, do we say that we
know them’ (El. theol. 11). In this search for causes, one must ultimately reach
‘a single first cause’ of all that exists. The existence of a first cause is required
to explain the system of causality. If there were no first cause, there would no
longer be a universe where all things are held together in ‘a sequence of primary
and secondary, perfecting and perfected, regulative and regulated, generative and
generated, active and passive’. If we were to continue the causal explanation
to infinity, and always posit yet another cause behind the causes already found,
we would obtain no explanation at all, for an infinite series of causes would
be equivalent to no cause at all. It is also impossible to admit circularity in
causation, for the same things would then be at once prior and consequent,
cause and effect. If there is no infinite series of cause, and no circularity in
causation, there must be a first cause of everything, and only a single one.
To exclude the possibility of a multiplicity of first causes, Proclus invokes the
basic axiom of Platonic philosophy, which is, fittingly, the first proposition of
the Elements of Theology: ‘every manifold participates in some way of unity’.
Without some form of unity holding it together, a manifold, whatever it may
be, could not subsist, as it would fall apart into an infinity of infinites. It
cannot, however, be itself the unity it participates in, for it is not the One itself,
but a unified manifold, which is ‘affected’ by unity. Hence, the manifold will
always be posterior to the One upon which it depends. A multiplicity of first
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principles is for that reason impossible. The absolute One must be the first
principle.

2.2 The One and the Good

The One is not only the first cause from which all beings proceed, but also
the Good that all desire. Proclus’ main argument for the identity of the One
and the Good is the fact that both principles have the same effects, namely,
the preservation of whatever exists. Plato in the Republic defined the good as
‘that which preserves and benefits” and evil as ‘that which destroys and corrupts’
(Rep. 5.462a-b). Thus, the good of the state is to be found in whatever gives it
coherence and unity, whereas civil war and partisan fights and opposition tend
to destroy it. If it is proper to the Good to maintain everything, it is in fact a
principle of unification, for that which keeps each thing together is the cause
of its unity. If, then, the effects of the Good and the One are identical, the
two principles themselves must be identical: ‘Every good tends to unify what
participates in it, and all unification is good; and the Good is identical with
the One’ (El. theol. 13; cf. In Parm. 6.1043.9—24). This identity is also evident
from the fact that things desire unity as their ultimate good. If the One and
the Good were different objects of desire, then (1) either the One would be
superior to the Good or (2) the Good superior to the One (a third possibility
that the Good and the One are co-ordinate principles is excluded as there can
be no ultimate multiplicity of principles). If, however, the One were beyond
the Good (1), then we would desire the One more than the Good. Hence, the
One would be more desirable and ‘better’ than the Good, which is absurd. For
if we desire something, we want it because it is good. There can be nothing-
better-than-good, since ‘better’ is precisely what participates more fully in the
good. What, then, if we put the Good above the One (2)? But it is not possible
to conceive something that is superior to the One; ‘for everything else is called
“better and worse” in virtue of its greater and lesser participation in this cause;
and indeed the very concept of being better is so through participation in the
One’. A Good above the One would in fact be a not-One, and thus a not-Good
(EL theol. 12; In Parm. 7.1144.16—20; $§11.63—70). Therefore the One—Good
is the first cause, as is also shown by the fact that its causality reaches further
than that of any other principle, such as Being or Life or Intellect. In fact,
not all beings participate in thought or life, and not everything within the
universe is a being, as there is also matter, but all desire unity, even things that
barely exist, such as matter (El theol. 57; 72). As the aspiration for the Good
is more comprehensive and more fundamental than the desire for being, the
Good must be beyond being as is also the One. The Good, the ultimate telos
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towards which all beings strive, beyond all other desirable objects and even
beyond being itself, turns out to be the One, the arche, the absolute principle
from which all things proceed. For that reason every aspiration is consciously
or unconsciously a return to the origin of a being: ‘Everything reverts upon
that from which it originated’ (El. theol. 34). Therefore, the One is not just
One but both the origin and the end of a circular movement of procession and
reversion.

In order to designate somehow the ineffable nature of the First we dispose
of two names, the most venerable of all, ‘One’ and ‘Good’, which correspond
to two different approaches to it (Theol. Plat. 2.5—6). We do not call the First
itself by these names, as it is beyond all discourse and knowledge, but use them
to express our own concept (ennoia) and apprehension of it, in our impossible
attempt to reach it. We call it the ‘One’ because it is the origin of all procession,
the cause of all plurality. Here the negative theology of the Parmenides, in which
we deny of the First whatever proceeds from it, is appropriate. The term ‘One’
remains fundamentally a negative term conveying no proper meaning; it is the
negation of all multiplicity. The second name, the ‘Good’, is given to the First
insofar as it is the ultimate term of all desire. To discover its meaning, analogical
reasoning is needed, whereby we ascend to ever higher forms of perfection, the
soul beyond the body, the intellect beyond the soul, being beyond the intellect,
until we reach what is the absolute Good beyond everything. The double
name we use does not introduce a duplication in the First. “We transfer those
names to it considering what comes after, that is the processions from it and
reversions to it in a circular way’ (Theol. Plat. 2.6.41.2—5). Without this circular
movement coming from and returning to it, we could never say anything about

the One.

2.3 Procession and reversion

Since the One is also the Good, it will not only be a principle of unification, but
also the origin of all multiplicity coming forth from it. For whatever is perfect
and complete, as is the Good and what participates in it, is by nature productive
(EL theol. 25; Theol. Plat. 1.22). If it were infertile, it would be the most
inferior degree of reality, which is only produced and does not produce anything
lower than itself. It is, however, impossible that the utmost multiplicity would
proceed immediately from the first cause. Since every agent tends to produce
something similar to it, all procession is accomplished through a likeness of
what is produced to its producer (El theol. 29). Of course, this likeness cannot
lead to an identity with the cause, for otherwise the product could not be
distinguished from its producer. The effect will preserve the character that its
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cause had primitively, in a derivative and inferior sense, and so come down in
the procession of beings. This secondary being will itself produce something
similar to it, though inferior, and so on. The superior cause, however, remains
the cause of whatever comes forth, though it can exercise its causality only
through the secondary causes. At the end of the procession, we reach a reality
which is almost in all aspects dissimilar to the first principle, yet derives from it
through a series of intermediates. Therefore, notwithstanding the decline and
weakening of the original character, there is continuity between the generative
and the generated, the primary and the secondary. To preserve this continuity,
the procession of reality cannot contain discontinuity, but has to pass through
mean terms bridging the extremes (El. theol. 28, De prov. 20.16-17). Plotinus
had already argued that from the One comes first the Intellect, and through
the Intellect proceeds the Soul, and from the Soul the physical world. For
Proclus, this understanding of the procession is unsatisfactory, in particular
regarding the second level, the Intellect, which is for Plotinus identical with
true Being and Life. If we respect the ‘law of continuity’ which governs the
procession of all things along the ‘chain of being’, we cannot admit that the
Intellect (which already contains the specific forms of all things) comes forth
immediately from the absolute One. There must be ‘mean terms’ connecting the
extremities. After the One comes first absolute Being, from this comes Life, and
finally Intellect. In Proclus’ interpretation, Being corresponds to the intelligible
paradigm (noeton), Life to the intelligible and intellective level (noeton kai noeron),
whereas the Intellect stands for the properly intellective (noeron). Of course, Life
also is being, though in a secondary way and the Intellect is also Life, but in a
secondary way, as it also contains the intelligible being in the many objects of its
thought.

Because the effect is in a derivative manner (kata methexin) what its cause is
in a primary manner, it can be said to pre-exist on the higher level ‘causally’
(kat’ aitian) (El. theol. 65). The effect acquires, however, its proper existence
(huparxis) when it proceeds from its cause and becomes distinguished from it as
another being. Yet, this procession does not cancel its pre-existence in the cause.
As Proclus says, while proceeding, everything ‘remains’ in the cause whence it
‘proceeds’. Therefore, it can also revert upon the cause from which it proceeds,
and it must do so because no procession can be infinite. Through this ‘reversion’
(epistrophe), as it were ‘feed-back’, the effect strives to be connected again with its
cause and to become similar to it. If things have their being through procession,
they attain their well-being or perfection through reversion. For the cause of
their ‘well-being’ can only come from where they had the origin of their
‘being’. The final cause being identical with the efficient, all things desire as
ultimate end what is the principle of their procession. As Proclus formulates it:
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‘All that proceeds from something reverts upon that from which it proceeds’
(EL theol. 31). And since ‘all that is produced by a cause both remains in it and
proceeds from it (El. theol. 30), we may conclude that ‘all that proceeds from a
principle and reverts upon it has a cyclical activity’ (EL theol. 33). We find this
triadic dynamic structure of remaining, proceeding and returning on all levels
of reality, Being, Life, Intellect, Soul.

2.4 Causation and self-causation

In the procession of all reality from the One, first come beings that are cause
of their own being, the so-called ‘self-constituted’ beings (authupostata), such
as intellects and souls, and after them, at an inferior level, beings that are
entirely produced from external causes, as is the sensible world and whatever
it contains. Proclus defines a ‘self-constituted’ being as ‘something that brings
itself forth (paragon heauto)’, ‘that has the power of providing its own being’, ‘that
is generated by itself” (autogenetos), ‘that is self-sufficient (autarkes) in respect of
its existence’ (El. theol. 40). Such a being is self-constituted because it does not
need anything outside itself to exist, neither an external cause, nor a substrate
or matter, nor a place. As ‘cause of its own existence’, ‘it proceeds itself from
itself’. Yet ‘it remains in itself” and ‘is contained in itself by itself”, since it exists
‘as its own product in itself as in its own cause’ (El. theol. 42). Since such a being
is perpetually ‘conjoined with the cause of itself, or rather exists in itself as cause
of itself”, it lacks nothing to come to be. It is always self-sufficient (autarkes) and
complete in itself. Therefore, it can have no origin in time nor can it cease to
be, as it is ‘at once cause and effect’. Things perish when they are severed from
their cause. ‘But the self-constituted, being its own cause, never deserts its cause
since it never deserts itself.” It is therefore a perpetual and necessary being (EI
theol. 46).

It was Plotinus who first introduced the provocative notion of a ‘causa sui’
when discussing the freedom of the first principle in Enn. 6.8 [39]. As there is no
cause explaining the First, it may seem, Plotinus observes, that it just ‘happens
to exist’. Even if we admitted that the First ‘makes itself’, it somehow had to
exist already before, if it is supposed to produce itself. Whence, then, did it
receive this existence before being made by itself? Plotinus replies that the One
has no being apart from its activity: it is a pure and absolutely free activity, ‘not
enslaved to substance’. ‘In this way he [i.e. the first god] himself is himself from
himself. For indeed, if he was kept in being by another, he would not be first self
from himself; but if he is rightly said to hold himself together, he is both himself
and the bringer of himself into being (paragon heauton)’ (6.8.20.19—23). In the
case of the One, the ‘self’ is not an effect coming after the ‘making’, but the
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‘self” and its ‘making’ are concomitant, since he himself makes himself in an act
of ‘eternal generation’. Proclus, however, criticizes Plotinus for considering the
One as a self-constituting principle. The notion of self-constitution introduces a
distinction between cause and effect, which cannot be applied to the First itself,
which is absolutely simple (In Parm. 7.1146.8—11). Therefore, self-constituted
beings must come immediately after the One, imitating its absolute simplicity
in their self-sufficiency. The One is beyond self-sufticiency, as it is also beyond
willing and desiring.

But how is it possible to admit a multitude of self-generating principles
coming after the First? If the One is really the first cause of whatever exists,
how can there be a ‘spontaneous causation’ in the universe? Proclus’ doctrine
seems to go against the basic principle of all scientific explanation, as formulated
by Aristotle: ‘everything which is produced is produced by a cause other than
itself” (cf. In Parm. 7.1145.28; Aristotle, Phys. 7.1, 241b34; 242a49—50). To
detend his view Proclus refers to the existence of self~moving beings, which
stand between the immobile movers and things that are moved only by an
extrinsic cause. As Plato demonstrated in Laws 10, without self~-moved movers
there would be no motion in the universe. For a similar reason one has to
admit that there exist not only beings produced by an external cause, but also
beings which constitute themselves and which stand between the externally
produced things and the first principle. That there exist self-constituting beings,
can also be shown by the fact that some beings have the capacity to revert upon
themselves. Self-reversion is precisely the case when ‘the reverted subject and
that upon which it has reverted become identical’ (El. theol. 15). That reversion
upon oneself is possible, is most evident in the process of knowledge. In every
act of knowledge the knower not only grasps an object, but also knows himself
as knowing the object. This is already the case on the level of perception: for
we do not only perceive coloured objects, but are also aware that we perceive
them. This reflexivity is more evident on the level of rational knowledge, where
the object is assimilated to the subject knowing it. The reversion upon oneself
is ‘complete’,* when knowing subjects not only know their own act, but also
know themselves as knowing. If, then, some beings manifest this capacity in their
activities, they must also be capable of reversion in their own essence (ousia),
from which the cognitive activity proceeds. Reflexivity is therefore much more
than an act of introspection, as the later empiricists thought, it is primarily a
movement constituting the very being of the soul as self~-movement. ‘Everything
that is primarily self~-moving is capable of reversion upon itself (El. theol. 17).

+ Cf. Liber de causis prop. 15: ommnis sciens qui scit essentiam suam est rediens ad essentiam suam reditione
completa. This proposition is based upon El. theol. 83 and 44.
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Only incorporeal beings have this capacity, as it is not the nature of a body to
revert upon itself. If, then, the rational soul knows itself, and if whatever knows
itself reverts upon itself, is neither a body nor dependent upon a body, ‘it will
follow that soul is neither a corporeal substance nor inseparable from body’
(EL theol. 186).

The analysis of self-reflection thus contributes to an understanding of what
self-constitution means. As we have seen, every being reverts upon the principle
from which it originates, because it finds its own ‘well-being’, its own good,
precisely in the return to its origin. If, then, there are beings with a capacity
of reverting upon themselves — as are the intellect and the soul — they must find
their well-being in themselves. However, the well-being of a thing comes from
the very source of its being. Therefore, beings that revert upon themselves to
find in themselves their own good must also be the origin of their own being.
‘If, then, a being is the source of its own well-being, it will certainly be also the
source of its own being and master of its own subsistence.” As Proclus formu-
lates it, “All that is capable of reversion upon itself is self-constituted’; or con-
versely ‘All that is self-constituted is capable of reversion upon itself” (El. theol.
42-3).

Contrary to what is commonly believed in modern philosophy,® the fact that
a being produces its own being does not exclude that it also depends upon a
superior cause, and ultimately upon the first principle. What is authupostaton
is for Proclus not a being that exists only from and by itself, but a being that
constitutes itself in its procession from a superior cause. As Proclus says, ‘they
subsist in a self-generated way from their own causes’ (In Parm. 7.1151.17—18).
Therefore, the role of the first principle cannot be understood in the Christian
sense as a divine creator. Only the demiurgic intellect can be said to have made
the reality below it, the physical universe (In Tim. 1.261.19—28). The One,
however, does not ‘create’ being or the intellect or the soul. They proceed from
the One in producing their own form of being. Therefore, they are truly self-
subsistent beings, hupostaseis, and not just products resulting from an external
causality, as are the physical phenomena. Only self-constituted beings are true
‘substances’ as they do not find the cause of their existence in something outside
themselves, in an ‘alien seat’ as matter or substrate.

5 Descartes considers God, and only God, as ‘cause de soi-méme’, but observes that ‘cause’ should
not be taken here as an efficient cause exercising a real and positive influence. The expression only
indicates that God’s essence is such that it is impossible that he does not exist (Meditations, Responses
to the first objections (Adam and Tannery 7.109; French: Adam and Tannery 9a.86) and Response
to the fourth objections (Adam and Tannery 7.236 and 242; French: Adam and Tannery 9a.182 and
187)). Cf. Spinoza’s opening definition of the Ethica: ‘per causam sui intelligo id cuius essentia involyit
existentiam’. Later philosophers criticized the notion of a ‘causa sui’ as contradictory.
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2.5 Real causes and subsidiary causes

Causes in the proper sense can never be constitutive parts or intrinsic elements
of the things they produce but must transcend them. Therefore, the material and
the formal cause, on which the Aristotelians mostly rely in their explanation of
the physical world, cannot be considered as true causes. In Proclus’ view, they
are nothing more than what Plato in the Timaeus (46c—d) called ‘concurrent
causes’ (sunaitia), ‘subservient to the proper causes in the generation of things’,
as 1s said in the Philebus (27a8—9), tools or instruments used by the real producers
of things, as we learn from the Politicus (28 1c—e).

If a cause were immanent in its effect, either it would be a complementary part of the
latter or it would in some way need it for its own existence, and it would in this regard
be inferior to the effect. That which exists in the effect is not so much a cause as a
concurrent cause being either a part of the thing produced [sc. matter or form]| or an
instrument of the producer. .. Therefore every cause properly so called. .. transcends
the instruments, the elements [matter and form| and in general all that is described as
concurrent cause.

(EL theol. 75)

Such are indeed the three primordial causes which Plato introduces in the
Timaeus, the efficient or productive cause (i.e., the Demiurge), the paradigmatic
cause (the ideas) and the final cause (the Idea of the Good). Therefore, the
Timaeus presents the most accomplished form of phusiologia. To be sure, Aristotle,
too, makes use of final and efficient causality in his natural philosophy and he
introduces nature as principle of movement and change. But in Proclus’ view
nature, as Aristotle understands it, cannot really be a productive or creative
principle, because it is devoid of all formative principles (logoi), which proceed
through the Soul from the immaterial Forms in the Intellect. By rejecting the
Platonic Forms as paradigmatic causes, Aristotle abolishes the creative character
of nature, reducing it to nothing but an intrinsic moving force in material
things. Following Plotinus, Proclus places nature between the material form
and the soul (In Tim. 1.10.13—12.25). As a creative and productive principle, it
must somehow transcend the body it organizes through its inherent logoi. It is,
however, inferior to the soul, because it is divided in the body, cannot detach
itself from it and has no capacity of reflexivity. Nature is thus the last of the
really creative causes, the ultimate limit of the presence of the incorporeal in
this sensible world, informing all things with the reason-principles and powers
received from above. In this sense, it may be said to be the ‘instrument’ (organon)
of the Demiurge in the creation of the world, whereby the Demiurge works
in a transcendent manner, nature as it were being ‘submerged in bodies’ (cf. In
Tim. 1.143.19—22).
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According to Proclus, Plato is the first to have introduced the properly
efficient cause, namely the demiurgic Intellect. As Aristotle did not accept the
paradigmatic Forms, he was forced to abandon the creative causality of his first
cause, making the divine Intellect only a final cause of the universe (In Parm.
3.788.8—10; §.972.20—973.11; 7.519.2—14; In Tim. 1.266.21—268.24). As Proclus
argues, such a position will force him to admit either that the world has the
capacity to produce itself or that it owes its origin to chance. However, to
admit that this universe is self-constituted will lead to numerous absurdities,
for only incorporeal beings have the capacity to act upon themselves, to move
themselves and to generate themselves. But how could this sensible world be
self-constituted? Although the physical world is eternal — on this point Proclus
fully agrees with Aristotle — it cannot find the cause of its being in itself, as
no body is capable of receiving at once its infinity of being. Therefore, Plato
was right in considering the world as generated (genétos), as it depends for its
existence on another superior cause, which cannot be a body. Proclus carefully
distinguishes between eternity in the sense of everlasting existence without a
beginning or an end and eternity in an absolute sense as having its being all at
once without being spread over time. The physical universe is eternal in the
first sense, whereas the intelligible Forms have eternity in the absolute sense (In
Tim. 1.252.11—254.18 and 294.28—295.19).

2.6 Participation

To explain the relation between the Forms and the many things that are similar to
them, Plato introduced the metaphor of ‘participation’. Participation, however,
raises as many problems as it solves, as Plato shows in the aporetic discussion of
the Parmenides (which offered ammunition for Aristotle’s subsequent criticism).
The metaphor seems to suggest that the many things that ‘share’ in the same
Form, take ‘parts’ of it. But how could a Form still preserve its universality if it
is present in the many things and therefore also divided? To solve this problem
Proclus introduces a distinction between the participated and the unparticipated
(amethekta).® What is participated by many particular things of a same type is
not the ideal Form itself, but a form that comes forth from it and is present
in them. These immanent forms serve the same function as the Aristotelian
forms in matter. But whereas Aristotle rejected the transcendent Forms as
an unnecessary duplication, Proclus argues that the unparticipated Forms are
necessary to guarantee the universal character of the forms in matter. For the
participated form entirely belongs to the particular by which it is participated,

% This distinction was first introduced by Iamblichus: cf. In Tim. 2.313.15—23 (fr. 60 Dillon).
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and to all things of a similar nature. In order to explain that the different
particulars participate in the same common principle, there must be a form
prior to all participated, which is ‘common to all that can participate in it and
identical for all’. This common form cannot itself be what is received by the
participant and subsists in it, as it would then give something away of itself. On
the other hand, it cannot remain purely in itself ‘fixed in sterility and isolation’.
Therefore, ‘the unparticipated brings forth out of itself the participated; and all
the participated hypostases are linked upward to the unparticipated’ (EIl. theol.
23; 24).

Strictly speaking, participation only exists between the intelligible Forms and
the sensible particulars in the physical realm. Proclus, however, interprets the
principle in such a way that it can be used on all levels of reality, the Soul,
the Intellect, and even the One. Within each realm (or diakosmos) we have to
distinguish between the unparticipated monad and the ‘series’ or multiplicity of
beings of a similar nature co-ordinated with it. Thus, besides the many souls that
are participated on different levels by different bodies — the human soul, the souls
of demons, the planetary divine souls — there must also exist an unparticipated
Soul, which is as it were the monad of that co-ordinate series. In fact, ‘every
monad gives rise to two series, one of self~complete hypostases, and one of
radiations which have their subsistence in something other [than themselves]’
(EL theol. 64). Thus, from Soul come forth not only, as its ‘radiations’, the
different forces of life subsisting within the living beings, but also the whole
series of self-sufficient souls. Those souls are not just illuminations of the one
universal Soul but have their own existence as souls. When taken in this sense
‘participated’ does not mean an immanent shared property — this would be a
radiation — but a principle that is self-subsisting and transcendent vis-a-vis the
participating entities (cf. El. theol. 81; 82).

Similarly, besides the many intellects participated by human and divine souls
in different ways, there also exists the absolute unparticipated Intellect, which
comprehends in itself the totality of all Forms. The many intellects proceed
from this absolute Intellect and form together with it a co-ordinate series
of a similar intellectual nature. The intellectual powers present in the souls
participating in these intellects are as many illuminations from them. Following
the same line of reasoning, we must also posit after the One, which is absolutely
transcendent and can in no way be participated by the inferior levels, a manifold
of ‘ones’, ‘units’ or ‘henads’ consequent upon the primal One, wherein the
different classes of being participate. Those henads are not the modes of unity
acquired by beings, but self-subsisting unities which remain transcendent above
the beings that depend upon them. Like the primal One, in which they remain
co-united, they are themselves beyond being and beyond knowledge, but their
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distinctive properties can be inferred indirectly from the different classes of
beings dependent upon them. ‘For differences within a participant order are
determined by the distinctive properties of the principles participated’ (El. theol.
123). The henads are the different self-subsisting forms of unity manifested in
the different grades and characters of being that come forth from the One. In
view of the different classes of beings dependent upon them, we can distinguish
them as intelligible, intellectual, hypercosmic or encosmic henads. This doctrine
of the henads is of crucial importance for understanding Proclus’ theology.

2.7 God and gods

When the term ‘God’ is used in a strict sense, it has the same meaning as
the term ‘One’. With the term ‘God’ we indicate the supreme principle in
reality; nothing, however, can be superior to the One; therefore the One and
God are identical. The Good, too, is identical with God, since ‘God is that
which is beyond all things and that which all things desire’, and the Good is
‘the whence and the whither of all things’ (El. theol. 113). As we have seen,
the first One is not just the origin of all beings in a descending order, but
also the monad of a horizontal divine series, a plurality of henads resembling
it, co-united in and around it. Therefore, there is not just one God, but a
plurality of gods. Every god is a self~-complete henad, subsisting on itself as a
unity, not as a unified being, such as are the lower hypostases. As the first One,
the henadic gods all transcend being, but only the first One is imparticipable,
whereas every god is participable (El. theol. 116). Insofar as they are gods and
united to the One, the henads remain one and undifferentiated, but they can
be distinguished through the various classes participating in them. In fact, the
difterent classes of being participate, each on their own level, in a distinctive form
of unity, which is the measure of their being. As henads, the gods are ineffable
and unknowable as much as the One itself, yet their distinctive properties
may be inferred and known ‘from the beings which participate in them’ (EI.
theol. 123).

Plato not only speaks of gods, but also of divine beings, and sometimes even
calls those beings, for example divine souls, ‘gods’. Thus the Athenian visitor
in the Laws calls the divine soul a god (Leg. 10. 899a7—c1), and in the Phaedrus
(248a) Socrates speaks of a procession of the divine souls around the heaven as
‘the life of gods’. In some places Plato calls even the demons ‘gods’, though
they are by nature posterior to the gods. Therefore, in a systematic theology,
we need to make a distinction between the gods in the strict sense, which are
self-sufficient henads, and the different classes of divinized beings, ending with
the divine souls and the three superior classes, the angels, demons and heroes.
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Next to all the classes of gods we should also consider the classes of souls which are
divinized and have been distributed among the gods. For in the ultimate processions of
the gods also the first class of the souls appears which is conjoined with the gods. ... We
finally reach the terminus of the whole organization of the superior beings: the classes
that follow upon the gods and are divided in a three-fold manner [i.e., angels, demons,
heroes] by the three parts of time.

(Theol. Plat. 2.12.71.13—17; 72.4—7)

3 A PLATONIC THEOLOGY

It is Proclus’ ambition to give under the guidance of Plato a systematic exposi-
tion of all classes of gods and divinized beings proceeding from the One-Good.
But where in Plato’s work do we find the principles of such a scientific theol-
ogy? Theological questions do not seem to occupy a primordial place in Plato’s
philosophy, nor have they been developed by him in a systematic way, but only
make an episodic appearance and are developed not for their own sake, but to
confirm or illustrate other doctrines, mostly ethical (cf. Theol. Plat. 1.6). There
are many mythical stories dispersed all over the dialogues, but they are diffi-
cult to interpret and are always a function of the main subject of the dialogue.
What Platonists call a Platonic theology seems nothing but an artificial con-
struction, resulting from the manipulation of texts, taking theological doctrines
out of their original context, nothing but an amalgam ‘heaping together dif-
ferent parts from different dialogues, as if we were eager of collecting together
many streams into one mixture, which do not derive all from one and the
same source’ (Theol. Plat. 1.6.27.4—7). Why then turn to Plato for a theological
doctrine? Is it not better to follow the guidance of some philosophers posterior
to Plato, as Aristotle or the Stoics, ‘who have composed a unique and perfect
form of theology and transmitted it in their writings to their disciples’ (Theol.
Plat. 1.6.28.9—12). Yet it is Plato, Proclus argues, who developed the most per-
fect form of theology, but in a dialogue one would not expect, namely in the
Parmenides. If one knows how to interpret this sublime dialogue, one finds here
the fundamental axioms and the concepts (such as one, multiple, limit, unlimit-
edness, to be in oneself or in another) needed for the development of a scientific
theology.

In the second part of the dialogue, Parmenides examines in a dialectical exer-
cise his own hypothesis about the One, considering the consequences following
both from the position of the One and from its denial, both for the One and
for what is other than the One. If we posit the One, only negative conclusions
follow: the One has no parts and is not a whole, it is not in something nor
in itself, it is not similar and not dissimilar, it is not in time. One cannot even
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say that it ‘is” or ‘is one’: in short, no names, no discourse, no knowledge of
it is possible. Parmenides therefore has to restate his original hypothesis, now
emphasizing that the One ‘is’. Of this One-that-is all possible attributes can be
predicated that were denied in the first hypothesis. The interpretation of the dif-
terent hypotheses of the Parmenides (of which we only mentioned the first two)
gave rise to a lively controversy in the Platonic school, as we know from Pro-
clus’ commentary (In Parm. 6.1051.27—1064.14). Following his master Syrianus,
Proclus defends a theological interpretation of this dialectical exercise. Such an
interpretation of the hypotheses is not evident, as the term ‘God’ or ‘divine’
is not even mentioned in the whole discussion. If, however, one takes the
terms ‘One’ and ‘god’ to signify both the first cause of everything, then the
overall meaning of the dialectical discussion on the One and the other than
the One becomes clear (In Parm. 1.641.6-8). The first hypothesis is about the
absolute One of which it cannot even be said that it ‘is’, the second considers
the One-that-is and deduces from it the difterent attributes of being one.

That the first hypothesis reveals by means of negations the ineffable first
principle, the One beyond all being and beyond all discourse, was a view
circulating already in Middle Platonism. But it is Syrianus who deserves the
credit for having developed a coherent theological interpretation of the second
hypothesis, which since Plotinus was usually understood as referring to the
second hypostasis, the Intellect. Proclus repeatedly praises his master for having
discovered the true meaning of the correspondence between the negations in
the first and the affirmations in the second hypothesis (Theol. Plat. 1.11; In Parm.
6.1085.10—1086.7; 7.1142.9—15). Whatever is denied in the first hypothesis of
the One, namely that it is not a whole, has no parts, is not in itself, is not in
another, is not similar nor dissimilar, etc., is affirmed of the One in the second
hypothesis. It seems at first that the dialectical discussion of the hypothesis of the
One leads to a series of mutually contradictory conclusions, making thus the
hypothesis itself impossible. But Syrianus had a ingenious idea for solving what
seemed to be a contradiction. If one accepts the identification of the One and
God, one may easily recognize in the different attributes of being one (such as
being similar, being a whole) the properties of the different classes of the gods.
Considered in themselves, all gods are henads beyond being, unknowable and
ineffable. We can infer, however, indirectly their distinctive characters through
the diverse classes of being depending on them. The series of attributes, which
are demonstrated in a series of deductions from the hypothesis of the One-
that-is, ‘show the ordered procession of all the divine classes, their difference
from one another, the properties that are common to whole orders and those
that are particular to each’ (Theol. Plat. 1.4.20.20—3]. The corresponding series
of negative conclusions in the first hypothesis demonstrate that the absolute
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One or first God is above all the divine orders proceeding from it. The first
hypothesis thus offers a negative theology of the ineftable absolute One, the
second a positive theology of all henadic gods and all divinized beings following
upon them.

In reading the second hypothesis in this way, we can demonstrate the pro-
cession of all the divine classes from the highest, which are revealed in the first
deduction, to the most inferior, which are indicated at the last. The superior
order, the intelligible gods, Limit and Unlimitedness, come close to the absolute
One itself, the subject of the first hypothesis, whereas the lowest divine classes,
1.e., the divine souls and the superior classes (angels, heroes and demons), which
always follow the gods, make the transition to the subject of the third hypothe-
sis, which is about the human souls which only intermittently follow the gods.
We can thus admire how Parmenides, in his logical deduction of all the divine
orders from the One-that-is, follows the most fundamental principle of proces-
sion, the law of continuity. There can be no sudden and sharp transition from
one level to another. In each order the highest classes are connected with what
precedes them, and the lower with what follows them (El. theol. 122).

If then Plato begins from the One-that-is but ends in that which participates in time,
he proceeds downwards from the first to the last degree of true being. Hence, the first
conclusions are to be referred to the first orders, the middle, for the same reason, to the
middle orders, and the last, as is evident, to such as are last. For it is necessary, as our
discourse has evinced, that diftferent conclusions should be assigned to difterent natures,
and that a distribution of this kind should commence from such things as are highest.
But likewise, the order of the hypotheses, as it appears to me, is a sufficient argument
of the truth of our assertion. For the hypothesis about the One which is exempt from
all multitude, is allotted the first order, and from this the development of all arguments
originates. But the second order after this, has the hypothesis about true beings, and the
henad in which these participate. And the third order in succession has the hypothesis
about soul.

(Theol. Plat. 1.11.49.3—18)

The Parmenides thus offers a unique opportunity to compose a scientific the-
ology, employing concepts and demonstrations regarding the different divine
orders with an almost geometrical precision. This does not mean that the Par-
menides is the only source for this theology. Plato reveals his views about the
gods in many other dialogues, for instance, in the celebrated tenth book of
the Laws, or in the second book of the Republic, and in the Timaeus. Scattered
over all dialogues are references to gods and divinities often in a mythologi-
cal context. However, it 1s only within the framework of the Parmenides that
all those arguments and references can be systematized. The same holds for
the mathematical theologoumena of the Pythagoreans, the theological revelations
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from the Chaldaean Oracles and from the Orphic theogonies, the many stories
told by Homer and Hesiod; only when connected to the deductions of the
second hypothesis of the Parmenides, can they be properly interpreted.

In his Platonic Theology, Proclus thus offers the very first and also ultimate
‘summa theologiae’ of the complex religious tradition of late antiquity that Chris-
tians too easily amalgamated and designated under the simple term ‘paganism’.
The Theology is divided in three parts (see the plan announced in Theol. Plat.
1.2.9.8—19). In the first part (book 1.13—29), Proclus assembles from all dia-
logues of Plato the common notions about the gods, which apply to all divines
classes without distinction. It is a treatise on the divine attributes or the divine
names, as pseudo-Dionysius will later call it. Thus, from the Laws we learn
that the gods exist, that they exercise providence, that they are inflexible in
their providential care; from the Republic, that they are causes only of what is
good, immutable, simple and true, and so on. In the second part (books 2—6),
Proclus examines the procession of all the classes of the gods from the first God,
the absolute One (book 2). After a transitional section on the henads (3.1-6),
which play a crucial role in this theology, he discusses subsequently the intelligi-
ble gods (3.7—28), the intelligible-intellective gods (book 4), the intellective gods
(book 5), the hypercosmic gods (book 6). Missing in this systematic exposition
are the inferior classes of the gods (encosmic gods) and the divine souls and the
‘superior beings’ following upon the gods. Lacking is also the third part of the
Theology that would have dealt with the individual gods who are mentioned
occasionally by Plato, and would have interpreted them in accordance with
the general notions about the divine established before. Did Proclus leave the
Theology unfinished or did he change his original plan at the end?

A modern reader not sharing the religious convictions of Proclus will probably
not very much regret that we have lost what was supposed to come after the sixth
book. And even someone with a real interest in ancient religion will remain
perplexed by this extravagant attempt to give a full rational justification of all
divinities and posit them within a metaphysical system. He will like to quote
the famous comment of E. R. Dodds: “That Homer’s Olympians, the most
vividly conceived anthropomorphic beings in all literature, should have ended
their career on the dusty shelves of this museum of metaphysical abstractions
is one of time’s strangest ironies’ (1933: 260). Much could be said to defend
Proclus against this ironic comment, most of all that Proclus’ attempt to justify
metaphysically what the gods are did not exclude that he worshipped them
with an authentic personal devotion, neither did Thomas Aquinas’ five ways to
prove the existence of a first cause make his God a metaphysical abstraction. It
should also be noticed that in Proclus’ theological system Homer’s Olympians
only appear on a lower level, where there is a multiplicity of divinities. They
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do not correspond to the highest metaphysical principles, the One, the Limit,
the Unlimited, Being.

CONCLUSION

Proclus’ explicit theological motivation makes much of his work difficult to
appreciate for moderns, though they may admire his grandiose, even heroic
attempt to establish on premisses taken from Plato’s philosophy the complex
tradition of pagan religion, falling apart and threatened in a culture dominated
by Christianity. They will also resent his attempt to systematize beyond measure
the philosophical tradition and for that reason prefer Plotinus among the later
Platonists, less systematic to be sure, sometimes even chaotic in his writing,
but philosophically more authentic and provocative. Even Dodds, Proclus’ best
modern exegete declares: ‘Proclus is not a creative thinker but a systematizer
who carried to its utmost limits the ideal of one comprehensive philosophy that
should embrace all the garnered wisdom of the ancient world.”” However, no
philosopher in late antiquity (including Plotinus) wanted to be original, but all
tried to be faithful to a tradition of wisdom they inherited. The way Proclus
‘systematizes’ the tradition, by formulating and demonstrating the fundamen-
tal principles that were often implicit presuppositions of his predecessors is in
itself a remarkable example of philosophical ‘creativity’ and it set the agenda
for centuries of philosophical and theological speculation, as Dodds recognizes.
Systematizing and articulating with an unsurpassed clarity and rigour the inno-
vative Platonism that had started with Plotinus, Proclus’ philosophy possesses
speculative power that reaches far beyond its connection to Hellenic religion.
Therefore, his philosophy is much more than an ideology in defence of pagan
polytheism. Otherwise, one could not understand why so many authors shar-
ing in no ways his religious convictions have been fascinated and inspired by
his thought and have developed it in a creative way, such as the Christian
author writing under the pseudonym Dionysius the Areopagite and the Arabic
Muslim, who used the Elements to compose what would become known in
the Latin Middle Ages as the Liber de causis. Through the mediation of these
two anonymous authors Proclus contributed much more to the formation of
the Platonic tradition in the Middle Ages than Plotinus. In the Renaissance,
Ficino found inspiration in Proclus’ theology to compose his own Christian Pla-
tonic theology on the immortality of the soul. Thanks to Ficino, Proclus also
became for centuries the leading commentator on Plato and thus contributed to
the standard Platonic interpretation of the dialogues until the early nineteenth

7 Dodds 1933: xxv.
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century. Proclus’ speculations on the triadic circle of remaining, procession and
return fascinated Hegel. Even if we have taken some distance from this inter-
pretation, Proclus’ commentaries remain of invaluable help for anyone trying
to understand the dialogues as they were read and discussed in antiquity.
Ammonius of Alexandria summarizes excellently what he and we owe to

our divine teacher Proclus, successor to the chair of Plato and a man who attained the
summit of human nature both in his ability to interpret the views of the ancients and in
his scientific judgement of the nature of reality.

(In De int. 1.7—-11)
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AMMONIUS HERMEIOU
AND HIS SCHOOL

DAVID BLANK

1 LIFE

Ammonius the son of Hermeias (c. 435/45—517/26) was the most important —
at times, perhaps, the only important — pagan teacher of pagan philosophy in
Alexandria from the late fifth into the early sixth century. He numbered among
his students Asclepius of Tralles, John Philoponus, Simplicius and probably
Olympiodorus, all known at least in part for their commentaries on Aristotle,
and the first two of whom published commentaries said to be ‘from the voice’
or ‘from the lectures’ of Ammonius, while Olympiodorus considered himself,
and perhaps was also officially, Ammonius’ successor in the Alexandrian chair of
philosophy. In the concrete, personal sense, at least, Ammonius was the founder
of an ‘Alexandrian’ school of Aristotelian interpretation.

Whether and in what sense Ammonius also made significant alterations
in the philosophical system he inherited from his own teacher Proclus in
Athens, and thereby originated an Alexandrian variant of late Platonism, has
been widely debated. This question, forcefully raised by K. Praechter in 1910,
hangs closely together with the conditions of Ammonius’ life and teaching in
Alexandria.

After the murder of Hypatia by a mob of Alexandrian Christians in 415,
the most authoritative professor of philosophy in Alexandria was Hierocles.
But Athens’ older philosophical school headed by Hierocles’ teacher Plutarch
and Plutarch’s young Alexandrian pupil Syrianus was apparently more attrac-
tive for ambitious Alexandrians. Accordingly, Hermeias, among others, left his
native Alexandria for Athens to study with Syrianus, who was head of the
school there from 429 until 436. Syrianus, a bachelor, had intended that Proclus
marry his young relative Aedesia, presumably as a way of designating Pro-
clus as his successor; but Proclus was warned against the match by a god, and
Aedesia was given away to Hermeias instead (Damascius, Vit. Isid. s6 Athanas-
siadi), perhaps an indication that Hermeias too, who was a hard worker though
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not an exceptional philosophical talent (Vit. Isid. s4), was a favoured pupil of
Syrianus.'

Hermeias returned to Alexandria with Aedesia, where he was given a publicly
funded professorship of philosophy. The couple had three children, the first
of whom died aged seven. Ammonius was born between 435 and 445, his
brother Heliodorus soon thereafter (Vit. Isid. s7b). Damascius, our main source
for Ammonius’ life, very much admired Aedesia, whose eulogy he spoke at
Horapollon’s rhetorical school. He praised her piety and her charity, by which
she actually put her family into debt. He also praised her arrangements for
her sons. When Hermeias died, around 450, Aedesia took steps to ensure
that her sons could follow in their father’s profession. She arranged for her
husband’s salary to continue to be paid to her for her sons until they began to
teach philosophy, which Damascius finds unprecedented (Vit. Isid. 56), and she
brought them herself to Athens to study with Proclus, who took a special interest
in them out of respect for their parents (Vit. Isid. 57b). Heliodorus was not a
good student, but his elder brother Ammonius was far superior and took up
a position, presumably the public professorship vacated by his father,? teaching
philosophy upon the family’s return to Alexandria around 470.

Alexandria was an important centre both of Christian culture, and also, still,
of pagan education. The chief pagan educational institution of the city was
Horapollon’s rhetorical school, housed in the same place where Ammonius
gave his own lectures on Fridays.? Ammonius’ classes were attended by pagans
and Christians alike, some firm believers in their faiths, some leaning in one
direction or the other and some who might be converted. Christian students
attended in order to acquire the famous Hellenic culture, or paideia, knowledge
of which was expected of members of the upper stratum of society. Philosophy
represented the highest part of this cultural formation, alongside and even above
rhetoric. At the same time, philosophers had been involved in the promotion
of pagan rites, such as those of the Serapeum which provoked the lynching of

' The main primary source for these paragraphs is Damascius’ Life of Isidore, 54—7b Athanassiadi.

> Damascius says that Hermeias’ public salary was paid to Aedesia’s children ‘until they began to teach
philosophy’; it is natural to assume that the position Ammonius held was that for which he was
already being paid. Watts 2006: 209 and n. 35 is wrong to translate /s . . . ephilosphésan © . . . as if they
taught philosophy’, which is ungrammatical: hds is here equivalent to heos.

3 A Polish archaeological team recently discovered an apparent complex of about twenty lecture
rooms, which could have been those of Horapollon and his school; each could hold up to eighty
students; each room had a sort of throne in the middle of one end, presumably for the teacher, and a
raised stone in the centre, from which a student could recite: Majcherek 2007. On Friday mornings,
the rhetors were free to hold lessons in their homes, and the philosophers held their lectures in the
school (Zacharias, 17 Sev. 23 Kugener). For further information, see the contributions gathered in
Derda et al. 2007.
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Hypatia. In the later fifth century, after the turmoil of Hypatia’s time, the atmo-
sphere around the Alexandrian philosophers was relatively quiet, with Christian
intellectual circles largely confined to monasteries, following the prescription of
Athanasius. Monks of Henaton, a group of monophysite monastic communities
outside Alexandria, were especially active in providing an intellectual setting in
which Christian students of the pagan philosophers could ask questions and
be reinforced in their faith, and they had ties to a group of upper-class Chris-
tian students called philoponoi who, themselves, promoted Christian reading and
discussion among their fellow students.*

Between 485 and 487 Zacharias of Gaza, subsequently Bishop of Mytilene,
arrived in Alexandria and studied with Ammonius. Later, he wrote a book
called Ammonius or On the Creation of the World in which he portrays discussions
between himself (‘The Christian’) and Ammonius, and again between himself
and the medical philosopher (iatrosophistes) Gesius. Zacharias manifests a distinct
contempt for Ammonius and for his teacher Proclus, whom he refers to as ‘the
philosopher, or rather the unphilosophical and unwise one’ (2.19—24). The
debates end with an embarrassed silence on Ammonius’ part. These ‘dialogues
in the Platonic manner’ (1.7-18) were written when Zacharias’ fellow law
students at Beirut asked him for help after one of them, who had recently
studied with Ammonius and was inclined toward Hellenism, had begun to
regale them with accounts of Ammonius’ pagan arguments about the world
(1.1—4). It is not clear to what extent the manner and tenor of these discussions
reflect the reality of Ammonius’ school, and many remarks are indebted to
old anti-sophistic points made long before by the Platonic Socrates and to
anti-philosophical polemics: for example, that Ammonius boasted of being
wise and making others wise too (cf., e.g., Plato, Prt. 310d), and that in his
lectures on the Physics he explicated Aristotle’s wisdom and the principles of
existing things to his students in the manner of those who interpret oracles,
very sophistically, and sitting pompously on a high stage (2.96—9; cf. Plato, Rep.
10.617d and Themistius 21.243ab). What Zacharias does make clear, however,
is his perception of Ammonius’ classroom as a battleground for the souls of
students, both Christians and pagans. Thus, Ammonius, ‘clever at corrupting
the souls of the young and dislodging them from God and the truth’ (2.31—2;
much the same charges, of course, as were levelled at Socrates), and ‘having
already filled” some of the students ‘with his nonsense and wickedness, told

4 This background of the troubles between pagan professors and Christians which began in 486 is
narrated in Zacharias’ Life of Severus; see Watts 2006: 210 ff. The troubles themselves are mostly
known through the partial reports of Damascius’ Life of Isidore, especially section 117 Athanassiadi.

3 Watts 2005: 451, 453, 460, 464 suggests that the book was written during or shortly after Zacharias’
time in Beirut (487—91) then revised close to the time of Ammonius’ death.
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them to leave and not to listen to the discussions, so that, in my opinion, they
would not be affected by the argument and demonstration and be persuaded to
profess Christianity again’ (2.998—1002). Zacharias also claims that many of the
students were even converted from philosophy, Aristotle and Plato, so that they
‘assented to and cast their vote for our arguments, or rather those of the holy
truth dear to Christians; and they went home with admiration for Christian
demonstrations and remarkably desirous of hearing much of the discourses of
truth’ (2.354—61).

The uneasy peace recalled by Zacharias was shattered when a pagan student,
Paralius, sent by his family to study with Horapollon, fell under the spell of
Stephanus, a fellow monk of Paralius’ older brother at Henaton, and followed
Stephanus’ advice to ask the pagan teachers to rebut the doubts Stephanus sowed
in him; these teachers were Horapollon, Heraiscus, Asclepiodotus, Ammonius
and Isidore, the last three all pupils of Proclus. A series of events ensued,
in which Paralius defamed a shrine of Isis frequented by some of the pagan
teachers and was beaten by a group of students. Complaints to the Patri-
arch Peter Mongus and thence to the Prefect Entrechius about this incident
resulted in widespread hostility to the pagan teachers, including Ammonius,
and the temporary departure of some of these pagans from the city. Late in
487 or early in 488, an investigation into the pagan schools was launched,
perhaps at Peter Mongus’ instigation, by the imperial envoy Nicomedes in
the aftermath of the revolt of Illus (484-8) in which Illus and his ally Pam-
prepius appear to have promised the toleration of pagan religious practice in
return for the support of pagan circles; the philosophers would later blame
Pamprepius for bringing persecution upon them. At some point Nicomedes
ordered that teaching in the pagan schools be suspended, and he discovered
information which made first Ammonius, then all the philosophers, a particular
target of his investigation (Vit. Isid. 117). In the course of later investigations by
Nicomedes, Damascius and his mentor Isidore escaped to Athens, while Herais-
cus and his brother Asclepiades, a philosopher and Horapollon’s brother, died in
hiding.

Ammonius, then, was the only prominent philosophical teacher in Alexan-
dria after these investigations, or persecutions, and he continued to teach until
his death many years later. How can his survival as a teacher be explained? Dam-
ascius, who has no love lost for Ammonius, whose tuition he had abandoned
in favour of Isidore’s, states (Vit. Isid. 118b=Photius, Bibl. 242.352a11—14) that
Ammonius, who was ‘wickedly greedy and always on the lookout for any kind
of profit, made a compact (homologiai) with the then overseer of the dominant
doctrine’, i.e., with the Patriarch Peter Mongus. It is to this deal, for whose
existence Damascius is our only source, that Ammonius’ continuing ability to
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teach in Alexandria is usually attributed. Damascius’ emphasis on Ammonius’
greed is carefully prepared by the contrasting picture he draws with the charac-
ter of Ammonius’ parents. Damascius emphasizes Hermeias’ virtues and even
reports that he would correct sellers who priced their wares too low (Vit. Isid.
s4). He also says, as we have seen, that Aedesia’s generosity to the poor left her
family in debt; she considered it a ‘treasurehouse’ for the next life to contribute
unstintingly to the poor from her compassion for human vicissitudes, but she
also provided for the philosophical education of her sons, wanting to hand down
to them their father’s knowledge as if it were an ‘inheritance of their ancestral
wealth’ (Vit. Isid. s6=Suda 1 79), transferring the terminology of wealth from
the worldly to the spiritual sphere. Damascius does not explicitly connect, so
far as we can tell, Ammonius’ ‘shameful greed’ and his ‘compact’ with the debts
he inherited from his mother, so that we are left to think Ammonius simply
vicious. In reality, Ammonius would have needed a good cushion to survive the
loss of income from both the public professorship and the tuition of his students
if he was barred from teaching for long.

Damascius also builds another generational contrast into his account, to
Ammonius’ detriment. Aedesia’s response to criticism of her charity, he reports,
caused even the wickedest of her fellow citizens to love her. In the Suda’s excerpt
from Damascius, this praise is immediately followed by Aedesia’s attention to
her sons’ education and her unprecedented success in getting the public salary
for them, which 1s presumably to be interpreted as a reward from those fellow
citizens, since ‘she received no little honour and respect from everyone’. This
is followed again by the family’s reception in Athens, where the whole ‘chorus
of philosophers’, and not least its leader Proclus, are said to have admired her
virtue. The tacit moral of this contrast seems to be that, if Ammonius had shared
his mother’ virtues, he too would have been admired by both philosophers and
his fellow citizens, and perhaps the later troubles, which forced Damascius to
leave the city, could have been avoided.

The rhetorical construction of Damascius’ account thus casts doubt on his
claims to knowledge of a ‘compact’, the details of which Damascius in any case
does not give, and no other evidence of which exists. The story may simply be
an inference from the fact that Ammonius alone continued to teach, an inference
presumably influenced by Damascius’ antipathy and by gossip in Alexandrian
philosophical circles. Various attempts have been made to explain this deal
as giving Ammonius the right to continue teaching philosophy, provided he
made one or another doctrinal compromise, such as Praechter’s suggestion that
Ammonius agreed to continue a supposed ‘Alexandrian’ policy of making the
Platonist gods one by collapsing the One and the Intellect; but recent work has
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tended to undermine this and other reconstructions of the alleged deal.® Nor
is it possible to show that Ammonius’ teaching changed around 490 in any
way: for example, he continued to teach Plato in addition to Aristotle, for
Olympiodorus says he heard Ammonius lecture on the Gorgias, c. 515 (In Gorg.
199.8—10).

Sorabji” has argued that Ammonius’ agreement may have committed him
not to promote pagan religious rites openly in his teaching, a move which
might be seen as responsible for his neglect of theurgy and the lack of works by
him and his successors comparable with some of those written by the Athenian
school, such as Iamblichus’ On the Mysteries of the Egyptians, Proclus’ Platonic
Theology or Damascius’ On First Principles; nor did Ammonius and his students
write commentaries on the Chaldaean Oracles. Hermeias, in his commentary on
the Phaedrus, spoke very favourably of theurgy, and that is likely to reflect the
view of his teacher Syrianus. Ammonius’ teacher Proclus was also not averse to
theurgy. Despite his dependence on Proclus’ commentary on the Cratylus, when
commenting on Aristotle’s statement (Int. 16a19 ff.) that names are ‘significant
by convention’ and his consequent rejection of the thesis that names are ‘by
nature’, Ammonius (In Int. 34.10—-39.10) does not mention the doctrine stressed
by Proclus in his own discussion of the Cratylus, that the theurgist chooses divine
names in imitation of secret marks implanted in us by the gods, so that these
names are naturally correct for what they name, and their use establishes an
efficacious link between the one who uses them and what they name, for
example by naming a god in a prayer. Instead of citing this theurgic argument
for the naturalness of names, Ammonius briefly brings up an argument that our
own names must be natural, since their use in prayers and curses has an effect
on the person named; indeed, as Sorabji points out, Ammonius attributes this
argument to Dousareios of Petra, not a philosopher, and so avoids bringing up
a subject which might lead him to discuss theurgy and Proclus’ espousal of it.

But it is not clear that Ammonius simply passes over the theory of divine
names out of a sense of caution in the face of Christian objections. Rather,
Ammonius and Proclus had different conceptions of what names were, and
Ammonius did not follow Proclus in believing that we give names on the basis
of our knowledge (logoi) about metaphysical realities, entities on higher meta-
physical or hypercosmic levels being named according to insights implanted in
us by higher powers. In Ammonius’ commentary names referred to particular

% On the thesis of Praechter 1910 and 1912, see Verrycken 1990 and Hadot 1978 and 1990, along
with Sorabji’s discussion of Ammonius’ ‘deal’ 2005a: 21—5.
7 Sorabji 2005a; 2005b: 23—4.
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things in the world and could not serve to instruct us about philosophical or the-
ological realities. Therefore, he could not have a special class of divine names —
he actually denies that the gods had any role in the giving of names (In Int.
38.26—8; In Cat. 11.8—17), and his silence on the issue and transference of the
argument for the naturalness of names from the efficacy of divine names, an
argument which he could have ascribed to Proclus, to the efficacy of human
names, which he assigns to Dousareios, might be due to a desire not to point
up his disagreement with Proclus. We do not know whether in other contexts
Ammonius would have maintained the same view of names as he did in his
interpretation of Aristotle’s famously conventionalist text. Even if we did, we
should require a separate argument to show that rejection of Proclus’ theory
of names entailed rejection of theurgy altogether. In fact, we do not know
that Ammonius and his school actually rejected theurgy: Olympiodorus adds
theurgy to an account of the highest, paradeigmatic level of virtue (cf. Plot-
inus, Enn. 1.2.7.2—6; Porphyry, Sentences 32; Damascius, In Phd. 143), saying
that Philosophy’s task is to make us Intellect, but theurgy’s to unite us with
the intelligibles, so that we act paradeigmatically (In Phd., Lect. 8, sec. 2, lines
1—20 Westerink), and he notes that ‘not even the souls of theurgists can remain
in the intelligible always, but they must also descend into becoming’ (In Phd.
Lect. 10, sec. 14, lines 8—9). Finally, it is not entirely satisfying to see Ammo-
nius’ deal as involving the rejection of theurgy, as there is no evidence that
Ammonius ever taught theurgic doctrines or practised theurgic rites himself,
before 488. Of course, it is possible that if Ammonius de-emphasized theurgic
practice and even its place in Platonic theory, he could have done so either for
his own philosophical reasons or in order not to give offence to his Christian
surroundings, with or without a ‘deal’ being made, and that such a de-emphasis
played a role in Ammonius’ survival as a teacher; but we cannot say anything
with certainty at this point.

Attempting to explain Ammonius’ compact in a different way, Athanassiadi
has suggested that Ammonius agreed to betray to Peter the hiding places of the
other philosophers during Nicomedes’ first investigation,® which would cer-
tainly explain Damascius’ antipathy towards Ammonius. This view, however,
seems too willing to follow Damascius’ construction of the story and assassina-
tion of Ammonius’ character, which are clearly intended to implicate him. All
in all, the explanations of Ammonius’ infamous agreement with Peter Mongus
seem too problematic to shed much light on Ammonius’ teaching or his life,
and I am inclined to doubt the very existence of such an agreement.

8 Athanassiadi 1999: 31.
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2 THOUGHT

In any event, the content of Ammonius’ teaching is likely best explained through
his own particular concerns. Photius reports (Bibl. 181.127a5—10 = Vit. Isid.
T3) that Damascius says that one of his teachers of philosophy was Ammonius,
‘who, he says, far excelled his contemporaries in philosophy and especially in
the mathematical sciences. Damascius also lists him as having been the one who
explained to him Plato’s works and the Syntaxis of Ptolemy’s books.” Again
according to Photius, Damascius (Vit. Is. s7c=Photius, Bibl. 242.341b22-8)
also says that Ammonius was ‘very hard-working, and he helped more than any
of the interpreters who ever lived; his speciality was Aristotle, and moreover he
excelled not only those of his own age but also the contemporaries of Proclus —
I almost said anyone who ever lived — in his work on geometry and astron-
omy.” Thus, although Ammonius taught philosophy and the works of Plato,
Damascius’ emphasis is on Ammonius as an interpreter of Aristotle. Zacharias
introduces his dialogue by asking about ‘the interpreter of the doctrines of Plato
and Aristotle’ (2.19—20).

For us, Ammonius is indeed most important as a commentator on Aristotle
and as the founder of the tradition of Aristotelian commentary in Alexan-
dria which continued through his pupils Asclepius, Philoponus, Simplicius
and Olympiodorus, who were in turn followed by Elias, David, Ps.-Elias and
Stephanus. Of his writings, the only one which survives in the written form
he himself published is his commentary (hupomnéma) on the De interpretatione,
which is based on Proclus’ lectures on that text, with the addition of other
material, especially from Porphyry’s huge commentary.” Ammonius tells us that
he put the lectures of Proclus into shape himself:

Now, we have recorded the interpretations of our divine teacher Proclus, successor to
the chair of Plato and a man who attained the limits of human capacity both in the
ability to interpret the opinions of the ancients and in the scientific judgement of the
nature of reality. If, having done that, we too are able to add anything to the clarification
of the book, we owe great thanks to the god of eloquence.

(1.6-11)

Ammonius’ lectures on other books have come down to us in the form
of notes written up by his students: those on Porphyry’s Introduction, on the
Categories and on the Prior Analytics were written up by anonymous students
‘from the voice of Ammonius’; those on Metaphysics A-Z by Asclepius; those

9 Ammonius agreed with Porphyry and Proclus that chapter 14 was spurious, but he decided to
comment on it anyway, basing his work on that of Syrianus (254.22—31).
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on Prior Analytics 1, Posterior Analytics 1, On Generation and Corruption and On
the Soul by Philoponus.’® Of course, these students may also have added to or
changed what they heard in Ammonius’ lecture-room. Beside commentaries,
there are also mentions of monographs written by Ammonius on Phaedo 69d4—
6, defending Plato against the charge of being a sceptic (Olympiodorus, In Phd.
8.17.6—7), one on hypothetical syllogisms (see In An. Pr. 67.32—69.28) and one
on the fact that Aristotle made god not only the final but also the efficient cause
of the whole world (Simplicius, In Cael. 271.13—21).

Ammonius is the first to provide us with a version of the ten preliminary
points which Proclus (cf. Elias, In Cat. 107.24—27) thought necessary to begin
the study of Aristotle. From this we know that the Aristotelian curriculum in
Ammonius’ school began with logic, which was followed by ethics, physics,
mathematics and theology (Ammonius, In Cat. 5.31-6.8). Apparently, lectures
on works by Plato and Aristotle in Ammonius’ school lasted about an hour, as in
Proclus’. Each lecture covered one passage, discussing first its doctrine (theoria)
and then its wording (lexis) soberly and with much learning. The exegesis
covered the sense of the text and its philosophical importance, including its
relation to other texts of Aristotle and Plato, who were held to be consistent
in themselves and with one another (e.g., Simplicius, In DA 1.3—21). Elias (In
Cat. 122.25—123.11), following Ammonius,"
same time be a knower, the first to explain the difficulties in his text, the

says the exegete should at the

second to judge its truth or falsity, whether it is a wind-egg or a real offspring
(cf. Plato, Tht. 151¢). He ought not to insist on the correctness of his author
against the truth, and should neither sympathize with one sect, as lamblichus
did by allowing that Aristotle did not contradict Plato on the ideas, nor oppose
one, as did Alexander in rejecting the immortality of the rational soul. He also
ought to know all of Aristotle and of Plato so as to be able to show that each
agrees with himself at all points and to make Aristotle’s works an introduction
to Plato’s. Simplicius makes similar points (In Cat. 7.23—32), adding that the
good interpreter ought not to look at the mere text of Aristotle’s criticisms
of Plato and condemn the disagreement of the philosophers, but should track
down their agreement in most things by looking at the sense. These remarks
are surely inspired by Ammonius (cf. Ammonius, In Cat. 8.11—19). In contrast
to the criticism of Aristotle by Syrianus and Proclus for differing from Plato
on the Forms, when on his own principles he ought to have agreed with him,
Asclepius (presumably representing Ammonius) says that although Aristotle

' The commentary on De anima 3 transmitted with those on the first two books by Philoponus is of
disputed authorship.

"' See Ammonius, In Cat. 7.34 ff. and Tarrant in Jackson ef al. 1998: 11 and notes on 32.1 and 42.2
for the Ammonian inspiration of Elias’ remarks.
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seems (dokei) to attack Plato’s Forms in Metaph. A 8, 9gob3, that is explained
by his purpose (skopos); rather, he agrees with Plato, since he praises (De an.
3.4, 429a28) those who make the soul the place of Forms, and his actual
disagreement is with certain Platonists (‘the Plato in one person or another’)
who supposed that the Forms subsist on their own and are separate from Intellect
(In Metaph. 69.17—27). The length of his treatment of names is attributed by
Ammonius to a desire to show the agreement sumphonia of Plato and Aristotle
(In Int. 39.11).

In contrast to his views as an interpreter, Ammonius’ own positions and
contribution to philosophy are difficult to pinpoint, for a number of reasons: the
loss of important texts, especially the monographs on theology and hypothetical
syllogisms; the fact that what we have of his work is devoted to the explication
of Aristotelian texts, which was only a preliminary to the study of Plato and
the late Platonic system of philosophy; our frequent inability to discern how
much of what is in the works we have derives from Proclus; and our frequent
dependence on the writings of Ammonius’ pupils, in which it may be difficult
to separate out Ammonius’ views. The best course, given these limitations,
is to try to gather together Ammonius’ views from the commentary on De
Interpretatione, explicit attributions of statements or positions to him by later
commentators, and the notes of lectures of Ammonius which were published
under his own name or which, if under a student’s name, show at once few signs
of having altered his teachings and great devotion to him, as is true especially
of Asclepius on the Metaphysics and of Philoponus’ early works. Originality and
philosophical importance are another matter: sometimes, even when we have
detailed studies of Ammonius’ views on a particular subject, it is difficult to say
how much in them is original with Ammonius. A good example is his famous
discussion of Aristotle’s rejection of determinism in Int. 9, where there is clearly
a debt to Alexander of Aphrodisias in the doctrine that sentences about future
singular contingent events ‘divide the true and false’ (that is, they obey the
principle of bivalence) in an indefinite and ‘not in a definite manner’, but we
cannot say exactly how innovative Ammonius’ own account is.

Recent studies, especially Verrycken 1990, have shown the difficulty of deter-
mining the extent of Ammonius’ acceptance of the system he learned from
Proclus: in particular, does a neglect of the henads constitute a conscious rejec-
tion of them? Ammonius’ task is generally to explicate how Aristotle’s texts
are to be understood within a Platonic framework, and unless he thinks that
Aristotle is at some particular point opposed to the Platonic system, Ammo-
nius will think that what Aristotle says there must be compatible with that
system — i.e., with the truth. But that does not mean that an explanation of
every ramification of every Aristotelian text throughout the Platonic system,
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especially in the complex structure of the Proclan intelligible world, is always
required. Ammonius may well have had a policy of explicating texts in a manner
appropriate to their subject matter as that is understood in his own specifica-
tion of their different aims or skopoi, and this may be responsible for apparent
differences in the reports we have of Ammonius’ interpretation of the same
doctrines. Elias (In Cat. 120.23—30), for example, may represent an Ammonian
stance when he raises the question why Aristotle says that Intelligence is the
very first principle, rather than the Good, as in Plato. He notes that in the
Metaphysics Aristotle recognized that Intelligence was rather a natural (i.e., not a
supernatural) principle, since he too knew that the good was the sole principle
of being, the goal of every action and every inquiry, etc., as in the first sentence
of the Nicomachean Ethics. Aristotle, he says, is always doing natural philosophy
when he does theology, while Plato is always doing theology when he does
natural philosophy.

An example of such different approaches may be found in Ammonius’ con-
ception of the Aristotelian God. The intellectual Unmoved Mover of Aristotle
seems 1l suited to be the demiurgic craftsman and creator of Plato’s Timaeus, as
Proclus points out (In Tim. 1.266.28—268.24): while ‘the Peripatetics say there
is something separate [from the physical world], it is not creative (poietikon), but
final (telikon); hence they both removed the exemplars (paradeigmata) and set a
non-plural intelligence over all things’. Yet, Aristotle’s own principles, according
to Proclus, ought to have committed him to the position that God was a creator.
Simplicius reports that some Peripatetics, including Alexander of Aphrodisias,
held that Aristotle’s God was a final cause of the whole world, that his moving
the heavens made him indirectly the efficient cause of sublunar motion, and that
he was also the efficient cause of the heavens’ motion but not of their existence
as a substance. Showing that — contrary to what these Peripatetics claimed —
God was final and efficient cause alike of both the movement and existence
of the whole world, sublunar and supralunar, Simplicius tells us, was the point
of Ammonius’ entire book on this subject, and it allows the harmonization of
Aristotle with Plato (In Cael. 271.13—21; In Phys. 1360.24—1363.24). There is an
apparent contradiction between Asclepius, who in his Metaphysics commentary
(e.g., 28.26—32, 148.10—11) has Ammonius identify Aristotle’s God with the
Platonic One, the highest principle, and, on the other, this assertion of Simpli-
cius’. Recalling Elias’ distinction, however, we may infer that theology, when
approached from within the philosophy of nature, may not give as fully devel-
oped a picture of the intelligible world as when done from the point of view
of metaphysics. At the metaphysical level, then, Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover is
primarily thought of as the Good or final cause of all being, while as a matter
of natural philosophy Aristotle’s God, while still the Unmoved Mover and final
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cause, 1s primarily thought of as an efficient cause, that from which change
originates (361.11—14).

Much of the debate around Ammonius’ own system has focused on the
possibility that he accommodated his position to that of his Christian envi-
ronment and students. Certainly, as Verrycken shows'> Ammonius did accept
the most important parts of the late Platonic system: the One or first principle
and cause; the demiurgic Intellect of Plato’s Timaeus, the second principle; the
World Soul or third principle. He certainly did not combine the Intellect and
the One, and so a fortiori did not do so in an accommodation with Christian
monotheism."? Also, Ammonius never abandoned the Aristotelian thesis that
the world was eternal, despite the fact that Zacharias thought that important
enough to make it the basis of his attack on his erstwhile teacher.™ Again, while
some passages of Ammonius’ commentary on De interpretatione can be taken to
point to Proclus’ theory of henads, this theory does not play a major role in
Ammonius’ interpretation, and perhaps not in his thought either: indeed Ver-
rycken argues that he dropped the henads later.’> But this sort of simplification
need not point to any kind of tendency toward ‘monotheism’, although the
henads were the locus of the pagan gods within Proclus’ system. Further, as
we have already noted, when he had the opportunity of following his master
Proclus (In Crat. 71.31.24—32.5 Pasquali) in expounding the causes and theurgic
efficacy of the nature of divine names, Ammonius did not do so, perhaps point-
edly so, and spoke rather of the efficacy of human names. While a rejection
of theurgy would certainly have been welcome to Christian students and their
bishop, it is not clear whether Ammonius actually rejected it, or rather felt that
it was out of place in the interpretation of Aristotle’s De interpretatione, with its
well-known conventionalist theory of language.

What is clear is that Ammonius was felt to be first and foremost an interpreter
of Aristotle, and that his view was that such an interpreter had a duty to show
the underlying agreement of Aristotle with Plato. Removing the impression of
the disagreement (diaphonia) among philosophers was no accommodation, but
rather an anti-Christian move, as Christians would point to such disagreement
as prima facie evidence of the falsity of the philosophers’ views. That was certainly

1990: 203—10.

'3 There is also nothing to indicate that Ammonius ever addressed issues of the relation between
various hypercosmic levels in a way which would lend itself to the resolution of the Christological
disputes of his day; Peter Mongus was a Monophysite but accepted the Act of Union (Hendtikon)
promulgated by the Emperor Zeno to reconcile the Monophysites with the Chalcedonians.

'4 The arguments in Zacharias’ Ammonius were largely drawn from the earlier dialogue Theophrastus

by Aeneas of Gaza; the inclusion of Ammonius as a speaker and the setting in his classroom were

Zacharias’ own innovation.

1990: 215 and 230—1.

[y
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Zacharias’ view, since when the subject of the Forms arose during a lecture on
Aristotle’s Ethics, he raised Aristotle’s ‘contradiction of Plato’s theory of Forms
and other many other doctrines’ against Ammonius, who ‘tried to hide the
conflict’” (Ammonius 2.942—52).

Thus, we cannot postulate that Ammonius espoused a particular variety of
late Platonism because of a desire to conciliate Christians. But perhaps he in
fact founded a particularly Alexandrian form of late Platonism. The affinity of
Ammonius and his students for Aristotle, and the fact that they did not write
commentaries on the most important dialogues of Plato, might be taken to
support the view that they did not espouse the same complex Platonic system as
did Proclus and Damascius. Despite the possibility that Ammonius’ teaching of
Plato’s philosophy might have revealed him a more faithful follower of Proclus,
it seems reasonable to consider the possibility that Ammonius concentrated his
energies on Aristotle because his approach to philosophy through the world of
both form and matter was congenial to him.’® What Ammonius did found in
Alexandria was a long-lived and extremely productive and useful tradition of
late-Platonic commentary on Aristotle, and this was an accomplishment impor-
tant enough to guarantee his place in the history of later ancient philosophy.

16 Verrycken 1990: 230—1; van den Berg 2004: 199—200, suggests that Ammonius’ focus on interpreting
Aristotle’s text may also have led him to different philosophical theories than those to which his
teacher Proclus was trying to relate the text of Plato.
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DAMASCIUS

GERD VAN RIEL

1 LIFE AND WRITINGS OF DAMASCIUS
(AROUND 462 — AFTER 538)

1.1 Biographical data’

The chronology of the Platonic Academy in later ancient times is relatively
well known, owing to the description Damascius furnishes in his Vita Isidori
(a biography of Damascius’ beloved teacher, who was probably also one of his
predecessors as the head of the Academy). Concerning Damascius’ own life,
however, we do not have very detailed knowledge. One of the few facts that are
known with certainty is that he originated from Damascus (as we know from
Simplicius, In Phys. 624.38 Diels, and from Damascius’ own Vita Isidori 200
Photius). The only dates that are certain are circumstantial to Damascius’ life:
the closing down of the pagan schools by the Emperor Justinian in $29, which
led to Damascius’ exile; and the date of a stele, found in Homs (Emesa, Syria)
in 1925 and dated 538 cE. It bears an epitaph that was known from another
literary tradition (the Anthologia Palatina), to be attributed to Damascius:

Zosime, who has been a slave only in body, has now found freedom even from her body.
(Anthologia Palatina VII, 553)

The stele quotes the verse in the first person (‘I, Zosime . .."), which suggests
that this is the original version of the text, written for this occasion. If that is
true, then it is more than probable that Damascius was living in Syria around
538 CE.

According to his own Vita Isidori, Damascius had been in Athens already
before 485, when Proclus died. He had been studying rhetoric in Alexandria,
and then came to Athens as a teacher of rhetoric. On this basis, one estimates

" This survey essentially takes over the facts and dates from Hoffmann 1994, which is the best status
quaestionis, and the furthest one can get on the basis of the scarce material (another recommendable
biography of Damascius is offered by Combes and Westerink 1986—91: 1, ix—xxvi).

667
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that Damascius was born around 462 (or in any case between 458 and 465), and
that he came to Athens as a teacher around 482. He came in close contact with
pagan philosophical circles, and was deeply impressed by the figure of Isidore.
Around 491/2, the influence of Isidore led him to prefer philosophy to a career
as a rhetorician, and under the supervision of Marinus (Proclus’ successor as the
scholarch of the Athenian Academy), he studied mathematics, arithmetic and
other sciences. He was initiated in philosophy by Zenodotus. When Marinus
became severely ill and weakened, Isidore may have become the head of the
school,> but during the next spring, upon the death of Marinus, Isidore left
Athens and went to Alexandria (Vita Isidori 229 Photius). Damascius, too, left the
Academy, possibly together with Isidore, and headed towards Alexandria, where
he studied the works of Plato and Ptolemy under Ammonius and Heliodorus.
A number of years later, maybe around s15, Damascius returned to Athens
and became the scholarch of the Academy (a fact that is only known from the
epithet given to Damascius in one of the ninth-century manuscripts).

The Vita Isidori informs us that the Academy was in decay after the death of
Proclus. Under the headship of Hegias (around 490), who reputedly preferred
theurgy to philosophy, it had a particularly bad reputation. It was most probably
Damascius’ own merit as a scholarch, to have put philosophy back in place,
as a reaction against theurgy, and also against Christianity.? To Damascius’
mind, Christianity was a villainous transitory phenomenon, advocating the
lower desires of the soul over reason (Vita Isidori 22 and 238 Photius).

The school suffered increasing hostility and violence from Christians. Upon
the decree of Justinian in 529, the Academy closed its doors, and Damas-
cius chose to go into exile, accompanied by Simplicius of Cilicia, Priscian
of Lydia, Eulamius of Phrygia, Hermias of Phoenicia, Diogenes of Phoenicia
and Isidorus of Gaza. As the historian Agathias (around 570 CE) relates, they
came to the court of king Chosroés of Persia (who became king in September
531), and they were soon to be disappointed by the harshness of the Persians
and of the so-called ‘philosopher-king’. They required and obtained permis-
sion to return to their country in 532, and Chosroés even persuaded Justinian

> The evidence is not clear on this matter: in his Vita Isidori (226 Photius) Damascius writes that
‘Marinus persuaded Isidore to accept the vote on the succession; and he was elected diadochus of the
Platonic school in honorary rather than in real terms* (ep” axiomati mallon € pragmati, tr. Athanassiadi).
This may mean, either that Isidore was only chosen as a stand-in for Marinus, who remained in
function as the actual leader (in that sense ‘not in real terms’), or that Isidore took over the full
function, but that, due to his age, he was elected to the office without being able (or expected) to
take care of the management of the Academy. Besides, we do not know how the management of
the Academy would generally have appeared, or what would have been the function of the office
of ‘diadochus’.

3 See Trabattoni 1985.
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to allow them freedom of thought, as long as they remained ‘in retirement’
(eph’ heautois), meaning, probably, that they did not have the right to teach
philosophy any longer. After their return to the Byzantine Empire, we lose
track of the Academicians. Perhaps all or some of them returned to Athens.
The aforementioned stele suggests in any case that Damascius eventually went
back to his original homeland, maybe after a stay in Athens, or immediately
upon his return from Persia.*

1.2 Damascius’ works

Most of Damascius’ works are lost. Some of them are known by occasional
self-references (in which case we know little more than the title), like the com-
mentaries on Plato’s Republic, Phaedrus, Sophist, Timaeus and Laws, on rhetorical
works, and on the Chaldaean Oracles. Other works are known by excerpts and
quotes, like the Paradoxa (a writing on natural marvels, on apparitions of souls
after death, on daimones and other marvellous things; the work was described by
Photius), a treatise On Number, Place and Time (quoted by Simplicius), a com-
mentary on Plato’s First Alcibiades (quoted by Olympiodorus in his own com-
mentary on this dialogue) and commentaries on Aristotle’s Categories (which
are probably referred to by Simplicius in his own commentary on the treatise),
Meteorologica (the existence of which can be deduced from Philoponus’ reference
to Damascius in his own commentary on the Meteorologica) and De caelo (which,
according to L.G. Westerink, served as a basis for Simplicius’ commentary on
the first book of the treatise: Combes and Westerink 1, xxxviii).

The Vita Isidori presented a general historical survey of the Athenian Academy
from the early fourth century ce onwards. The contents of about one-third of
the work are known by excerpts and fragments in the Suda and Photius. It was
written between 497 and 526 (during the reign of Theoderic in Italy).’

Apart from those, there are four more or less fully extant works, the fate of
which has not been extremely fortunate either. Two of them (In Phaedonem and
In Philebum) have been transmitted under the name of Olympiodorus, while the
other two, De principiis and In Parmenidem, have been transmitted together, after

'S

This return of the Platonists to Athens opens a debate on whether the Academy was really closed
down in 529 ck. On the basis of, among others, the testimony of Olympiodorus, who (around
565 CE) writes that the Academy still existed in his time, and that its property (the endowment, ta
diadochika) was not entirely confiscated (Olymp. In Alcib. 141.1-3, p. 92 Westerink), Cameron 1969:
25 asserts that the closing down of the Academy in 529 was only temporary, and that it was basically
due to lack of funding rather than to the decree of Justinian. According to Cameron, pagan teaching
of philosophy went on until the Slavic siege of Athens in the late sixth century. On this debate, see
also the status quaestionis in Hoffmann 1994: 556—9.

The extant parts have been reconstructed by Zintzen 1967 and Athanassiadi 1999.
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the loss of the last part of De principiis, and of the first part of In Parmenidem.
In fact, the lost part of In Parmenidem dealt with the first hypothesis of the
Parmenides, whereas the extant part of De principiis (the Greek title of which
translates Questions and Answers on the First Principles) does not go far beyond
a discussion of the first hypothesis. This has given rise to the hypothesis that
the two works actually belong together, as one single treatise. However, this is
impossible for several reasons, both philological and methodological. The main
reason is that the approach of In Parmenidem is entirely different from De principiis.
While the commentary on the Parmenides is a critique of Proclus’ interpretation,
built up around a number of questions and answers, the De principiis presents
itself as a philosophical treatise, albeit an aporetic one, consisting of questions
and answers on the principles of reality (and not specifically on the contents of
the Parmenides, let alone on Proclus’ interpretation of the dialogue).

The commentaries on the Phaedo (which actually consist of two separate
versions of Damascius’ lectures on the dialogue) and on the Philebus were trans-
mitted together. After the loss of the first pages (and thus of the reference
to their author), these texts were included in a collection of commentaries
by Olympiodorus. Thus they were ascribed to the latter for many centuries,
until L.G. Westerink in 1959 adduced evidence to reattribute the two works to
Damascius.’ Yet Damascius is not the ‘author’ in the strict sense: the commen-
taries as we have them are reported lecture notes, written down by Damascius’
students. This peculiar situation provides an insight into how the Platonic dia-
logues were read in class: the dialogues themselves were read in large lemmas,
followed by a reading of Proclus’ commentary (and possibly commentaries by
others as well). Damascius’ own comments, then, are mostly reactions to the
previous commentators. His own answer, typically introduced by the words
‘But it is more in accordance with truth to say the following’, is mostly an
attempt to ‘return to Plato’, beyond the scholastic discussions that to his mind
had concealed the original problem.”

On the basis of the doctrines (particularly on the soul) elaborated in the
extant works, one may tentatively establish a relative chronology, for which see
below (n. 20).

1.3 Doing philosophy in the shrinking circles of pagan thought

Damascius’ works display a number of characteristic traits, which allow one to
appreciate his particular position among the other late Platonists. First of all, as

6 R. Beutler had already argued for Damascius’ authorship of the Phaedo commentaries in 1939.
7 See, e.g., my In Phil., introduction, clxxiii—clxxvi.
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intimated above, Damascius’ commentaries are not so much commentaries on
the classical authors, Plato and Aristotle themselves, as they are ‘commentaries
on the commentaries’, especially those of Proclus. Thus, Damascius’ commen-
taries consist of discussions with earlier positions that were themselves aimed
at integrating older discussions. This often makes it difficult to uncover what
Damascius is hinting at exactly in particular discussions, especially since in nearly
all cases, the commentaries that he uses as a starting-point are no longer extant.
On the other hand, this means that Damascius’ work is often the only source for
the interpretation of certain dialogues in later Platonism, or even in antiquity
as a whole (as is the case with the Philebus).

This feature not only makes Damascius into a precious source for later ancient
thought, but it also reveals a fundamental point of methodology. Damascius’
way of arguing is always to start from what others have said as a stepping stone to
arrive at a precise grasp of the philosophical problem at stake. Thus, Damascius’
method is aporetic more than anything else.® He wants to get hold, not just of
the answers given in the Platonic school, but first and foremost, of the questions
and the realities at stake, and of Plato’s original intentions.

In this sense, Damascius is doubtless the most original thinker of late-ancient
Platonism, more original than Proclus, whose endeavour lay in the first place
in systematizing the doctrines of the Platonic school. Damascius profited from
this systematization, which allowed him to pinpoint the problems inherent
in the system. The first and most important problem to tackle in this respect
is that though the Platonic system articulates the structure of human thought,
and up to a point, of reality itself, it cannot be a precise rendering of a reality
that is beyond conceptualization.

This aporetic nature of Damascius’ method reveals yet another fundamental
trait of his thought. Although, as we shall see, he disagrees with his predecessors
on the nature of the first principles, on the nature of the soul, and on a vast
number of related issues, this profound disagreement typically is hidden, so to
speak, behind a sophisticated discussion of the arguments of others. More often
than not, in the discussion of a specific issue, Damascius first quotes, and then
reaffirms, the standard view of the school, established principally by Proclus. Yet
in the subsequent discussion he subtly turns this view upside down, pondering
the problems at stake, until he comes up with a new version that is in fact
irreconcilable with the view from which he started. The disagreement is not
explicitly stated, but the outcome of the discussion reveals that the previous
view has become untenable. This is most characteristic of Damascius’ method,
and it can be amply exemplified (we shall discuss some samples below). Thus,

8 Cf. Combés and Westerink 1986—91: 1, Xxv.
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it appears that Damascius deliberately chooses not to present his doctrines as a
thorough innovation, no matter how innovative and even revolutionary they in
fact may be. The question then is: why does Damascius do this? To his listeners
and pupils, the dissidence must have been clear enough. Why then not venture
to proclaim the originality of those views? The point seems to be that the ever
shrinking minority of pagan philosophers in an increasingly hostile Christian
culture wanted to present a unified front at any cost.’

In this circumstance, it does not come as a surprise that Damascius did not
have a substantial legacy. In fact, apart from references to him by his colleagues
who joined him in exile, and by one or two Byzantine authors,' his works dis-
appear from the scene for many centuries. The manuscripts that contained four
of Damascius’ extant works (De principiis and In Parmenidem in one manuscript,
In Phaedonem and In Philebum in another) were part of the so-called Collectio
philosophica, brought together by a Byzantine scholar in the second half of the
ninth century. The collection disappeared, and there are no traces of it until the
fifteenth century. Cardinal Bessarion came into possession of the manuscript
containing De principiis and In Parmenidem, in which the Cardinal’s annota-
tions can still be read. The manuscript was thereafter copied several times. The
manuscript containing In Phaedonem and In Philebum reappeared around the same
time, and was copied, among others, for Marsilio Ficino, who also quotes from
it (under the name of Olympiodorus). Despite this renewal of interest, which
entirely relied on one single copy of each text, Damascius had to wait until
the nineteenth century (by the editions and works of Charles-Emile Ruelle) to
regain the place he merits in the history of philosophy.

2 THOUGHT

Even if little is known about Damascius’ life, it is clear that the most important
feature of his intellectual development is his conversion, so to speak, from
rthetoric to philosophy. The circumstances in which this took place are not
clear, but it is obvious that the contacts with Proclus in his old age, and even
more so with Isidorus, deeply influenced Damascius’ life choice. Surprisingly
enough, though, Damascius’ rhetorical education did not render his style or his
way of arguing easily accessible. As opposed to many other Platonists, and to
Proclus in particular, Damascius’ writing is deeply obscure and the arguments

9 Cf. Westerink 1971: 255.

% Michael Psellus (eleventh century) mentions Damascius’ name, and calls him an Aristotelian; he also
refers to a Dapsamius, according to whom ‘God is a simplicity that has absorbed the universe’ —
which is clearly a mistaken reference to Damascius. Other Byzantine texts may be relying on
Damascius without mentioning him (see my In Phil., introduction, clxxxi—clxxxiii).
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are difficult to follow. Perhaps it is not an exaggeration to call him the most
difficult author of later ancient times — or maybe even of antiquity as a whole. In
this sense, Damascius-the-philosopher did not really profit from Damascius-the-
rhetorician. Yet in another, less obvious way, there is an influence of rhetoric
on Damascius’ philosophy. For his interest lies primarily in the adequacy of
linguistic and rational tools for grasping reality. More often than not, his insights
are presented in combination with a warning that the analysis is justified only
by way of an indication (kat’ endeixin), which points in the direction of where
the final answer is supposed to lie, without, however, stating the truth itself
in a definitive way. This also means that Damascius is prepared to consider
the analyses of different (though exclusively pagan) traditions as equally true
statements about a reality that remains hidden. Any apparent contradiction
between them must be due to a lack of understanding, and thus, it would have
to be smoothed away by means of interpretation. Thus, Plato, the Pythagoreans,
the Egyptians, the Chaldaean Oracles, Orphism etc., all use a terminology that
hints at the same principles of reality (see Princ. 2.24.1—24). This feature includes
a number of important presuppositions, which reveal the nature of Damascius’
own purposes. Of course, in doing so, Damascius reaffirms the principle of
eclecticism prevalent in Greek culture. Yet Damascius adds an important point
of his own; he takes the equivalence of all traditions as a token of the inadequacy
of any expression to convey true reality (Princ. 2.10.3—12; cf. Princ. 1.96.20-3).
Even Platonic terminology falls short of truth in this respect, although of course
the statement of the transcendence of principles is seminal in Plato’s own work.
This means that Damascius’ main purpose is to bring rational analysis to its own
limits, by climbing up the ladder of reasoned arguments in order to detect a
reality that is beyond our reach. This is true, according to Damascius, not only
of the first principle, but of the entire intelligible realm. We shall have occasion
to elaborate some examples below: the emphasis on the ineffability of the first
principles, as well as the idea that we should not ‘count the intelligible things
on our fingers’ (Princ. 3.136.8—9, quoted below), are expressions of this typically
Damascian approach.

This approach is not essentially ‘mystic’ or ‘irrational’; on the contrary,
although Damascius displays a keen interest in mystical and mythical traditions,
he integrates them into an account of reality that is thoroughly rationalistic. This
integrative work relies on an enormous confidence in the capacity of reason
to detect the articulations of reality. As far as Damascius is concerned, the way
of reaching truth, even beyond the grasp of reason, runs via the full develop-
ment of rational insight. In that sense, too, Damascius is a rhetorician, who
acknowledges the power of logos (rational discourse), even while recognizing its
limits. Thus, Damascius reunites two currents of late Platonism, one stressing
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the importance of philosophical reason, the other seeing hieratic practice as
the way to purifying the soul. In his commentary on the Phaedo, Damascius
expounds a clear view on this. At Phaedo 69c—d, Socrates states that those who
are called ‘Bacchuses’ by the mystic authors, i.e., those that have reached the
stage of purification and have come to dwell with the gods, are in fact people
who have practised philosophy in the right way. Commenting on this passage,
Damascius refers to the discussion among the members of the Platonic schools,
while pointing out that Plato actually reunited philosophical reason and hier-
atic practice — and, hence, that a correct version of Platonism would consist in
combining the two rather than picking only one option:

To some philosophy is primary, for example, Porphyry and Plotinus and a great many
other philosophers; to others hieratic practice, for example, lamblichus, Syrianus, Pro-
clus, and the hieratic school generally. Plato, however, recognizing that strong arguments
can be advanced from both sides, has united the two into one single truth by calling
the philosopher a ‘Bacchus’ (Phaedo 69dr1); for by using the notion of a man who has
detached himself from genesis as an intermediate term, we can identify the one with the
other.

(In Phaed. 1.172.1-5)

Yet in the end, Plato points out that philosophy only gains this honourable
place by its inherent reference to an unspeakable truth, and thus, that through
philosophy, we come to a mystical experience. In that sense, Damascius does
cherish the hieratic science and practice alongside philosophy, as in the following
text:

Just as the other arts and sciences appeal to philosophy for corroboration, philosophy
resorts to hieratic science to confirm her own doctrines.
(In Phaed. 2.109.1-3)""

This confirmation of the role of hieratic science does not have to mean that
Damascius entirely chooses the side of Iamblichus on this matter,’* who (De
myst. 96.7—10) describes a contrast between his own ‘theurgic’ views and the
‘philosophical” or ‘rational’ stance represented by Porphyry. Although of course
Damascius will have been actively involved in hieratic and theurgic practices,
the whole enterprise of his philosophy, at least as far as we have it, is imbued
with the spirit of rational inquiry into the limits of reason. Moreover, as we saw
already, Damascius reinstalled philosophy as the core business of the Academy, as

" This is also made clear in the lines that continue the analysis at In Phaed. 1.172.6—7: ‘Still, it remains
evident that he intends to honour the philosopher by the title of Bacchus, as we honour the
Intellect by calling it God, or profane light by giving it the same name as to mystic light.’

2 This is the view, e.g., of Westerink, who in his edition of In Phaed. (ad 1.172. 104) notes that
‘Damascius, in spite of his attempt at impartiality, evidently prefers the “hieratic school”’.
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a reaction against his predecessors’ emphasis on theurgic practice. That should be
taken as evidence to the fact that Damascius did try to find a good equilibrium
between theurgy and philosophy.

2.1 The first principles

Damascius’ struggle with the Platonic tradition brings him to question a large
number of points, among which is the analysis of the first principle of reality.
Damascius’ main work opens with a dilemma that immediately sets this matter
in sharp relief (Princ. 1.1.4—2.20): is the first principle to be thought of as
transcending all things (epekeina ton panton), or should it be seen as part of the
whole universe, as the summit that heads all things proceeding from it? If the
principle is situated outside everything, then ‘everything’ is not everything any
longer — hence, on this horn of the dilemma, the principle must be seen as part
of the whole. Yet, on the other hand, if the principle is to be situated within
the whole, then the existence of the whole as such remains unaccounted for: it
would be without principle or without cause (anarchos kai anaitios), as there must
be a point at which the causal connection of all things has its first beginning. If
the principle is seen as part of the whole, then one must always look for a cause
by which the whole is produced — unless one is prepared to accept an infinite
regress of ever preceding causes, which would be inconceivable.”3 Hence, on
this horn of the dilemma, the first principle of all must be situated outside the
whole. The only possible solution to this dilemma is to accept that there is a
principle before the universe, which cannot be called ‘principle’ in the way we
are used to, nor ‘One’, nor even ‘the First’. All those names include a reference
to a kind of inclusion of other realities, which are somehow contained in the
principle and will emanate from it. This way of speaking is always referring to
the principle as if it would be a unitary ‘whole’, introducing a contamination
that should be avoided when talking about the highest principle: it cannot be a
‘whole’, nor even ‘one’, as this would always imply the development of plurality
out of it. Even if this ‘principle’ would be thought of in its purest form, detached
from the plurality that will emanate from it, it would in any case be contrasted
to the division of things, and thus, it would not be thought of as really standing
apart. Hence the only thing one can do about this principle is remain silent,
and suspend all positive determinations (Princ. 1.4.13—5.17).

'3 This impossibility of an infinite regress of causal connections is an ancient idea, which Damascius
just takes for granted in the passage referred to. The idea underlies Plato’s and Aristotle’s arguments
for the necessity of accepting a first cause of movement (Plato, Laws 10.893b—895c¢; Phaedr. 245¢c—
246a; Aristotle, Met. 12.7; Phys. 8.5—6 and 10).
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Characteristically, however, Damascius does not explain this answer in a
straightforward manner. He elaborates on a number of different questions and
answers before coming to a solution, and even those answers are not clear cut.
In any case, Damascius here displays sympathy with Iamblichus’ views.'* The
latter had introduced a strict distinction between the Ineffable and the One,
considering that even the name ‘the One’ would ascribe too much determi-
nation to the first principle, and that even if one would adduce arguments to
safeguard the unity of the One, its very notion implies a contrast, and thus
an undeniable relation, with multiplicity. That is all too much said about the
first principle, the ineffability and transcendence of which must be established
beyond doubt. Damascius takes over those objections, thus reacting against Pro-
clus’ attempt to conflate the One and the Ineffable. According to Proclus, the
One is the cause that contains everything, while at the same time transcending
all things."> Damascius argues that this cannot be an adequate account of the
nature of the first principle. The first part of his main work, De principiis, is
entirely devoted to this issue. Damascius argues for the acceptance of an inef-
fable principle beyond the One, on the basis of ‘that which is better known
to us’, i.e., on the basis of the contents of the terms and definitions we use.
For in the first place, in reality as we experience it, that which is not related
to other things (the absolute) is always to be situated at a higher level than the
relative (as for instance the life devoted to theory is considered higher than
the political life) — hence, as the highest conceivable reality, the first principle
should be thought of as entirely transcendent, absolute and unrelated. Secondly,
in our experience, that which is a unity or a simplicity is ranked higher than
a plurality or a multiplicity — hence, the one, which is a whole containing all
reality in a unitary way, i.e., without any differentiation (it contains the whole
as a unity), must be ranked higher than the multiple beings that proceed from
it. Yet, as the notion of ‘the whole’” always includes a reference to multiplicity
(or at the very least includes an opposition between the one and the many),
the first principle must transcend this One that is the whole. The first principle
must be detached from all opposition and all hints to multiplicity. Thirdly, in
our experience, those things that escape from our conceptualization are seen as
more venerable than the things we can easily grasp. In this sense, our notion
of ‘the One’ is the result of a purification of our thought: by concentrating
on the most simple and the most comprehensive of all of our concepts, we

'+ Cf. Simplicius, In Phys. 795.11—17 Diels: ‘As far as Damascius is concerned, by his commitment
to his work, and because of his sympathy towards the ideas of Iamblichus, he did not hesitate to
contradict Proclus’ doctrines on many occasions.’

'S Proclus, In Parm. 6.1108.19—29; 7.517.43 Steel (= 68.10—11 Klibansky—Labowsky); Theol. Plat.
2.5.37.24-5.
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are advancing towards that which is more venerable. Yet we should extend
this purification one step further, as even the notion of ‘One’ remains a well-
circumscribed notion with a well-determined content. As the first principle
escapes all notional determination, it should be called ‘nothing’ rather than ‘one’
(Princ. 1.6.16-8.5).

All of those arguments are variations on a theme: even if strictly minimal,
the determination implied in the name ‘the One’ is too much to be attributed
to the first principle. It is even impossible to name this principle ‘a principle’,
as that would already jeopardize its transcendence. And even the name of ‘the
Ineffable’ (to aporreton), by which we could give an empty place to the First in
our system, implies too much (Princ. 1.8.12—20). Hence, one cannot even say
about the First that it is ineffable, as terms like ‘unspeakable’, ‘inconceivable’,
etc., only refer to the way in which we speak about it. In no way do they reveal
the nature of the First in itself — that would require a standpoint that we are
absolutely unable to attain. Or, as Damascius would have it:

Perhaps the absolutely ineftable is ineffable in the sense that one cannot even state of it
that it is ineffable.
(Princ. 1.10.22—4, tr. Opsomer)

Thus, the ineffability of the First is not just a token of our ignorance, it is rather
an expression of our ‘super-ignorance’ (huperagnoia, Princ. 1.84.18): an ignorance
for the description of which even the terms of ignorance or ineffability are
deficient.

As intimated before, this analysis constitutes a return to Iamblichus, over
against Proclus. Damascius does not, however, just restate the Iamblichaean
viewpoint. He reintroduces the distinction between the Ineffable and the One,
as the latter did, while at the same time remaining sensitive to the ineffa-
bility that is inherent in the notion of ‘the One’ (below the Ineffable) as
well — a feature that was emphasized by Proclus. On this basis, Damascius
will eventually introduce a new distinction within the system, at the level of
the One.

If one carefully considers the notion of ‘the One’, Damascius argues (Princ.
1.94.13—98.27), one must recognize that we can never call the One ‘one’ in a
real sense, since a real unity can only be a unity that is contrasted with plurality,
or that unifies an underlying plurality (Princ. 1.98.11—15) — and again, the One
in itself should be thought of as detached from any reference to plurality. Thus,
the One must be seen as different from the one in the genuine sense of the
word, which, again, leads to a recognition of the ineffability of the One in itself.
Damascius elaborates a terminological distinction between the ‘undifferentiated
One’ (adiakriton hen), as opposed to the ‘differentiated’ (diakekrimenon) or ‘formal
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one’ (eidetikon hen),"® which is thought of as rendering the notion of unity in
terms of the Platonic Forms. The undifferentiated One is so singular that it
cannot be called ‘one’, for we do not find any determination on which we can
ground the attribution of a name. Hence, the best we can do is leave out the
name of ‘the One’ (Princ. 1.98.20: dioper oude hen auto kleteon).

Thus, a thorough analysis of the One below the Ineftable principle gives rise
to the recognition of its ineffability: the One is darkened by the presence of the
first, the Ineffable, and ‘remains so to speak within the inner sanctuary (aduton)
of that silence’ (Princ. 1.84.20—1). Yet at this level, the ineffability is no longer
absolute:

There still is a great deal of ineffability or incomprehensibility in the One, as well as the
impossibility of bringing it together with other things or of positing it at a determinate
place, but then with the suggestion of their opposites; for those characteristics are higher
than their opposites.

(Princ. 1.56.8—1T1; cf. 2.22.11-23.6)

This means that the very negation of attributes of the One refers to the existence
of these attributes at a lower level. This does not mean that the One would be
a relative notion after all, as if it were in opposition to plurality; that remains
excluded (see, e.g., Princ. 2.15.1—20; 2.28.14—16). But it does imply that the
things that are effable, or knowable, are entering the stage. Damascius essentially
takes over Proclus’ (and Syrianus’) analysis that the negations regarding the One
in the first hypothesis of Plato’s Parmenides generate the affirmations of the
second hypothesis. The negations have no value in determining the nature of
the One in se, but they do indicate that that which is negated has a real meaning
at a lower level: the negations only have a sense if there is something to be
denied, and thus, the kernel of a negation always is a positive notion of high
value. The denial that the One has being or is one only makes sense if unity and
being are conceived as positive notions of extreme importance. In that sense,
the order of the negations is hierarchical, and the most important attributes are
the last ones to be denied (see Princ. 1.22.15—19). Thus, the negations do tell us
what the lower realms should look like, even if they do not determine the One
in itself. Ultimately, they only reveal the logic and hierarchy of lower reality
(including our notions), without any repercussions on the One per se.

In any case, this analysis allows us, according to Damascius, to consider the
One as the first genuine principle of reality (whereas, as we saw, the Ineffable
principle could not be called a principle in the true meaning of the word).

16 Other terms to indicate this opposition are ‘the indeterminate One’ (fo adioriston hen) versus ‘the
determinate one’ (fo diorismenon hen); see, e.g., Princ. 1.94.15-96.9.
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Of course, in itself, the One is nothing but One, but as a principle, it must
encompass everything, and all things will gradually be developed from this initial
unity. This means that the One is everything, but each and every time gua one
(kata to hen). Thus, it is the true and first cause, as the word ‘cause’ indicates this
peculiar relationship between the One that encompasses everything, and the
plurality of things that come out of it (Princ. 1.5.2—17). In the most elaborate
terminology, which Damascius attains only in the course of the analysis (Princ.
2.39.8—25), this principle is called ‘the One-Everything’ (fo hen panta). Yet,
again, this name is only an indication (endeixis), as the One remains ineffable.
‘One’ and ‘Everything’ are just symbols expressing our way of conceiving the
causal force of the One (Princ. 1.81.8—11; 2.23.7—22). Seen in itself, the One
cannot be the cause of anything but the One itself — even saying that the
One unifies (henizei) requires a duality that is inconceivable (Princ. 1.107.3—18).
Thus, the One can only produce the One, or rather: the One does not have an
offspring (Princ. 2.19.8—9: fo hen, ho estin hen, oudamas proienai pephuken; see also
2.20.12). Even when we see it — and rightly so — as the cause of the universe, it
produces nothing but oneness.

Thus, the One is not a cause in the sense that it would produce reality in
all details. Rather, it produces ‘everything at once’, within the One itself. The
further elaboration and articulation of plurality is not due to the One itself,
but to the self~development of lower reality (Princ. 1.91.17-92.10). The first
‘other’ than the One posits itself immediately below the One and transmits
the otherness to the lower realms (Princ. 1.106.23—107.3). Thus the principle
of distinction (arche diakriseds) comes to be a principle that is needed to explain
how the products of the One are different from it. As all distinction is due to
plurality, the principle of distinction will be the principle that causes multiplicity
(pollopoios arche, Princ. 1.100.15—101.11). Yet as the first thing below the One,
this principle can itself be nothing other than one. It is plurality, seen as a unity,
or, in the most elaborate terminology, it is ‘Everything-One’ (panta hen), as
opposed to the previous ‘One-Everything’. This second principle is virtually
identical to the former one, but in the description of it, the emphasis lies more
on the aspect of plurality than that of unity (Princ. 2.15.15—20; 2.38.8—17). Thus,
there is no real plurality at the level of the first principles. The subsequent stages
of the One (‘One-Everything’, which is the cause of unity, and ‘Everything-
One’, which is the cause of plurality) are aspects of the One,'” rather than distinct
principles. The question of how plurality is produced by the One is not yet
solved, but postponed to a lower level of reality (cf. Princ. 2.98.11-18).

7 Cf. Dillon 1996: 125.
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Thus, Damascius introduces a distinction (albeit a symbolic one) at the level of
the One, in a way parallel to the introduction of three stages of the intellect (the
intelligible / the intelligible and intellective / the intellective) by Syrianus and
Proclus, after [amblichus’ introduction of the intelligible and the intellective as
two different layers of the intellect. What we see here happening in the Platonic
tradition is an ongoing movement of sophisticating the explanation of higher
reality by introducing ever more intermediary stages between the first principle
and the reality we know and experience.

2.2 The intelligible world

At a third level of reality, the principles of unity and of plurality are combined in
the ‘Unified’ (to henomenon). This third principle is one and many, without any
distinction (Princ. 2.17.17—20). It is the One again, but this time as participated
in by the lower levels (Princ. 2.17.3—-8; cf. 1.76.3—77.8). Obviously, it gets the
unity from the first stage of the One, and the (unitary) plurality from the
second one, but as a combination of both, it occupies a separate place, and has
its proper causal operation in the universe (Princ. 2.17.21-18.25; 2.43.20—45.12):
all possible combinations in lower reality are dependent on this third principle.

This henomenon is Damascius’ rendering of the ‘one being’ (hen on) that
underlies the second hypothesis of the Parmenides — or, more precisely, the
highest stage of this hen on (Princ. 2.57.6—11), the principle of Being, which,
as such, precedes being itself. It transcends the distinction between ‘one’ and
‘being’ that is implied in being (Princ. 2.94.19—26). Thus, this principle represents
a unity of being and one (Princ. 2.88.1—-97.7; esp. 90.14—91.5 and 96.6—17), as a
whole with parts that are as yet undistinguished; it is ‘something plural’ (polu ti)
rather than ‘things plural’ (pleio tina: Princ. 2.48.17—49.22).

Since there are not yet real distinctions at this level, the Unified will be every-
thing, just as much as the One-Everything and the Everything-One encompass
all things. The Unified is a third ‘entire universe’ (holos kosmos) that is essen-
tially identical to the previous principles. The differences between them are
conceivable only if one looks at the principles from below.

Damascius takes over the Proclean outlook that the ‘one being’ is the highest
level of intelligible reality (i.e., the Intelligible or noeton in itself: see Princ. 2.51.9,
and the entire elaboration of this notion in 2.100.1-214.20). Starting from this
principle, reality will emanate from it in a gradual triadic way, on the basis of
the Platonic triad Being / Life / Intellect. Damascius reaffirms his predecessors’
point that the distinction is still latent at all those levels, although the succession
of the principles reveals a steady growth towards real multiplicity. Only at the
lowest level of the intellectual world, the ‘intellective intellect’ (noeros nous) are
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‘one’ and ‘being’ truly separate entities, because of the ‘difference’ (heterotes)
that occurs here for the first time (Princ. 3.120.1-17; 3.122.21—124.20). From
there onwards, the difference will reign over all subsequent levels of reality. This
means, ultimately, that the intelligible world is one in itself and many only as
thought of by intellect, or to be precise: that intellect needs the distinctions it
attributes to the intelligible world, in order to understand how reality comes to
be as an emanation from the One.

Notwithstanding his reliance on his predecessors concerning the structure of
the intelligible world, Damascius disagrees with them on a very important issue:
the acceptance of Limit and the Unlimited as opposite principles, immediately
below the One.

Damascius cannot accept a duality of principles at a level where there is no
real distinction. Proclus’ (and already Iamblichus’) system was to be read as a
procession headed by a scheme of four principles, taken from Plato’s Philebus
(23¢—31b): the Cause (aitia), Limit (peras) and the Unlimited (apeiron), and
the Mixture (fo mikton) that results from the combination of those two. They
identified the cause as the One, and posited the duality of principles (Limit and
Unlimited) immediately below the One.

Damascius provides a lengthy discussion (Princ. 2.15.1-39.27) of the question
of how many principles precede the intelligible triad (i.e., the Unified in his
system). His main argument is that it is impossible to accept a real distinction
(antidiairesis) of two principles at a level where ‘distinction’ cannot possibly
mean anything. Iamblichus and Proclus thus made a serious error regarding
one of the basic premisses of the system: the acceptance of the unity of the
highest levels of reality. Instead of taking over Proclus’ and Iamblichus’ read-
ing of Limit and the Unlimited, Damascius repeatedly states that the Phile-
bus offers only deficient names of the principles, which are equivalent to
any other set of names, like ‘unity and plurality’, or ‘Aether and Chaos’,
‘the Monad and the Indefinite Dyad’, and so on (Princ. 2.24.1—24; 2.2.11—
18; 2.710.3—12). The terminology is not decisive here, for any name would fall
short of determining the principles. The doctrines taken from the Philebus,
which were essential for Proclus’ system, have lost their privileged position,
and can only serve as an indicative terminology, which, by the suggestion of
a distinction, is even less apt to indicate the principles than other possible
terms.

The same holds true for the ‘Unified’: it cannot be seen as a truly sepa-
rate entity, apart from Limit and the Unlimited, as that would presuppose the
existence of distinction. The names we attribute to this principle can only be
acceptable as an indication (kat” endeixin): if we call it ‘Being’, we actually trans-
pose a characteristic of lower reality as a tentative description of the principle



682 Gerd van Riel

from which being is derived. Thus, the Unified can be seen as the ‘source’ (pege)
or the root (riza) out of which the lower reality stems, and which in itself is not
really distinct from the One (anekphoitetos tou henos): Princ. 2.63.9—65.2 (cf. also
2.32.5—0).

Hence, it is impossible to accept the analysis of Proclus (and Iamblichus),
that Limit and the Unlimited form two series in reality, the combinations of
which constitute ‘mixed’ beings at all different levels. Instead, one must accept
a gradual development of the identical principle, in a steady procession. The
Proclean version of the system is rejected, because it introduces too large a
number of principles (the duality of which is inexplicable) immediately below
the One.

Within this framework, Damascius also took over the Proclean doctrine of
the henads. In fact, he uses the Proclean terminology in exactly the same context
as Proclus himself would have it, describing the henads as units that all coincide
with the first One; they are distinguished as ‘henads’ on the basis of their eftects,
i.e., the classes of being that depend on each of them. Thus, the henads are the
divinities that lead the classes of intelligible beings (i.e., the reality described
in the second hypothesis of the Parmenides). As such, they are imparticipable
(amethektoi), but they are combined with ousia at all different stages of the intel-
ligible realm. Within the classes of beings that depend on those intelligible
beings, the henads are present as participated (metechomenoi) unities.'® There is,
however, a difference between Damascius’ and Proclus’ views of the henads, in
that Damascius considerably changes the interpretation of their causal chain. In
a series of comments on Proclus which opens Damascius’ commentary on the
Parmenides in its present form, he specifies that the characteristics of all supra-
essential henads are preserved and transmitted through a number of intermediary
divinities, down to the particular things that ultimately participate in them (In
Parm. 1.7.10-9.7), thus revealing the presence of gods everywhere in reality, even
down to matter (ibid., 15.7—16.15). The idea itself that the gods (i.e., the henads)
are everywhere, is not different from what one finds in Proclus, but the analysis
is different. Damascius specifies that, after a long period of pondering, he finally
decided to reject the Proclean explanation of the One-Being as a combination
of a one that rides upon a vehicle (ochema), and thus, of elements that remain
external to each other, and for which a medium is needed to tighten the two
together. In reality, however, one never finds the one without being, which is a
clear token that the combination of one and being has a proper existence, and

% See, e.g., Dam., Princ. 1.123.1-10; 3.80.6—81.22; In Parm. 1.19.19—27; 2.5.13—7.17; 65.5—68.10. Cf.
Proclus, Theol. Plat. 3.4—6; El. Theol. 123.110.4—9, 162.140.28—142.3; In Parm. 6.1048.11-1051.33;
Van Riel 2001.
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that, as a principle, this combination sets itself forth in lower reality (In Parm.
1.3.14—5.23). Thus, a larger role is attributed to the combination of one and
being in the transmission of characteristics to lower reality, whereas Proclus was
inclined to attribute the causal role to the one in itself, on every level of the
existence of One-Being. This is not a minor change, as it modifies the causal
function of the henads themselves. Their causal operation is no longer seen as
the effect solely of the summit of the combination (that is, of the one that drives
upon being), in which process the ongoing specification is given by the specific
being upon which the henad rides; rather, the combined existence of one-and-
being sets itself as a cause on every level. Hence, in Damascius, the specificities
of the beings that depend on a henad are not the result of the element of ‘being’
in the combination (the henad in itself remaining identical with the One), but
they are caused by the previous One-Being as such. If, for instance, the material
gods (which is a class of the encosmic, sublunary gods) operate in matter, then
their characteristic of being ‘material’ is not derived from the being on which
they operate (as Proclus would have it), but from their very own characteris-
tic as a henad. For everywhere in reality, every characteristic stems from the
divinity (In Parm. 1.16.5—10). So it is the henad that brings forth the charac-
teristic of being, and not vice versa, the being that specifies the nature of the
henad.

As we saw, Damascius accepts the Proclean analysis of the intelligible world
as consisting of three triads, each of which is further subdivided into triads. Yet
his criticism of that analysis returns in his denial of any genuine plurality at the
level of the intelligible. The description of the intelligible triads must be seen
as the breaking of a colour through a prism:

It is as the uniform colour of the sun appears in cloud with three mirroring dimensions
in the rainbow which appears multicoloured.
(Princ. 3.142.4—6, tr. Sorabji)

Thus, despite our descriptions, all principles in the intelligible world are actually
expressions of one single reality. Each one of them is ‘everything’, without
distinction — or, as Damascius has it:

Let us not count the intelligible on our fingers (me epi daktulon arithmomen to
noeton) . . . Let us look in that direction with an eye like that, and see, even from afar and
as it were from the outermost limits, that the intelligible is everywhere undifterentiated
and everywhere uncounted.

(Princ. 3.136.8—9 and 14—17, tr. Sorabji)
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One can represent this analysis of the highest principles and of the intelligible
world in the following scheme:

The Ineffable
The One One-Everything
Everything-One
The intelligible realm  The Unified = Intelligible Being (1st triad) (one, i.e., henad,
and being without distinction)
2nd triad: Life (henad + being)
31rd triad: Intellect (henad + being)

Subsequently Damascius posits (in line with Proclus) a smooth development
of plurality, through the stages of the ‘intelligible and intellective’ realm (three
triads, in which one and being are getting separated), and of the ‘intellective’
realm (three triads which produce a real distinction between one and being).

2.3 The soul

After Plotinus, the Platonic theory of the soul underwent a number of important
changes. Starting with lamblichus, the later Platonists all reject Plotinus’ dual
scheme, according to which the essential part of the soul remains fixed in the
realm of the intellect, while the lower parts descend into the material world."
The new view is that the soul is one and indivisible. It descends in its entirety,
even though it maintains its own identity and lasting existence. Yet among
those who maintained this position, a new disagreement arose concerning this
lasting identity. The core of the question was whether the soul is impassible,
1.e., whether it can or cannot be affected by the things with which it is mingled
in the material world. Proclus adhered to the traditional view that the soul is
unaftected; thus, it has a never changing substance, even though its activities may
involve change. Damascius, on the other hand (taking up an idea of lamblichus),
has a different and revolutionary view. According to him, the soul does indeed
undergo alteration by the outside world, and as a result, coupled with the
activities by which the soul got involved with the material world, undergoes a
change in its substance — without for that matter jeopardizing the soul’s numeric
identity.

This revolutionary view is not spelled out in such a way as to be a radi-
cal departure from what Damascius’ predecessors had held. Strangely enough,
Damascius rather elaborates it as a comment on Proclus’ views, although he
displays a definite awareness of the radical nature of his own account. Moreover,
from the way he introduces his point, we may suppose that Damascius only

"9 Plotinus, Enn. 4.8.8.2—3 and 12—13. See also 1.1.3.23—4 and 2.9.2.4—18.
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reached this view after a lengthy struggle with the difficulties attendant upon
the alternative positions. For indeed, Damascius’ doctrine of the soul only gets
its final shape in the Parmenides commentary, whereas the earlier works reveal
a continuous hesitation, after an initial agreement with Proclus’ views. Thus,
at De principiis 1.34.1-8 and $9.20—3, he assumes the Proclean viewpoint as his
own, accepting the impassibility of the soul and the impossibility of substan-
tial change. At 3.76.2—14, one witnesses a certain hesitation: the bottom line
remains that there is no change in the soul, but Damascius adds that maybe the
soul’s substance is part of becoming.”® He promises a fuller exploration of this
point in another work. This must have been what he did in his commentary
on the Timaeus, as in his In Parmenidem, Damascius refers to the latter work and
adds the following conclusion:

Perhaps we should now venture to speak out on the things we have been longing to
give birth to for a long time, namely that there might well be a change touching our
substance. For that it is not eternal, that is the clear teaching of Timaeus.

(In Parm. 4.13.1—4, tr. Opsomer)

In order to explain his uncommon doctrine, Damascius compares the soul
to a sponge, which swells or shrinks depending on the circumstances of its
environment, while remaining the same sponge all over:

When the soul unites with higher reality, she becomes more perfect and more unified
than she normally is, but when she unites with the lower, then she divides and pluralises
herself around those things, like a sponge that, without losing its being, merely swells
and tightens up.

(In Parm. 4.16.23—17.4)

Thus, the soul is radically affected by her environment: she will be able to
perform certain activities, or will be prevented from performing others, by the
outer circumstances, just as the faculty of sight is enabled by light, and hindered
by darkness. Damascius hastens to add that this is not just circumstantial or
accidental to the soul’s being, or that it would only concern the soul’s activity:
by her unity with those external beings, the soul’s own substance is changed.
What is changed in this process, is not the soul’s form or number (kat’eidos kai

2% A similar hesitation can be found in the commentary on the Philebus (§ 155), where Damascius
expresses his doubts as to the existence of an unchanging substance of the soul. On the basis of
the interpretation of the principles of Limit and the Unlimited, the Philebus commentary certainly
predates De principiis 1.94.13—106.22, as what we read here contradicts the essentially Proclean
interpretation elaborated in In Phil. 97—112. Thus, the relative chronology of Damascius’ works
is probably the following: De princ. 1 (first part) — In Philebum — De princ. 1 (second part) — 3 —
In Timaeum — In Parmenidem — In Phaedonem. The posteriority of In Parm. vis-a-vis the Timaeus
commentary is beyond doubt, on the basis of the references to In Tim. in the Parmenides commentary.
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arithmon, In Parm. 4.17.24) nor the soul’s capacity of self-movement, but rather
the specific nature of the substance (to foionde tes ousias, 4.18.3).

This means that the ousia (substance, or essence) of the soul fluctuates along
with the way in which it relates itself to the outside world. This happens as a
result of the bond between the soul and the body, by which the soul has a kind
of ‘sympathy’ and orientation in a certain direction:

If the soul remained unaffected, the inclination to the worse would not occur in its
activities. No, activities assimilate themselves to substances and are engendered by them,
as even before the body the soul itself inclines. And the body would not hinder it, if the
soul did not tie itself to it. Indeed, how could a body and the life of a body be a barrier
and an obstacle to an incorporeal and transcendent kind of being? Those things have no
influence on a soul that has no inclination towards them, not any more than generation
has an influence on the heavens. But the bond is sympathy, which the soul has from the
very beginning and from its own, that is to say from its substance which is somehow
affected and inclines towards the worse.

(In Parm. 4.13.8-19, tr. Opsomer)

If the soul were totally transcendent, it could not be affected by lower reality.
Yet as the soul is present in the lower world, it cannot avoid being affected. The
influences from the part of the lower world reveal themselves in the inclination
of the soul, to the better (by nature) or to the worse (by acquired sympathy).
In the wake of this inclination, the soul undergoes a change: it can become
entirely determined by irrational desires, or entirely rational, or occupy any
stage in between those extremes. The different parts or functions of the soul

21

that played a major role in Plotinus’ account,?’ now are modified into the

different levels on which the soul finds a substantial determination, that is to
say: into the different possible substances of the soul. Those substances entail
their own activities:

When the soul descends towards generation it projects some thousands of different lives,
and, of course, substantial lives precede the active lives; but when the soul ascends again,
it dispenses with them, annihilates and destroys them, establishing itself as much as
possible in the unified and the undivided.

(In Parm. 4.14.13—17, tr. Opsomer)*?

2! See, for instance, Enn. 1.1.4.1-13. For those functions, Plotinus does not use an unequivocal
vocabulary: he uses both the Platonic and the Aristotelian division, although in practice, he seems
to prefer the Aristotelian account, making a distinction between the following psychic functions:
phutikon (also called auxetikon), aisthetikon and dianoetikon (also logizomenon or logos). For a more
detailed account, see Blumenthal 1971: 44, who also demonstrates (1971: 100—5) that there is no
difference between dianoia and logistikon or logos: all these terms indicate discursive reason, which
is ‘part’ of the incarnate soul.

*? See Steel 1978: 97 n.21.
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Thus, the soul is reaftirmed to be a ‘wanderer of the metaphysical world’ (as W.
R. Inge characterized the Plotinian soul),*? but in the case of Damascius, this
wandering is seen as a temporal succession of substantial changes that the soul
undergoes in the course of its life:

And it is our substance, apparently, that is the first to cause a fissure in time, inaugurating
change over time. And, to be more explicit, by change I mean change according to the
substance itself; when this fissure has come about, generation and corruption through
change immediately follow.

(In Parm. 4.37.5—9, tr. Opsomer).

As the soul is the principle of self-motion, the substantial change that goes
along with the soul’s movements is to be seen as self-inflicted: self~motion and
numeric identity are the basic elements that remain intact during the entire
process of substantial change. Thus, the soul changes itself, rather than that it
would be a passive player who undergoes the game.

This description does not entail the view that all possible substantial states
of the soul are equally valuable. Quite the contrary; there is a clear hierarchy
underlying the different stages on which a soul settles herself. As is the case
with all Platonists, Damascius estimates the life according to the intellect as the
highest form of psychic life (see, e.g., In Phaed. 2.143, or In Phil. 136 and 155).

Within the process of substantial change, the soul does not lose her identity.
Damascius argues for this ‘identity within change’, stating that the change does
not concern the substance as such, but its participation. This means that any
change in the soul’s substantial nature cannot do away with the basic formal
determination of a soul as ‘soul’. Without this fixed formal determination,
the soul would cease to be a soul if she undergoes any substantial change.
Damascius calls this fixed identity the ‘specific form of the soul’s existence’ (eidos
tes huparxeos). What is changed, then, is the ‘form of its substantial participation’
(to [eidos] tes ousiodous methexeos; both formulae in In Parm. 4.47.6—7). In this way,
the soul undergoes a substantial change, as her substance comes to participate
in a different substantial form. This change is radical, in that it affects not just
accidental determinations, but also the soul’s very essence. Thus, Damascius
holds a subtle position that tries to combine the essential identity of the soul
with its essential change. Despite the difficulties resulting from this position,**
it 1s safe enough to say that Damascius really meant that the substance of the
soul is wholly affected by change, and that the form of existence that remains
fixed is the formal determination that makes the soul a soul, i.e., that specifies
the place of the soul as an intermediary being between the intellect and the

23 1929%:1,203.  ** See Steel 1978: 111-16.
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material world. Thus, a soul may be fluctuating between an intellectual life and
a life of irrational passions, and undergo substantial changes between those two
levels, yet it will never trespass beyond the boundaries of its existence: it will
not become ‘intellect’ itself, nor ‘body’.

2.4 Matter and place

Damascius’ view on matter is elaborated in close connection with Proclus’ doc-
trine. Within the Platonic universe, the Demiurge brings order in a pre-existent
substrate, in which he has to imprint the Forms. In the interpretation of this
substrate, Proclus and Damascius (like other Late Platonists) combined the Aris-
totelian notion of prime matter with the Platonic account. Yet they remained
truly Platonic in that, on the basis of a literal reading of Plato’s Timaeus (30a; 52d—
53b), this substrate is seen as a recalcitrant Receptacle, with its own dynamic
power.>> This ‘first substrate’ is not the same as the matter one finds in the
combination with the forms, as a result of the Demiurge’s intervention. The
material forms (enula eide), constitute the Aristotelian hylemorphic unity. This
level is preceded, however, by other substrates, in which the determination is
ever decreasing. At the ‘lowest’ level we find the sheer darkness of totally unde-
termined matter. It is the Receptacle itself, deprived of any form whatsoever.
In the constitution of the physical universe, this first substrate is superseded by a
second one (deuteron hupokeimenon). It has motion and rest, sameness and other-
ness, and it is quantitatively, though not yet qualitatively determined. It is sheer
bulk, having size and extension. This unqualified body (apoion soma) is mov-
ing in an inharmonious and disorderly way (kinoumenon plemmelos kai ataktos,
cf. Tim. 30a), thus resisting the imposition of form. According to Proclus, this
second substrate is followed by a third, which is still in a disorderly movement,
and which the Timaeus (30a) refers to as ‘all that is visible’ (pan hoson hora-
ton). This substrate bears in itself the ‘traces of the forms’ (ichne ton eidon, Tim.
53b), thus immediately prefiguring formed (Aristotelian) matter on the level
above it.?°

The recalcitrant nature of the substrate does not, for that matter, entail that
matter would be evil, or a principle opposed to the One Good. In a subtle
analysis, Proclus points out that the different levels of the substrate are brought
about by different causes. The highest principle, the One, constitutes the lowest
level of the substrate, whereas the ‘second substrate’ is caused by the Demiurge’s

>3 Cf. Sorabji 1988: 214-15.

26 See my ‘Proclus on Matter and Physical Necessity’ (van Riel 2009). The main passages in which
Proclus elaborates his theory of material substrates are In Parm. 2.735.18—736.6; 6.1119.4—1123.18;
In Tim. 1.325.10—328.12; 383.1—22; 385.17—388.28.
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‘Model’ (fo paradeigma), the operation range of which does not extend to the
lowest level. Thirdly, the material forms are brought about by the Demiurge,
whose power 1s again limited to this (Aristotelian) level of the material substrate.
Hence, the lowest stage of the procession of the universe is caused by no other
principle than the One Good itself, the indeterminacy of which is reflected
(and reversed) in the indeterminate potency of the Receptacle. The receptivity
of the different levels of the substrate varies along with the creative agency of
the causes that operate on them.?”

Damascius takes over the basic principles of this doctrine, but not without
thorough modifications. He agrees on the overall structure, that the highest
principle causes the lowest substrate, that the second substrate is caused by a
lower principle, and so forth (Dam., In Parm. 4.66.7—-17). As we have seen,
however, in Damascius’ system the One is no longer the highest principle.
The Ineffable takes pride of place, and hence, in the procession of matter, the
lowest substrate must be caused by the Ineffable rather than by the One.*® In
his exegesis of the fifth hypothesis of the Parmenides, which according to all
later Platonists had unformed matter as its object, Damascius points out that
the negation of the one in this part of the text (Parm. 159e—160b) parallels the
negation of the one in the first hypothesis (Parm. 141e—142a). This means that,
as in the first hypothesis the One is negated and transcended by the Ineffable,
the lowest matter (eschate hulé) is below all oneness (In Parm. 4.72.9—73.22). In
fact, the first substrate is as ineffable as the first principle itself (In Parm. 4.68.1—
69.23). It is its last dregs and sediment (trux kai hupostathme, In Parm. 4.66.17),
and cannot be grasped in itself by any notion whatsoever. Yet it does display
a potentiality by which it can serve as a substrate. This receptivity (epitedeiotes,
or peponthesis)*® is the result of a primordial operation of the henads, which all
need a substrate for their individual existence, and thus impart the traces of their
own characteristics upon what thus becomes their proper substrate (In Parm.
4.95.6—15). Thus, the substrate receives a preliminary imprint that specifies it
and makes it receptive to the imposition of the henads. In this process, the

27 See Proclus, In Parm. 4.844.11—845.15 and Theol. Plat. 5.16.

28 In Parm. 4.72.3-8; cf. 78.1—3 and 70.1-71.6.

29 Peponthesis is a neologism of Damascius’ (derived from Plato’s Sophist 245a—b: to peponthos to hen),
which indicates the imprint of the characteristic of the one to that which undergoes it, but which
also implies the preliminary active movement of the substrate towards the forming principle. In his
commentary on the Philebus (136.1—5), Damascius points out that the imposition of the form is
preceded by a certain progression towards it from the part of the material substrate. In this sense,
‘undergoing’ becomes an active operation of a substrate that inclines towards the form (cf. Princ.
2.81.1—26, where Damascius elaborates on this ‘passive activity’: receptivity is the activity of that of
which the operation consists in undergoing). It is prepared to undergo precisely this form or unit,
by the receptivity which was installed in it by the form or the unit itself.
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creativity of the higher is mirrored by the receptivity of the lower (In Parm.
4.71.11—19).

At the lowest level, ultimate matter receives its primordial receptivity from
the operation of the first henad, the One-in-itself. Thus, the ‘second substrate’
is brought about, which has become potential (dunamei) towards further deter-
mination (In Parm. 4.95.15—25). As Damascius explains, this second substrate
thus gets the ‘traces of the traces’. In the next stage, it will be further determined
by the forms, which send out their traces, thus ultimately preparing the material
substrate to be taken up within the hylemorphic unity (In Parm. 4.71.19—72.2).3°

In his concluding remarks on the fifth hypothesis, Damascius emphasizes that
this does not mean that matter would lose its own nature, or that it would
be transformed by the imposition of the form. Matter undergoes the form,
but retains its own dynamic (In Parm. 4.77.21—5). Thus, Damascius again lines
up with Proclus, elaborating a Platonic rather than an Aristotelian concept of
matter.

There is, however, another point on which Damascius disagrees with Pro-
clus: Damascius refuses to accept the separate existence of a ‘third substrate’,
i.e., the level of the ‘traces of the forms’, which would be moving in an inhar-
monious and disorderly way. According to Damascius, the receptivity of matter
does require the acceptance of the presence of ‘traces’ of what is going to
be imprinted, but this does not mean that the traces of the forms should be
hypostasized, as occupying a separate layer of the procession of matter. More-
over, as Damascius points out, the ‘inharmonious and disorderly motion” must
be placed at the level of the second substrate (as Proclus himself also maintains:
In Tim. 1.326.5—10), and cannot be restated at a level above the second substrate
(which Proclus does: In Parm. 4.844.25—6; In Tim. 1.270.12 and 19; 1.387.14).
What Proclus discusses as a third substrate (and obviously he did so explicitly in
his lost commentary on the fifth hypothesis, on which Damascius is comment-
ing), should rather be seen as a transition between the second substrate and the
formed body. It indicates an intermediary stage, and not a hypostasis (In Parm.
4.82.13-83.11).

Damascius’ doctrine of place comes in close connection with his analysis
of the nature of matter. The basic claim is that place is a measure (metron) that
provides a good arrangement of the different parts of natural things, like the right
organization of the limbs and organs of a body, or the proper good arrangement
of the different parts of the cosmos (see Simplicius, In Phys. 625.13—17 and
626.4—27 Diels). Thus, ‘place’ is not just referring to the three-dimensional

3% See also other instances of this understanding of ichne as part of the receptivity: DP 1.97.7-8 and
102.1-3.
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position of things (for which Damascius uses the word thesis), but to the right
position, not only of the parts (like the right ordering of a body, with the head
on top and the feet down), but most importantly of the whole of the universe.
Parts of the universe that in themselves are well ordered (like the earth with all
the beings it contains, or the body that is well structured), can still be shown as
‘out of place’ when their position in the universe is not well ordered (like when
the earth would no longer be located in the middle of the universe, or when a
human being would be located up in the air, Simplic., In Phys. 627.17—628.2).

In this way, Damascius reinterprets the Aristotelian theory that all things
natural have their own proper place, within a Platonic system, i.e., along with
the acceptance of the proper dynamic of the Receptacle of becoming. For,
according to Proclus (and also Damascius), extension (diastasis) has come into
existence as the effect of the loss of unity in the procession. It is the effect
of the inharmonious and disorderly movement of the unqualified body which
constitutes the second material substrate (Procl., Theol. Plat. 5.31.114.1—10, In
Parm. 2.735.25; 6.1119.10). Damascius adds that extension, at least as far as
it is attributed to things having size and bulk (megethos kai onkos), provides
a position (thesis) to the things it determines. Place, then, as the measure of
the right position, predisposes the three-dimensional structure of the material
world. More precisely, the role of place is that of a flexible mould (tupos), or a
preliminary outline (proiipographe):

It is clear that he [Damascius] says that place is the measure of position, well disposing
what is situated there. But he defines it not only as the measure of this but also of
magnitude qua magnitude. For he says shortly afterwards: ‘It is like a preliminary outline
(proiipographe) of the whole of position and of its parts and, as one might say, a mould
(tupos) into which that which is situated there has to fit, if it is to be properly situated and
not be muddled up in an unnatural state. Examples would be a whole larger or smaller
than the proper size, or situated in the whole where it is not seemly, or whose parts do
not have their proper position like a man with his brain in his heels, as they say.’
(Simplic., In Phys. 645.4—13 Diels, tr. Urmson)

Therefore, everywhere in the universe, place sets the natural borderlines of any
corporeal thing. It displays a prefiguration of the body that will occupy it, and
is flexible enough to allow this body to be in different positions. Not only does
it predetermine the measure of the position, by prefiguring a shape, but it also
determines the measure of any magnitude, qua magnitude: it provides the right
size to all things. This means, conversely, that if anything grows out of its natural
size, or lies in an unnatural place, it fails to meet the norm set by place itself.
Things that are located outside their natural place (like fish outside the water)
are not in place, and will lose their life because their position is not adjusted



692 Gerd van Riel

to the measure of the right arrangement (i.e. the place) of the whole universe
(Simplic., In Phys. 628.7—11).

2.5 Pleasure and happiness

Thanks to the survival of the Philebus commentary, we are well informed
about Damascius’ views on pleasure and happiness, and in particular about
his (implicit) reaction to the Platonic tradition on this matter. Plato identified
pleasure as the restoration of a previous lack (cf. Phil. 31b—32a; Tim. 64c7—d3).3"
The central issue in the Platonic definition is the notion of a ‘natural condition’,
the perfect harmony that is disturbed when we experience lack and pain. Plea-
sure, then, occurs in the return towards this condition. Although another lack
will always interfere, which implies that we will never fully attain the natural
condition, the natural condition surely will be the final term to which our
pleasure is directed.

In his commentary on the Philebus, Damascius takes over the Platonic word-
ing, but pushes it in a specific direction. First, he adopts the view that pleasure
can only occur in the movement towards the natural condition (e.g., In Phil.
143.1—4). Concerning the natural condition itself, too, Damascius agrees with
Plato: life in its natural state does not imply movement, because it remains
steadily within this condition. So by definition, there is neither pleasure nor pain
in this life.3?

Although the definition of pleasure implied here is clearly Platonic, a thor-
ough change has occurred in comparison with the Philebus, and particularly
concerning the ‘natural condition’. In the Philebus, this condition (the final
term that directs our striving for pleasure) was defined only in a negative way, as
the ‘restoration of all lack’. As such, this state is unattainable for human beings,
as there will always be a new lack, interfering with the restoration of a previous
one (Phil. 42c—43a). The condition that transcends both pleasure and pain is the
privilege of the gods, who lead a life of pure thought, without pleasure (Phil.
33b2—9). Since Aristotle, however, the perspective has changed. The natural
condition has become an accessible ideal: it is the unimpeded performance of
an activity of a natural substance. And this counts for every single vital function:
body, soul and intellect have their own natural conditions and their own activity,
and hence, their own pleasure. Aristotle argued that happiness lies in the perfect
performance of our highest activity, which of course entailed the necessity to

3" In my Pleasure and the Good Life (Van Riel 2000), I adduce evidence to the view that the paradigm
of lack and restoration is in fact the only paradigm Plato uses to describe pleasure.

3% In Phil. 144. The same idea is expressed at 151 (the divine life has no pleasure or pain), 154
(no pleasure in the life of the intellect).
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argue for the existence of a kind of pleasure with which we welcome this high-
est state. Earlier Platonists had argued that this state can be called ‘pleasure’ only
in a metaphorical sense. In this light, they took over the Aristotelian definition
of pleasure as that which is supervenient on an unimpeded activity. But they
remained Platonists in that they reserved the term ‘pleasure’ itself to the affect
that is attendant upon the movement towards the natural state. Pleasure in the
true sense of the word cannot occur in the natural state itself.

At first sight, Damascius is in full agreement with this theory of pleasure of his
Platonic predecessors. At In Phil. 13 and elsewhere (e.g., 210), he strictly limits
the Platonic definition of pleasure to lower (i.e., corporeal) forms, whereas for
higher ‘pleasure’, other terms are required (such as eupatheia and euphrosune). Yet
Damascius does not agree with this traditional interpretation. On the contrary,
he wants to attribute pleasure to both the movement and the state of rest, and
he accepts that in both cases, a genuine pleasure is involved. Almost everywhere
when he quotes the Platonic terms of the definition of pleasure, Damascius
immediately adds qualifications that allow for the existence of pleasure in the
natural condition itself after all. Thus, Damascius actually accepts two kinds of
pleasure, one in the movement towards the natural state, the other in the natural
state itself:

For in intellect there also is a natural condition and the progress towards it, but one
that is essentially completed progress; the pleasure that attends it is constant. The natural
condition, indeed, is nothing else than the essence the activity of which is attended by
the sensation of pleasure, and activity is movement towards being, from which it has
detached itself and to which it is therefore impatient to return.

(In Phil. 136.8—12, tr. Westerink)3?

Despite this thorough modification, Damascius acts as if his view of pleasure,
and particularly of pleasure in a state of rest, would just be about making explicit
what is present in Plato’s Philebus. This veil of orthodoxy sometimes requires a
huge elasticity of hermeneutics. At In Phil. 206, Damascius even corrects Plato
himself — without, of course, saying that he is actually doing so. He dwells on the
notion of ‘true pleasure’ from the Philebus (51a—53c) to argue for a fundamental
distinction between pleasure and pain, and between the activities from which
each of them stems. Such will allow him to actually modify Plato’s definition:
in its ‘highest’, paradigmatic form, pleasure is not linked to any previous lack,
and its existence is not dependent on a movement by which a lack is restored:

It is better to put it like this: when the natural conditions prevail, replenishment is
afforded by something that is somehow of a higher order than the natural, and of this

33 See also In Phil. 94.4—5; 138.1—3; 185.1—2.
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we are entitled to say that the organism has need, not because anything has been lost,
but because it was not present.
(In Phil. 206.9—11, tr. Westerink)

So, true pleasure does not imply the repletion of a lack, but the gift of something
that was not present before, and that, accordingly, did not cause any lack. The
dissent from Plato 1s manifest: the typical correction of a provisional explanation
is used here against the explanation Plafo himself had given.

This analysis of pleasure plays a major role in Damascius’ views on happiness.
As can be expected, happiness will be accompanied, first and foremost, by pure
pleasure. Damascius tends to link this pure pleasure (or eupatheia, in the Stoic
terminology) to the sole activity of the intellect (see In Phil. 87.1—4, and the
hierarchy of pleasures at 155). Hence, again with some elasticity, Damascius can
now attribute a distinct pleasure to what Plato had called the neutral life:

In the neutral state, in which there is neither pleasure nor pain, we are evidently not
subject to any violent affection; but there may be a pleasant state of well-being (eupatheia),
especially as nature carries on its own activity without disturbances. But even supposing
that we experience a pleasure of this kind, it is attended by a perception equally devoid
of violence; and so, if you take changes that cause no perception at all, you will have the
life that is here called ‘neutral’ in a very appropriate way.

(In Phil. 190.1-6, tr. Westerink)

By this interpretation, the name meédeteros bios (a life without any pleasure or
pain) becomes a paradox. As Damascius reads it, this condition is not exempt
from pleasure and pain; his aim is precisely to show that there is pleasure in
this condition after all (differing in kind and in degree from the pleasure of
restoration).

Damascius discusses pure pleasure in 203—14 of his Philebus commentary.
The list of examples includes the sight of the Evening Star, a view of a fine
pasture, seeing a light of well-proportioned intensity, pleasure that goes with
contemplation and with grasping an intelligible thing, pleasure caused by health,
in which reason also shares, pleasure in a movement from the soul to the
body (which may be explained as a reference to corporeal states like a nervous
excitation on the expectation of a friend’s arrival: the agitation of the soul is
passed on to the body), and pleasure in learning. This is a peculiar list, which at
first sight is almost identical with the list provided by Plato himself (Phil. s1b—
52b). For Plato, pure pleasure is confined to the experience of beautiful colours,
sounds, smells and forms, and pleasure in learning (en mathemasin). There is,
however, an important difference compared to the original Platonic list. It is
striking that, although Damascius explicitly states that pure pleasures can be
psychic as well as corporeal, the pure pleasures all imply an intellectual element,
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or a kind of contemplation. This is obvious for the pleasure in contemplation
itself, and the pleasure in learning. But also the thea or prosopsis of the first three
examples implies a mental activity. The pleasure it yields is dependent, not on
the perception alone, but on the recognition of the beauty of the situation.
The pleasure caused by health is of the same kind: in Plato, the state of health
would just be seen as a neutral state, without any pain, but also without any
pleasure. The pleasure Damascius reads in it is a pleasure of reflection (and the
logos 1s explicitly mentioned): the pleasure of the recognition that I am healthy,
and that it could have been otherwise. The pleasure in the movement from the
soul to the body, finally, can be explained on the basis of In Phil. 155—6, where
Damascius states that there is reflection and imagination involved in this kind
of movement. Hence, again, the pleasure of this kind is due to mental activity.
There 1s yet another striking feature involved in this enumeration of pure plea-
sures. If pleasure is defined in Aristotelian terms, as the state that is supervenient
on the unimpeded activity of a substance, one would expect every pleasure to
be a pure one. Moreover, the Aristotelian pleasure is produced by the perfection
of the activity. The act of seeing is pleasurable, if it is performed without any
impediment, and if the things seen are actually pleasant to look at. So the object
to which the activity is directed plays a certain role. In Damascius, one can infer
that the same criterion is applicable. Yet, on the other hand, the qualification of
‘purity’ of a pleasure requires something more. Seeing something nice would
be pleasurable, but seeing the Evening Star yields a pure pleasure. Seeing a
landscape would be pleasant, whereas seeing a beautiful pasture involves a pure
pleasure. The difference between them lies in a subtle, but highly important
distinction. The objects that yield a pure pleasure are of a very specific kind: the
pasture is said to be beautiful — a qualification that also applies to the Evening
Star. The light is well proportionate (summetron), and the intelligible things, and
learning, imply truth. Thus seen, pure pleasure is the effect of the presence of
three characteristics: beauty, proportion and truth. It is not a coincidence that
these are exactly the representatives of the Good in the Philebus (6sa1—s). Plato
introduced those characteristics as the criteria appropriate for judging whether
a mixture is good — the good itself being unavailable to cognition. And indeed,
Damascius uses these three criteria to identify the nature of pure pleasure:

The pleasures and the kinds of knowledge that he admitted were beautiful and true and
proportional, that is to say, they were pure and generally fit to coexist.
(In Phil. 234.2—3, tr. Westerink)

The shift of emphasis that reveals itself here is that the pure pleasures are linked
to an activity, as Aristotle would want them to be, but to an activity of a certain
kind: the contemplation of objects that bear in themselves the trace of the
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Good, in the Form of beauty, truth and proportion. Thus, despite the enormous
influence of Aristotle on Damascius’ doctrine of pleasure, the final result is not
an Aristotelian theory. Damascius displays an unmistakable predilection for the
occurrence of pleasure as the result of the sudden, and maybe even unintended,
presence of something that perfects the activity from the outside: the Good,
unattainable in itself, but revealing itself through the attraction of beauty, truth
and proportion. So, however intellectualistic Damascius’ position may be, the
intellect always is superseded by this element of an ungraspable presence of the
Good, laying the criterion of true happiness outside the agent’s own activity. It
is a happiness that depends on the transcendent nature of the Good.

CONCLUSION

When considered in its entirety as well as in detail, Damascius’ philosophy
presents itself as original (though of course embedded in Late Platonic tradition)
and extremely critical. The aporetic and ever searching nature of Damascius’
thought is the result of a constant uneasiness with the very fundamental princi-
ples of Late Platonic doctrine, and with its systematization offered by Proclus —
even though Damascius seems to conceal this dissidence under the veil of pro-
viding nothing but a commentary on Proclus.

As a consequence, we find in Damascius dissident opinions and severe crit-
icism on almost all aspects of Proclus’ system, with a clear sympathy towards
Tamblichus’ views, which had been overshadowed by the doctrines of Proclus
and his teacher Syrianus.

Thus, the last schoolmaster of the Academy really was up to giving the school
a new dynamic, renewing the original inspiration of Plato’s philosophical quest.
Due to historical coincidences, which caused the decay of pagan Platonism in
the sixth century CE, this renewal did not get the direct posterity it deserved.



38

OLYMPIODORUS

JAN OPSOMER

LIFE AND WORK

Not much is known about Olympiodorus’ life apart from what we can derive
from the surviving works. A student of Ammonius the son of Hermias, but
probably not his direct successor,” he was active in Alexandria® in the sixth
century. If Olympiodorus heard Ammonius lecture? his year of birth can hardly
have been later than 50s. He was still lecturing in March/April 565, the date
of the passing of a comet mentioned in the Commentary on the Meteorologica
(52.31).

The commentators David and Elias are held to be the pupils of Olympi-
odorus, because their works display the formal peculiarities of Olympiodorus’
commentaries; in addition their texts reproduce entire passages from Olym-
piodorus; David occasionally mentions him by name. The names David and
Elias suggest a Christian background. This would make Olympiodorus the last
representative of the non-Christian Platonic tradition. It is, however, not so
clear whether David and Elias were really Christians: their works do not betray
a commitment to specifically Christian doctrines, even where one would have
expected this, and their names could also be mere parts of a disguise that allowed
them to continue practising philosophy in an intellectual environment that was
no longer hospitable towards non-Christians.

EXTANT WORKS

Olympiodorus’ surviving commentaries are all apo phones, i.e., lecture notes by
students. We have commentaries on two works of Aristotle and three Platonic
dialogues (the latter are all transmitted through Marcianus gr. 196), more precisely
commentaries on: Categories, Meteorologica, Alcibiades I (henceforth Alcibiades,

! He calls him ‘ancestor’ at In Meteor. 153.7.
2 He refers to Alexandria as ‘our town’ in In Meteor. 169.34; see also In Alc. 2.80—2.
3 This is probably implied by In Gorg. 39.2, 199.8—10.

697
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considered genuine by the later Platonists), Gorgias, Phaedo (incomplete, the
extant lectures are on Phaed. 61c—79¢). The commentary on the Categories, the
first work of the Aristotelian leg of the curriculum, is as usually preceded by
a short text, Prolegomena.* It comprises introductions to Aristotle, logic and
the Categories. The commentary to Alcbiades incorporates in its first pages a
biography of Plato, published as a separate work by several nineteenth-century
editors (Vita Platonis).

The Alcibiades commentary contains some clues as to its date. It refers to a
certain Anatolius celebrating Hephaestus, the governor of Alexandria (2.80—
2) and mentions the endowment funds of the Academy that lasted ‘until the
present day, despite the many confiscations that are taking place’ (141.2—3).°
There are good reasons to put Hephaestus’ office in the years $46—51. The
encounter between Anatolius and Hephaestus is described as having taken place
in a not all too near past. That would put the commentary close to §60. The
implication is that the expropriation of the estate of the Athenian Academy
was not concluded with its closure (even if the proposed date is not correct, it
cannot possibly be prior to 529).

The Commentary on the Meteorologica can be dated after March/April 565 (see
above). The commentaries on the Phaedo, Gorgias and Categories cannot be dated.
L.G. Westerink has suggested an early date for the Gorgias commentary —around
525 — based on its perceived immaturity, but that argument is inconclusive.’
The Gorgias commentary appears to be earlier than the Alcibiades commentary,
though, for it contains a crucial interpretation that he has abandoned in the
latter.”

The extant commentaries, with the exception of the Categories commentary,
are characterized by the pedagogical division in praxeis (‘lectures’), each starting
with a systematic discussion of a text section, the theoria, and followed by
observations on single phrases and words, the lexeis. This exegetical technique
was foreshadowed in the work of Olympiodorus’ predecessors (Proclus), but as
time proceeded its features became more rigid and scholastic, as can be seen

4 The title Prolegomena to logic is probably spurious.

5 Olympiodorus claims that the wealth of the Academy goes back to Plato, but this view is rejected
by Damascius (Vit. Isid. 265, 213.8—14 = 158, 212.1—5).

6 Westerink 1990: 331. See also Jackson, Lycos and Tarrant 1998: 3—4; Tarrant 1998: 418, n. 3.

7 When discussing the expression ‘the itself itself” (auto to auto, Alc. 130d4) in the Gorgias commentary
(18.2, 103.26-104.2) but also the Phaedo commentary (8.6.10-12) Olympiodorus adopts Proclus’
solution without mentioning him. At In Alc. 209.15—21 he says that Proclus’ used to be the prevailing
interpretation but is now superseded by Damascius’. Yet he also says that Proclus’ solution is closer to
the letter of the text, while Damascius has in mind the larger picture (204.15—205.7, 210.9—11). The
only authority ever referred to in In Gorg. is Ammonius, whereas in the two other commentaries
on Plato Olympiodorus regularly, and also in this case, quotes Proclus and Damascius. For the
interpretations of ‘the itself itself”, see Gill 2006: 346—51.
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in the commentaries of Elias, David and Stephanus.® Especially in the Plato
commentaries Olympiodorus bestows meaning on each and every detail of
the text, often amounting to over-interpretation. A course usually consisted of
between forty and fifty lectures. Originality was not the aim of the lecturer. He
copied freely from his predecessors.

TRACES OF OTHER WORKS

The Vaticanus Urbinas graecus 3s (by hands from the thirteenth or fourteenth
century) has preserved excerpts from a commentary on Aristotle’s De interpre-
tatione in the form of scholia. They are explicitly credited to Olympiodorus.
They are included in L. Taridn’s edition of another, anonymous commentary
on De interpretatione transmitted by the Parisinus graecus 2064. Another excerpt
from Olympiodorus’ commentary is possibly preserved in the introduction to
a Syrian translation of De interpretatione by ‘George of the Arabs’.

Arabic sources mention commentaries by Olympiodorus on Plato’s Sophist,
Aristotle’s De anima and De generatione et corruptione.® A small excerpt of the
De anima commentary, consisting of a clever rebuttal of an interpretation by
Alexander, is possibly preserved in the Ambrosianus Q74 Sup. The existence of
a commentary on the Sophist is confirmed by Olympiodorus’ own promise to
lecture on it (In Alc. 110.8—9).

There must also have existed lecture notes by Olympiodorus on Porphyry’s
Lsagoge. These were the source of the extant commentaries on the same work
by David and Elias. Apart from that, David and Elias have preserved various
remarks made by Olympiodorus on different topics and two hexameter couplets
composed by him.™

Olympiodorus’ output probably included commentaries on more texts than
those mentioned above. It is sometimes claimed that Olympiodorus restricted
his lectures on Plato to the first dialogues of the curriculum, and for polit-
ical reasons refrained from teaching the ontological or theological dialogues.
This would be contradicted by his lecturing on the Sophist and thus on

8 Festugiére 1963: 77-80 (= Festugiére 1971: 550—4). In the lexis section Olympiodorus sometimes
literally repeats what he said in the thedria, which is appropriate from the didactic point of view,
but would be less so in a published work.

Ibn al-Nadim, Fihrist 246.11-12 (trans. Dodge 1970: 593): ‘I read what was written in the hand-
writing of Yahya ibn “Adi, Ishaq [ibn Hunayn] who translated the Sophistes, with the commentary
of Olympiodorus’; 215.13—14 (trans. 604): ‘Olympiodorus wrote a commentary, which I read
written in Syriac in the handwriting of Yahya ibn ‘Adi.” The reference to the Theaetetus in Dodge’s
translation (1970: §93) is mistaken. At 251.5 (trans. Peters 1968: 37) Fihrist mentions a commentary
on De gen. et corr: “There is a commentary by Olympiodorus in the version of Astat’; see also
Skowronski 1884: 30—1; Westerink 1976: 21—2, nn. 32 and 33.

% Dav. In Porph. Isag. 31.34—32.2; 65.1; EL. In Porph. Isag. 14.8—10.

©
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Platonic ontology, for which there are some indications. Moreover, Olym-
piodorus deals with theological issues in the surviving commentaries. And the
anonymous Prolegomena (see below) suggest that Plato was still taught at the
advanced level (chs. 24—6)."" It is true, however, that the Parmenides, which
had been so important in the Athenian school, seems to have played almost
no role and was treated as a dialogue on logic by his successors. Even so,
the political situation probably did not prevent Olympiodorus from teaching
advanced courses on Plato, yet could explain why these activities have left so few
traces.

DUBIOUS AND SPURIOUS WORKS

Olympiodorus could very well be the author of a commentary on an astrological
manual by Paulus of Alexandria (Eisagogika). The commentary is falsely credited
to Heliodorus, the son of Hermias and brother of Ammonius.'* The text refers
to observations that can only have been made between June 492 and April 493,
which would fit the attribution of this lecture course to Heliodorus, but in fact
the lectures were held more than seventy years later. We know this because the
teacher — who apparently does not regard himself as an astrologist (25.22) — tells
us not just where he is teaching — in Alexandria — but also, on two occasions,
when: on 24 June and 1 July 564," which is probably not much more than a
year before Olympiodorus’ lectures on the Meteorologica. Also the division of the
text into praxeis comprising theoria and lexis'* points to Olympiodorus and his
school. Other arguments consist in close stylistic parallels between this work and
the commentary on the Meteorologica and a possible cross-reference to this work
(33.20—1, which could refer to the treatment of the winds in the In Meteor.).
The lecturer probably made use of earlier material, which would explain the
references to observations from the years 492—3, very likely made by Heliodorus
indeed. These are strong arguments for attributing these lectures, or at least the
bulk of the extant text,”> to Olympiodorus or someone close to him. There
are also, however, arguments against the attribution to Olympiodorus himself,
as we shall see (p. 710).

"' Other extant works of the later school are: Elias, In Porph. Isag.; In Cat. (also credited to
David, henceforth cited as Elias/David), In Anal. pr.; David, In Porph. Isag.; anonymous In. Isag.
(ps.-Elias/ps.-David); Stephanus, In De Interpr., In De an. III, In Ptolemaei canones.

!> Boer, Neugebauer and Pingree 1962. For Heliodorus, see Saffrey 2000a.

'3 Some other lectures are datable through the positions of the heavenly bodies discussed: cf. Westerink
1971: 16.

'+ And larger sections or tmeémata, as in the Alcibiades commentary.

'S Lecture 14 consists of different strata and contains later material: cf. Westerink 1971: 14—16.
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The Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy, long held to be the work of

16 constitutes a special case. This work is nowadays considered

Olympiodorus,
spurious, but is certainly a product of his school.'” It consists of lecture notes
that are posterior to Proclus — they have been shown to depend upon Proclus’
Prolegomena, now lost — and appear to be Alexandrian (they display no influence
of Damascius). The attribution to Olympiodorus was based on the striking
similarities between two Lives of Plato: in the Prolegomena and in the Alcibiades
commentary. Similarities do not prove much, however, since authors in the
prolegomena genre shamelessly copy from one another. There are, moreover,
striking discrepancies that make the attribution to Olympiodorus implausible.
The Prolegomena (19.5—9), for instance, explicitly rejects as misguided a subdivi-
sion of the Gorgias that is central to Olympiodorus’ interpretation of that work
(In Gorg. 4.6, 5.12—14, and passim). The most probable hypothesis is that the
Prolegomena reflects lectures held by one of Olympiodorus’ Alexandrian succes-
sors. Some doctrinal differences notwithstanding, they give a good idea of what
Olympiodorus’ own introductory lectures to Plato must have looked like.

The manuscript through which all of Olympiodorus’ extant commentaries on
Plato are transmitted, Marcianus gr. 196, contains two anonymous sets of notes on
the Phaedo and a commentary on the Philebus, that were previously claimed for
Olympiodorus'® until L. G. Westerink proved conclusively that they are not by
Olympiodorus, but by Damascius.™ Other clear cases of erroneous attribution
are that of a commentary to the Nicomachean Ethics credited to Olympiodorus
in two late manuscripts (Vat. 272 and 273, sixteenth century) and attributed
to Heliodorus by G. Heylbut (CAG x1x.2),%° that of a commentary to the
Prior Analytics in Jerusalem (Taphos 150),>' and that of the aforementioned
commentary on De interpretatione preserved in the Parisinus graecus 2064. The
latter had been credited to Olympiodorus by A. Busse,** but this attribution is
rejected by L. Taran based on the absence of the division into praxeis and more
importantly on doctrinal inconsistencies with the genuine fragments.*3

16" An identification made as early as 1675 by Lambecius and defended by Skowronski 1884.

'7 Beutler 1939: 219.58—220.4; Westerink 1962: Xri—L; Westerink, Trouillard and Segonds 1990:
LXXVI-LXXXIX.

For the notes on the Phaedo, see Norvin 1913 and his edition of them together with the authentic
commentary, Norvin 1915. Norvin’s attribution was refuted by his teacher J. L. Heiberg (Heiberg
1916) and by Beutler 1939: 211-18.

Cf. Westerink 1959: XV—XX, 1977: 15—17.

According to Barnes 1999: 13, n. 45, a commentary by the Emperor John Cantakuzenos (c. 1360)
apparently derives from Olympiodorus.

Westerink 1976: 21.

Busse 1897: XXIII-XXXVI.

Tarin 1978: xii—xiii. See also Hasnaoui 2003: 135—7.
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Olympiodorus the Platonic commentator is sometimes identified with his
namesake the alchemist, author of a commentary on Zosimus of Panopolis,
Kat’energeian (On Operation). This identification seems very unlikely as the
alchemist is clearly a Christian, was probably active in the fourth century and
writes in a completely different style. Neither the explicit attribution of the
commentary on Zosimus to the Platonic Olympiodorus nor the references to
the Platonist in alchemist literature carry much weight, given the propensity to
pseudepigraphy in these milieus.**

THOUGHT

Scholars in the past have often belittled Olympiodorus’ philosophical acumen
and exegetical skills. Recently, however, some kind of rehabilitation has set in,
as scholars started to study the content of his commentaries more closely. Surely
not the work of an exceptional philosopher in his own right, they testify to
the activities of an outstanding teacher presenting his pupils with state of the
art exegesis, reliably guiding them through the late-Platonic school curriculum
and occasionally making original contributions. The laments about the lack of
philosophical depth usually tell more about the mindset of their authors than
about the subject matter. It is true that Olympiodorus is not the metaphysician
that Proclus or Damascius were, at least not in his surviving works. But his
commentaries show an increased sensitivity to ethical questions and to the dra-
matic context of the dialogues. A good deal of the inaccuracies and errors that
can be found occasionally in Olympiodorus’ commentaries can be put down
to their being student notes. Errors may be due to a lack of clarity on behalf of
the teacher, to the sloppiness of the recorder, or to the transmission of the text.
The note takers are probably to blame for the garbled syllogistic reconstructions
of arguments. The alleged superficiality can be explained by the classroom sit-
uation and the target audience. Olympiodorus’ works are an important witness
to the culture of his day. This professor had a pedagogical and cultural mission.
He was a defender of classical paideia and Hellenic philosophy (hence the ten-
dency to emphasize agreement rather than disagreement), teaching the young,
predominantly Christian, elites of the Empire about to enter public life.

The state of Hellenic philosophy was precarious, yet the Alexandrian envi-
ronment in the middle of the sixth century seems to have been somewhat less

24 Recently Cristina Viano (Viano 1995: 99—102, 2002: 76—9, with extensive status quaestionis) has
tried to bolster the case in favour of the identification with the Platonist, arguing that the alchemical
commentary is dependent upon the theories of the Meteorologica commentary. Even if the latter is
the case — the evidence seems insufficient — the thesis of the identity of the two Olympiodori is
not needed, as Viano herself admits.
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intolerant than Athens at the beginning of that century. Probably paganism
was seen as less of a threat. Olympiodorus still endorsed the Platonic theory of
metaphysical principles and its connection with the Greek pantheon, though it
is hard to tell, for lack of evidence, to what extent he endorsed the complex
hierarchies characteristic of the late Athenian school. Olympiodorus certainly
did not hide his Hellenic religious convictions from his Christian students, but
explained them while at the same time avoiding provocation.

A striking example of this can be found in the Gorgias commentary. The
passage starts by outlining the causation of the first principle. But then Olympi-
odorus suggests that this can be understood in such a way that it is acceptable also
to others (46.2, 243.16—244.15). One should know, he says, that ‘the philoso-
phers’ believe that there is one principle of everything and a unique first cause.
This cause is nameless and above the grasp of intellect, i.e., it transcends the realm
of intellect. It produces everything, but not without intermediaries (ouk amesos),
for otherwise the creation would be in disorder. According to the late-Platonic
system, the hierarchy of causes indeed warrants the hierarchy of products. Since
not all creatures are of the same rank, there must be a hierarchy of causes:* a
gapless ‘golden chain’. Qua humans we are not the immediate product of the
highest causes, but of powers produced by these. Olympiodorus now names
these powers (i.e., not the first cause or causes, but those involved in our pro-
duction): ‘First there is the intellective power, then the life-giving power and the
healing power, and so on’ (46.2, 244.6—7). The divine names Cronus and Zeus
refer symbolically to these powers. In Proclus, these powers belong to the first
intellective triad, that plays an essential role in the demiurgic process and consists
of Cronus, the life-giving power, and Zeus; the ‘healing powers’ are situated at
a much lower level (In Remp. 2.3.18—23). The powers Olympiodorus mentions
are all related to the creation and protection of humankind. Olympiodorus now
addresses his audience directly: ‘Do not be confused by names, when you hear
of powers of Cronus and Zeus and suchlike, but think of the reality for which
they stand” (8—11). Not the Hellenic pantheon, but the underlying metaphysical
picture is essential. He goes even further: ‘If you wish, you may take it that these
powers have no being of their own and are not distinct from one another, but
that they are contained in the first cause, to which you may ascribe intellective
and life-giving powers.” Olympiodorus does not say that this is his way of seeing
things, but suggests it is a compatible alternative. Strictly speaking it is not, of
course: these powers are either separate entities or aspects of a single first cause.
The reply that whatever is produced by the first cause must also be implicit in it

*5 Cf. Iambl. In Tim. fr. 60 Dillon (= Procl. In Tim. 2.313.19—21); Julian Contra Galileos 10.28—34
(65e—662) Masaracchia.
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is not sufficient. Its presence should be ‘hidden’, at most, and even that would
constitute a threat for a true henology. Christian theologians, on the contrary,
can perfectly well claim that God has these aspects as positive powers. In short,
the passage shows, on the one hand, Olympiodorus’ circumspection, which is
markedly different from the militant paganism of the Athenians, and on the
other, his commitment to the late Platonic ontological-theological system.

Another striking example of Olympiodorus’ willingness to avoid offending
can be seen in his discussion of the ‘allotted daimon’ in the Aldbiades com-
mentary (21.15—21.17). The commentator starts by saying that in fact it also
figures in ‘common parlance’ (sunetheia), where it is called ‘one’s angel’, the
kind that guards ‘people who live a life that is pleasing to god’. Olympiodorus
briefly discusses the Platonic doctrine on daimons, but then accomplishes an
about-face, announcing he will ‘try to give an interpretation adapted to the
present circumstances’.?® For, he says, already Socrates had been condemned to
the poison-cup for introducing new daimons and not honouring the gods of the
city. The word ‘daimon’ had of course a bad ring for Christians (cf. Aug. Civ.
Dei 8.14). The ensuing interpretation is ideologically safe, but also interesting:
the daimon is nothing but conscience (fo suneidos).

A passage copied almost literally from Proclus is further evidence for Olympi-
odorus’ desire to avoid trouble. Both he and Proclus discuss agreement as being
not necessarily a sign of truth. Proclus’ example is the agreement among his
contemporaries in denying the existence of the gods (In Alc. 264.4-8). Olym-
piodorus refrains from this stab at the Christians by substituting the harmless
example of the Democriteans unanimously affirming the existence of the void
(In Alc. 92.4-9).

Olympiodorus’ attitude is not so much one of reconciliation or compromise,
but rather seems to be inspired by the kind of caution characteristic of those
living under an adverse regime. Occasionally he laments the plebeian confusion
and the lack of deeper philosophical understanding of his times.>” As we have
seen, in his courses he offers alternative interpretations that should be more
agreeable to the Christian part of his audience. Yet in core issues he sticks
to the classical Platonic position. He upholds the everlasting nature of the
world (In Gorg. 11.2, 65.26; In Meteor. 118.10—-119.8), argues that suicide is
sometimes permissible (In Phaed. 1.9), adopts the transmigration doctrine (In
Phaed. 7.4, 10.1) and rejects the theory of eternal punishment, arguing that

26 This is a code phrase. Cf. Cameron 1969: 15.

*7 In Gorg. 46.4, 238.16—-19; In Alc. 149.1-3, with Saffrey 1992: 431 (= Saffrey 2000a: 216-17).
According to Westerink 1990: 335, Olympiodorus ‘seems to have accepted Christianity at least as
a creed for the uneducated’.
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punishment should be corrective.?® Nevertheless, Olympiodorus is not blind
to the substantial agreement between Christianity and Platonism, grounded,
he believes, in shared — while innate — common notions, from which our
most important metaphysical and moral principles derive (In Alc. 131.12—14,
I14.11-12).

Olympiodorus’ views on ontology are fairly standard (see also Prol. in Plat.
phil. 12). The first principle is the One/the Good. Below that are the hypostases
(intelligible) Being, Life and Intellect (In Alc. 103.10, 109.18—111.2). The triad
consisting of the intellect of Cronus, the life-giving power and the demiurgic
power of Zeus, presumably belongs to the intellective hypostasis. The various
levels are linked to gods from the Greek pantheon. Olympiodorus also refers
to lower godheads and angels, demons and heroes. Nothing he says seems
incompatible with the metaphysical structure elaborated in the late Athenian
school.

These ontological principles are causes. The precise nature of causal efficiency
was a matter of debate, a fact of which Olympiodorus was well aware. At In
Gorg. 243.27—244.1 he simply states the principle that greater causes have greater,
i.e., better, effects. In the Alcibiades commentary (109.18—111.2) he relates the
difference between Iamblichus’ and Proclus’ position: according to the ‘Proclean
rule’ the higher causes have effects further down the ontological scale, whereas
Iamblichus claims that all the causes operate down to the lowest level, the better
causes being however ‘more penetrating’. Olympiodorus’ own view on the
matter is unclear.

Like his predecessors, Olympiodorus incorporates Aristotelian theology into
the Platonic system. He acknowledges that Metaphysics Lambda teaches the
existence of a single first principle (In Cat. 9.14—30), yet criticizes Aristotle
for considering this principle, the unmoved mover, to be Intellect rather than
the Good (In Alc. 122.13, 145.6—9).>° Olympiodorus adopts the Aristotelian
expression ‘first philosophy’. Its subject matter is defined as ‘things (pragmata)
qua things’ (In Alc. 21.6); its method characterized by the use of non-hypothetical
principles, namely, our infallible common notions (In Alc. 40.18—41.4). We have
them through our participation in intellect, whereas the One causes us to be
‘possessed by a god’ (enthousiasmoi, In Alc. 18.1—5, 217.18—19). By failing to
appeal to the highest cognitive states Aristotle once again remains second to
Plato.

The ‘common notions’ play a fundamental role in Olympiodorus’ epis-
temology and philosophical method. Once they have been brought to light

2 In Gorg. 50.2—3, 263.17-264.26, In Meteor. 146.813, In Phaed. 10.14.
29 See also Elias/David In Cat. 120.24—30.
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in maieutic conversations and critically examined they supply principles for
demonstration (In Gorg. 3.1, 23.15, 44.7, 231.5—10). Commenting on Plato’s
arguments for the immortality of the soul in the Phaedo, Olympiodorus explains
that the argument from recollection does not rest on the proof of the existence
of transcendent forms, but on that of innate forms, i.e., concepts in the soul.
Olympiodorus thus propounds an innatist epistemology and criticizes the Peri-
patetic naturalistic theory of concept formation (12.1—2, referring to the per-
ceptual kritike dunamis of An. post. 2.19, 99b3s; see also In Cat. 19.30—5).
Olympiodorus’ commentaries can be assigned to well-defined slots in the
school curriculum. His commentary on Porphyry’s Introduction to the Categories
(Isagoge), the starting-point of the Aristotelian curriculum containing a stan-
dardized introduction to philosophy, has not survived. The extant Commentary
on the Categories, the next work in the curriculum, is another set piece. The
Prolegomena to that commentary contains the traditional introductions to the
Categories, to logic and to the philosophy of Aristotle. Olympiodorus’ com-
mentary in part derives from Ammonius, as does Philoponus’. Elias/David
in turn derives partly from Olympiodorus. There are of course passages for
which there is no parallel in the other surviving commentaries. Olympiodorus
is the only commentator, for instance, actually to quote (22.38—24.4) concrete
arguments against the authenticity of the Categories. Most of the problems and
solutions are, however, traditional. Concerning the question of the status of
logic Olympiodorus claims it is both an instrument and a part of philosophy
(14.12—18.12). The skopos is defined as being ‘words, concepts and things in
their mutual relations’, more precisely ‘(single) words signifying (single) things
through (single) concepts, according to their first imposition’ (18.23—22.2).
Olympiodorus probably lectured on the other parts of the Organon, too, but
no commentaries of his are extant. The curriculum continued with ethics and
then physics.3® The physics part of the curriculum would consist of Physics,
On the Heavens, On Generation and Corruption, Meteorologica, On the Soul, On
Plants and On Animals (In Meteor. 3.34—4.15). Only the commentary on the
Meteorologica is extant. Olympiodorus defends the authenticity of the whole
work and its unity. He explains that it concludes that part of physics that
is concerned with causes, on the one hand, and with the elements, on the
other, ‘its target (skopos) being to study, from the perspective of the material cause,
the affections of the elements having the same [i.e., corruptible] matter in the
upper region’ (1.18—20). The proximate material and passive cause of sublunary

3% In Cat. 9.5—13 (trans. in Sorabji 2004: 15(a)6). Ethical works like Pythagoras’ Golden Verses or
Epictetus’ Encheiridion were probably read as a preparation to the Aristotelian curriculum. Cf. In
Ale. 101.7-12, In Gorg. 17.2—4, 26.25.
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bodies consists of the two exhalations — the smoky and the vaporous — (3.10-14),
which according to Olympiodorus are intermediary, transitory states between
the elements (16.15—20). Olympiodorus manages to systematize and categorize
the various atmospheric, astronomic and geologic phenomena of books 1-3,
as well as the chemical processes discussed in book 4. Olympiodorus attempts
original solutions, corrects Alexander (6.19—30, 298.18—35) and even Aristotle
himself (5.16—32, 75.19—76.5).

Olympiodorus follows Ammonius in emphasizing the harmony between
Aristotle and his master, as we have already seen him do in the case of theology.
He calls him a true disciple of Plato (In Alc. 5.29—32). Whenever possible
he resolves apparent contradictions and says that in the rare instances where
Aristotle diverges from Plato he is still indebted to him (In Gorg. 41.9, 214.13—
215.11). Olympiodorus is not blind to the divergences, and in those cases he
usually,’' though not always, agrees with Plato. He is, however, convinced that
they are fundamentally committed to the same principles.

The three surviving commentaries on Plato constitute the beginning of
the first cycle of the higher, Platonic curriculum (In Gorg. 0.6, 6.1-6). They
would normally be followed by Cratylus, Theaetetus, Sophist, Statesman, Phaedrus,
Symposium, Philebus. The final cycle consisted of the two ‘perfect’ dialogues,
Timaeus and Parmenides. It is not clear whether Olympiodorus lectured on all
these dialogues (see above). The biography of Plato included in the Alcibiades
commentary would normally be a part of a more general introduction to
Platonic philosophy, such as we find it in the Prolegomena to Platonic Philosophy.
Presumably the anonymous Prolegomena gives us a good idea of Olympiodorus’
own introductory classes. The Prolegomena consists of discussions of life and
work of Plato, literary and philosophical style3* (the dialogue form, different
aspects of the dialogue to be studied, Plato’s didactic methods and purposes),
exegetical techniques (rules for determining the skopos of single dialogues and
for recognizing the main divisions), and the reading order of the dialogues.

3U E.g., In Gorg. 144.7—14: Olympiodorus calls Aristotle’s criticism of Plato’s description of Tartarus
in the Phaedo myth misguided, because it fails to appreciate the peculiarities of mythical narrative.
Then, however, Olympiodorus adds that Aristotle is not really criticizing Plato, but warning
against misguided interpretations. In Alc. 204.8—12, 210.11—12: Olympiodorus reports Proclus’
criticizing the Peripatetics for failing to recognize the priority of the universal and for conceiving
of individuals as conglomerates of accidental properties. Olympiodorus quotes a passage from
Porphyry’s Isagoge (7.19—27), which he presumably took to represent not Porphyry’s own view but
that of the Peripatetics (cf. Amm. In Isag. 106.4—5). David discusses a debate between Porphyry
and the Peripatetics on this issue (In Porph. Isag. 167.18—169.17). Probably David, too, understood
the debate as being between different interpretations of the Peripatetic view (cf. 139.14—16).

3% It includes a discussion of Plato’s alleged scepticism (Prol. 10-11). See also Ol In Phaed. 8.17
(Ammonius), 10.15, EL. In Cat. 110.12—30. Bonazzi 2003: 13-95.
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Olympiodorus sketches a clear pedagogical progression accomplished in the
first three dialogues. The Alcibiades shows us what we are, souls, and more par-
ticularly, rational souls making use of the body as an instrument. The Gorgias
teaches how to attain the constitutional virtue of the soul and the Phaedo allows
us to attain the level of purificatory, cathartic virtue. The Platonic curricu-
lum is interpreted along the lines of the Platonic scale of virtues. The scale of
virtues is sketched at In Phaed. 4.3 and 8.2—3: at the pre-rational level there
are (1) natural virtues and (2) moral virtue (reached through habituation); the
rational virtues are (3) constitutional virtue, consisting in moderation of the
passions (metriopatheia), (4) purificatory virtue, consisting in freedom from pas-
sions (apatheia); (s) contemplative virtue, consisting in the return to intellect
and attained through philosophy; and (6) paradigmatic virtue, consisting in the
ascent to the intelligible accomplished by theurgic means. It is worth noting
that constitutional, i.e., ‘political’ virtue, the supposed object of the Gorgias,
pertains to the inner constitution of the tripartite soul ruled by reason, and only
secondarily to what we call the political (politics is considered to be a mere
extension of the care of the self: In Alc. 187.1—4). The underlying idea is of
course the parallel between soul and city in the Republic.

Olympiodorus’ Alcibiades commentary draws on a commentary by Damas-
cius and, probably through the latter, on Proclus. In determining the skopos
Olympiodorus follows Damascius (3.3—5.1, 177.8, 215.10-12), whom he gen-
erally considers to offer the best interpretations, superseding those of Proclus
(209.15—21), although he is inclined to reconcile the two positions where he
can (e.g., 5.17—6.1, 204.15—205.7). The overarching skopos of the Alcibiades,
that consists of an elenctic, a protreptic and a maieutic section, is to know
oneself constitutionally — i.e., as a rational soul making use of the body as an
instrument (208.8—9). This knowledge of the constitutional self paves the way
for the attainment of constitutional virtue in the next dialogue. The soul’s
three-part ‘constitution’ is the consequence of its directedness toward the body.
On Olympiodorus’ view, knowledge of the universal ‘human’ precedes knowl-
edge of the individual and both are required for self-knowledge (205.8—1T1,
210.8—16). It implies reverting to ourselves, so that we become self~-movers,
i.e., autonomous agents (9.6—7, 37.8—10, 41.5—8); yet the soul that has accom-
plished this return towards its true rational self, understanding itself as separate
from the body, has already reached the next level, that of cathartic virtue.
There are even higher forms of self-knowledge, corresponding to contempla-
tive and theurgic virtues, that are attained by our turning toward the intellect
and the divine in us (8.5—12, 224.3-8; cf. In Phaed. 4.1—4). The Alcibiades, how-
ever, addresses the rational soul in its relation to the lower soul parts and the

body.



Olympiodorus 709

Olympiodorus’ Commentary on the Gorgias is the only surviving commentary
on this work. It often refers to Ammonius’ interpretations. The Gorgias is said
to deal with the ethical principles that lead to constitutional happiness. Consti-
tutional virtue consists in the harmonious ordering of the parts led by reason,
be it in the soul or in the state (ct. Procl. In Remp. 1.11.24-8). The principles
of constitutional happiness are analysed according to the late Platonic theory
of causes: the matter of constitutional happiness is the soul; the formal cause
consists in justice and temperance, not in injustice as propounded by Polus; the
efficient cause is philosophy, not rhetoric, as Gorgias thinks; the paradigm is
the cosmos; the instrumental cause consists in habituation and education; and
the final cause is the good, not pleasure, as Callicles believes (0.5—6, 3.21—5.22).
Through the debate with Socrates’ three interlocutors, then, Plato exposes three
mistaken views about happiness, and shows, to those able to understand, the
true principles of constitutional happiness. The three interlocutors are held to
represent the three parts of the soul. Olympiodorus’ approach is quite subtle. He
argues, for instance, that Callicles mistakenly situates virtue at the level of natural
virtue, whereas civic virtue is usually understood as positive morality (nomos);
Socrates wants to see it in the light of the tripartite soul, i.e., at a superior level.
Callicles’ identification of pleasure and the good is the result of his mistaken
view of virtue. Now Socrates does not just point out that there are levels of
virtues superior to the natural, but also shows Callicles to be inconsistent at
his own level. In the final myth Plato is said to show the paradigmatic cause
of virtue in the form of a well-governed universe, ruled according to law and
order. While Olympiodorus rejects the Iamblichean view according to which
the overall target of the work is demiurgy (In Gorg. 0.4, 3.14-17), he incorpo-
rates the cosmotheological lessons of the myth into the encompassing goals of
the work.

The Gorgias commentary contains an interesting criticism of astrology,??
which, however, does not amount to an outright rejection. What Olympi-
odorus condemns 1s the view that our lives are completely determined by the
stars, for that would abolish providence, free choice, law and justice. That can-
not be right, as providence encompasses destiny, and not the other way round;
moreover ‘what is up to us’ (to eph’hémin) is not subject to destiny, since we
are self-moving, autonomous agents (autokinétoi). If this were not the case,
there would be neither virtue nor vice (as all Platonists, Olympiodorus is a
staunch incompatibilist). Olympiodorus invokes the authority of Ammonius
and Plotinus, but also Aristotle’s defence of contingency in De inferpretatione 9

33 For the distinction between science of the heaven, astronomy and astrology, see In meteor. 19.20—7.
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(In Gorg. 48.5, 253.26—254.14; also 39.1, 197.26—-198.18). In the surviving frag-
ments from his commentary on that work Olympiodorus interprets the passage
on the future contingents as giving support to the argument against astrology
understood deterministically.’* It is worth noting that the author of the com-
mentary on Paulus Alexandrinus, while leaving room for human choice and
responsibility,®S fails to name a part of our being that would not be subject
to destiny.3® The author even explains that the time and manner of our death
are predestined and can be known by consulting the stars (In Paul. 127.6-23;
140.10—14), something which Olympiodorus explicitly denies in In. Gorg. 48.4
(252.17-253.25). The astrological commentary, moreover, abounds with refer-
ences to evil influences from above, which again constitutes a doctrine rejected
by Olympiodorus (48.5, 25.8—13, paraphrasing Plot. 2.3 [52] 2). While this
constitutes an important argument against the identification of the two, it does
not rule it out either. One could argue that the astrological commentator is
merely concerned with technical advice and avoids philosophical issues.

The ‘purificatory” happiness envisaged in the Phaedo, i.e., that of rational soul
unimpeded by the ‘chattering’ body (In Phaed. 4.3) consists in passionlessness.
As in the Aldbiades commentary Olympiodorus in the Phaedo commentary
discusses the views of Proclus and Damascius explicitly, and tends to favour
the latter (4.1, 8.9). Whenever he mentions Ammonius, he adopts his views
(7.5, 8.17, 10.7). lamblichus is mildly derided for his high-flown claims that
disregard the text, more particularly for his view that each argument in favour
of the immortality of the soul constitutes an independent proof (10.1, 11.2,
13.4). The surviving part of the commentary contains, among other things, a
long discussion of suicide, a defence of the immortality of the soul and of the
reincarnation of the rational, not the irrational (9.6), soul (10.1).

34 Tardn 1978: xxx—xxxI. This interpretation also features in an anonymous scholion in Ambrosianus
L 93 sup. edited by Busse 1897: xxxi11, but is absent from other extant commentaries on De
interpretatione (Ammonius, Stephanus, the anonymous in Paris. gr. 2064).

35 E.g., In Paul. 65.27—66.4; 127.5—9. Stars are sometimes called (merely) accessory causes of evils:
68.9, 74.2, 138.7-8, 27.

36 In Paul. 57.3—5 even makes the Daimon of Helios master (kurios) of our soul, character and thinking,
and assisting (sunergei) our practical deliberation.
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SIMPLICIUS OF CILICIA

HAN BALTUSSEN

1 LIFE

The few facts we have about Simplicius’ life come from his own works and a few
other sources. He came from Cilicia (south-eastern Anatolia) as Agathias tells
us (Hist. 2.30). He was educated by Ammonius in Alexandria (fl. 490 cg, cf. In
Cael 26.18-19) and Damascius (fl. 520 cEg) in Athens (In phys. 601.19). Among
influential figures on his philosophical outlook are Porphyry, the learned pupil
and biographer of Plotinus (245—320), lamblichus (fl. 300 cE, referred to as
‘the divine Iamblichus’, In phys. 60.7; 639.23 etc.), and Proclus (‘the teacher
of my teachers’, In phys. 611.11—12, cf. 795.4—5). The expulsion of Platonists
from Athens in §32 CE after Justinian’s ban on pagan teaching ended school
activities in 529 ce (Malalas Chronicle 18.47), the cross-references between the
extant works, and the lack of evidence after s40 CE suggests that his life-span
comes roughly to 480—s560 cE. Allusive comments in a discussion of the role of
the philosopher in the city in his commentary on Epictetus (In Epict. 32.65.30—
o D. with reference to Plato Rep. 496d) make it probable that he wrote that
commentary before the others while still in Athens, as does his mention of the
oppressive situation in Athens (ibid. epilogue). His personal note on friendship
(In Epict. 87.39—44/3 54 Hadot) indicates that he experienced help from friends
who looked after his family while he was away, but we cannot establish the
nature and date of this event.

There has been much debate and speculation about where he might have gone
after the trip to Persia with Damascius and other colleagues (531 CE), when the
hope of an ideal state under a ‘philosopher-king’, the enlightened ruler Chosroes
I (Kushrau), was not fulfilled, but the issue has not been resolved so far. The
treaty of §32 with Justinian apparently had a clause added to guarantee the safety
of the pagan philosophers,' but it is not easy to see how guarantees could have

" Against Hadot 1987a: 7—10 Foulkes 1992 reads Agathias 2.31 as only allowing them to continue
their religious practices in private. Hillstrom 1994 suggests the exile was self~imposed as a result of
Justinian looking to reform and control the education system.

71T
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been given. Simplicius may have stayed in Harran (i.e., Carrhae) in Syria near
the border of, and inside, the Persian Empire as a safe haven for non-Christians.
Tardieu (1987) has made a strong case to this effect on the basis of references
to local features (rafts made of inflated animal skins typical for Euphrates and
different types of calendars found in Harran). The Harranians certainly received
special treatment from Chosroes for retaining their paganism (Procopius Wars
2.13.7). Others have suggested he may have returned to Athens and worked
there in isolation (Alexandria has been ruled out because of its volatile political
conditions). Wherever he was, his richly sourced works suggest he had access
to a sizeable library.®> Tardieu’s further thesis, argued with great ingenuity, that
Harran had a continuing presence of a Platonic school into Arabic and medieval
times cannot be proven fully beyond the seventh century and has met with
objections.’ The account of their travels by Agathias is clearly biased and some
details of the Persia episode have raised suspicion about this tale of Greek
missionary zeal and Persian enlightenment. There are also three epigrams in
praise of Simplicius confirming his reputation as rhetor and philosopher (180),
and acknowledging his elucidations of the Categories (181), and the Physics (182)
of Aristotle. Finally, a distich found in a manuscript (codex Ambrosianus 300)
confirms his authorship of the In Cat. and seems to have been added by a scribe
as an apotropaic since he had accused the ‘divine Iamblichus’ of inconsistency.

2 WORKS

We know of at least seven major works written by Simplicius: four or five com-
mentaries on Aristotle, on the Categories, Physics and On the Heavens; possibly on
Metaphysics (lost) and on De anima (authorship disputed, hence not discussed in
this chapter), one on the Handbook (Encheiridion) of the Stoic Epictetus (c. 55—c.
135 CE), and a summary version of Theophrastus’ Physics (In De an. 136.29). A
commentary on lamblichus’ On the Pythagorean Sects is listed in early modern
bibliographical sources (Harles based on Gesner), going back to manuscripts
owned by one of the Renaissance’s great patrons of learning and book collector
Basilios Bessarion (c. 1403—72). Although this work is not considered a fiction,
no trace of it has been found to date.

It should not be overlooked that the late Platonists also had broader scientific
interests, and Simplicius was no exception. We know of some works in science
(e.g., mathematics), which provide important material regarding earlier writers

> Hoffmann 2006: 616 presents some unusual but compelling evidence for the use of microscript
(‘micrography’) and marginal commentary which could make a large private and portable library
possible.

3 This part of the thesis has been rejected by Lameer 1997, Gutas 1999, Lane Fox 2005.
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(for astronomy and mathematics on Eudoxus, Eudemus, Sosigenes, Ptolemy;
for meteorology on Posidonius from Geminus’ summary), some in Greek but
most through Arabic sources. At one point, Simplicius even mentions the use of
an astrolabe by his teacher Ammonius (In Cael. 462.20—1). Two mentions of a
commentary on a medical work also survive, but they are dubious. One is found
in the Fihrist (288.5), a bio-bibliography by Ibn al-Nadim (tenth century CE),
which simply lists Simplicius along with several other names as ‘commentators
on Hippocrates up to the time of Galen’ (sic), although it is not said which work
the commentary was on. A second passage in Aba Bakr al-Razi (864—930 CE)
Comprehensive Book on Medicine (Kitab al-Hawi fi al-tibb) names Simplicius as the
author of a commentary on the Hippocratic work Kitab al-Kasr, presumably the
On Fractures or Peri agmon (also known in Arabic as Kitab al-Jabr, ‘On Setting
[Bones]’). The attribution seems erroneous, because it stands alone as a work
on a medical topic in the Platonist tradition (it also seems a rather implausible
undertaking to write a commentary on such a practical treatise: in the case of
Galen medical commentaries are mostly confined to theoretical works).*

Of these works five commentaries are extant in full. It is striking that Simpli-
cius only wrote commentaries on Aristotle, not Plato,’ but we should remem-
ber that Damascius had written several commentaries on Plato, while recent
work has shown that Simplicius was obviously familiar with Plato’s works and
expresses coherent views on them, albeit in passing. To some extent this focus
on Aristotle can be explained by the school’s early interest in Aristotle, starting
with Plotinus, but given a greater impetus by his learned student Porphyry
(c. 234—c. 305 CE).

Simplicius’ scientific works were known to Arabic scholars and philosophers
in translation (we have evidence from the tenth century onwards) and he is
highly regarded as a mathematician (al-Qifti mentions his work on Euclid; for
his discussion of Hippocrates of Chios, see below). The report in Ibn al-Nadim
suggests that the commentaries known to the Arab scholars were those on Cat.
and De an., but the mathematician Aba al-Abbas an-Nayriz1 (ninth century cg)
wrote commentaries on Euclid making use of (what he thought was) Simplicius’
commentary on that author. Arabic authors seem to have adopted this view that
there is agreement between Plato and Aristotle (e.g., al-Farabi, who mentions
Ammonius, wrote Harmonization of the Philosophies of Plato and Aristotle).

Until the Greek originals came to the West in the late fifteenth century, only
his commentaries on Cat. and In Cael. were known from the Latin translations

4 It is possibly a work of a different Simplicius. Praechter RE lists ten individuals s.v. ‘Simplikios’,
showing the name is not unique.
3 Hadot 2001a: xxxvii—xxxviii considers a commentary on the Phaedo (after Westerink).
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produced by the prolific translator William van Moerbeke (the first Latin trans-
lation has been traced to Robert Grosseteste, who lived 1168—1253). Relying
on these, Thomas Aquinas in the twelfth century used Simplicius’ commen-
tary on the Categories for his own work on language. During the revival of
Platonism, mostly due to the work of Marsilio Ficino (1433—99), Simplicius’
works were rediscovered (e.g., by Jacopo Mazzoni) and translated into Latin.
The commentary on De anima (then considered genuine by most scholars) was
hugely influential on the debate over the unity of the soul and Simplicius was
seen as the champion of the harmonization of Plato and Aristotle (concordia).

3 METHODOLOGY

Betore looking at Simplicius’ works, we should consider the methodology of
his vast output. His role in the transmission of Greek philosophy and science,
his commentary style, and his ardent attempt at harmonization of all of Greek
philosophy are inextricably linked to his overall agenda and deserve separate
treatment.

Simplicius’ importance as a source for ancient Greek philosophy and sci-
ence has long overshadowed his contributions as an independent thinker. In the
nineteenth century, when the German scholar Hermann Diels proposed to the
Berlin Academy the first modern (and still standard) edition of the Greek com-
mentaries, Simplicius was known mostly as a source author for the edition of
Presocratic fragments. Quotations do play a significant role in his work: he uses
them to substantiate paraphrase (In Cael. 140.32—3, 298.21—2), to clarify state-
ments containing technical or other obscure terms he has rephrased (25.26—30),
or to provide proper evidence (In Phys. 331.10). But it is rather myopic to view
him primarily, if not solely, as an uninspiring ‘conduit’ of earlier thinkers, from
the Presocratics to Damascius, or else a ‘mere commentator’ whose prolixity and
scholasticism are an unoriginal reflection of an exegetical school tradition that
started with Plotinus (c. 204—70 cE). Published in 1903, Diels’ epoch-making
Die Vorsokratiker is a typical example of German Quellenforschung in the service
of fragment-hunting. His special interest in recovering early Greek philosophy
led him to edit Simplicius first, since he provides access to the fragmentary
remains of Presocratic thought which had become scattered across a vast range
of sources — from Hellenistic text-books (the so-called placita literature) to the
late commentaries on Aristotle. Diels’ choice led to a narrow and neglectful
view of Simplicius, which lasted up to the middle of the twentieth century.®

6 On the flaws of the CAG edition see Tarin 1987.
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Simplicius’ principles of Aristotelian commentary still strike us as sound:
he combines close reading with explanatory comments. As a rule, he aims
to spell out the Aristotelian train of thought in great detail with the help
of every possible commentator before him (these include Aristotle’s students
and immediate successors as well as the Aristotelian commentator Alexander
of Aphrodisias and the late Platonists up to his own day). But the frequent
philosophical and polemical digressions from a Platonist perspective provide
good reasons for thinking that the modern term ‘commentary’ does not cover
his activities adequately. Rather than view them as poor or biased philosophical
treatises, we should regard his works as text-books informed by pedagogy and
ideology.

Simplicius’ concern with the preservation and transmission of insights from
Greek thought permeates his commentaries. His work covers the full span of
Greek philosophy (550 BcE—sso cg). He shows considerable skill in handling
the impressive (and potentially oppressive) body of existing literature. This care-
ful study of texts often based on teacher-pupil interactions is a typical feature
of the late-Platonist school tradition. Simplicius’ modesty regarding his own
contribution is an understatement, showing he is well aware of his place in a
long tradition, which he helps to reproduce and develop. A reminder of his
thoughtful craftsmanship in writing his commentaries is that he acknowledges
and quotes earlier contributions to the debate (e.g., In Cat. 3.10-13), a distin-
guishing feature which also marks a change from the rather cavalier attitude
towards source referencing common in antiquity. How he negotiates the pos-
sible tension between the authority of established doctrines and new insights
emerges from a passage in which he gives his ‘mission statement’ describing
a commentator’s qualities and tasks (In Cat. 7.23—9): “The worthy exegete of
Aristotle’s writings . . . should [not] obstinately persist in trying to demonstrate
that [Aristotle] is always and everywhere infallible, as if he had enrolled himself
in the Philosopher’s school.” No doubt Alexander of Aphrodisias was one of his
targets here.

In their meticulous attention to detail the commentaries may seem rather
unbalanced, but this is the result, on the one hand, of Platonist teaching prac-
tices, which consisted of close reading and rereading of the text, and, on the
other, to his objective to preserve the cumulative elaborations given by earlier
scholarchs. The isolation Simplicius found himself in after the Academy had to
cease teaching activities may have contributed to the size of the works. Thus
both historical and ideological reasons provide us with probable explanations for
the size and approach of his works. Similar reasons suggest that he attempted to
counter Christian accusations of perennial disagreement among Greek philoso-
phers, to come up with convincing strategies to create a unity among pagan
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thinkers. He is not always successful, but at least we can see why he is doing
what he is doing. Thus the Presocratics are presented as sharing ground with
Aristotle and Plato (In Phys. 28.32—29.5), but without ignoring the differences
(ibid. 7.19—27).

His interpretive methods range from the philological to the semantic and
the metaphysical: well versed in Alexandrian scholarly methods, he is adept
at evaluating different manuscripts (familiar with two, he considers Phys. 7
genuine, but superseded by Phys. 8) or (re)defining concepts, while Platonist
physical and metaphysical principles are assimilated to other perspectives and
vice versa (Aristotelian or earlier ones, 7.7-15). He also formulates a principle
of charity, when contrasting the letter (lexis) and ‘spirit’ (nous) of the text (In
Cat. 7.30—2). Ironically, he will accuse others of rewriting the text (Alexander,
In Phys. 526.16—18) or of being verbose (Philoponus, In Cael. 25.29). Fur-
thermore, certain exegetical tricks give him room to manoeuvre in his quest
for harmony (sumphénia): whenever it may assist his case, he will consider the
views of thinkers under discussion as ‘obscure’ (7.3) or ‘riddling’ (written in
enigmatic form, In Phys. 36.30), thus allowing himself to offer his own as the
better interpretation. While Presocratic archaic language could generate real
linguistic problems, this conceit is also a traditional ploy to take liberties with
the text.

Formal influences on his commentary style reflect the pioneering activi-
ties of earlier figures, from Alexander of Aphrodisias, Porphyry, Syrianus and
Iamblichus to his personal teachers Ammonius and Damascius. Iamblichus’
influence is noticeable especially in the commentary format as it develops fur-
ther the Porphyrian approach of running commentary on lemmata, the format
Alexander started using consistently. lamblichus also introduced a singular objec-
tive (skopos) for each work studied, which could be very restrictive and even
misleading, yet at the same time it would streamline the interpretive process and
encourage the exegete(s) to think in terms of overall consistency. Simplicius
treats the topic as a matter of fact in all his extant commentaries on Aristotle,
either reporting the range of views when there is a dispute (In Cat. 1.81f., 8.15,
9.5—11.1; In Cael. 1.1-3) or simply presenting the purpose as ‘easy to grasp’
(In Phys. 1.1-3; cf. 3.13ff.). It is instructive to see how Simplicius refers to his
own works. As a rule he labels them skholai (‘learned notes’, In Phys. 393.13;
461.15 referring back to In Phys. book 1; 1326.39; 1328.11), but uses the more
common term hupomnemata (notes to remind oneself, ‘aide-mémoire’) for the
works of others (e.g., for Porphyry In Cael. 503.34, In Cat. 2.12, 435.24; cf. In
Phys. 60.8, 332.20; In Cael. 168.18, 530.16). The former were normally con-
sidered less well-organized notes (In Cat. 18.25—6), the latter scholarly writings
for an audience.
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The overall strategy to give a sentence by sentence clarification of Aristotle’s
text does not mean the commentators were unable to differentiate or prioritize
between important and unimportant passages, or between philosophically inter-
esting or less interesting material. Simplicius writes mostly for a student audience
and his works are intended to be read (In Cael. 377.32, 653.9; In Phys. 111.17,
762.29). There is always a clear grasp of the overall scope and aims of Aristo-
tle’s works, based on extensive rereadings of the works. His strategy includes
formalizing arguments into syllogistic form to ensure they are valid (after the
example of Aristotle’s logical works, Analytics, Topics). His commentaries there-
fore reflect long established strategies raised to a new level of complexity and
comprehensiveness, combining two existing types of explication: question-and-
answer discussions and the running commentary. Both forms have their origin
in teaching, which occasionally shows in the alternation between broad discus-
sion of the text (theoria) and linguistic detail (lexis) — a structure found in Proclus
and common in the Alexandrian commentaries.

His harmonization of Greek philosophers goes significantly further than Pla-
tonists before him in trying to bring Plato and Aristotle closer together on
important issues. To us it may seem misguided, but the intended sumphonia
is not a naive claim to full agreement on everything, but a sustained effort
to eliminate superficial contradictions. Differences of opinion, so Simplicius
argues, can be useful (e.g., In Cat. 1.22—2.3) and allow reconciliation by close
study of the text and eliminating apparent disagreements (In Phys. 36.24—31,
cf. In Cael. 159.3—9). It was of course already Aristotle himself who saw agree-
ment among all or most of the experts as a sign of the truth. Yet the unified view
of the Greek philosophical tradition as a whole is a more extreme stance prob-
ably intended to counter the hegemony of Christian doctrine, which boasted
of its own doctrinal unity and was responsible for the dwindling influence of
pagan theology. Simplicius does show awareness of the potential risks of such
a strategy, but remains convinced that the similarities outweigh the differences.
He may well have aimed to compete with the Christian sacred texts, trying to
offer, as it were, a ‘pagan gospel’.

4 THOUGHT

Commentary as philosophy, philosophy as commentary

It is not easy to present a summary of Simplicius’ philosophical views. They are
woven into his commentaries, which serve several agendas, explicating Aris-
totle being the most important one. By Simplicius’ time doing philosophy
meant responding to works of Plato and Aristotle in the form of philosophical
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commentary. In short, the teaching was scholarly in its method, philosophical
in its approach and spiritual in its outlook: philosophical exegesis and doctri-
nal instruction go hand in hand. Late-antique Platonism came to the study of
the world with deeply religious motives as well as certain technical skills of a
scholarly nature that accompany their philosophical activities. Spirituality and
philosophy were crucially linked and the writing of commentary was a form of
teaching and contemplation all at once. The latter has been linked to the psych-
agogic effect of copying (In Cat. 3.5) and explicating texts (In Epict. p. 1 Hadot).
Therefore the account given here cannot claim to be comprehensive, as much
remains to be done to extract Simplicius’ views from among his elucidations and
elaborations on Aristotle’s text. Originality was certainly not his priority, and
given the daunting volume of writings used, a considerable challenge. Further
constraints on philosophical innovation were the well-defined curriculum and
to some extent the Platonist habit of self-effacing restraint. After Plotinus, the
Platonist curriculum evolved into a fixed reading programme of Platonic and
Aristotelian works executed in close teacher-student discussions, while follow-
ing a didactic method many commentators employed (a fixed set of questions,
more recently dubbed isagogical issues, e.g., subject, authorship, book division,
order of reading).

Simplicius’ works reflect this practice. Plotinus studied Aristotle, perhaps
because he saw the value of his analytical and conceptual skills and to under-
stand Plato better, but he also often criticizes Aristotle. Porphyry’s Introduc-
tion (Eisagoge) secured the foundational role Aristotle’s work would play, espe-
cially by choosing Categories and De interpretatione as the first works to be
read in the curriculum (and in that order, In Cat. 15.14—18). This attitude,
continuing earlier syncretistic tendencies in the Academy, gave Aristotle a
role in the explication of Platonic thought, leading to the transformation
of both.

The commentaries aim to clarify Aristotle comprehensively in order to show
how his philosophy explains the external world, both sublunar (Physics) and
supra-lunar (On the Heavens), in all its splendour, offering testimony to the order
and all-pervading influence of the One and enhancing the student’s respect and
awe for the creation. The works on logic (On Interpretation, Categories) study the
linguistic forms that represent the sensible and intelligible realities. His careful
scholarship on In Cat. shows that his account is a compressed representation
of the ancient authorities that confirm the continuity of his views, while his
selections favour comments which assist his exegesis. Still, when Simplicius
himself seems to suggest that he is but a conduit for earlier views (In Cat. 2.30—
3.4, 11—106), this is a qualified judgement in light of a long exegetical tradition.
Nor is it an admission of uncritical deference: traditionalism did not exclude



Simplicius of Cilicia 719

critical judgement and disagreement (e.g., Damascius against Proclus, In Phys.
795.15—17; Simplicius against Alexander, In Cael. 526.16—17; $59—60).

Simplicius thus combines instruction in physics and cosmology with a keen
interest in moulding the spiritual outlook of aspiring Platonists, since the une-
ducated soul needs guidance from someone who has seen the truth (In Cat.
12.26—8). For moral instruction he made the remarkable choice of clarifying
the so-called Handbook (Encheiridion) of Epictetus, the Stoic philosopher of
the first century cE. Stoic ideas had already found their way into the gen-
eral philosophical discourse in the early imperial period, and into Platon-
ist thought from the fourth Academy onwards, but they were heavily criti-
cized for their materialism and extreme position on the moral perfection of
the wise man. Simplicius’ choice served a pedagogical purpose of helping
the soul reach its moral and intellectual perfection, which Plotinus and Por-
phyry (Sent. 32) had outlined as a gradual ascent to assimilation with God
(Plato, Theaetetus 176b). Overall, his aim to annotate Aristotle’s work and pre-
serve Greek philosophy with its exegetical tradition makes for a truly poly-
mathic programme driven by different, and sometimes competing, agendas. His
own views will therefore always seem reactive, taking their cue from doctrine
and earlier debates, but it is crucial to remember that his aim is to serve a
higher purpose (exegetical synthesis in clarifying Aristotle), not to be origi-
nal. When he does contribute an original point, he is almost apologetic about
it (e.g., In Phys. 946.24—6). However, his stance 1s as a rule respectful and
critical.

Ethics

Simplicius’ enthusiasm for Epictetus’ Handbook is an unexpected, but not inex-
plicable, aspect of his writing activities in ethics. It stands alone in its attempt
to absorb a complete work from another school of thought and allows us to
extract interesting details about their curriculum and about their views on the
role of philosophers in society. He probably had access to a fuller version of the
Discourses which he claims overlaps with the Handbook (our current text does
not confirm this). He also speaks of a letter by Arrian, the student responsible
for publishing the Discourses (p. 192 Hadot). It is possible that he wrote the
commentary while still in Athens, when pressure on pagan ways of life from
the Christian authorities was increasing; Epictetus could serve as a model for
a philosopher living under the rule of a tyrant or evil ruler, which Simplicius
could easily have considered an analogue to his own situation under Emperor
Justinian (§31—79 cE). This reading is supported (as noted earlier) by contem-
porary allusions to the role of philosophers in society and to tyrannical times
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(In Epict. 32 and epilogue).” It would not be the first time that a ‘historical’
study served the purpose of veiled criticism for those in the know.

In the introduction Simplicius explains that the Stoic manual recommends
itself because its ethical guidelines are conveniently succinct and emotionally
powerful, mostly through vivid imagery and examples from real life. This makes
it a useful ethical primer for students of philosophy in their personal develop-
ment. It also ofters guidance for self<improvement. The Stoic doctrines become
subordinated to the Platonist framework of virtue ethics inspired by Plotinus
(Enn. 1.2 [19]) and chosen to fit the needs of the Platonist curriculum. It has
been surmised that Simplicius may not have fully grasped the extent to which
Platonist ethics was incompatible with Stoic ethics. The Stoic doctrine of the
mortality of the soul, for one, is a clear obstacle to the Platonist position. But
Simplicius holds firm and merely expresses surprise that the work can teach
virtue despite this false view (In Epict. 194). Whatever the reason, his commen-
tary offers a fascinating insight into his exegetical and philosophical approach
of trying to blend late Platonist and Stoic ideas on god, evil, human psychol-
ogy and appropriate action, even if elsewhere he attacks the Stoics for their
materialism and flawed analysis of metaphysical concepts. His admiration for
Epictetus is clear from his praise for the practicality of the work (e.g., In Epict.
264, 305, 367) and even from his criticisms of Epictetus, where an emphasis
on the discrepancies between the Platonic and Stoic doctrines (soul, god, evil,
appropriate action, friendship, providence) succeeds in limiting the damage such
an approach might have produced.

Simplicius divides the manual into four parts according to Epictetus’ general
philosophical principle to be concerned only with what is ‘up to us’, that
is, within our control (1—21), the educational stages of student progress in
moral capabilities (22—8), the more technical advice on appropriate action (30—
3), and Epictetus’ use of precepts (48—53). This division frames the whole
work; he is keen to explain the ethical principles for the benefit of students
unfamiliar with this kind of work and to show his grasp of the work. The
rational understanding of ethics also requires metaphysics (theology), psychology
and a theodicy. Simplicius provides these elements by sketching the Platonist
framework within which he wants to consider the handbook. The nature and
role of God follows the teachings of Plotinus and Proclus (but they disagree on
the origin of evil, see below): as the highest entity in a hierarchical universe God
is an omnipresent force that creates and sustains the world, and is a providential

7 O’Meara 2004: 89—90, 94ft. Hadot 2001b remains sceptical that these allow us to date the commen-
tary. Verbeke 1975: 442 infers that such an allusion must mean he wrote it affer he left Athens. This
seems to ignore the gradual process of growing tensions leading up to the closure of the school.
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force over and above fate. God’s absolute transcendence complicates human
interaction with the divine, but Simplicius suggests that prayer and repentance
can still be effective in changing us (390). In addition, theurgy and ritual may
allow the purified souls to connect with the divine, resulting in the much
coveted state of illumination.

The psychology underlying the ethical instructions is an uneasy blend of
Platonic, Aristotelian and Stoic notions. Starting, like Damascius, from the
definition of the First Alcibiades, which claims the body as mere instrument of
the soul, the dual nature of human beings is reforged into one of dependence
and hierarchical ordering. This position clearly devalues materiality and thus also
material goods as factors in ethical conduct; readers are encouraged to strive
upwards, away from matter and towards the Good. The rational soul will be able
to do this by purifying itself, which means freeing itself from irrational elements
of the flesh and the emotions, first, in the pursuit of appropriate virtues, and
second, by leaving the sublunary existence behind. The soul’s capacity to rise
upwards relies on the Platonic doctrine of souls as self~-movers by way of desires,
impulse, belief and choice. The last aspect is crucial to all psychic motions, but it
forces Simplicius to mediate between the Platonic and Stoic notion of choice to
allow for degrees — more or less Aristotle’s position. Here we see how Plotinus’
model of degrees of virtues (cathartic, political, ethical) partly defuses these
tensions and creates a moral development from Stoic apatheia (transcending
the body) to metriopatheia (moderate suppression of passions, Plato, Phaedo;
Aristotle). When the rational soul ‘surrenders to bodies and to irrational and
bodily movements, it too is pulled about like a marionette and shoved, and it
no longer has its motions readily up to it’ (4.48—50); at such times the rational
soul is not fully self-determined. But he insists that choice can only be moved
from within, even if the object of choice is external (4.8—10), thereby placing
the responsibility for controlling irrational motions with us. In this context, it is
worth noting that Simplicius seems unaware that Aristotle’s term for ‘choice’,
prohairesis, 1s different from Epictetus’ use, the former signifying the process of
coming to a moral decision, the latter a disposition.

Moral development towards the Good is thus dependent on making the
right choices, but one of the major difficulties encountered is the temptation
of the body, emotions and other bad influences. Simplicius’ position on evil
follows Proclus (but both may be following lamblichus): evil does not have a
real existence, but is either an illusion or a genuine absence of goodness. He
refers to it as parhupostasis (‘derivative subsistence’), in which the prefix par(a)
signifies a departure from being (342 Hadot / 81.26-8 Diibner; cf. In Phys.
250.21, 1262.8; In Cat. 416.32, 418.17). This attempt to deny evil a proper
ontological status (going against Plotinus’ view of matter as evil, Enn. 1.8 [51])
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is of course intended to save God from the responsibility of having created evil
(see esp. In Epict. 8 and 27; cf. Proclus, On the Existence of Evils 35). When
humans go wrong, they fail to use their ability of self-determination for the
good. Simplicius’ theodicy is thus compromised by the insistence on human
responsibility for good behaviour in combination with God’s omniscience and
omnipotence. It implies that humans are created with the potential to veer away
from the path to virtue. The cause of the soul’s ‘turning away’ seems to lie in
its contact with the sensible world (203), but it is not clear why it fails to resist,
given that Simplicius endows it with a natural ability to do so (195).

Language and logic

Simplicius’ commentary on the Categories presents a rich scholarly discussion
of the text and its exegetical tradition since Porphyry, who was probably the
first Platonist commentator on Aristotle. His interpretation of the Categories is
influenced by Alexander (whose commentary is lost in Greek), Porphyry’s Ad
Gedalium and Commentary by Questions and Answers (who used Alexander and is
a major source for many earlier views rehearsed in Simplicius), and Iamblichus,
whose commentary he tries to boil down to its essentials (In Cat. 3.2—10).
He also speaks highly of Boethus of Sidon (1.18), an Aristotelian (probably
accessed via Porphyry), who wrote a ‘word-by-word exegesis’ (30.2). A striking
misconception inherited from Iamblichus is his belief that Aristotle depended
on a work by the Pythagorean Archytas, a contemporary of Plato. This leads
him to criticize Aristotle (300.9 ff.) for a defective treatment of the categories,
compared to Archytas’ more systematic treatment (especially of the last six) —
even if the work in question was written much later and is in fact dependent on
Aristotle, not the other way around. Such confused judgements, easy to correct
from hindsight, resulted from the attempt to re-emphasize the Pythagorean
influence on Platonism — another attempt to offer a more venerable origin
for their philosophical beliefs. Competitive motives could easily blind them to
historical and doctrinal realities.

In the opening pages Simplicius gives the reader a justification for his own
approach. He wants to get an accurate understanding of the work by way of
writing about it (3.5). He also reproduces Iamblichus’ elevated explications in
a clear form, but at the same time ‘reduce[s] the vast multitude of variegated
writings; not, as the most philosophical Syrianus did, to an absolute minimum,
but as far as was compatible while leaving out nothing necessary’ (tr. M. Chase).
Simplicius’ introduction (In Cat. 3.4—11) thus outlines his approach in a clear and
purposeful way and marks a mediating stage between expansive and summative
approaches in the exegetical tradition.
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Considered a fundamental component of the early stages of philosophical
training, the Categories and On Interpretation became the starting point of the late-
Platonic curriculum (and in that order, In Cat. 15.14—18). Their new role was to
be a guide to Aristotle’s philosophy as a whole, but their interpretation remained
a point of debate. Formal analysis, intent on justifying their nature and number,
created tensions between the logical and the metaphysical requirements of late
Platonism. Aristotle’s rather informal presentation of these concepts (arrived at
discursively in class) shows cracks under methodical scrutiny (especially because
the order of the categories is not consistently presented).

In his Categories, Aristotle set out a conceptual breakdown of reality in broad
terms. It divides roughly into three parts, introductory chapters (1—4), the actual
‘categories’, and the so-called post-praedicamenta. The usual preliminary issues
take up the first twenty pages, starting with the subject (skopos, 9.4—13.26),
which looks at what kategoriai mean (‘ten simple things’, ‘genera of being’)
and noting that they are unlike the common usage (17.29) and the origi-
nal rhetorical meaning of ‘accusation’ (17.1—4). In enumerating the different
kinds of things/words Aristotle tried to clarify which entities could be sub-
sumed under general headings. Simplicius’ review of existing opinions informs
us about attacks and arguments in favour — judiciously using one commen-
tator’s solutions to solve another’s queries (In Cat. 21.1—21). In addition, he
discusses the choice of title, its place in the corpus (part of logic), its chap-
ter division, and its authenticity. On the last point, Simplicius employs many
criteria similar to other commentaries on the Categories (Greek and Arabic),
giving sound reasons for its genuine Aristotelian nature (e.g., density of con-
cepts and phrasing, cross-references in other works, accepted as genuine by his
associates).

In his overall interpretation of the categories, Simplicius follows Porphyry and
Tamblichus, taking into account some of the debates on important issues such
as the role of differentiae, substance, matter, and the relative (including relative
change). He agrees with Iamblichus that one needs knowledge of homonyms
and synonyms first before going into the categories proper. But he thinks there
are limits to how much the work can be Platonized, so that critical engagement
with previous commentators occurs regularly. He mounts a sustained polemic
against Plotinus who maintained (Enn. 6.1—3) that they do not apply to the
intellectual realm of Forms in the way that Plato’s Great Kinds of Being in
the Sophist could; that only the first four categories can be applied to the
sensible world (substance, quantity, relation, quality); and who reforged action
and affection into a category of motion, and rejected the remaining categories
(when, where, being-in-a-position, having). Simplicius believes that Plotinus
fails to distinguish actual instances of acting and undergoing from the principles
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of acting and undergoing (312.10—11); instead, he holds that in composite things
both processes can be at work, so that there is no need for them to be conflated.
Plotinus cannot account for cases such as the Unmoved Mover (302.5 ft., 306.13
ff., 322.13 ff.) and ‘objects of thought and sight’ (312.22 ff.). Several other cases of
criticism are found. He raises objections against lamblichus’ ‘intellective theory’,
the name for a ‘higher’ interpretation of how according to him the categories
do apply to the intelligible world (contra Plotinus). Simplicius criticizes him for
inconsistency on the category of place (364.7 ff.), arguing that time and place are
needed for the intelligible world as well as the sensible world. Regarding time
and place, Simplicius wants to argue that there is a special relation between time
and place on the one hand, and what is in time and place on the other (being
in a place belongs to bodies). Plotinus and his followers refused to accept that
this warrants a separate category. He also argues against the Stoics (in particular
Cornutus) that the categories are not just linguistic phenomena, but sides with
Porphyry that they are significant words (lexeis) informing us about the world
because they refer to real things (pragmata).

Simplicius’ comments on parts s—8 deal with substance, quantity, relative
and quality. In earlier discussions the order of these had been debated. The
ordering is important for reasons of consistency and proper ontological organi-
zation. He agrees that substance should go first, but prefers quality in second
place (with ‘Archytas’, 157.26). Quality is considered closer to Platonic Form,
hence more important than quantity (second in Aristotle). He derives the
importance of Relative from the fact that it will come into existence third, as
soon as two categories have been postulated. Another concern is the defini-
tion of the categories: because they are fundamental kinds, the usual definition
by (higher) genus and differentia cannot work. Quantity is associated with the
sensible world and matter (extension), so that it is rightly given a place after
the others. Simplicius’ own contribution here emerges clearly in at least three
instances: by positing, against Iamblichus, the differentia as ‘substantial qual-
ity’; by proposing a compromise on essential predication; and by raising a fine
point against lamblichus on the natural order in words when pronouncing them
(138.25—139.10).

The last part of the commentary deals with the categories as distinguished
by Aristotle (Cat. 9: acting, undergoing, being-in-a-position, when, where,
having) and with the so-called post-praedicamenta, a discussion of certain types
of opposition, considered spurious by Andronicus of Rhodes (379.8—12; Sim-
plicius disagrees). Aristotle’s incomplete text complicates the exegesis and an
interpolation at 11b1o—16 offers a blanket statement that no more need be said
about the remaining categories. Much of Simplicius’ remaining discussion goes
through aporiai and problems, with both positive and negative comments on
Tamblichus’ contribution to the debate.
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Natural philosophy

In his interpretation of Aristotle’s Physics, Simplicius presents a comprehensive
and detailed running commentary that aims to show the coherence of the
work as a whole and its importance for Platonic (meta)physics. He expounds
Aristotle’s doctrines, motives and arguments throughout, adducing additional
materials, either to fill in gaps (e.g., the divisio of first principles in Aristotle), or
to connect ‘the dots’, making sure that unity (as he sees it) and coherence of the
Greek philosophical tradition is established. The overall metaphysical structure
of reality follows that of Plotinus with few adjustments; the sensible world is a
watered down, materially embedded reflection of the intelligible upper realm;
thorough knowledge of nature assists in reaching one’s goal (God) and can be
considered a form of worship; evil is not an independent entity, but an absence
of goodness.

Aristotle provided pioneering discussions of fundamental principles by iden-
tifying and defining important concepts such as cause, change, motion, place,
time, bodies and the prime mover. His successor Theophrastus saw the work
as falling into two parts (In Phys. 923.7-8; cf. 1358.8—10): books 1—5 dealt with
principles (also attributed to Adrastus, In Phys. 6.4—10), while books 68 are
on ‘motion’ (in the generic sense of ‘change’). This book division was a matter
of some dispute in the tradition, and Simplicius knows of a second division
into four books On Natural Principles, and four On Motion (In Cael. 226.19—20,
In Phys. 802.8—11, attributed to Porphyry).

To Simplicius and some of his Platonist predecessors (Plotinus, Porphyry,
Ammonius (Asclepius In Metaph. 69.24—7)), Greek philosophers seemed in
agreement with Plato and Aristotle on fundamental philosophical problems.
For instance, he makes the (uncontroversial) claim that the phusikoi are in
agreement regarding the need for inquiring after the basic principles of nature
(In Phys. 21.13—14), but he goes too far in claiming there is agreement about
the first principles, as can be gleaned from his use of harmonia (182.10, 188.13,
188.16, 204.27). The Presocratics represent ancient wisdom that needs to be
taken on board as irrefutable (77.11). Here Simplicius probably took up the
interpretive direction of Plotinus, Porphyry and Syrianus regarding the relevance
of the Presocratic doctrines, but he clearly uses better and richer sources to do
so, often illustrating his claims with lavish quotations from Presocratic works,
Theophrastus, Eudemus, Alexander and Porphyry (he verifies information on
Hippocrates of Chios in Alexander: In Phys. 60.22—68.32). In some cases we
would have very little (Parmenides, Empedocles) or no (Anaxagoras) verbatim
material without him.

It would be imprudent to try and present a comprehensive picture of Simpli-
cius’ assessment of the Presocratics, but a few salient points may be highlighted
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in order to show how he often constructs early Greek thought as an anticipation
of Platonism. He sees Parmenides as a precursor to Plato on the interpretation
of reality as a duality: what used to be the distinction between the perceptual
and the conceptual of human cognition is, from a Plotinian perspective, trans-
ported onto a vertical plane, so that truth and reality belong to the upper realm
in line with the Plotinian hierarchical scheme. Parmenides is also praised for
his rigour in argument (In Phys. 116.2—4, from Eudemus). Both these charac-
teristics make Parmenides the perfect anticipation of Plato (I note that Syrianus
already claimed Plato and Parmenides agree, In Metaph. 13—14, 171.11—14).
Regrettably, Simplicius also tends to identify Plato’s Parmenides of the dialogue
with the historical figure — a reminder of the ahistorical approach common in
late Platonism.

His interpretation of Empedocles may take its cue from the (Platonizing)
interpretation initiated by Porphyry, in which the cosmic cycles in Empedocles
are read as a non-literal representation of the emanations of the One. Simplicius
claims how Plato in his cosmology follows Empedocles (31.24—8), assimilating
the idea that Love and Hate cause the basic elements to gather or disperse. He
does, however, get it wrong on the interpretation of Empedocles’ cosmos which
is, as Aristotle claims, at rest. With regard to other thinkers, Anaxagoras is of
particular interest because of his thesis that the universe is ruled by a rational
force (Mind). The pattern is clearly one of seeking antecedents for Platonist
views by way of similarities that allow Simplicius to expound and defend Pla-
tonist doctrines with the help of past authorities. Aristotle’s teleological view of
intellectual history is thus reinforced and updated to the early sixth century.

In terms of doctrines, Simplicius will often closely follow Aristotle, but with
numerous adjustments, either his own or inspired by his teachers (Damascius,
Ammonius). The harmonizing tendency often leads to unusual outcomes in this
account of natural philosophy; this requires him to smooth out discrepancies or
‘adjust’ particular doctrines: he will claim that Plato has six, not four principles
(In Phys. 3.18—19) and in its terminology the discussion is reminiscent of Plotinus
and Damascius (In Phys. 1.7-8); he will label the circular motion of the fiery
sphere not natural or counter-natural, but ‘supernatural’ (In Cael. 35.12—13 =
fr. 12 Wildberg); his interpretation of the causality of the Unmoved Mover (In
Phys. 1361.11—-1363.12) shows direct dependence on Ammonius, who argued
that Aristotle’s God was an efficient cause sustaining the universe. A similar view
is found in Plotinus (Enn. 5.3.15.28—30) and, if we accept Simplicius’ testimony,
Alexander, who even defends its Aristotelian origin (In Phys. 258.14—25). These
interpretations show that Simplicius is ‘Platonizing’ the material, but it is always
clear when this happens, not least because he gives his source text before
presenting his own interpretation of them.
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His digressions on the concepts of place and time (the Corollaries, appended
to In Phys. 4) are two clear examples of Simplicius’ own philosophical position
because he clearly speaks in his own voice. In his account, he evaluates existing
views on, and criticisms of, Aristotle, including those of Theophrastus, Proclus
and Damascius. Proclus defended the interval as place after arguing against the
views that it was either matter or form, and against Aristotle’s view since it
produces absurdities. Simplicius raises objections to the position of ‘incorporeal
interval’ (615.13 ff.), arguing that immateriality can still produce an impression
and thus make it visible (616.26-8). Despite his original contribution, Proclus
is in for some criticism. It is Damascius, building on Theophrastus, who is
given credit for a better account, even if he too is not immune to critique. On
place, a two-dimensional surface for Aristotle, Simplicius follows the criticism
of Theophrastus who prefers a more dynamic concept, and with Damascius,
who defined place as ‘good ordering’ (644.10—11), he gives place the power
to arrange the parts of the world which is viewed as an ‘organism’. lamblichus
already had postulated that place holds things together, giving each thing a
unique place which moves with it. Simplicius and Damascius agree that the
power to arrange members of an organism is assigned to place (e.g., 636.8—
13, 637.25—30). Thus Simplicius accepts the dynamic understanding of place
as advocated by lamblichus, Syrianus and Damascius, but disagrees with the
notion that place is the measure of positioning and size for things (In Phys.
625.28; 627.2 and 14—15). Simplicius moves away from Theophrastus’ position
regarding the control of an organism’s parts which is left to form, not place (as
Damascius would have it). The excursus on time responds to Aristotle’s rejection
of the paradoxes on whether time exists at all. Aristotle argued that if its parts
do not exist, neither can time itself, and whether an instance can cease to exist.
Beginning with Iamblichus, the late Platonists had posited higher and lower
time, the former being ‘above change’ and therefore immune to paradox, while
the lower kind is considered a stretch of time between two instants. Simplicius
agrees that time exists as something which continuously comes into being, and
is divisible in thought only. He provides his own solution that time is infinite,
if viewed as a cycle (i.e., without beginning or end) in his discussion on the
continuum (in Phys. 6).

Cosmology: Aristotle’s On the Heavens

Simplicius’ commentary on On the Heavens was probably written before those
on Physics and Categories, since internal cross-references (e.g., In Phys. 1118.3;
1146.27; 1169.7 etc.) allow us to establish a relative chronology. It seeks to
explicate Aristotle’s work on cosmology in a way that harmonizes it with Plato’s
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cosmology as found in the Timaeus. The study of the cosmos also involves
metaphysics and theology, representing the spiritual outlook of late Platonism
on the causes and nature of the universe. The commentary follows Aristo-
tle’s text closely, but Simplicius significantly alters the cosmological account
of Aristotle with full use of post-Aristotelian reactions inside and outside the
Peripatos. For instance, Simplicius resorts to earlier commentaries and acknowl-
edges that post-Aristotelian authors have improved earlier accounts in astronomy
(e.g., Hipparchus, Aristarchus, Ptolemy 471.9—10; cf. 506.5—10), so he acknowl-
edges scientific progress. Famously, he defends Platonic (meta)physics against
the Christian Philoponus (see below). In achieving both objectives, he runs into
serious problems, but it is interesting to see how he tries to overcome them. He
also makes elaborate and critical use of Alexander’s comments on the work.

In On the Heavens, Aristotle presents a systematic, though not always clearly
organized, study of the universe building on the principles of his physics. He sets
out the structure of the cosmos and the nature of the heavenly bodies, including
types of motion and shape, the (relative) position, location and distances to the
fixed sphere and to the earth (books 1—2), and the generation and transformation
of elements and the notion of weight (books 3—4). Striking positions are the
natural motion of the four terrestrial elements (earth and water tend to fall, air
and fire rise), the controversial claim that there is a heavenly fifth element which
causes fire to have circular motion (aether, book 1 chs. 2—4), refutation of the
Pythagorean idea of a harmony of the spheres (2, ch. 9), and critical comments
on Plato’s Timaeus (e.g., Cael. 300b17—19) and earlier philosophers.

The harmonizing tendency in this commentary comes up against some sig-
nificant obstacles. The Plotinian picture of reality is a hierarchical structure from
the upper level of the ineffable One in the intelligible realm to the sensible realm
of enmattered forms. Its core aspects are the goodness and eternity of the first,
and the evil nature and temporality of the latter, while the One serves as an
efficient as well as final cause (e.g., Enn. 3.8.11.40, 5.3.15.28—30). Within this
metaphysical framework and using Plato’s views on the universe in the Timaeus
Simplicius is trying to accommodate Aristotelian physics and cosmology. But
Plato’s cosmology contains several elements which (to modern eyes at least)
resist harmonization with Aristotle’s cosmology. Plato’s creation of the universe
by a creator God clashes with Aristotle’s view that the cosmos is uncreated and
eternal, making the highest divine Being merely a source of admiration and
emulation (Cael. 2.12) with no direct causal connection to the world. Plato
has a Creator God (Demiurge) impose order and form upon already existing
matter by looking at a ‘model’ — evoking the analogy of a craftsman using an
ideal Form as a perfect exemplar; Aristotle sees nature as having an internal
formative principle with a purposeful trajectory (teleology) — a way of thinking
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grounded in biology, procreation and the regeneration of species. In his Physics
commentary (see below), Simplicius approvingly cites Ammonius’ theory that
Aristotle’s Mind-God is an efficient cause working as a sustaining force for the
conservation of the universe.

In the prologue’s review of standard introductory questions, Simplicius already
adds minor polemical notes regarding the work’s subject, which according to
Alexander was the world (In Cael. 1.1, or the world and the simple bodies,
2.9-10), according to Iamblichus and Syrianus the whole cosmos (1.24—2.1,
5—7), but according to Simplicius the heavens and the sublunary four elements
(4.25—7). Again, Simplicius proceeds by carefully evaluating previous claims
while giving his own balanced assessment of Aristotle’s and reported views. In
the remainder of the first book he continues to give meticulous expositions of
Aristotle’s arguments and motives for his account regarding the work’s subject,
its relation to physics, and how it contributes to divine worship. In book 2 he
tries to settle several fundamental claims of Aristotelian cosmology: the eternity
of the heaven, its circular motion, and its spherical shape (2.1—4), its preferred
direction (2.5, includes a critique of the Pythagoreans), heat and light in the
stars (2.7), which are carried by something and produce no sound (2.8-9).
He even claims that Aristotle in his On Prayer clearly stated that there is a
transcendent intellect (In Cael. 485.21—22 ho theos € nous esti e kai epekeina ti
fou nou). During his elaborate discussions he often reports from, and takes issue
with, Alexander’s views — providing us with important information on the
Peripatetic’s lost commentary.

Starting from criticisms by the Peripatetic Xenarchus in his Against the Fifth
Element (In Cael. 13.21, from which Simplicius produces some important frag-
ments) and a suggestion by Origen (a third-century Platonizing Christian),
Simplicius makes fire in the heavens rotate according to the natural inclination
of the fifth element, giving the cosmos its eternal existence. He also refers to
an objection from Alexander of Aphrodisias (who adopts it from his teacher
Sosigenes: In Cael. 32.1—11), that their rotation on transparent spheres could not
explain the occasional closeness of some planets. Such scientific details show his
wide reading and knowledge of astronomy, which became incorporated into
the commentary, preserving important and sometimes unique materials from
Ptolemy (e.g., On the Elements and Optics at In Cael. 20.11; On Hypotheses at
456.23—7; Geographia at $49.10). On occasion, Simplicius may introduce alien
elements (celestial soul, In Cael. 78—80) or show inconsistency as when the sec-
ond hypostasis, the first and absolute Being (In Cael. 93.16-17) does not (yet)
have determination (diakrisis), because this would give non-being existence (this
differs slightly from that which he relates in his In Epict. 75.50—76.11 D/333
Hadot). But overall deviations from cosmological doctrines of the late fifth
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century occur because of conflicts in the copious materials he collects or on
the basis of new scientific discoveries. Simplicius often notes that advances are
being made, in scientific, astronomical (e.g., In Cael. 471.9-10; In Phys. 625.2,
795.33—5) as well as mathematical issues (In Phys. 60.21—69.34, Hippocrates of
Chios and the quadrature of the circle, from Alexander and Eudemus’ Researches
in Geometry). Innovation and progress were not considered impossible.

At the heart of the cosmological dispute lay the question of the eternity of
the world. Here we see Simplicius put up a defence of pagan theology and
the Aristotelian claim that the world is uncreated and indestructible. We get a
rare glimpse of his otherwise unobtrusive personality from the unusually fierce
polemic regarding this question aimed at the Alexandrian Christian Platonist
Philoponus, a slightly younger contemporary who attacked Proclus’ account of
the eternity of the world (Against Proclus on the Eternity of the World, dated to
529 CE), a work Simplicius probably did not read (In Cael. 135.29—31). He is
basing his comments on Philoponus’ Against Aristotle, a later work surviving only
in fragments (in part extant in the earlier treatise). Several episodes of invective
aim to discredit the plausibility of the philosophical arguments Philoponus
offered in support of Christian cosmology. The polemic is therefore as much
an advertisement for Platonism as it is an attempt to preserve the pagan spiritual
perspective for future generations. His aversion to the Christians shows in his
prickly descriptions of them as ‘godless’, ‘superficial’, ‘weak-minded’, believers
of a passing whim. He argues against Christians in different places, concerning
God’s forgiveness (In Epict. 271), the heaven as a seat or home of God (In Cael.
370.29—31), or possibly on the existence of gods (117.24 ff.), but he is most
agitated and abusive against Philoponus. He must have thought the latter’s work
to be quite influential if not dealt with appropriately, which implies a well-
informed audience. Simplicius’ vocabulary abounds with rude and dismissive
vignettes, calling him vainglorious, a novice, a dissenter, impious, emotional, a
madman — in short, the opposite of a learned and sophisticated person interested
in the truth. We are informed about this debate mostly by Simplicius’ works,
although he never refers to him by his real name (Philoponus is probably an
adopted name, meaning ‘lover of hard work’), but only as ‘that man’ or ‘the
Grammarian’ — perhaps an attempt to condemn him to oblivion, but certainly
to present himself as ‘dispassionate’ and only concerned with the truth.

To Simplicius, Philoponus was a renegade and traitor. He was also trained by
Ammonius in Alexandria (though they never met, In Cael. 26.17-19), which
made him a more knowledgeable and dangerous opponent, in particular since
his main strategy was to turn his opponents’ arguments against themselves.
In his attack on Proclus and Aristotle, Philoponus had argued for an absolute
beginning of the universe (including matter) and an ending. He abandoned
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Aristotle’s position of an indestructible upper realm, making it as perishable as
the lower part of creation. Philoponus’ attack on Aristotle extended to many
aspects of his natural philosophy. He also denied the existence of the fifth
element (aether), which Aristotle had declared part of the outermost ring of the
universe, having a natural circular motion (Cael. 1.2—4).

Simplicius’ actual defence of an eternal universe (1326.38—1336.34) consists
of long quotations and detailed refutations. Regarding the heavens, he insists
Aristotle’s view (it is both uncreated and indestructible) is correct, construing
the heavens as a mixture of elements, dominated by fire of the highest gradation
(e.g., 66.33—67.5). His defence of aether is a brave, but somewhat desperate
attempt to salvage the Aristotelian world view, for even Theophrastus and
Strato had tried to adjust or diminish its role. The issue involves technical points
such as finite bodies having finite capacity, its dependence on matter (naturally
perishable), matter is divisible — points from which Philoponus used to infer
perishability. Simplicius’ reports of Philoponus” arguments have been criticized
for inaccuracy, though this is most likely the result of his partisanship rather
than deliberate obfuscation. No response from Philoponus survives.

Simplicius ends his commentary with a sincere prayer to the creator-intellect
(In Cael. 731.25—9). Together with the prayer at the end of In Epict. (454)
this confirms the broader religious purpose of his work, which he views as
a contribution to the dissemination and preservation of the pagan spiritual
outlook.

EPILOGUE

Until recently, Simplicius’ views were hardly studied and understood by few.
The late nineteenth century cast him in the role of intermediary, a ‘source’
for Greek philosophy. This strongly classical outlook reinforced the view that
late Platonism, by now labelled NeoPlatonism, was a strange and inferior form
of philosophy, because after Plato and Aristotle nothing could live up to the
classical ideal. Such a judgement seems to rest on the kind of ‘decline-and-fall’
narrative Edward Gibbon made fashionable in his famous History of the Decline
and Fall of the Roman Empire (six vols., 1776—89). Thus Simplicius’ achievement
was customarily measured against inappropriate criteria.

The volume and style of his works make them difficult to categorize. He is
neither a Plato or Aristotle, nor a Plotinus or Proclus, but sui generis. Unprece-
dented in its scope and size, and characteristically modest in presenting a personal
view, his commentaries contain judicious philosophical analysis, sound scholar-
ship and a wealth of source material on other thinkers and philosophies. From
his writings a broadly consistent picture of late-Platonic doctrines emerges,
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but also one that illustrates lively debate, controversy and dissent. Despite its
tendency to appear unified intellectually, late Platonism was never monolithic
philosophically.

Heir to a long-standing philosophical and spiritual tradition, Simplicius had
the misfortune of living in a time which saw Christianity consolidate its power
base at the expense of Hellenic paganism, of which Platonism was the main
intellectual representative. Simplicius aimed to ofter an apologia and protrep-
tic in combining philosophical analysis and historical survey of encyclopaedic
proportions. Measured by his own aims and ambitions, he succeeds well in
implementing this agenda, balancing authorities and accumulated research.

The past three decades have seen considerable progress in Simplician studies.
What remains to be done in order to assess his real legacy is a fuller examination
of his own philosophical contributions to the debates he reported both copiously
and responsibly, even if he was partisan in his thought and sometimes flawed
in his method. Further study can help to tease out his own views from his
cautious criticisms and discreet suggestions (often introduced with ‘maybe’).
With the tools now available (translations, modern analyses) we can extend
the emerging picture. He deserves a place in the history of Platonism which
goes beyond nineteenth-century preoccupations of Quellenforschung and the
prejudice of purists. In view of his ardent harmonizing effort and his fierce
defence of the eternity of the world, his work can be seen as an impressive
last stand against Christian intellectuals, marking the end of an era, while also
prefiguring medieval scholarship and scholasticism. In offering an authoritative
compilation of the main theological teachings known to date primarily intended
for students, Simplicius effectively produced a summa of late antique Platonism.
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JOHN PHILOPONUS

KOENRAAD VERRYCKEN

LIFE AND WORK

There are no reasons to doubt that Philoponus bore the Christian name of
John from birth, and that he was born in Alexandria. Simplicius informs us that
John called himself ‘the Grammarian’ (Simpl. In Cael. 119.7). As regards the
surname ‘Philoponus’ (literally ‘the lover of labour’), it is often considered to
mean that John was at a certain moment a member of a group of philoponoi,
i.e., a militant Christian brotherhood. Probably, however, it only refers to the
author’s diligence as a writer. He was born c. 490 or a few years earlier, and
first studied philology before engaging in philosophy. His master in philosophy
was Ammonius. Somehow Philoponus succeeded in becoming the principal
editor of Ammonius’ commentaries on Aristotle, and we may assume that this
was his main philosophical activity before 529. In 529, the year of Justinian’s
decree prohibiting the teaching of pagan philosophy, Philoponus published
De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum, a violent attack against the Platonic (and
his own earlier) doctrine of the eternity of the world. After 529 he probably
taught philosophy for some time, without, however, being the head of the
Alexandrian school himself. In this period he revised his earlier commentaries
on the Posterior Analytics, the Physics and the Meteorology in the light of his
new Christian philosophy. Philoponus’ Christian about-turn, however, did not
involve the Alexandrian school in its entirety. Even before 529, the scholarch
Ammonius had been succeeded by the mathematician Eutocius, and Eutocius
himself was later succeeded by Olympiodorus, who made no secret of his
paganism. This indicates that during the §30s opportunities for pagan philosophy
opened up again in Alexandria, after the dangerous year 529. By the end of the
same decade Philoponus seems to have vanished from the philosophical scene
properly speaking. In the late s40s or early §550s the author comes to the fore
once again, this time as a participant in theological controversies, among other
things on the nature of Christ and the nature of the divine Trinity. This period
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of theological production in Philoponus’ life extends at least as far as the late
s60s. Philoponus probably died in the early 570s.

Work

Philoponus’” work includes four groups of writings: philosophical works (com-
mentaries and treatises), theological writings, grammatical works and miscel-
laneous scientific works. Several of his writings are lost. For some of the
titles attributed to him it is unclear whether they existed at all or still exist
in manuscript. A certain number of works (or parts of them) that have been
attributed to him are probably or certainly spurious. I will first give a survey of
the extant philosophical writings attributed to Philoponus, and then mention
the most important other extant or partly preserved works.
The series of philosophical commentaries includes:

o In Categorias

o In Analytica Priora. The editor M. Wallies was probably right in considering
book 2 of this commentary as spurious.

o In Analytica Posteriora. The editor M. Wallies advances good reasons for doubting
the authenticity of book 2.

o In Meteorologica T

o In De generatione et corruptione

o (In De generatione animalium). This commentary was wrongly attributed to Philo-
ponus.

o In De anima. The editor M. Hayduck already questioned Philoponus’ authorship
of book 3, and thought Stephanus might be the real author. Many later scholars
followed this view. Recently, W. Charlton has made a strong case for the attribu-
tion of book 3 to Stephanus.' By contrast, Philoponus is certainly the author of
In De intellectu, a commentary on De anima 3.4—8 of which we possess William
of Moerbeke’s Latin translation. Fragments of Philoponus’ Greek original of In
De intellectu are to be found in Sophonias’ paraphrasis of the De anima.

e In Physica. Only books 1—4 have come down to us in their entirety. H. Vitelli also
included a number of fragments from books s—8 in his edition. In books 3 and 4
Philoponus refers three times to his lost (anti-eternalist) commentary on Physics
8 (Phys. 458.30—1; 639.7—9; 762.7—9). Since the preserved Greek fragments of
book 8 are eternalist, we have to conclude either that the author produced two
different commentaries on Physics 8, or that his commentary on book 8 included
an early, eternalist version and a later, anti-eternalist one.”

o (In Metaphysica). The Greek original of this text, a Latin translation of which was
published by E Patrizi in 1583, is attributed to Philoponus in a Viennese codex.

! Charlton 1991: 6—12; Charlton 2000a: 1—12; Charlton 2000b: 1—16.
> Cf. the anti-eternalist Arabic fragments of books § and 8 in Lettink and Urmson 1994: 38; 135.
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Meanwhile, however, it has been clearly shown that Philoponus cannot be the
author of this work.?

e In Nicomachi Introductionem Arithmeticam. This commentary of Philoponus is a
revised version, either directly or indirectly, of Asclepius’ commentary, which
itself reproduces lectures of Ammonius on the Introductio Arithmetica of Nico-
machus of Gerasa.

In the titles of four of Philoponus’ commentaries on Aristotle (In Analytica
priora, In Analytica posteriora, In De generatione et corruptione, In De anima) it is
mentioned that they are based on Ammonius’ lectures, yet, except in the case
of the In Analytica priora, include personal observations of the author.

The series of Philoponus’ philosophical treatises includes:

o De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum, Philoponus’ most famous philosophical work,
in which he attacks Proclus’ treatise De aeternitate mundi. The beginning and end
of Philoponus’ work, including Proclus’ first Argument, are lost.

o Contra Aristotelem (De aeternitate mundi contra Aristotelem). This lost work of Philo-
ponus can partly be reconstructed on the basis of the extensive polemic against
it in Simplicius’ In De caelo and In Physica. The Contra Philoponum passages
in Simplicius are: In De Caelo 25.22—38.5; 42.17-49.25; §6.26—59.23; 66.8—
70.19; 70.34—91.20; 119.7—144.4; 156.25—201.10 and In Physica 1117.15—1118.11;
1129.29—115§2.19; 1156.28—1169.9; T171.30—1182.39; 1326.38—1336.34. Philo-
ponus’ Contra Aristotelem consisted of at least eight books.

e Modern research has shown that Philoponus wrote still another lost treatise
on the temporal beginning of the world, which is sometimes given the title
De contingentia mundi. It was an attempt to demonstrate that the world had a
beginning, and served as a positive counterpart of Philoponus’ polemical works
against Proclus and Aristotle. In the last Contra Philoponum passage of his In
Physica (1326.38—1336.34) Simplicius appears to argue against this third work,
and no longer against the Contra Aristotelem. An Arabic text has been identified
as a summary of the third work, which probably consisted of three books.

e Tiactatus de totalitate et partibus ad Sergium presbyterum. This text, which survives
in a Syriac translation, is usually ranged among Philoponus’ theological works,
but is primarily philosophical.

Philoponus’ most important surviving or partly surviving theological works
are:

e De opificio mundi. A commentary on the cosmogony of Genesis, which in cer-
tain respects can be regarded as representative of the last stage of Philoponus’
philosophical development.

3 Lohr 1991: xi—x1ir; Ebbesen 1981: 111, 86—7.
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e Diaitetes seu arbiter. An account of Philoponus’ monophysite doctrine, which
has survived in Syriac translation. Fragments of the Greek original have been
preserved as well.

o De trinitate (De theologia). In this work, of which some fragments are extant in
Syriac translation, Philoponus expounded his tritheistic views.

o De resurrectione. In this writing Philoponus rejected the idea that it is our earthly
body that will resurrect from the dead at the end of time. Only Syriac fragments
of it survive.

Of the grammatical works attributed to Philoponus I mention De vocabulis
quae diversum significatum exhibent secundum differentiam accentus, and of his other
scientific works De usu astrolabii.

Chronology

Philoponus published his De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum in $29 (Aet. mund.
579.14—15). The Contra Aristotelem was written somewhere between $30 and
534, after De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum (Aet. mund. 258.24—6 etc.; Philop.
apud Simpl. In Cael. 135,27-8.) but before Simplicius’ In De caelo. The third,
non-polemical treatise on the eternity of the world was written after the polem-
ical works against Proclus and Aristotle (Aet. mund. 9.20—6). Its terminus ante
quem is the date of composition of Simplicius’ In Physica, for which the terminus
post quem 1s $38. De opificio mundi was written between §46 and $60, probably
towards the end of that period. The other theological works date from 552
and later.

As regards Philoponus’ commentaries on Aristotle, it is generally agreed now
that the In Meteorologica (in its present form, one should add) was composed after
529, probably even after Contra Aristotelem. Accordingly, Philoponus’ activity as
a commentator on Aristotle went on after 529, and this conclusion applies to
his In Physica as well. Traditionally the Commentary on the Physics is dated to 517
(In Phys. 703.16—17). However, the commentary appears to contain inconsisten-
cies and contradictions with respect to the eternity of the world, the definition
of place and the existence of void, which indicates that an older version was
partly superseded by a later one or later ones. There are good reasons to assume
that the anti-eternalist passages in the present text* were written after $29. As a
consequence the date of §17 can no longer be maintained for the commentary
in its entirety, but only as the date of its first version. The criteria on the basis
of which we can distinguish earlier and later texts in the In Physica (eternity
of the world, definition of place, reality of the void) also allow us to consider

4 In Phys. 54.8—55.26; 191.9-192.2; 428.23—430.10; 456.17—458.31; 467.1—468.4; 762.2—9.
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In Categorias, In De generatione et corruptione and In De anima and In De intellectu as
representative of the same philosophical system as In Physica,, i.e., the Platonic
system of the early Philoponus. The Commentary on the Prior Analytics, too,
appears to belong to the same group of works. The Commentary on the Posterior
Analytics, by contrast, seems to have elements of both Philoponus’ early and
later philosophy.

Tivo different philosophical systems

Under the influence of Evrard’s article on Philoponus’ religious convictions
there has been — and still is — a strong tendency in the research on Philoponus to
understand his work in its entirety against the background of his Christian ‘con-
victions’, and to speak of ‘the’ philosophy of Philoponus.’> Meanwhile, however,
it may have been demonstrated that we have to distinguish two different systems
in Philoponus’ philosophical work. The first of these systems (Philoponus 1) can
be called an ‘Alexandrian’ form of Platonism. It does not constitute, as Praechter
and others thought of Ammonius’ and Philoponus’ philosophy as a whole, a
return to a pre-Plotinian form of Platonism.® Neither is it identical without
qualification with contemporary Athenian Platonism. The philosophy we find
in Ammonius, Asclepius and the early Philoponus can rather be described as
a form of Platonism that has been simplified in comparison with the system
of Proclus, Ammonius’ master. From §29 onwards, by contrast, Philoponus’
philosophical work is based on the Christian idea of creation, and rejects the
basic tenets of his own earlier philosophy (Philoponus 11).

One must realize that the distinction of two systems in Philoponus’ work is
entirely independent of any biographical or chronological hypotheses. I think
it is just impossible to overlook the countless contradictions between, e.g., the
Commentary on De anima on the one hand and De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum
on the other. Whatever the author’s convictions were when he wrote these two
works respectively (and this applies to both works), or whenever Philoponus
wrote the In De anima, at the level of philosophical doctrine they represent two
different systems, which on a number of crucial issues are incompatible with
one another, as may be shown in what follows.

Most of the research on Philoponus so far has been done in the areas of his
philosophical-cum-theological Christian thought and his natural philosophy
(theory of space, void, impetus, ether etc.). In the present chapter I have to
leave aside the author’s dogmatic theological views. As regards his philosophy

S E.g. Evrard 1953; Saffrey 1954; Bohm 1967; Sorabji 1987; Scholten 1996 etc.
© Praechter 1910: 151—4.
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properly speaking, my emphasis will be on the distinction of the two systems and
on their respective internal coherence or lack of coherence. This means that the
cosmological topics which traditionally dominate the research on Philoponus’
philosophy will receive less attention here, with the exception of the eternity
of the world. My outline of the two systems will focus on exegetical policy,
metaphysics, psychology and cosmology as a whole.

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE EARLY PHILOPONUS

Platonic interpretation of Aristotle

The first prominent characteristic of the philosophy of Philoponus 1is its attempt
to harmonize Aristotle with Plato on the basis of Platonic metaphysics. As
a result the texts of the earlier Philoponus show traces of the ‘Platonizing’
approach to Aristotle which was typical of Ammonius, as we know from Sim-
plicius and Asclepius. One of the intentions of this approach was to upgrade
Aristotle in comparison with Plato and to put their respective metaphysics at
the same level.

The best-known instance of Ammonius’ Platonizing interpretation of Aris-
totle was his view that for Aristotle God was both the efficient and final cause
of the universe.” In his In De generatione et corruptione Philoponus, without men-
tioning Ammonius, agrees with his master’s interpretation. On two occasions
Aristotle is said there to accept implicitly that God is also the efficient cause
of the world (In De gen. 136.6-137.3; 152.23—153.2.). Elsewhere in the same
work Philoponus even detects explicit evidence for this interpretation in Aris-
totle’s text (In De gen. 50.1—5; 297.15—24). Crediting Aristotle’s First Unmoved
Mover with both an efficient and final causality was not, as is often thought,
an attempt to Christianize Aristotle as much as possible. The underlying har-
monization of Aristotle with Plato was, on the contrary, an element of the
opposition to the Christian doctrine of creation. According to Philoponus, the
‘efficient’ causality of Aristotle’s God is his power to eternally produce forms
and matter (In Phys. 189.13—17). Taken together, the eternal efficient and final
causality attributed to the Unmoved Mover is easily recognizable as the dou-
ble nature of the Platonic One or Good, which is both the source and goal
of all reality. At the same time, however, Aristotle’s God is also an Intellect.
The resulting paradox can be solved by assuming that Ammonius and Philo-
ponus implicitly introduced the Platonic distinction between the One and the

7 Simpl. In Cael. 271.13—21; In Phys. 1360.24—1363.24; Asclep. In Metaph. 28.20—2; 103.3—4; 148.10—
13; 225.15—17.
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divine Intellect into Aristotle’s God. Anyway, the early Philoponus understands
Aristotle’s divine Intellect as eternally creative, and this means that our author
credits Aristotle with the doctrine that the universalia ante res are logoi within the
demiurgic Intellect.® In other words, he makes Aristotle an adherent of Plato’s
theory of ideas. Consequently, he considers Aristotle’s criticism of the theory
of ideas as a criticism, not of the existence of the ideas, but only of their being
hypostasized outside the demiurgic Intellect (In De gen. 285.25—286.16; In Phys.
225.4—226.11).

The emanationist interpretation of Aristotle’s theology is not the only instance
of the early Philoponus’ Platonic exegesis of Aristotle. In the In De anima and In
De intellectu Aristotle’s psychology, too, is harmonized to a certain extent with
Plato’s. For instance, there is no difference of opinion, Philoponus says, between
Plato and Aristotle on the problem of the souls of the spheres. Philoponus
is following Alexander of Aphrodisias here, according to whom Aristotle is
convinced that the immanent nature which causes the motion of the heavenly
bodies is identical with their soul (Alex. apud Simpl. In Cael. 380.29—381.2; In
De an. 101.34—102.31; 138.21—3). As a consequence, the early Philoponus can
give a harmonizing interpretation of Aristotle’s criticism of the psychogony in
Plato’s Timaeus. Aristotle’s argument, he says, is directed only against the literal
meaning of Plato’s text, not against its real content.’

The early Philoponus offers a Platonic and harmonizing interpretation of
Aristotle’s doctrine on the human rational soul as well. Aristotle, Philoponus
says, considers the human intellect as a substance which is separate from the
human body, immortal and eternal a parte ante.'® Moreover, the fact that Aris-
totle accepts the soul’s pre-existence also means that he accepts Plato’s doctrine
of innate ideas (In De intell. 16.90—6; 38.84—90; $7.62—9).

Philoponus’ eternalist interpretation of Plato’s psychogony and his harmo-
nizing reading of Aristotle’s objections against it would make no sense without
a corresponding approach of Plato’s cosmogony and Aristotle’s reaction to it.
Traces of such an approach are to be found in the In De anima (In De an.
76.22—77.1; cf. In Phys. $6.1—5). From Asclepius we know that Ammonius gave
a non-literal interpretation of the cosmogony in the Timaeus (In De an. 76.22—
77.1; cf. In Phys. s6.1—5). By contrast, the later Philoponus’ literal interpretation
of both Plato’s cosmogony and Aristotle’s understanding of it will mean a clean
break with his original exegetical policy.

8 In De an. 37.19-31; cf. Simpl. In Cael. 87.3—11; Asclep. In Metaph. 44.32—~7; 69.17—27; 167.14—34
etc.

9 Plat. Tim. 35a—37c; Arist. An. 1.3, 406b25—407b12; In De an. 115.22—121.10.

10 Separation: In De an. 10.16—11.29; In De intell. 49.55—68; immortality: In De an. 11.7-8; 11.27-8;
159.7-18 etc.; In De intell. 6.20—5; 39.1-3; 39.21—7 etc.; pre-existence: In De intell. 38.90—8.
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A Platonic theology

Whatever ‘religious convictions’ (Evrard) Philoponus had when he wrote his
early works, as far as philosophical doctrine is concerned he expounded or
followed for the most part the ideas of Ammonius. As regards his theology, we
have to rely on occasional utterances scattered over the mass of his commentaries.
Yet the available information seems sufficient for a broad outline.

The early Philoponus obviously adheres to the orthodox Platonic doctrine
of the One. The first cause, the one and only principle of all reality is called
the First, the One or the Good."" The Good is the principle of all being: only
that which participates the Good also participates being (In Phys. 187.6—13).
At the same time it is the felos of all being, since everything longs for its own
origin (In De gen. 296.17—21). Philoponus compares the One to the sun: just
as the sun is superior to all ‘encosmic’ beings, so also the One is superior to
all beings, and just as the sun illuminates what is beneath, so also the One
makes all things to participate its own goodness according to their place in
the ontological hierarchy (In Phys. 163.2—12). He emphasizes the necessary and
eternal character of ‘God’s’creative activity (In Cat. 145.8—11). Neither the use
of the term ho theos nor the attribution of will to this God involve the idea of
a personal God (In Cat. 144.28—146.8). Only a negative theology, Philoponus
writes, is appropriate for describing the highest principle (In Cat. §1.29—52.2).
As a consequence, there is what Philoponus calls a ‘dissimilar similarity’ between
the One and matter. Both for the supreme principle and prime matter we have
to abandon all affirmative predicates, in an upward direction in the case of the
One, and in a downward direction in the case of prime matter.”

The second hypostasis in Philoponus’ early metaphysics is the demiurgic
Intellect (demiourgikos nous) (In De an. $8.9; In De intell. 57.53 etc). Itis also called
the universal, first or divine Intellect.”? It is the sum of all forms (pleroma eidon),
it contains the logoi of all things within itself (In De an. $6.28—9; 126.29—32; cf.
Procl. EL prop. 177 (156.1 Dodds)). When the divine Intellect contemplates
itself, it contemplates at the same time all the forms, in one act of timeless
and intuitive thinking (In De an. §6.26—8; In Meteor. 12.25—6; intuitive thought:
In De an. 132.29-33 etc.). The ideas are ‘reasons’ (logoi) or forms (eide) in

'" First cause: In Cat. 6.7; In Anal. post. 308.18—19; In Phys. 162.9; principle of all reality: In Cat.
5.34—6.2; 6.14; In Phys. 22.14-15; §6.7—8; §6.14—18 etc.; In De an. 7.14—16; 73.30—1; 74.9—10 etc.;
In De gen. 296.19—29; the First: In Phys. 16.28; 162.13—7; 163.2—3 etc.; In De an. 7.15; 119.23—4;
265.31—2 etc.; the One: In Anal. Post. 283.17—20; In Phys. 22.14; 24.6; 192.31-193.1; In De an.
119.23; the Good: In Phys. 187.6—9; In De gen. 206.19—21.

"> In Phys. 72.13—16; 162.4—20; In Cat. 52.2—8; cf. Ammon. In Int. 213.8—10; Simpl. In Phys. 205.7-15.

'3 Universal: In De intell. s1.6—7; first: In De an. 126.27; 132.30; divine: In De intell. 19.49—50; 82.31—2;
In Meteor. 12.25; In Anal. post. 47.25—6; for In De an. cf. Hayduck’s index s.v. nous.
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the Demiurge’s thought." They are called causes, prototypes, archetypes or
paradigms of the materialized forms.”> The concepts in our rational soul are
merely cognitive images of these original creative forms (In De an. $8.7-17;
120.10—12). The demiurgic logoi are the universalia ante res, ‘the genera and
species before the many’ (An. 37.19—20).

The third level in Philoponus’ early system, after the One and the divine
Intellect, is formed by a plurality of lower transcendent intellects, which, as far
as their ontological status is concerned, are comparable to Aristotle’s plurality
of unmoved movers (In Phys. 192.24-193.4; cf. Simpl. In Phys. 257.23—4). In
contrast, however, to Aristotle’s unmoved movers, these intellects are no moving
causes for Philoponus. Their function seems mainly to fill the ontological gap
between the demiurgic Intellect and the World Soul, since according to Philo-
ponus the motion of the spheres is caused by celestial souls. They are referred
to as separated forms (chorista eide), intelligibles (fa noéta) etc., not in the sense
of ideas (the ideas are no substances but only logoi), but of independent hyper-
psychic and hypercosmic substances.'® They are divine entities, pure immaterial
forms, pure acts (autoenergeiai), pure intellects.'” Philoponus remains very vague
about their hierarchy and functions. Angels (angeloi) seem to be considered as
intermediate between these divine intellects and souls.™

In the philosophy of the early Philoponus, the ontological hierarchy is based
on the idea of substance. Substances, Philoponus argues, are either simple or
composed out of matter and form. Simple substances are either superior to
composite substances (which is the case with souls, angels and intellects) or
inferior to them (which is the case with form and matter) (In Cat. 49.23—
$1.21; 67.7—10; In De intell. 22.21-8; 25.6—9). Among composite substances

4 Logoi: In Phys. 240.4—5; 402.5-8; In De gen. 85.12; In De an. 37.25—6; 38.14—15; $8.8—9 etc.; In
Nicom. 1.35.1—2; 1.36.4; eide: In Phys. 225.23—4; 240.1—2; 300.29—301.1 etc.; In De an. 37.19—20;
58.13—7.

Causes: In Phys. 402.7-8; prototypes: In Phys. 403.3—4; archetypes: In De an. $8.16—17; In Nicom.
1.36.4; paradigms: In De an. 126.30—1.

Intelligible substances: In Cat. $2.9-10; §2.31; In De an. $6.23—4; divine substances: In Anal. post.
48.2; In De an. 63.12—3; In Phys. 347.17—18; incorporeal substances: In Cat. 6.7; intelligibles: In
Anal. post. 300.4—6; In Phys. 22 passim; $6.13—14; §7.8—9 etc.; In De an. 2.27—9; 23.28—9; 24.22—3
etc.; In De intell. 35.19—20; §1.1—2; 114.29—30 etc.; In Nicom. 1.1.10; 1.3.22; 1.18.1; divine (entities):
In Anal. post. 332.5—12; 332.21—2; In Phys. §7.8—9; 300.6—7; 301.11—12 etc.; In De an. 3.11; 23.30—2;
25.23—6 etc.; In De intell. 61.85; In Nicom. 1.1.10; 1.1.41; 1.3.22 etc.; (entities) above soul: In De an.
118.8—9; hypercosmic (entities): In Phys. 476.17—18; In De an. 121.9; In Nicom. 1.1.41-2; 1.1.55—0;
1.§5.1-2.

Immaterial: In Anal. post. 300.4=6; 332.11—12; pure acts: In De an. 35.1-3; 63.11—14; 216.33—5;
cf. Arist. Int. 13, 23223—4; Ammon. In Int. 248.17-249.1; pure intellects: In De intell. 35,19—20;
42,81—2; 84,64—7.

Angels are intelligible (In Cat. $2.9—10), immortal (In Cat. 159.8; In Anal. post. 209.20—1) and simple
(In Cat. 49.24—6) substances, different both from intellects and souls (e.g., In De intell. 25.6-9; In
Nicom. 1.15.24; cf. Asclep. In Metaph. 57.8—9).
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the second (universal) substance is superior to the first (individual) substance
(In Cat. 50.6—14).

The highest ranks in the metaphysical hierarchy are, as we have seen, the One
or the Good, the demiurgic Intellect and the lower divine intellects. The level
next to the hypercosmic intellects is that of the disembodied human rational
soul, i.e., before birth and after death. Apart from its necessary connection
with the astral body, the rational soul in this condition is a substance in its
own right, engaged in the perpetual intuition of intelligible objects.' Among
composite substances, heaven holds the highest rank. The heavenly bodies are
composed of the fifth essence and celestial souls. These souls are characterized
by a mode of thought which is discursive, yet superior to the discursive thinking
of the embodied human rational soul (In De an. 138.6-8; 260.18—25). In the
metaphysics of the early Philoponus heaven is intermediate between the purely
intelligible substances and the sublunary world (In Meteor. 11.34—7; In Nicom.

1.3.45—54).

Soul

In the area of psychology I will concentrate on three items: the early Philoponus’
definition of soul in general, his theory of the human rational soul, and his view
of human intellection.

According to the early Philoponus, soul is by its very essence a moving princi-
ple. He adopts Proclus’ idea that each level of soul (the vegetative, irrational and
rational soul) necessarily animates a corresponding body (the coarse, pneumatic
and astral body (e.g., Procl. In Tim. 3.298.2—299.9)). The coarse and pneu-
matic body are subject to generation and corruption, and this equally obtains
for the vegetative and irrational soul. The human rational soul, by contrast, is
both ungenerated and immortal, and the same holds true for the astral body
it eternally animates.”® In the philosophy of the early Philoponus the idea that
it belongs to the essence of soul to be a principle of motion for body of any
kind is also applied to the World Soul. The body animated by the World Soul
is heaven (In De an. 137.20—138.9). Since for the early Philoponus heaven is
eternal, its soul is eternal as well, and it is impossible for this soul not to move
the corresponding body. In line with this view, Philoponus, in his In De anima,
gives an allegorical interpretation of the psychogony in Plato’s Timaeus (In De
an. 115.22—121.10).

9 In De an. 50.9—11; 111.10—1T; 132.20—33; 155.10—17; 164.26—165.2; 306.26—8; In De intell. 19.67—
20.69.

2 Pneumatic body: In De an. 162.2—27; 255.11—15; astral body: In De an. 18.26—31; 49.4—10; 138.8—9;
In De intell. 24.58—65.
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Soul necessarily moves a body, and does so by moving itself. Philoponus
adopts Plato’s doctrine that soul, pre-eminently rational soul, is the self~moving
principle, and claims that this is Aristotle’s view as well.?"

The self-motion of the human rational soul is the cause of its deliberate
descent from its transcendent pre-existence into the pneumatic and earthly
body (In De an. 18.18). For the early Philoponus, our rational soul is not only
immortal, but indeed pre-existent as well: it is an eternal intelligible substance.*?
In contrast to the vegetative and irrational soul, the rational soul is in principle,
although not in reality, separable from all body (In De an. 15.9-16.10).

Did Philoponus in his first period accept metempsychosis? Apparently the
issue was problematic. On the one hand, metempsychosis is part of the logic of
his Platonic system. For if the world and rational soul are eternal on both sides,
and if it is impossible for an actually infinite number of souls to exist, then a
finite number of souls must successively animate an infinite number of bodies
(In De intell. 16.85—7 (about Aristotle)). If, on the other hand, metempsychosis
is a necessary process, the descent of the pre-existent soul is inevitable, again
and again, and this means that it cannot be the result of a free decision of
the self~moving soul. On one occasion Philoponus considers the possibility of
metempsychosis (In De an. 48.30—49.1), but in general he is, understandably,
rather cautious about the issue.

The early Philoponus’ theory of human intellection is based on the doctrine
of innate ideas. Any intellect, Philoponus says, including the human rational
soul, contains in itself the totality of all forms (In De an. $8.21—2; 126.29—
32). Before its incarnation in the earthly body our rational soul is in a state
of continuous but successive contemplation of intelligible objects (In De an.
164.26—165.2; cf. 132.29—33). At this level there is no discursive thought yet (In
De an. 155.10-17; In De intell. 19.67—20.69). The heavenly bodies, by contrast,
are engaged in 2 mode of discursive thought which is superior to that of the
human rational soul in its earthly condition. Human reasoning, Philoponus says,
is inferior to the thinking activity of celestial souls: it proceeds laboriously by
searching and finding, whereas the propositions and syllogisms of celestial souls
are produced without any effort (In De an. 138.6—8; 260.18—25). The intuitive
basis of human discursive thought consists in our knowledge of universal terms
(In Anal. post. 332.24—s; cf. In De intell. 64.52—4). In its undescended condition
the human intellect contains all the logoi in a ‘dispositional’ knowledge, i.e., a

2! Plat. Phdr. 245c—¢; Leg. 10.895¢—896a; Arist. De an. 1.3, 405b31—406b15; In De an. 2.3—6; 92.27—
95.35.

*? Intelligibility (or incorporeity) of the rational soul: In De an. 14.28—15.7; its eternity: In De an.
16.10—25; 46.28—34; In De intell. 34.5—35.19; cf. In De an. 25.8—10; In De intell. 30.15—17; §3.65—
54.81.
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state of permanent readiness for actualization. However, when our rational soul
descends into our earthly body, it passes from science to ignorance. It no longer
has a dispositional knowledge (hexis) of its innate logoi then, but only a capacity
(epitedeiotes) for actually knowing them (In De an. 4.30—2; 306.26—31). This does
not mean, however, that our intellect is initially empty, for the capacity at issue is
different from pure potentiality. A new-born child’s capacity for the intellection
of universals resembles, Philoponus says, the state of geometrical knowledge of
a sleeping geometer, not that of someone who never heard of geometry (In De
intell. 33.82—91; 38.99—39.15; 40.42—3). The sum of all the universals is present in
our intellect from the beginning (In De an. 306.36—307.5), but it is impossible
for the intellect to obtain dispositional knowledge of them on its own. The
intellect has to recover its innate ‘treasure’ with the help of something external,
i.e., either by contact with sensible things or by the agency of an intellect which
is already dispositionally knowing the universals itself (In De an. 306.31-3; In
De intell. 33.82—91).

The sensible world

The Platonic philosophical system that can be traced in Philoponus’ Aristotelian
commentaries includes a natural philosophy which on some crucial points is
incompatible with the Christian cosmology of his later philosophical treatises.
First of all, according to the early Philoponus the world is obviously eternal. The
doctrine of the eternity of the sensible world can be divided into the doctrines
of the eternity of motion, time and the world as a substance. In the Commentary
on the Physics, including the fragments from books s—8, Philoponus aftirms on
several occasions that motion is eternal, despite his well-known attacks against
the eternity of the world in the same work.?® In the commentaries on De
generatione et corruptione, De anima and Categoriae too the eternity of motion
is accepted without any reservation.>* The same holds true for the infinity of
time in In De generatione et corruptione and In De anima (In De gen. 45.5—6; In
De an. 133.1—2). The eternity of the world itself is of a double nature. The
heavenly bodies are numerically eternal, while the sublunary substances are
only specifically eternal. These two ideas are repeatedly affirmed by the early
Philoponus.?

23 In Phys. 298.6-12; 302.26—303.5; 438.5—6; §56.27—8; 747.1—3; 812.22—3; 820.30—821.4 etc.

24 In De Gen. 49.12—14; 50.1—10; 288.18—289.22; 300.1—4 etc.; In De an. 21.1—2; 132.31-133.3; In
Cat. 50.23-8.

>3 Eternity of heaven: In Phys. 1.17; 1.23—4; 152.6—7 etc.; In De gen. 1.9-12; 3.1—4 etc.; In De an.
18.27; 141.2—4; In De intell. 78.2—4; eternity of the sublunary world; In Anal. post. 135.11-15; In
Phys. 236.29—237.4; 303.18—25; In De gen. 206.14—298.8; In De an. 7.11—19; 228.16—18; 265.30—4
etc.; In De intell. §2.21-3; §9.21—4.
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It is well known that the later Philoponus vehemently opposed Aristotle’s
doctrine of the fifth essence. However, in his Aristotelian commentaries he
appears to be a supporter of the same theory, which is another proof of his
initial eternalism.?®

Finally, let us have a look at the early Philoponus’ theory of matter. He
regards matter as being eternally produced by the first principle, and ascribes
the same view to Aristotle (In Phys. 189.10—17). Just like Ammonius (Ammon.
In Cat. 54.4-9), he emphasizes the difference between prime matter or the first
substrate, which is formless and incorporeal, and three-dimensional matter or
the second substrate, which is quantified body without any quality.?” In the
texts of the early Philoponus there is no doubt that prime matter is eternal
(In Phys. 189.10—26; In De gen. 50.18—21). Nor does he evince any doubt about
the correctness of the principle ex nihilo nihil fit, which the later Philoponus will
reject on the basis of his doctrine of a divine creatio ex nihilo.*®

THE PHILOSOPHY OF THE LATER PHILOPONUS

The philosophical landscape one discovers in De aeternitate mundi contra Proclum
and the fragments of Contra Aristotelem 1s entirely different from that of, e.g.,
In De anima or In De generatione et corruptione. Although the new philosophy is
primarily focused on the problem of the eternity of the world, it also includes
elements of a new theology and doctrine of intelligible reality. In the last
mentioned areas, too, the later Philoponus tries to break away to a certain
extent from his earlier Platonism in order to provide a more or less adapted
setting for his new anti-eternalist cosmology. I will primarily discuss here those
views of the later Philoponus which contrast with corresponding views of his
Platonic period.

The end of the Plato-Aristotle harmonization

As we have seen, the early Philoponus gave a non-literal interpretation of Plato’s
cosmogony and psychogony, and of Aristotle’s criticism of them, in order to
harmonize Aristotle with Plato as much as possible. In De aefernitate mundi 6,

26 Iy Phys. 9.29—30; 219.19—22; 220.20—5 etc.; In De gen. 129.6—14; 147.19—25 etc.; In De an. 9.6—7;
9.14—15; §6.2—4 etc.; In De intell. 32.67-8; 36.57—9.

*7 Second substrate: In Cat. 65.17-19; 65.27—9; In Phys. 156.16—17; 225.14—16; first substrate or
matter: In Cat. 65.10-11; 83.14—17; In Phys. 190.22—5; 190.29—31; In De gen. 75.8—12; 84.19-85.5;
151.5—6 etc.; In Nicom. 1.3.17—18; 1.7.3—4.

28 In Anal. post. 35.22—3; 41.11—42.4; In Phys. §1.25—52.4; 169.20—8; 184.24—5 etc.; In De gen. 43.29—
44.25 etc.
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by contrast, Philoponus goes to great lengths to prove that Plato did not con-
sider the sensible world to be eternal a parte ante, and that accordingly the
cosmogony of the Timaeus must be understood literally. In this way he tries to
secure Plato’s authority for his own current Christian view of creation. As a con-
sequence, his entire earlier effort at the harmonization of Plato and Aristotle is
turned into its opposite. Aristotle, the later Philoponus argues, understands both
Plato’s cosmogony and psychogony literally, and criticizes them accordingly.®
In De aeternitate mundi 6.277 Philoponus quotes several texts of Aristotle in order
to prove that Aristotle had a literal understanding of Plato’s cosmogony, and
that therefore no reconciliation is possible between Aristotle’s own eternalism
and Plato’s supposed belief in a beginning of the cosmos. Philoponus’ former
Alexandrian Platonic perspective of agreement (sumphonia) between Aristotle
and Plato is replaced now by that of disagreement (diaphénia) between the two
coryphaei of pagan philosophy (Aet. mund. 26.24—6; 29.5—6; 31.7—9; 32.8—13).

The later Philoponus also refuses to harmonize Aristotle with Plato on the
issue of the ideas any longer. Aristotle is said now to oppose the very exis-
tence of the ideas, not just their being hypostasized outside the divine Intel-
lect, which means that Aristotle’s divine Intellect is no longer considered to
be a creative principle (Aet. mund. 2.2). Obviously the later Philoponus has
abandoned Ammonius’ emanationist interpretation of Aristotle’s theology. He
himself rejects the possibility of an ‘eternal creation’ now, and the exegetical
consequence of this position is double. On the one hand, Plato is regarded now
as an advocate of the idea of creation. According to Philoponus, this involves
that for Plato the world cannot be eternal a parte ante. For Aristotle, on the
other hand, the world is eternal, and this means, Philoponus says in 529, that
he rejects the idea of creation.

A Christian theology and doctrine of creation

In De aeternitate mundi the Platonic theology of the early Philoponus has been
replaced by a Christian theology centred around the idea of creation. The first
prominent characteristic of this new theology, that is, new in Philoponus’ work,
is its implicit identification of the two first Platonic hypostases. If ‘God” was free
to create the world or not, He must be the highest principle, which is at the
same time the supreme Intellect. The contingent existence of the created world
cannot be produced by a divine Intellect in the Platonic style, which derives its
being and its own creative activity necessarily from the Good. On one occasion
Philoponus mentions the distinction between the Demiurge and the supreme

* Cosmogony: Aet. mund. 6.27; psychogony: Aet. mund. 6.24; cf. Verrycken 1997b.
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principle, but he explicitly attributes it to others there, without endorsing it
himself (Aet. mund. 90.24—91.2).

The rejection of the world’s eternity a parte ante, which was Philoponus’ main
objective in De aeternitate mundi, inevitably involved accepting that the world’s
existence is contingent, and consequently that God was free to create the world
or not. The early Philoponus already conceived divine creativity as the product
of volition, a volition (boulesis), however, which was clearly to be distinguished
from human freedom of choice (prohairesis) (In Cat. 144.28—146.8). The later
Philoponus also distinguishes prohairesis from boulesis. Boulesis is the dynamism
of incorporeal rational substances towards the good, whereas prohairesis is the
choice of the embodied human soul for either good or evil (Aet. mund. §67.5—7;
cf. In De an. 5.24—32). The contingency of God’s creative act cannot be the
product of a divine freedom of choice, while on the other hand God does
not create the world necessarily either (Aet. mund. 78.11—16). From all eternity
God wanted the existence of the sensible world. This does not mean, however,
that the world exists from eternity (Aet. mund. §66.4—6; cf. An. 5.24—32). An
additional element of contingency is needed in order to bring the world into
real existence.’® But Philoponus apparently fails to give a theological explanation
of the relation of that element of contingency to God’s eternal will to create
the world. Instead he tries to justify the compatibility of God’s eternal creative
will with the fact that the world is not eternal on a merely cosmological basis.
The world’s finite nature itself, Philoponus argues, rules out the possibility of it
being co-eternal with God’s creative will (Aet. mund. 79.6—-11; 81.1—3; 81.10—
12; §63.14—16 etc). But this does not solve the problem that a separate divine
volition, distinct from God’s eternal will to create the world, is needed in order
to bring about the real existence of the world, which would be incompatible
with the immutability of God’s willing activity. Therefore, Philoponus only
implicitly postulates such a second divine volition, as a necessary and sufficient
condition for the beginning of the world.

The later Philoponus replaces the Platonic concept of emanation by the
Christian notion of a instantaneous creation act.3' ‘Before’ the creation of
the world the Demiurge is potentially its creator, and the act of creation,
Philoponus says, is the actualization of this potentiality. The potentiality at issue
is a disposition (hexis), which is the second potency and first act.>> When a
cause has this first degree of actuality, it does not necessarily involve the reality

3% Cf. the use of the term prosdiorismos (‘further determination’) at Aet. mund. 567.2.

3! For the notion of creation Philoponus uses different terms, like paragein (Aet. mund. 3.3; 5.6;
6.3 etc.), demiourgein (Aet. mund. 4.6; 5.18, 50.3 etc.), poiein (Aet. mund. 4.21; 7.1; 64.14 etc.) or
huphistanai (Aet. mund. 6.15; 6.22; 12.17 etc.).

32 Cf. Arist. De an. 2.5, 417a21-b2, quoted at Aet. mund. 69.13—70.1; above, pp 743—4.



748 Koenraad Verrycken

of its effect, e.g., when a builder has the disposition to build a house this need
not mean that he actually builds a house (Aef. mund. 47.18—48.13; 49.9—50.25).
Moreover, God’s actualization of His disposition to create the world is not a
motion: it is a sudden and complete manifestation (athroa probole) of the habitus,
comparable to, e.g., the immediate sensation of something sensible (Aet. mund.
62.11—65.26). God’s ‘transition’ from His creative disposition (which consists in
His eternal possession of the demiurgic logoi) to actual creation is not a transition
from an imperfect to a perfect condition: the creative disposition is perfect in
itself (Aet. mund. 76.21—77.3; 93.11—13). If there is any motion at all involved in
the creation of the world, it is on the side of that which is created (Aet. mund.
4.5 (cf. 615.27—616.13)).

For obvious reasons the Christian idea of creation Philoponus adopts in his
later philosophy also involves a new view of divine eternity, compared to the
view we find in Philoponus’ Platonic texts. The early Philoponus distinguishes
at least three modes of eternity: simultaneous eternity at the level of the demi-
urgic Intellect, supertemporal successive eternity at the level of the plurality of
transcendent intellects, and infinite extension of time at the level of the material
world.?3 In Philoponus’ later philosophy, only the second mode is left. It is true
that in De aeternitate mundi 16.4 the author, rather unsuccessfully, tries to stick
to the concept of a simultaneous divine eternity without succession. In 5.4,
by contrast, he abandons this Platonic view and takes the position that God’s
eternity is not simultaneous but has a linear structure. Just as time, Philoponus
argues, is the measure of the motion of heaven, so also eternity is the measure
of the being of eternal beings. It is impossible, he continues, to conceive the
measure of eternal life as one point. We have, on the contrary, to think of it as a
certain breadth (# platos) or extension (paratasis tis) that stretches out alongside
the being of what is eternal (Aet. mund. 114.19-116.1).

It is this linear conception of divine eternity which allows Philoponus to
accommodate the creation of the world and time to eternity, or rather the other
way round. If divine eternity is linear, it is possible that the point at which time
begins is preceded by a duration which is no time, but is rather a supertemporal
succession. The beginning of time is only a qualitative change then in an
already existing succession of, let us say, moments in eternity (Aet. mund. 116.1—
117.14). Needless to say, Philoponus’ construction of a supertemporal succession
is not very convincing. For contemporary recognition of this, I refer here to
Simplicius’ criticism of Philoponus’ idea of a non-temporal succession (Simpl.
In Phys. 1159.28—1161.29).

33 Simultaneous eternity: In De an. 126.26—7; 132.29—33; supertemporal successive eternity: In De an.
126.3—34; infinite progression of time: In Phys. 486.1—4.



John Philoponus 749

As I said before, Philoponus bases his proposition of the non-eternity a parte
ante of the world ultimately on the cosmological argument that the world is
finite. The world’s necessary non-eternity a parte post, by contrast, is deduced
from a theological consideration. From a purely cosmological point of view the
world is as finite a parte post as it is a parte ante. And it is impossible, Philoponus
says, for God to give it a supernatural imperishability, as Plato’s Demiurge does
(Plato, Tim. 41a-b). God is the creator of all perishable beings. Ultimately, He is
also responsible for the fact that they perish, without this taking away anything
from His goodness. We do not know the creator’s reasons for dissolving the
world, but we know He will do so for the benefit of His rational creatures (Aet.
mund. 128.13—131.25). We are certain that God will dissolve the world one day,
since otherwise He would possess in vain the potency to do so, and be eternally
imperfect in this respect (Aef. mund. 131.26—-132.28).

The early Philoponus had a hierarchic conception of being and of the relations
between the different levels of reality. The later Philoponus, by contrast, tends
to a dual conception of reality, with God on the one hand and all created beings
on the other, a dualism which threatens to level out the hierarchic differences
between created beings. It is Simplicius who finds this general tendency in
Philoponus’ argument towards the homogeneity of heavenly and sublunary
reality, since three-dimensional extension is their common matter. This way of
concluding to a homogeneity of substances on the basis of identical predicates,
Simplicius replies, might as well lead to the proposition that the sublunary world
is homogeneous with intelligible reality or even with God, given the fact that
existence is common to all beings (Simpl. In Cael. 89.22—90.9; 134.9—136.1).

If both God and the world are ‘existing’ beings, a ‘subordination according
to existence itself” of the world is needed in order to secure the superiority of
the cause over its effect in this respect too. The creator’s superiority according
to each moment of the Platonic triad of ousia, dunamis, and energeia is no longer
sufficient: God’s existence (huparxis), too, has to be superior to the existence of
the world, which was ‘preceded’ by a state of ‘non-existence’ (anuparxia).>*

The Christian God of the later Philoponus ‘precedes’ the existence of the
created world, including matter; otherwise, there would be no ‘subordination
according to existence itself” of the world and matter compared to God. Nothing
created, Philoponus claims, can be co-eternal with the creator, which means
that God must have created the world ex nihilo. The earlier Philoponus’ obvious
acceptance of the principle ex nihilo nihil fit and the eternity of matter is replaced
now by an argument in two parts for the necessity of a creatio ex nihilo. On the
one hand, the later Philoponus tries to prove that it is possible for something to

34 Aet. mund. 14.15—20; for anuparxia cf., e.g., 182.5.
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originate from absolutely nothing.3® On the other hand, he tries to demonstrate
in De aeternitate mundi 9.11—17 that the old principle ex nihilo nihil fit is necessarily
false, and that every being, insofar as it comes to be, comes to be out of nothing.

Soul

The comparison of De aeternitate mundi with In De anima shows that Philoponus’
new doctrine of creation has important consequences for his view of soul and
its relation to body.

According to the later Philoponus, it is no longer the essence of soul to
be a moving principle. Moving a body is a capacity (dunamis) of soul, and
this capacity becomes an actuality (energeia) when soul animates a body, but
it does not belong to the essence (ousia) of soul (Aet. mund. 253.9—254.12).
Consequently, even if the World Soul is regarded as eternal, this need not mean
that the world is eternal as well. If the World Soul displays only one activity
which is independent of corporeal reality, its essence, too, Philoponus says, must
be independent of the body it animates (Aet. mund. 2§1.12—252.27). Moreover,
Philoponus argues, no activity of soul is eternal, and this holds true for its kinetic
activity as well (Aet. mund. 254.19—255.13). And even if the World Soul’s kinetic
activity were eternal (which it is not), there need not be an eternal body as an
object of this activity, no more than the light-emitting activity of the sun is
dependent on the presence of illuminated objects (Aet. mund. 7.12).

In the system of the earlier Philoponus the necessity for the soul to be the
actual principle of motion for a body was based on its self~-motion. The later
Philoponus uncouples the actual existence of the material world from the World
Soul’s essence or even kinetic activity.3® If, however, actually moving the world
does not belong to the essence of the World Soul, it is no longer necessary
to regard self-motion as its essence either. At one place in De aeternitate mundi
Philoponus indeed expresses his doubts about the definition of soul in general
as that which moves itself (Aet. mund. 248.19—27).

Also in De aeternitate mundi Philoponus introduces, as we have seen, the
principle that an efficient cause must have temporal priority over its effect.
Accordingly, no created being can be eternal a parte ante. With regard to tran-
scendent intellects (angels) the author draws this conclusion in De opificio mundi
(Opif. 17.20—18.6; 26.21—27.6; 34.21—35.10). With regard to the human rational
soul the same conclusion seems already to be suggested in De aeternitate mundi.

35 Aet. mund. 12.1; cf. also In Phys. 191.9-192.2; (Philop. apud) Simpl. In Phys. 1140.11-1142.28
(frs. 114—16).

36 On the evolution of the later Philoponus’ view of celestial souls cf. Verrycken 1990b: 267—71.
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The human soul, Philoponus writes, is subject to ‘ruin’ (kakia), and nothing
subject to ruin can be eternal a parfe ante (Aet. mund. 468.26—469.5; cf. 9.6).
‘While he remains rather vague on the issue of the eternity of the soul properly
speaking, Philoponus goes to great lengths to refute his own earlier view that
the human rational soul has an eternal astral body as its vehicle (Aet. mund.

7.14—21).

The sensible world

The dominant issue in Philoponus’ later philosophy is the problem of the
eternity of the world. This was the subject he chose in 529 in order to dissociate
himself from the Alexandrian Platonism of Ammonius, which in his first period
had been the foundation and background of his commentaries on Aristotle.
Philoponus’ new and aggressive position that the world is not eternal includes
a complex of arguments, which can be organized into a systematic whole on
the basis of De aeternitate mundi, Contra Aristotelem and In Physica,. I must limit
myself to a brief and selective outline of the entire complex here.

Philoponus distinguishes the problem of the eternity of motion and time from
the problem of the eternity of the world strictly speaking. In each of the three
parts of the theory we have to distinguish Philoponus’ demonstration of the
possibility that motion, time and the world are not eternal from his demonstration
of the necessity that they are not eternal.

The argument for the proposition that motion is not necessarily eternal
consists itself of three parts. First, Philoponus opposes Aristotle’s rejection of
the possibility of a first motion.?” Next, he tries to refute Aristotle’s proof
that motion is eternal on the basis of the nature of time.3® Finally, he rejects
Aristotle’s argument against the possibility of a last motion.3?

Not only is motion not necessarily eternal, Philoponus says, but an eternal
motion is even impossible. In De aefernitate mundi 7.6 the author emphasizes that
no corporeal motion, either substantial, quantitative, qualitative or local, can be
eternal. Significantly, however, he limits locomotion to rectilinear local motion
here, whereas it is precisely the eternity of circular motion he should prove to
be impossible. For the demonstration of the impossibility of the latter he refers
in De aeternitate mundi to his future Contra Aristotelem (Aet. mund. 2§8.22—259.6;
cf. 399.20—400.3). In Contra Aristotelem 6 Philoponus indeed expounded at least
one argument for the proposition that the circular motion of the heavenly bodies

37 Arist. Phys. 8.1, 251a8-b10; Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1130.7—-1131.7 (fr. 108); 1133.16—1135.1§
(frs. 109—11); 1135.28—32 (fr. 112); 1140.4=8 (fr. 113); 1147.10-1149.4 (frs. 117—18).

38 Arist. Phys. 8.1, 251b10-28; Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1156.28-1159.7 (frs. 121-2).

39 Arist. Phys. 8.1, 251b28—252a5; Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1171.30-1177.26 (frs. 127-31).
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cannot be eternal a parte ante. This eternity, he says there, would involve the
multiplication of the infinite: if the sphere of Saturn already rotated an infinite
number of times, the sphere of Jupiter rotated nearly three times this infinite
number etc., which is impossible (Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1179.15—26 (fr.
132)). This argument is part of a demonstration of the impossibility of the
eternity a parte ante of motion in general on the basis of the concept of infinity
((Philop. apud) Simpl. In Phys. 1178.7—1182.39 (frs. 132-3)).

With respect to the non-eternity of time, Philoponus adopts the same double
strategy he uses for his view of the non-eternity of movement. On the one
hand, he tries to refute Aristotle’s arguments for the eternity of time.*® On the
other hand, he attempts to show, in three of his later works, that the eternity
of time is even impossible (Aet. mund. 619.1-620.7; In Phys. 428.23—430.10;
467.1—468.4, Pines 1972: 325—30). I just mention as an example one of his
arguments in In Physica,. It is impossible, the author contends there, that time
had no beginning. For there cannot be an actually infinite number, and the
actually infinite cannot be traversed. Moreover, nothing can exceed the infinite
in quantity, nor can the infinite be multiplied (In Phys. 428.23—430.10).

In the third place, Philoponus wants to prove that the world as a substance
cannot be eternal either. First, he argues for the possibility of the non-eternity
of the world, both a parte ante and a parte post. In order to show that the world
need not be eternal a parte ante Philoponus has to specify what kind of an
origin the world, if it was not eternal, had when it was created. First of all, the
author claims that the origin of the world does not presuppose the existence of
something ‘outside the world’, as Proclus maintains in his De aeternitate mundi
(Procl. apud Philop. Aet. mund. 294.2—295.21; Philop. Aet. mund. 8.2). Neither
does the ordered world necessarily originate from its contrary (Aet. mund.
8.3): theoretically, as Philoponus explains in his Contra Aristotelem, it may have
been generated from its privation (Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael. 131.17-132.17
(fr. 69)). According to Philoponus, we can even go a step further, and affirm
that the world as a substance (i.e., form and matter of it taken together) may
have been generated from absolute non-being. If we deny that God can create
from nothing, we put him on a level with nature, which was itself created.
Accordingly, it is possible for God to create both form and matter of the world
from nothing (Aet. mund. 9.9). Such a creation act is not a process of generation,
as in nature’s production of individual beings, but an immediate and timeless
concreation of matter and form of the world.*" This means, Philoponus adds,

49 Arist. Phys. 8.1, 251b10—28; Philop. apud Simpl. Phys. 1156.28—1159.7; 1164.7—30; 1166.32—1169.5
(frs. 121-6).

41 Simpl. In Cael. 137.16-19 (fr. 74); Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1141.5-1142.28 (frs. 115—16);
1150.16—25 (fr. 119).
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that the principle ex nihilo nihil fit does not apply to the world as a whole (Aet.
mund. 9.10).

Not only is it possible for the world to be non-eternal a parte ante, but it
is possible for it to be non-eternal a parte post as well. Philoponus’ separate
demonstration of the latter possibility includes three different propositions.
First, the author tries to show that the world as a whole is not necessarily
imperishable. Since the world is a finite body, it does not have by its own nature
the capacity to last forever. Consequently, it is possible for it to perish without
any external cause (Aet. mund. 300.3—303.25; 9.6). Further, Philoponus writes,
the sublunary elements as wholes are not necessarily imperishable either (Philop.
apud Simpl. In Phys. 1332.3—26). Finally, the same holds true for heaven: it is
not indestructible.**

The aporias resulting from the notion of an infinite past are used by Philo-
ponus in order to prove that motion and time, and also the world as a substance
(Aet. mund. 8.27—11.23), must have had a beginning. As we have seen, Philo-
ponus’ proofs that neither motion nor time can be eternal are focused indeed
on the necessity of a beginning of motion and time. Apparently he did not try
to demonstrate separately that they will come to an end one day. It seems that
we have to draw the same conclusion with regard to the necessary non-eternity
of the world a parte post. Philoponus does not infer this necessity from the finite-
ness of the world as a body. Instead he gives a theological reason for the world’s
necessary perishability. Does this involve a complete destruction of the world,
including matter? Philoponus appears to have given a negative answer to this
question. On the one hand, he says that it is possible for God to destroy matter
(Philop. apud Simpl. In Phys. 1177.22—6 (fr. 131)). On the other hand, however,
he emphasizes that the end of the present world will only be a transition to
a more perfect world (Simpl. In Phys. 1177.38—1178.5 (fr. 132)). Accordingly,
there is no symmetry in Philoponus’ view of the beginning and end of the
world: the world’s creatio ex nihilo has no counterpart in the future.

The second major issue in Philoponus’ later philosophy, and one closely
connected with his rejection of the eternity of the world, is his attack against
Aristotle’s theory of aether. This attack was first launched in De aeternitate
mundi, and was continued in Contra Aristotelem and In Meteorologica. In De
aeternitate mundi 13 Philoponus’ rejection of Aristotle’s theory is focused on its
incompatibility with the principles of Plato’s cosmology. In Contra Aristotelem
1—5, by contrast, the author tried to refute De caelo 1.2—4 and Meteorology 1.3
with arguments of his own. In book 1 Philoponus claimed, e.g., that bodies with

4 Aet. mund. 10.5; Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael. 73.4-15 (fr. 45); 141.11-19 (fr. 78); 142.7-25
(fr. 80); Kraemer 1965: 325—7 (fr. 79); Simpl. In Phys. 1329.19—24 etc.
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a different motion need not have a diftferent nature (Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael.
26.31-31.6 (frs. 1, 4, 5)), that heavenly motion is not simple (Philop. apud Simpl.
In Cael. 31.6-32.11 (frs. 6—7)), and that circular motion is not perfect (Philop.
apud Simpl. In Cael. 42.17—49.25 (frs. 18—32)). In book 2 he attacked Aristotle’s
view that heaven is neither light nor heavy, and that this proves the existence of
the fifth essence (Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael. 66.8—80.23 (frs. 37—51)). Book 3 of
the Contra Aristotelem opposed Aristotle’s argument (Meteor. 1.3, 339b30—340a3)
that heaven cannot consist of fire ((Philop. apud) Simpl. In Cael. 80.23—91.20
(frs. 52—61); cf. Aet. mund. 13.14). Philoponus himself says he agrees with Plato
that heaven is made up of the four elements, and predominantly of the purest
and most subtle fire.*3 In book 4 of the Contra Aristotelem Philoponus, among
other things, claimed that heaven is subject to generation and destruction even
though it has no contrary, and that first matter is common to heaven and the
sublunary world (Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael. 119.7-136.1 (frs. 63—72)). Book
s was devoted to a refutation of Aristotle’s position that circular motion has no
contrary, and to a demonstration of the proposition that celestial motions and
celestial substances are heterogeneous among themselves (Philop. apud Simpl. In
Cael. 156.25—201.10 (frs. 81—107)). Finally, in the Commentary on the Meteorology
Philoponus criticizes Aristotle’s theory of the production of solar heat by the
motion of the sun (Meteor. 39.24—53.27).

A third important element of the later Philoponus’ cosmology is his view of
matter, which differs radically from his earlier view. For the early Philoponus
prime matter and three-dimensional extension were not the same, whereas in De
aeternitate mundi 11 the author identifies them. He argues elaborately now against
the existence of an incorporeal prime matter (Aet. mund. 428.26—445.18). The
first or ultimate substrate of material things is identical, he says, with corporeal
extension that has no qualities yet (Aet. mund. 412.15—414.5). This substrate, of
course, does not exist on its own: it is always the subject of quantity (Aet. mund.
408.25—409.3) and quality (Aet. mund. 409.10—12), matter cannot exist without
form (Aet. mund. 409.12—18). Philoponus emphasizes that it is extension as such,
and not a further, incorporeal matter, which is the immutable substrate of all
change (Aet. mund. 417.17—419.16). One obvious objection is that in this way
prime matter is not completely formless, but always endowed with the form
of corporeal extension. To this objection Philoponus replies that matter itself,
like any other being, necessarily has an eidos, without, however, being for that
reason a compositum (Aet. mund. 11.7).

43 Philop. apud Simpl. In Cael. 84.15—22 (fr. 56). Philoponus discusses the relevant texts of Plato in
Aet. mund. 13.13—18.
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In the system of Philoponus 1 there was a ‘dissimilar similarity’ between
incorporeal prime matter and the One, the supreme principle beyond all being.
Philoponus 11 telescopes the One and the demiurgic Intellect into the Christian
creator God. In the same way he telescopes prime matter and three-dimensional
matter, and as a result there is a ‘dissimilar similarity’ between the supreme
principle and matter in his new system as well.

In De aeternitate mundi 11.10—12 Philoponus argues for the possibility and
even necessity of a creatio ex nihilo of matter in its new definition: if matter was
ever created, it was created from nothing. This hypothetical necessity is then
transformed into a categorical one on the basis of the non-eternity of the world
(Aet. mund. 458.5—7; 469.6—10).

Beside the problem of the eternity of the world, the theory of aether and
the definition of prime matter, there are other important issues in Philoponus’
natural philosophy, such as his concept of three-dimensional place, his defence
of the existence of void and his impetus theory. From our point of view, the
question arises whether Philoponus’ innovative ideas on these points rather fit in
with his earlier or with his later system. The author expounds his views on place
and void in the Corollarium de loco and Corollarium de inani, two digressions in
the present text of his Commentary on the Physics. As already noted, the Corollaria
are contradicted by other passages of the same commentary, which suggests
that they were written later than In Physica,, although not necessarily together
with the anti-eternalist passages (In Physica,). Whether there is any relation
between the later Philoponus’ ideas on matter and the concept of a creatio ex
nihilo on the one hand and the corollaries of the In Physica on the other, is open
to further research, just as the possible relation between the theory of impetus
and the later Philoponus’ doctrine of creation.
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PRISCIAN OF LYDIA AND PSEUDO-SIMPLICIUS
ON THE SOUL

F. A. J. DE HAAS

Little 1s known of the life of Priscian of Lydia (born late fifth century cE),
who is not to be confused with his older namesake Priscian of Caesarea (fl.
c. 500 CE), the famous Latin grammarian. Priscian of Lydia is one of the six
philosophers listed by Agathias Histories 2.30—1 to have accompanied Damascius
on his journey to the Sassanian king Chosroes I (reign §31—79 CE). Agathias
suggests they came of their own accord guided by the false impression that
Chosroes’ reign resembled a Platonic state; he does not connect their journey
to the famous closure of the Athenian school in s29. The philosophers soon
discovered that Chosroes was far from the ideal king and resolved to leave
quickly. Because Chosroes was well disposed towards them Priscian and the
others were able to leave Chosroes under the safeguard of a treaty the Persian
king concluded with Rome in 532, which comprised a clause that ‘these men
should be allowed to return to their own country and live there henceforth
in safety, without being forced to adopt opinions which they did not hold,
or to change their own faith’." Whether they settled in Athens, or perhaps in
Carrhae (Harran), where over a century later a centre of Platonic philosophy
was flourishing, is still a matter of controversy.*

SOLUTIONES AD CHOSROEM

Priscian is credited with a work apparently written for King Chosroes, and
known to us in Latin translation® under the title Solutiones eorum de quibus
dubitavit Chosroes Persarum rex. The text does not give us any indication about
the circumstances in which it originated. The topics discussed derive from

' Trans. Cameron 1969—70: 169.

2 See Tardieu 1986, Hadot 1987a, Athanassiadi 1993, Thiel 1999; contra Luna 2001, Lane Fox 2005,
Lameer 1997.

3 Esposito 1918, Cappuyns 1933, and Wilmart 1937 ascribe the translation to a sixth- or seventh-
century scholar; d’Alverny 1977 defends the attribution to John Scot Eriugena or his circle first
proposed by Quicherat 1853; Gersh 1986: 769—70 n. 9 prefers to leave the question open.
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the tradition of natural history and meteorology, for which Pliny’s Quaestiones
naturales and Porphyry’s Summikta Zetemata* are the most famous examples.
The problemata tradition as exemplified in the Quaestiones of Alexander and
his school seems less directly relevant, although the questions on the soul and
the animal kingdom have themes in common. The work starts with a brief
introduction on the order and brevity of the text, and provides an impressive
list of sources. Priscian names Plato’s Timaeus, Phaedo, Phaedrus and Politeia;
Aristotle’s Physics, De caelo, De generatione et corruptione, Meteorologica, De somno
et insomniis, along with De philosophia and the probably spurious De mundo;
various works or passages from Theophrastus; Hippocrates De aere aquis et locis;
Strabo Geographia; Albinus and Gaius on Plato; Geminus on Posidonius’ De
meteora; Ptolemaeus Geographia and Astronomica; Marcianus Periegesis; Arrian
Meteora; Didymus, Dorotheus, Alexander of Aphrodisias and Themistius on
Aristotle; Theodotus from the Collectio Ammonii scholarum; Porphyry Commixtae
Questiones; lamblichus’ De anima;® Plotinus Enneads; and finally Proclus’ Tres
sermones on the immortality of the soul. If Priscian did not have a library at his
disposal, he may have used earlier collections of natural questions, handbooks or
doxographies which may account for this plethora of sources. Further research
on the rather neglected Solutiones and its provenance will have to show whether it
testifies, as the title suggests, to Chosroes’” acquaintance with Greek scholarship,
or mainly to the range of learning available to Priscian. It seems unlikely that
we should credit Chosroes with this set of traditional questions, even though
Priscian may have seized on the occasion of his visit to Chosroes to compose
the work.

The Solutiones discusses the following issues:

(1) What is the nature of the human soul? Is it an essence that exists inde-
pendently from the body, incorporeal, capable of reversion and self-knowledge,
and immortal; or is it accident of the body? Is the soul in any way affected by its
relation to the body? If not, what is its mode of unification with the body? The
answers comply with the view that the self-subsistent soul verges towards the
body in compassio and similitudo without giving up anything of its incorruptible
essence and activity (42.25—52.22).°

s

Dorrie 1959 uses Priscian along with Nemesius of Emesa De natura hominis as sources for three
Porphyrian questions on the nature of the soul, otherwise lost.

Finamore and Dillon 2002 use the Metaphrasis, but not the Solutiones, in the reconstruction of
Tamblichus’ text.

Per hoc igitur anima corpori miscetur salvans sui essentiam et operationem incorruptibilem (52.21—22, cf.
53.5—7). Gersh 1986: 770—5 has shown that Priscian depends heavily on Proclus in this chapter. For
the significance of this statement for the discussion about the authorship of Pseudo-Simplicius De
anima see below pp. 760-1.

“w
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(2) What is the nature of sleep? What happens to the soul when the body
is asleep? Is it partly active, partly inactive, and hence of a double nature? Is
sleep an affection of the soul, the body, or the composite of both? Is sleep
associated with hotness or coldness? All of Priscian’s answers closely follow
Aristotle (52.25—58.29).

(3) How does vision relate to dreams and prophecy in dreams? During sleep
the soul is undisturbed by the body and therefore more receptive of divine
activity, in the same way as the cleansed soul is more receptive of intelligibles.
Here the Aristotelian discussion lends support to late Platonic psychology (59.3—
63.21).

(4) How does the solar year cause the four seasons and different climatic
zones? This chapter is indebted to Geminus, Ptolemy and Strabo (63.24-68.11).

(5) How can doctors successfully apply drugs with contrary effects in different
patients? Here it is Hippocrates who lends support to late-Platonic physics: like
any intelligence the doctor’s art provides him with a keen eye to provide to
the ever-fleeting matter of the body whatever it needs in the circumstances
(68.14—69.16).

(6) How do lunar phases and lunar activity affect tidal variations throughout
the waters of the late-ancient world, but especially in the Red Sea? Answers
explicitly rely on Strabo, Posidonius and Aristotle (69.19—76.20).

(7) How can air receive weight and fire humidity as in the mutual transforma-
tions of the elements? The discussion of weight and lightness, the four elements
and their essential qualities and movements largely depends on Aristotle De caelo
with additional material from Theophrastus (77.3—88.7).

(8) Given that individuals of the same species differ according to the places
and climatic conditions they live in, do they differ in form or not? Such varia-
tions belong to the irrational and corporeal aspects of living beings, caused by
differences in e.g., Hippocratic airs, waters and places, or food, and do not affect
their immutable and imperishable form. This is not unlike the adoption of var-
ious laws and customs which one learns from one’s parents. However, in many
instances the natural form limits the range of possible habitats (88.10—93.27).

(9) Why do snakes have venom which is fatal to other living beings (in some
seasons and in some regions more so than in others)? In general, why did the
creator of this universe (94.9 huius universitatis constitutor) compose the world of
both opposing and harmonious powers? Such conception of order is surely too
much for a partial intellect to fathom (94.3-98.23).

(10) Where does the wind (spiritus) and its motions come from? How is
it that the magnitude of its power is manifest everywhere, whereas its body,
provenance and destination are not apparent? In his discussion Priscian relies on
Aristotle Meteor. with its theory of exhalations (inflationes), and on Theophrastus
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De ventis. Then Priscian suddenly breaks off his discussion of even more kinds
of wind, and the work ends rather abruptly (08.26—-104.6).

Apart from being a display of traditional ancient learning, this survey may
serve to show that Priscian seems to have designed at least part of his Solutiones as
a confirmation of Platonic metaphysics from commonplace physics: throughout
unity prevails over plurality, and forms, souls and intellects are carefully kept
aloof from the material or corporeal conditions over which they preside.

The Solutiones enjoyed some attention in later times. It has been mentioned as
a source for the pseudo-Aristotelian Mirabiles auscultationes. The work was well
known to the medieval encyclopaedist Vincent of Beauvais (c. 1190-1264)7 and
was still copied in the fifteenth century.

PRISCIAN’S PSYCHOLOGICAL WORK

An undisputed work on psychology by Priscian that has come down to us is his
so-called Metaphrasis on Theophrastus. It is a Platonic adaptation of Theophrastus’
De anima, which constituted books 4—s of a larger work called Physics, other-
wise lost (cf. Them. In DA 108.11—12). The transmitted text is incomplete,
and covers the equivalent of most of the discussion of sense-perception, and
partial accounts of imagination and thought. Priscian provides a thoroughly
late-Platonic interpretation of the Peripatetic material, prompted by the critical
questions of Theophrastus. It is noteworthy that in this context Theophrastus’
questions to Aristotle’s text serve to introduce Platonic solutions, in much the
same way as the commentary tradition on the Catfegories was fuelled by the criti-
cal remarks of Lucius and Nicostratus, which prompted Porphyry and others to
develop Aristotle’s philosophy in new directions (cf. Simpl. In Cat. 1.18—2.2).

The work received ample attention in later times, and was translated by Ficino
and Dalechampius as part of the revival of interest in Theophrastus.

The doctrinal content of the Metaphrasis is best discussed in connection with
a commentary on Aristotle’s De anima which all manuscripts attribute to Sim-
plicius. Francesco Piccolomini (1582—1651)* already noted stylistic differences
between this commentary and other Aristotelian commentaries by Simplicius.
On the basis of his observations he denied Simplicius’ authorship. In our times
this suggestion was taken up and developed by Bossier and Steel,? noting dif-
ferences in vocabulary, style, and doctrinal content between these works. In

7 Albeit under the name of Priscian of Caesarea.

8 Commentarii in Libros Aristotelis De caelo, ortu et interitu; adiuncta lucidissima expositione, in tres libros
eiusdem de anima, Mainz 1608, 1001—2.

9 Bossier and Steel 1972, Steel 1978 passim, Steel 1997: 105—40. Their view has been defended by
Perkams 2005, cf. Luna 2001: 504 n. §4.
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addition, they claimed Priscian of Lydia to be its author. An important argu-
ment is a reference to an epitome of Theophrastus On the Soul which they regard
as a self-reference to Priscian’s Metaphrasis of Theophrastus (In DA 136.25—9).

This two-fold proposal has been received in various ways. I. Hadot has
repeatedly disputed the correctness and/or conclusiveness of the arguments
against Simplician authorship, as well as the arguments supporting the attribution
of the commentary to Priscian.'® H. Blumenthal and others were prepared to
reconsider Simplician authorship, but did not find the evidence adduced in
favour of Priscian decisive.'" Since Priscian and Simplicius shared the same
milieu around Damascius for some time it was proposed that the commentary
is a reportatio by a pupil in contact with this circle. There is general agreement,
however, that the work is to be situated in this milieu. The discussion continues
as the study of the works of Simplicius and Priscian yield new arguments and
turther insights into the complex development and character of the ancient
commentary tradition. Until the question is resolved (if ever), it seems wise
to respect the unanimous attribution of the manuscripts, and to consider the
commentary as a work by Simplicius.

This discussion has been important for the understanding of both Priscian
and the DA commentary in that it has made us more aware of the intricacies
of the commentary tradition. To give an example: Iamblichus taught that the
human soul completely descends from the intelligible realm. This descent causes
a change in both the soul’s activities and its essence. Since the soul holds a
middle position between the intelligible and material realms as a continuously
self-developing process, lamblichus can affirm that the soul remains in itself
and is identical to itself as a whole, and simultaneously proceeds outside of
itself and changes as a whole (Simpl. In DA 6.14; 90.4, 20; 95.1, 24). Proclus
shrank back from essential change, and ruled that only the soul’s activities are
affected by the descent.” As Steel has shown, the DA commentary is full of
references to Iamblichus’ doctrine.”3 In the Solutiones Priscian seems to state

'° Hadot 1978: 193—202, Hadot 1987, Hadot 2002; her argument has been adopted by, e.g., Thiel
1999 and Athanassiadi 1993. She has stressed Bossier and Steel did not take Simplicius’ commentary
on Epictetus’ Handbook sufficiently into account. Her argument is weakened insofar as she relies
on two highly controversial claims, namely that Priscian and Simplicius continued to work at
Carrhae (see above), and that Byzantine manuscripts confirm that Simplicius wrote a commentary
on Aristotle’s Metaphysics which is mentioned at In DA 28.17—22 and 217.23, cf. Hadot 1987a; see
Rashed 2000 for an opposing view.

Blumenthal 1982, Blumenthal 1996: 65—71, Blumenthal 1997: 213—14, Blumenthal 2000: 1—7,
Lautner and Urmson 1995: 2—10, Finamore and Dillon 2002: 18—24, Perkams 2003: 84—89.

Cf. Procl. In Tim. 3.335.24—S5, 338.6—7, 340.14—15. This doctrine is reflected in the structure of EL
191: ‘every participated soul has an eternal substance but a temporal activity’.

Steel 1978, passim. He did not find it anywhere in Simplicius; Hadot has argued that Simplicius
accepted it in the commentary on Epictetus, see Hadot 1978: 201—2, Hadot 1982, and in full
detail in Hadot 1996: 70—102; her interpretation is rejected by Steel 1997: 118 as showing merely
Damascius’ influence.
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half of Tamblichus’ position when he claims that the union with the body leaves
both the soul’s essence and activity intact (cf. Prisc. Solut. §2.21—2; $3.5—7).
This statement suffices as a rejection of Peripatetic and Stoic alternatives to
the soul-body relationship which would be harmed by expounding the soul’s
change. In the Metaphrasis he takes Iamblichus as his point of reference, and
we find him writing for a philosophically more sophisticated audience. He
accepts a wholesale change in Iamblichaean terms, and uses it to accommodate
Aristotle De an. 3.4, 429a24 ‘[intellect] is nothing in actuality before it thinks’,
and 429bsft. on the separation of intellect (cf. Prisc. Metaphr. 29.26—30.15;
31.15—16; 32.13—14). Even so, elsewhere in the Metaphrasis Priscian explains
that although the separate human intellect has descended from the unity of
separate intelligibles, it has at the same not entirely gone out from the intellect
in actuality to which it remains joined. This allows even the separate intellect
to be ‘affected’, namely by receiving its perfections from prior intelligibles. If
so, Aristotle’s mention of the blank writing tablet makes sense after all, and so
do Theophrastus’ queries about the nature of the ‘affection’ of intellect. The
separate intellect is ‘potential” in the sense of allowing for precisely this type of
perfection (cf. Prisc. Metaphr. 26.29—28.4).

With a different point of reference and a different audience come a dif-
ferent technical vocabulary and style, even more so when Priscian takes on
Theophrastean or Iamblichaean turns of phrase. Such changes of context may
occur between works or even between sections in the same work. Hence
the usual criteria of vocabulary, style and doctrine are very difficult to apply;
only an exhaustive grammatical and stylistic investigation including philosophi-
cally neutral terms may provide some ground for an argument. At the same
time the discussion has shown the close proximity between the Metaphra-
sis and the De anima commentary, which can be explained from common
sources (Theophrastus, Iamblichus or Damascius), from the proximity in place
and time (roughly, the same decade of the sixth century cE), and the per-
sonal acquaintance between the main philosophers at work at the time. Again,
within such parameters it is difficult to find conclusive evidence for any
position.

The DA commentary is famous for a peculiar interpretation of Aristotle’s two
types of actuality of the soul, to wit in terms of the possession, or in terms of
the exercise of knowledge. Aristotle’s definition of the soul as the actualization
(entelecheia) of an organic natural body (De an. 2.1, 412a26—7) contains the
remark that ‘in the order of becoming’ capacity comes before the exercise,
although the actuality is logically prior. But is there any becoming in the case
of the immortal (part of the) soul? And can the Peripatetic doctrine that the
soul is the entelecheia of the body, and hence inseparable from it, as Alexander of
Aphrodisias chose to emphasize (cf. Alex. DA 17.9-15), be reconciled with the
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Platonic conviction that the soul does not in any way mix with the body?™ In
commentaries on De caelo and Physics, Simplicius paraphrases Aristotle in such
a way that only the irrational parts of the soul are inseparable as the entelecheia
of the body, whereas the rational part is truly separable (cf. Simpl. In Cael.
279.16—20, 380.16—19; In Phys. 268.6—269.4 against Alexander). The De anima
commentary, however, accepts the claim that the soul is the entelecheia of the
body, and develops it in a different way. In its role of formal i.e., defining cause
(kath’ ho) the soul actualizes the potentialities of the body, which is constituted
by nature, by making it a living body. Next, the soul utilizes the living body
thus constituted and fulfils its potentialities in order to be able to operate in the
sensible world. This is presented as a different aspect of the formal causation of
soul by which it actualizes the potentiality for motion in the living body (huph’
ho)."> On this view, the two aspects of the soul’s formal actualization of the
body are present on all levels of the soul, and concern all its parts or functions,
including thought.'® If, for instance, strong impressions harm the sense organ,
this is to be regarded as the organ losing its ‘defining life’.'” However, there
is something stronger than any of these soul powers in us, which exists in us
without entelecheia. This is the Peripatetic nous poietikos of De an. 3.5, which is
truly separate (cf. Simpl. In DA 109.2—11). Despite the convergences between
the texts noted above, the Metaphrasis does not seem to contain any of the
terminology of the double entelecheia.

Finally, the topic of consciousness has drawn the attention of recent scholar-
ship. The starting-point for any discussion of consciousness is Aristotle’s query,
at De an. 3.2, 425b12—13, how we perceive that we see and hear. For Aristotle
this awareness is given with the activity of each sense, which is perceived as
such by the common sense. This view is reflected in a report of Theophras-
tus in Priscian’s Metaphrasis (ct. Metaphr. 21.32—22.1, with reference to Arist.
Somn. 2, 455a13ff). Priscian and Simplicius seem to agree in following Dam-
ascius. Damascius had distinguished between awareness of thought, especially
recollection of intelligibles, and awareness of sense-perception. In the case of
thought, he granted the rational soul a special faculty of attention (prosektikon);
for sense-perception he used con-science (suneidos) to designate the awareness

'+ Hence Plot. Enn. 4.7.8.5 argues against the entelecheia interpretation of the soul.

'S Cf. Simpl. In De an. 4.12—34 which combines Arist. Part. an. 1.7, 641a14—20; Phys. 8.4, 254b30-3,

255a12—18; De an. 1.3, 407b24—s5 (itself a reminiscence of Plato, Alc. 129c—130c). One of the

prepositional phrases, which Steel considered non-Simplician, Hadot also found in Simpl. In Phys.

283.6, see Hadot 1978: 196-8, also for a different assessment of the passages referred to here.

Cf. Simpl. In De an. 71.24—30, 86.1—7 (vegetative soul); 111.24—5, 125.12—36, 128.22—9, 167.22—32

(sense-perception); 205.32—9, 77.5—8, 57.23 (imagination and discursive thought).

'7 Simpl. In De an. 168.8—15, commenting on Arist. De an. 2.12, 424a28 ‘the logos (sc. of the organ)
is resolved’.
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of perception in the irrational soul (cf. Dam. In Phaedo 1.271—3 Westerink; In
Phaedo 2.19—22 Westerink). This distinction between faculties was for the most
part respected in both the DA commentary (cf. In DA 187.27—188.14; 289.40—
290.6; cf. In Epict. 40.23—8, 43.15—17 Hadot) and Priscian’s Metaphrasis. Priscian
seems to add to Damascius’ sunesis of the senses the self-awareness which comes
with their unity in the common sense, called sunaisthesis (ct. Metaphr. 22.1—23
with 5.10—-19). According to Hadot, the DA commentary differs from Priscian
by attributing to the higher ontological level of common sense a purer awareness
than the senses achieve, as a prerogative of human reason, which sets humans
apart from animals which lack reason and have only the awareness of the senses. ™
No such distinction is envisaged in the Metaphrasis. Pseudo-Philoponus In DA
seems to have chosen a special position in this debate. Perhaps on the basis of a
late reception of Plotinus (cf. Enn. 4.4 [28] 8.9—16 and 5.1 [10] 12.5ff.), he seems
to have disregarded Damascius’ distinction and attributed the task of perceiving
perception to the rational soul’s prosektikon, to the detriment of the common
sense (cf. Ps.-Philop. In DA 464.18—465.12).

In the first edition of this Cambridge History, Hilary Armstrong mentioned
Priscian and the DA commentary attributed to Simplicius only once, in
passing." Since then the De anima commentary tradition has been discovered by
scholars. The above survey of existing scholarship on the work of Priscian and
(Pseudo?) Simplicius shows both that the situation has dramatically improved
and that much more research is needed before we fully understand this difficult
but fascinating part of the history of philosophy.

% Hadot 1997: 71. "9 Pp. 317 and 489 respectively.






PART VII

THE THIRD ENCOUNTER OF
CHRISTIANITY WITH ANCIENT
GREEK PHILOSOPHY

INTRODUCTION TO PART VII

In the sixth century cg, Christian theology matured both in the eastern and
western parts of the Empire. In the East, the works of the unknown and
pseudonymously named Dionysius the Areopagite aimed to transpose into a
Christian theological context the systematic version of Platonism found in
Proclus. In the West, the three hypostases of Platonism are transformed into
the persons of the Trinity, gods become angels, and salvation becomes res-
urrection rather than permanent separation from a body. Boethius undertook
a re-evaluation of the ancient Greek philosophical tradition from a refined
Christian theological perspective. Boethius seems to have a clearly articulated
vision of what can and cannot be accepted from Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoic
and Academic sources. His most influential work, The Consolation of Philosophy,
acknowledges the feasibility and even perhaps the inevitability of a Christian
philosophy. Writing in Latin, Boethius provided a bridge for the renaissance of
Christian thought in the West in the ninth century. Maximus the Confessor
refined further the Christianized Platonism of Pseudo-Dionysius. He wrote not
only on narrowly theological problems, but on the full panoply of ecclesiastical
and spiritual issues. The idea of Christian philosophy as a way of life explicitly
in opposition to the ways of life recommended within the ancient Greek philo-
sophical tradition comes to the fore in Maximus. The last philosopher treated
in this section, John Scotus Eriugena, brings us to the Carolingian Renaissance.
His translation of the works of Pseudo-Dionysius into Latin was to become a
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fundamental source for the early and indirect access to ancient Greek philoso-
phy within the Scholastic tradition. His attempts to integrate the eastern Greek
Christianized Platonism with the western Latin theological tradition running
through Augustine and Boethius is one of the more remarkable synthetic efforts
in our period.



42

PSEUDO-DIONYSIUS THE AREOPAGITE

ERIC PERL

In the late fifth or early sixth century, a Christian writer, most likely a monk,
probably from the Syrian region of the eastern Roman Empire, composed a
body of works in which the philosophy of Plotinus, Proclus and other thinkers
in the Platonic tradition is united with Christian belief. The works appeared
under the name of Dionysius the Areopagite, and in them the author apparently
identifies himself as this first-century figure, who is named in the Acts of the
Apostles as an Athenian converted to Christianity after hearing St Paul’s sermon
on ‘the unknown God’ (Acts 17.34) and who is said to have become the first
bishop of Athens. The author is now generally referred to as ‘Pseudo-Dionysius’,
or, in order to avoid the pejorative connotations of the prefix ‘pseudo-’, simply as
‘Dionysius’ or ‘Denys’. Attempts have been made to discover his true identity,
but none has received general acceptance, and in the absence of any solid
evidence such efforts necessarily remain merely speculative and inconclusive."
What seems clear, however, is that the author’s concealment of his own name
is related to the philosophical content of his works. Like the God of whom he
writes, the author remains nameless, inaccessible, hidden behind his works and
knowable only as he is manifest in them. His choice of pseudonym, moreover,
links him both with the idea of ‘the unknown God’ and with the integration
between Greek philosophy and Christianity which is at play in Paul’s sermon.
The surviving works of Dionysius include four treatises (On Divine Names,
On Mystical Theology, On the Celestial Hierarchy, and On the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy)
and ten letters. In these works, the author refers to various other treatises, but in
the absence of any external evidence, there is no way of determining whether
these were actually written but have not survived, or are merely part of the
author’s pseudonymous self-presentation. Dionysius’ philosophical metaphysics
is found principally in the On Divine Names. On Mystical Theology describes the

! For a survey of proposed identifications (many of them patently impossible, as the corpus Dionysiacum
cannot have been composed before the later part of the fifth century), see Hathaway 1969: 30—s5.
But there is no reason to suppose that the author must be any figure who is otherwise known to
history at all: see Saffrey 1982: 65 and Balthasar 1984: 146.
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ascent to ‘the divine darkness’, the divinity beyond all knowledge and being,
by the removal of all things. The On the Celestial Hierarchy consists mostly of an
interpretation of the scriptural presentations of angels, but the opening sections
outline a theory of symbolism that holds considerable philosophical interest.
The On the Ecclesiastical Hierarchy is a description and explanation of a number
of Christian sacramental rituals.

Throughout the Middle Ages, the corpus Dionysiacum was accepted with lit-
tle question as having been written by the first-century Athenian. It was first
translated into Latin in the ninth century, and exercised a tremendous influence
on both Byzantine and medieval Latin thought. The author’s identity was first
seriously questioned in the fifteenth century, and was definitively proven to be
pseudonymous in the 1890s, principally on the basis of the corpus’ extensive
borrowings from the work of Proclus. Other evidence, both internal and exter-
nal, dates the corpus between 476 and 528. More recent scholarship has shown
that Dionysius draws not only on Proclus but also on other Athenian Platonists
such as Damascius. His work also shows direct familiarity with Plotinus, and
with the earlier Christian traditions of Alexandria, the Cappadocian Fathers,
and eastern monasticism.

1 THE HIDDEN GOD

In On Divine Names, Dionysius sets out to explain how the unknowable, hidden,
‘nameless’ God is hymned by many names in the Christian Scriptures and
traditions. He does this by means of a version of Platonic metaphysics, in which
God, who as beyond being is unknowable and unnameable, is hymned by the
names of all things because, as cause of all things, he is all things in all things.
The idea that God, the first principle of reality, is ‘hidden’, i.e., inaccessible
or unknowable, has a widespread background both in classical Greek thought
and in the Christian tradition (notably in Clement of Alexandria and Gregory
of Nyssa). For Dionysius, God 1s beyond the reach of thought and knowledge
because he is not any being. ‘For if all knowledges are of beings and have their
limit in beings, that which is beyond all being also transcends all knowledge’
(DN 1.4.5934). This statement reflects a line of philosophical argumentation
stemming principally from Plotinus. The Platonic doctrine that the One or
Good, the first principle of reality, is beyond being and knowledge, follows
from the fundamental identity of being and intelligibility which is central to
this tradition. If to be is to be intelligible, then every being is finite and is
dependent on the identifying determination in virtue of which it is intelligible
and thus is a being (e.g., Plotinus, 5.1 [10] 7.19—27). Consequently, the first
principle cannot be any being. If it were a finite being, it would be intelligible,



Pseudo-Dionysius the Areopagite 769

determinate, dependent, and therefore not the first principle. Moreover, it
would be one distinct member of the totality of beings, rather than the source
of that totality. Plotinus’ conclusion, then, is that the source from which all things
derive is beyond intelligibility and beyond being, and he carefully explains that
this ‘beyond’ is purely negative in meaning, signifying only that the One is not
anything, not included within the whole of reality as any member of it, precisely
because it is the source of that whole (e.g., Plotinus, 5.5 [32] 6.2—14).

Dionysius adopts this line of reasoning from the Platonic tradition, declar-
ing that God is unknowable, unable to be grasped by thought, inexpressible,
nameless, above being, not any being. It is not merely the case that God is
inexpressible by language, beyond discursive reason, or inaccessible to human
thought (as though some ‘other’ kind of thought could reach him). Rather,
God 1s beyond the reach of thought as such, because all thought is, necessarily,
the apprehension of being, of what is intelligible, finite and hence not God.
Dionysius’ ‘negative theology’, therefore, like that of Plotinus, does not consist
merely in negative propositions about God. Negation, no less than affirmation,
is a form of determination, and would limit God by declaring what he is not.
Thus Dionysius says not merely that God is beyond all affirmations, but that
he is ‘beyond every negation and affirmation’ (M1 1.2.10008; cf. M'T" 5.1048B).
It is no more correct to say that God is not anything than to say that he is
anything. Likewise, for Dionysius, God is not simply unknowable or ineffable,
for this would implicitly identify him as an unknowable or ineffable being and
ascribe an attribute to him, but rather beyond ineffability and beyond unknow-
ing (huperarretos, huperagnoston; DN 1.4.592D). Just as Plotinus says that to attain
the One ‘you will not think (ou noeseis)” (5.3 [49] 13.33), so Dionysius says
that the union of the mind with God ‘comes about in the cessation of every
intellectual activity’ (DN 1.5.593C; cf. DN 1.4.592¢D) and ‘in the inactivity of
every knowledge’ (MT 1.3.10014), for every intellectual activity, every knowl-
edge, is the apprehension of some being and therefore not of God. Negative
theology ultimately consists not in any speech or thought, however negative or
superlative, but in silence, ‘honouring the hidden of the divinity, beyond intel-
lect and being, with unsearchable and sacred reverence of intellect, and ineffable
things with a sober silence’ (DN 1.3.5894aB). Since to be is to be intelligible,
or, in other words, to be given to thought, to be manifest, God is hidden, not
manifest, in that he is not any being.

In developing his Platonic understanding of the Christian God, Dionysius
carefully avoids assimilating the persons of the Trinity to the Plotinian hypostases
of the One, intellect and soul, or indeed to any of the other triads that abound in
later Platonism. For Dionysius, all three persons together, not the Father alone,
stand in the place of the Platonic One or Good, beyond intellect and being, and



770 Eric Perl

all the names of God, with the exception of the names ‘Father’, ‘Son’, and ‘Holy
Spirit’, are common to all three persons (DN 2.1, 636C, 637C; 2.3, 640B). On
this point the difference between Dionysius’ and Augustine’s Christian versions
of Platonism is instructive. Augustine assimilates the Son or Word, eternally
begotten by the Father, to Plotinus’ intellect, eternally generated by the One.
But since, for Augustine, the Son is in no way subordinate but fully equal to
the Father, God as the Father is God, this has the eftect of bringing God down
to the level of intellect. Augustine’s God is fundamentally pure intellect, pure
form, pure being, and the Platonic idea of the first principle as beyond all
these is to a large extent lost. For Dionysius, on the other hand, God — Father,
Son, and Holy Spirit — is beyond intellect, form and being, in the position of
the Platonic One. Thus Dionysius often refers to the Son as huperousios (e.g.
Epist. 3.10698; Epist. 4.1072B), and the opening prayer of the Mystical Theology
begins, “Trinity beyond being [ Trias huperousie] . ..” (MT 1.1, 9974). Hence the
trinitarian distinctions, although discussed in DN 2, do not enter into Dionysius’
philosophical understanding of God as the principle of all things.

2 CAUSATION AS MANIFESTATION

Dionysius explains that while God is ‘nameless’ because he is not any being, he
is named, or better, hymned, as all things because he is the cause (aitia or aition)
of all things. ‘Cause’ here signifies not that God is a being, but, on the contrary,
in that he is the cause of all beings, he himself is not included among all beings
as any one of them. ‘It [i.e. God] is cause of all beings, but is itself nothing, as
transcending all things in a manner beyond being. . . But since. . . it is cause of
all beings, the beneficent providence of the Thearchy” is to be hymned from all
the effects’ (DN 1.5.593¢D). But in what sense is God the ‘cause’ of all things, if
he is not any being, and why does this justify naming him as all things? Dionysius
interprets God’s making of the world? in terms of the distinctively Platonic kind
of causation in which, for example, beauty is the cause of all beautiful things’
being beautiful or life is the cause of all living things’ being living (see Plato,
Phd. 1ood—101¢). For Dionysius, then, God is the cause of all things in that he is
present to all things as the constitutive determinations in virtue of which they are
what they are and so are beings. Thus he is, for example, ‘the life of living things
and being of beings (ton onton ousia)’ (DN 1.3.589cC). He is the cause of living

* Dionysius frequently uses this term (thearchia) and the adjectival form ‘thearchic’ (thearchikos), appar-
ently meaning something like ‘the divine principle’, God as the principle of all things. The term
is sometimes taken to have a specifically trinitarian significance (e.g., Marion 2001: 173, 187), but
there is no textual warrant for this reading.

3 Dionysius avoids using the word ‘create’ (kfizein and its cognates) except in Scriptural citations.
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things in that in all living things, he is the life by which they are living; he is the
cause of beings in that in all beings, he is the being by which they are beings:
God ‘neither was nor will be nor came to be nor comes to be nor will come to
be; rather, he is not. But he is being to beings (autos esti to einai tois ousi)’ (DN
5.4.817D). And this principle extends to all the determinations of all things: ‘In
the cause of all things the paradigms of all beings pre-exist. . . Paradigms. . . are
the being-making determinations (ousiopoious . . . logous) pre-existing unitarily
in God, of beings, which theology calls predeterminations, and good wills,
determinative and productive (aphoristika kai poietika) of beings, according to
which the beyond-being both predetermined and produced all beings’ (DN
5.8.824C). These ‘paradigms’ or logoi contained without distinction in God,
then, are the defining or determining principles which make beings to be. All
the features of all things, therefore, are God-in-them, making them to be by
making them what they are, so that God is not only being in beings and life
in living things but ‘all things in all things (ta panta en pasi)’ (DN 1.7.596C).*
Dionysius variously refers to these differentiated presences of God in all things
as the ‘powers’, ‘participations’, ‘processions’, ‘providences’, ‘manifestations’, or
‘distributions’” of God, and all these terms express God’s productive presence in
beings as their constitutive determinations. ‘If we have named the hiddenness
beyond being God, or life, or being, or light, or word, we are thinking of
nothing other than the powers brought forth from it to us, which are deifying,
or being-making, or life-producing, or wisdom-giving’ (DN 2.7.6454). And
this is the justification for the naming of God: since whatever is found in any
being is God-in-it, God is truly named and hymned as all things in all things.
Conversely, then, all the intelligible determinations of all things, and hence
the whole content of reality, are contained without differentiation in God.
As Dionysius says, articulating a universal Late Platonic principle, ‘the things
that belong to the effects pre-exist in the causes’ (DN 2.8.645D), and God
‘is not only the cause of holding together or of life or of perfection, so that
the goodness above name would be named only from this one or another
providence, but simply and indeterminately pre-contained in itself all beings’
(DN 1.7.596D—5974). All reality, then, is the unfolding, the differentiated and
therefore intelligible presentation or manifestation of God, and God is the
enfolding, the undifterentiated containment, of all things.’ Thus, as Dionysius
says, God is not any one being, but ‘all beings and none of beings’ (DN 1.6.596¢),

4 Dionysius is here citing 1 Cor. 15.28, which is his principal scriptural justification for attributing to
God the names of all things and claiming that all these names are found in the Scriptures.

5 Although this schema of enfolding-unfolding, or complicatio-explicatio, is often associated with
medieval Latin Platonism, it is in fact a central principle of Platonic philosophy from Plotinus
onward.
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or, better, ‘all things in all things and nothing in any’ (DN 7.3.8724). He is all
things in all things, in that the whole intelligible content of any being, and thus
the whole being itself, is God-in-it in the differentiated way that constitutes it
as that being; and he is nothing in any, in that he is not himself any one being,
distinguished from others as one member within the whole. God is nothing
(ouden, DN 1.5.593C), we may say, not by privation but by concentration, the
whole content of reality without the differentiation that constitutes beings as
beings. Consequently, like the One of Plotinus, God is at once and identically
transcendent and immanent: transcendent, in that he is not any being, not
included within the whole of reality as any member thereof; immanent, in that
he is immediately present to all things as their constitutive determinations and
thus as the whole of what they are. Dionysius articulates this coinciding of
transcendence and immanence in his discussion of God as light: “The goodness
of the Godhead which is beyond all things extends from the highest and most
venerable substances to the last, and is still above all, the higher not outstripping
its excellence nor the lower going beyond its containment’ (DN 4.4.697C).
Thus God is truly named and hymned as all things, because all reality is the
differentiated presentation of God.

If God is the undifferentiated containment of all things, then the differentia-
tion of beings from one another is what distinguishes all beings from God and
thus constitutes them as beings. It follows, for Dionysius, that God himself is
the very difterentiation by which beings are beings. Thus Dionysius says that
God is named ‘the different, since God is providentially present to all things
and becomes all things in all things for the preservation of all things’ (DN
0.5.912D). He continues, ‘Let us consider the divine difference. . . as his uni-
tary multiplication and the uniform processions of his multiple-generation to
all things’ (DN 9.5.913B). God, then, is not a ‘simple monad’, set over against
beings in their differentiated multiplicity, but is the very principle by which
beings are different from each other and so are beings. Since all determination
is differentiation, God is thus the source at once of the differences between
beings and of their unity and identity: ‘From this [i.e., God as the Good] are all
the substantial existences of beings, the unions, the distinctions, the identities,
the differences, the likenesses, the unlikenesses, the communions of opposite
things, the unminglings of united things. ..” (DN 5.7.7048).°

S Significantly, Dionysius does not attempt to assimilate the Christian trinitarian distinctions to Pla-
tonism by interpreting the Trinity in terms of Platonic triads or any principles of late Platonic
metaphysics: see Balthasar 1984: 156, 184—5. All the names attributed to God from beings are com-
mon to all three Persons (DN 2.1.636C, 637C; 2.3.6408B), and all three Persons together, not the
Father alone, stand in the place of the Platonic One or Good. Like the One of Plotinus, the God
of Dionysius, as beyond being, is neither one nor many (DN 13.2.977¢D), neither monad nor triad
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One of the principal ways in which Dionysius integrates Christianity and Pla-
tonism is by interpreting the incarnation in terms of this Platonic understanding
of being as the manifestation of God.

Concerning the love for man in Christ, even this, I think, the theology suggests: that
out of the hidden the beyond-being has come forth into manifestation according to
us, becoming a being in a human way. But he is hidden even after the manifestation,
or, that I may speak more divinely, even in the manifestation. For even this of Jesus is
hidden, and the mystery in him is brought forth to no reason or intellect, but what is
said remains ineffable and what is thought, unknowable.

(Epist. 3.1069B)

The incarnation of Christ is thus assimilated to the Platonic vision of the whole
of reality as the manifestation and presence of hidden, transcendent divinity,
while at the same time all of reality, as the manifestation of God, comes to be
seen as ‘incarnational’ in nature.

3 PROCESSION AND REVERSION

Fifth-century Athenian Platonists such as Proclus interpret causation, thus
understood in terms of enfolding and unfolding, as the cyclical metaphysi-
cal ‘motion’ of remaining, procession and reversion (mone, proodos, epistrophe).
In Proclus’ words, ‘Every effect remains in its cause, proceeds from it, and
reverts to it” (EL theol. 35). This is one of the principal concepts that Dionysius
adopts from Proclus. ‘Remaining’ refers to the undifferentiated containment of
the effects in, or better, as, the cause. ‘Procession’ refers to the dependence of
the effects on the cause considered as causal activity, the ‘going forth’ of the
effects from their cause and of the cause to its effects.” Procession, then, is the
differentiation whereby the effects are distinct from each other and therefore
from the cause, and thus exist at all as themselves, as effects.® The effects proceed
from the cause in that they are differentiated presentations of it. ‘Reversion’,
in turn, refers to this same dependence as a ‘turning back’ of the effects to the
cause as their end or good.” Since what gives unity, identity, intelligibility to
any being is its end or good, the end for a thing is its cause of being. For any

(DN 13.3.980D). The trinitarian distinctions, although discussed in DN 2, thus do not enter into
Dionysius’ philosophical understanding of God as the principle of all things.

Procession is thus attributed both to the cause and to the effect without difference of meaning: the
cause ‘proceeds to’, i.e., produces, the effect, and the effect ‘proceeds from’, i.e., depends on, the
cause.

<

w©

See Proclus, El. theol. 30: if the effect did not proceed from the cause, it would be in no way distinct
from the cause and thus would not exist as itself.

Like procession, therefore, reversion is attributed both to the cause and to the effect: the cause
reverts the effect to itself, and the effect reverts to the cause.

©
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being, therefore, its end is its source and its source is its end (cf. Plotinus, 3.8
[30] 7.17, telos hapasin he arche) and all things in tending toward their own proper
ends are tending toward the Good, at once the source and the end of all things,
in their own ways. As Proclus explains, therefore, ‘all things desire the Good,
and each attains it through its proximate cause: therefore each has appetition of
its own cause also. Through that by which there is being to each thing, through
this there is also being good; toward this first is its appetite; and to that toward
which is first its appetite, toward this it reverts’ (El. theol. 31). Living things,
for example, revert to the Good by way of life, which is their mode of being
one, of being good, and therefore of being. On this basis, Proclus distinguishes
three principal modes of reversion, proper to different kinds of beings: those
that merely exist, those that live, and those that have a cognitive capacity.

Every being reverts either existentially only, or vitally, or also cognitively. For either
it has from its cause existence only, or life together with existence, or it has received
from thence a cognitive faculty also. Insofar, then, as it only is, it makes an existential
reversion; insofar as it also lives, a vital one also; insofar as it has knowledge likewise,
a cognitive one. For as it proceeds, so it reverts. .. Appetition is in some things, then,
according to existence only, which is a fitness for the participation in their causes; in
others, according to life, which is a movement towards the higher; in others, according
to knowledge, which is a consciousness of the goodness of their causes.

(EL theol. 39)

Here Dionysius follows Proclus very closely. “The Good’ names God as at once
the principle from which all things proceed, in which all things are contained,
and to which all things revert: ‘Every being is from the Beautiful and Good
and in the Beautiful and Good and is reverted to the Beautiful and Good’ (DN
4.10.705D). Dionysius adopts Proclus’ account of the modes of reversion, with
the additional distinction of a ‘sensitive’ mode, proper to irrational animals,
between the cognitive mode proper to angels and humans and the vital mode
proper to plants.

It is the Good...from which all things originate and are, as brought forth from an
all-perfect cause; and in which all things are held together, as preserved and held fast
in an all-powerful foundation; and to which all things are reverted as each to its own
proper limit; and which all things desire: the intellectual and rational cognitively, the
sensitive sensitively, those without a share in sensation by the natural motion of vital
desire, and those which are not living and are beings merely by their fitness for existential
participation.

(DN 4.4.7008; cf. DN 1.5.593D)

Thus, the proper activity of each kind of thing, which is that thing’s way of
being, is its mode of reversion to, or desire for, God as the Good. Reversion,
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therefore, is in no way subsequent to procession, as though beings first proceed,
or are made to be, by God, and then revert, or tend toward him. Rather,
reversion, no less than procession, is the very being of all things, and each
thing’s mode of reversion is its proper mode of being. All things are, then, only
in and by desiring God, the Good, in the ways proper to them. As Dionysius
says, ‘By all things, then, the Beautiful and Good is desired and loved and
cherished. . . and all things, by desiring the Beautiful and Good, do and wish
all things that they do and wish’ (DN 4.10.7084). All the activity, and hence the
very being of all things, then, is at once their procession from and reversion to,
or love for, God as the Good.

As the Good or Goodness'® whereby all things are good, God is also the
Beautiful or Beauty itself, and Dionysius frequently uses the divine names
‘Good’ and ‘Beautiful’ conjointly (e.g., DN 4.7.704B; 4.8.704D; 4.10.705C—
7084; 4.18.713D). The beauty of all things is the manifest, differentiated presence
of God as the Beautiful in them, and the Beautiful is identical with the Good
as at once the cause of being to all things and the end toward which all things
are drawn: ‘From the Beautiful is being to all beings, each being beautiful
according to its proper determination’ (DN 4.7.7044), and ‘the Beautiful above
being is called Beauty (kallos) on account of the beautifulness distributed from
it to all beings in the manner proper to each . .. and as calling (kaloun) all things
to itself’ (DN 4.7.701c)."" Conversely, God pre-contains in himself, without
differentiation, all the beauty of all things (DN 4.7.7044). Indeed, the divine
name ‘Beautiful’ expresses the unity of all the modes in which God is the
cause of all things. “The Beautiful is the principle of all things, as making
cause, and moving and holding together the whole by the love of its proper
beautifulness; and limit of all things, and cherished, as final cause, since for the
sake of the Beautiful all things come to be; and paradigmatic [cause], in that
all things are determined according to it’ (DN 4.7.7044B). Here causality of
being, final causality, and formal determination are united under the name of
the Beautiful: the beauty of each being, which is the determinative presence and
manifestation of God in it, is at once its principle and its end. For Dionysius,
therefore, as for, e.g., Plotinus, Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine, to be is to
be beautiful, and beauty is the very principle of being itself. ‘Further, it is
necessary to understand this too, that not even one of beings is altogether
deprived of participation in the Beautiful, since as the truth of the oracles [i.e.,
the scriptures]| says, “all things are very beautiful”” (CH 2.3.141¢, citing Genesis
1.31 (LXX)).

'° Dionysius uses the terms fo agathon or tagathon and agathotés interchangeably.
"' The pun on kallos/kalein is drawn from Proclus, In Alcib. 328.
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The entire cycle of procession and reversion is summarized in Dionysius’
account of divine love (eros).

The cause of all things, through excess of goodness, loves (erai) all things, makes all
things, perfects all things, sustains all things, reverts all things; and the divine love is
good, of good, through the good. For love, the very benefactor of beings, pre-existing
in excess in the Good, did not permit it to remain unproductive in itself, but moved it
to productive action, in the excess which is generative of all things.

(DN 4.10.7084B)

In saying that God loves all things, Dionysius is innovating, at least termino-
logically, on his Platonic sources.'> (Plotinus in an exceptional passage, 6.8 [39]
15.1, describes the One as erds, but this refers to the One’s self-relation, not to
a relation to its products; Proclus attributes a downward-reaching, beneficent
or providential love to lesser gods, but not to the One itself.) Divine love, in
Dionysius, refers at once to procession and to reversion: God loves all things in
that he goes forth or is constitutively present to them (procession), and in that
he constitutively draws them to himself (reversion). Despite the terminological
innovation, therefore, Dionysius’ discussion of love is closely comparable to
Plotinus’ description of the One’s ‘overflow’ which is generative of all things
(5.2 [11].9-10), and to Proclus’ understanding of production in terms of ‘excess’
(periousia) and generative self-multiplication (e.g., El. theol. 27). For Dionysius,
too, divine love is ‘excessive’ or ‘ecstatic’:

The very cause of all things, by the beautiful and good love of all things, through excess
of erotic goodness, becomes out of himself in his providences toward all beings, and
is as it were enticed by goodness and affection and love and is led down, from above
all things and beyond all things, to in all things, according to an ecstatic power beyond
being, without going out from himself. (DN 4.13.712AB)

God’s ‘ecstasy’, his ‘going out of himself’, is his procession to or presence in
all things in virtue of which all things are. God ‘goes out of himself” without
‘going out from himself” in that he is, so to speak, intrinsically ecstatic, not
a defined, self-contained being but always already ‘out of himself” and ‘in all
things’ as their constitutive determinations. Because God is not any being but
the productive differentiation of all things, his being ‘in himself’ consists in his
being ‘out of himself” and in all things.

Thus, unlike Aristotle’s God, who as pure form and pure being is an ‘unmoved
mover’, Dionysius’ God, beyond form and being, is not only beloved, but also

'> Whether Dionysius’ account of divine erds is really different in metaphysical content from Plotinus
and Proclus is controversial. For the view that it is, see Rist 1966: 239; de Vogel 1981: §7-81;
Buckley 1992: 56. For the opposing view, see Perl 2007: 44—6.
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love itself; that is, he not only moves all things toward himself as their end but
also 1s himself ‘moved’ (kineitai) in that he proceeds to or is present in all things
(DN 4.14.712C).

They call him cherished and beloved, as beautiful and good, and again love and charity,
as the power which at once moves and leads beings up to himself. . . and as being the
manifestation of himself through himself and the good procession of the transcendent
union . . . Herein the divine love eminently shows its endlessness and beginninglessness,
as an eternal circle, whirling around through the Good, from the Good, and in the
Good and to the Good in unerring coiling-up, always proceeding and remaining and
returning in the same and by the same.

(DN 4.14.712C—713A)

The entire cycle of procession and reversion is the ‘whirling circle” of divine
love, which is God in all things as their very being.

It follows that for Dionysius, like the other late Platonists but unlike some
of his fellow Christians, God’s making all things is not the result of a ‘choice’,
in such a way that, as is sometimes said, God ‘might not have created’. ‘Since,
as subsistence of goodness, by its very being it is cause of all beings, the good-
founding providence of the Godhead is to be hymned from all the effects . . . And
by its being it is the production and origin of all things...” (DN 1.5.593D; cf.
DN 4.1.6938B). But this should not be taken to mean that, either for Dionysius
or for the non-Christian Platonists, God is subject to some kind of necessity, a
condition or law more universal than himself, or that he is moved to produce
by something other than himself. Rather, it is because God is himself the
production of all things that no alternative is possible. Only God himself —
not any choice, motion, will, or activity distinct from God himself — is the
cause of all things. That love ‘did not permit’ the Good to be unproductive
(DN 4.10.708B) is a consequence, not a limitation, of God’s being absolutely
unconditioned by anything.

4 EVIL

If all things proceed from the Beautiful and Good and are beautiful and good,
the question inevitably arises, “What is evil, and whence does it originate?” (DN
4.18.716A). Dionysius’ treatment of this problem incorporates extensive passages
taken directly from Proclus’ On the Subsistence of Evils, while also differing from
Proclus in significant ways.'3 For Dionysius, as for Proclus, and also for other
Christians influenced by Platonism such as Gregory of Nyssa and Augustine,

3 See Steel 1997: 89—116. Steel, however, offers a different interpretation of Dionysius’ alterations to
Proclus’ account of evil from that given here.
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evil is neither any being, nor a positive attribute of any being. It is, rather,
a partial lack of goodness, and therefore of being, in a thing which to some
extent is and is good. ‘All beings, insofar as they are, are good and from the
Good; and insofar as they are deprived of the Good, they are neither good
nor beings . . . But what is in every way deprived of the Good neither was nor
is nor will be nor can be in any way whatsoever’ (DN 4.20.7208B). Following
Proclus, he rejects Plotinus’ identification of matter with evil on the ground
that ‘if [matter] is in no way whatsoever, it is neither good nor evil. But if it is
somehow a being, and all beings are from the Good, this too would be from
the Good’ (DN 4.28.7294). Again, like Proclus and against Plotinus, Dionysius
argues that if matter is a necessary aspect of the world, it cannot be evil. ‘If
they say that matter is necessary for the completion of all the cosmos, how is
matter evil? For evil is one thing, and the necessary another’ (DN 4.28.7294).
Evil, rather, consists in a being’s partial failure to possess the proper perfections
which constitute it as that kind of being. But whereas Proclus holds that such
failures can occur only at the level of human souls and natural bodies, Dionysius
interprets evil as such a deficiency at any ontological level: “This is evil, for
intellects [i.e., angels] and souls [i.e., human souls] and bodies: the weakness
and falling away from the possession of their proper goods’ (DN 4.27.728D).
Thus, for example, the demons, which Dionysius understands in Christian
terms as fallen angels, ‘are not evil by nature, but by the lack of the angelic
goods’ (DN 4.23.725B), and ‘the evil in them is from the falling away from their
proper goods, and a change, the weakness. . . of the perfection befitting them
as angels’ (DN 4.34.733C).

The proper goods for any being are the characteristic activities which are
its mode of reversion and therefore of being. This ‘weakness’, therefore, is
fundamentally the being’s partial failure to revert to, or desire, God, and therefore
a partial failure to be. All desire is for some good (DN 4.19.716¢), and all
beings, insofar as they have any desire, any activity, and hence any being at
all, are desiring God, the Good, and to that extent are good. Thus even the
demons ‘are not altogether without a share in the Good, insofar as they are
and live and think, and in short, there is some motion of desire in them. But
they are called evil through the weakness in their activity according to nature’
(DN 4.23.725B). Conversely, to desire evil is to desire nothing, and this is not
to desire: ‘And if [the demons] do not desire the Good, they desire non-being.
And this is not desire, but a failure of true desire’ (DN 4.34.733D). Evil, then,
consists fundamentally in passivity, in the partial failure of a being to exercise the
activities which are its being and its participation in God. At the ethical level,
this means that a person is vicious to the extent that he is driven by passions
rather than by active desire, which is always for the Good (see DN 4.20.720Bc,
and EH 3.3.11.440C—441A). And if we ask what is the cause of this failure, the
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answer 1s that, precisely as a deficiency of activity and hence of being, it is
without cause (anaition: DN 4.30.732A; 4.32.732D),"* a conclusion suggested by
Proclus (De mal. subs. 50.30) and independently arrived at by Augustine (De civ.
Dei 12.7.9).

5 HIERARCHY

The principal divine ‘names’ or processions, discussed in On Divine Names
chapters 4, s, 6, and 7 respectively, are the Good or Goodness, Being, Life,
and Wisdom. With the substitution of the biblical term “Wisdom’ (sophia) for
the more common philosophical term ‘Intellect’ (nous), this sequence reflects
Proclus’ account of the Good or the One as the source of all things absolutely,
followed by Being, Life and Intellect as the three main levels of intelligible
reality, productive of different kinds of beings. Thus, for Proclus, all things,
including even matter as privation, proceed from the Good; all beings proceed
from the Good and Being; all living things, from the Good, Being and Life;
and all cognitive things, from the Good, Being, Life, and Intellect (see El. theol.
57 and 101). So too, for Dionysius,

the divine name of the Good, manifesting the whole processions of the cause of all
things, is extended both to beings and to non-beings, and is above beings and above
non-beings. That of Being is extended to all beings and is above all beings. That of Life
is extended to all living things and is above living things. That of Wisdom is extended
to all intellectual and rational and sensitive beings and is above all these things.

(DN 5.1.816B)

‘Non-beings’, here, evidently means formless matter, which, considered in
abstraction from form is not any being, but which, qua included in beings,
proceeds from and participates in the Good. Thus, ‘the Good’ names God as he
is present in all beings and non-beings; ‘Being’ names God as he is present in all
beings; ‘Life’ names God as he is present in living things; and “Wisdom’ names
God as he is present in all conscious beings, i.e., animals (sensitive beings),
humans (rational beings), and angels (intellects, or intellectual beings). The
order of these divine processions is therefore a mirror image of the ranks of
beings:

Good
Being
Life
Wisdom

4 Cf. Jones 1980b: 86—7: ‘The question “Why is there evil at all?” is a mistaken question; for, it seeks
an ultimate cause where there is none. However, in denying the legitimacy of this question we do
not seek to explain evil away; rather, we indicate that evil is uncaused and unexplainable.’
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conscious beings
living beings
(mere) beings
non-beings

The five principal levels of beings, then, are angels, humans, irrational animals,
plants, and inanimate things.

After explaining this, Dionysius raises a hypothetical objection: ‘Yet someone
might say, “Wherefore is Being set above Life and Life above Wisdom, when
living things are above beings, and sensitive things which live above these, and
rational things above these, and the intellects are above the rational things and
are more around God and closer to him?”” (DN 5.3.8174a). In other words,
since living things are higher than inanimate ones, conscious beings are higher
than plants, and so on, it would seem to follow that Life should be above Being
and Wisdom above Life. Dionysius replies that the more specific processions,
e.g., Life in relation to Being or Wisdom in relation to Life, do not exclude
but rather include the more universal ones. Thus plants, in possessing Life, also
possess Being, and conscious beings, in possessing Wisdom, also possess Being
and Life.

But since the divine intellects also are [in a way] above other beings, and live [in
a way| above the other living things, and think and know [in a way] above sense and
reason . . . they are nearer to the Good, participating in it in an eminent way, and receiving
from it more and greater gifts; likewise rational beings excel sensitive ones, having more
by the eminence of reason, and the latter [excel other living things] by sensation, and
[living things excel mere beings] by life. And. .. the things which participate more in
the one and infinitely giving God are closer to him and more divine than the rest.
(DN 5.3.8178B)

Being is higher than Life, then, because Being is a more universal perfection
of which Life is a specification. Life, in plants, therefore, is not superadded to
Being, but is the superior mode of Being proper to them as compared to stones;
Wisdom, i.e., consciousness, is not superadded to Life, but is the superior mode
of Life and Being proper to cognitive things. Angels, as intellects, are the highest
kind of beings because intellection, as the highest mode of consciousness, is the
highest mode of life and being. The various processions, then, are more and
less universal modes of the same divine presence that constitutes all things.

In apparent opposition to Proclus and other non-Christian Platonists, who
hypostasize such terms as a ranked multiplicity of divinities, Dionysius insists that
these processions are not ‘demiurgic substances or hypostases’ (DN 11.6.953D),
and that he is saying not that

the Good is one thing and Being another and Life or Wisdom another, nor that the
causes are many and that there are different divinities, higher and lower, productive of
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different things; but that all the good processions and divine names hymned by us are of
one God; and one [i.e., the name Good] manifests the complete providence of the one
God, but the others, his more universal and more specific [providences].

(DN 5.2.816c—817A)

‘We may wonder, however, to what extent there is a real philosophical difference
between Dionysius and his non-Christian sources here.'S For Proclus, all things
are produced immediately by the One or Good as well as by their ‘proximate’
causes, and the productive power of any lower term is nothing but the par-
ticipated power of a higher term — ultimately, therefore, of the One itself —
in it (see El. theol. 56). Terms such as Being, Life and Intellect, then, are the
differentiated and more specific modes of unity or goodness operative in dif-
ferent beings. Thus, while Proclus hymns the various modes of goodness as a
multiplicity of gods, Dionysius hymns God as the various modes of goodness.
For both Dionysius and Proclus, all things are filled with and constituted by a
multiplicity of divine powers at work differently in different things, and all of
these are modes of presence of the One, the Good, or God.

For Dionysius, then, there is no tension or opposition between God’s imme-
diate presence to all things and the hierarchical structure of reality. Rather, God is
present in all things, or all things participate in God, ‘analogously’ or ‘according
to their rank’, i.e., in the manner appropriate to each. “The Good is altogether
not uncommunicated to any of beings, but shines forth the ray beyond being,
established steadfastly in itself, by illuminations analogous to each of beings’
(DN 1.2.588CD; see also DN 4.1.6938). This is an ‘analogous’ or ‘proportional’
presence in that mere being is to a stone, as life is to a plant, as sense is to an
animal, as reason is to a human, as intellect is to an angel. Each being thus par-
ticipates directly in God in and by occupying its proper place in the hierarchy of
reality. Divine justice, therefore, consists not in equality but in the hierarchical
order in which each being occupies its proper place within the whole (DN
8.7.8964aB). Since God is not any being but ‘all things in all things and nothing
in any’, he does not stand at the head of this hierarchy, as if he were merely the
highest being, but rather transcends and permeates the whole: he transcends it
in that he is not any member of it, even the highest, and he permeates it in that
he is immediately present throughout in the way proper to each level.

'S It is regarded as a profound and crucial difference by, for instance, Roques 1954b: 78—81 and
Louth 1989: 86—7. Dionysius’ own position is very clear; the controversy hinges principally on
the interpretation of Proclus’ ‘many gods’. We may note that later in the sixth century, the
non-Christian philosopher Olympiodorus (perhaps in order to accommodate Christianity) was to
suggest that the Platonic doctrine of many gods could be interpreted in a similar way: ‘If you wish,
do not think that these powers have individual substances and are distinguished from one another,
but place them in the first cause and say that there are in it both intellectual and vital powers’ (In
Gorg. 47.2).
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Within the hierarchy of beings, not only do all things proceed from and
revert to God, but also, the higher proceed to the lower and the lower revert
to the higher (DN 4.8.704D—705A; 4.10.708A; 4.12.709D; 4.15.713AB). Thus,
each level of beings receives the divine light, the participation in God, from
those above, and passes it on to those below. ‘The purpose of hierarchy, then,
is likeness and union with God as far as possible. . . making the members of
his dancing company divine images, clear and spotless mirrors, receptive of the
original light and thearchic ray and sacredly filled with the granted radiance,
and ungrudgingly flaring it up again to the next, according to the thearchic
ordinances’ (CH 3.2.1654; cf. Dionysius’ description of angels as mirrors, DN
4.22.724B). As this image of an array of mirrors suggests, there is no conflict
between God’s immediate productive presence to all things and the hierarchical
transmission of this presence. Rather, it is precisely by means of hierarchical
mediation that God is immediately present throughout the entire hierarchy
of beings as the being of all things (see also CH 3.3.301D)."® Since hierarchi-
cal activity consists fundamentally in transmission, that is to say, in giving and
receiving, it is no accident that Dionysius’ fullest presentations of the hier-
archical structure of reality as a whole are found embedded in his discussion
of divine love. The hierarchically structured love of beings for one another
is the participation of them all in the divine love that constitutes all things.
For love, says Dionysius, is ‘a power unifying and connective and distribu-
tively combining, pre-existing in the Beautiful and Good through the Beautiful
and Good and given out from the Beautiful and Good through the Beau-
tiful and Good, and holding together co-ordinates according to their mutual
communion, moving the first things to providence for their inferiors, and estab-
lishing the more needy in reversion to their superiors’ (DN 4.12.709D; cf. DN

4.15.713AB).

6 KNOWLEDGE AND MYSTICISM

The divine procession “Wisdom’ is subdivided into the three principal levels
of cognition recognized in the philosophical tradition, intellection, discursive

6 For the opposing view, that only cognitive ‘illumination’, and not being, is hierarchically transmit-
ted, see Louth 1989: 84—5; Golitzin 1994: 142—5. The response to this is best given by Rutledge
1964: 14 n.I: ‘Some commentators.. . . find it necessary to say that the orders of the hierarchies do
not create those subordinate to them. This is true, but it is not the whole truth . . . If the whole being
and activity of each member is received it seems to matter little whether we say he or God creates
the one immediately below. The immanence and transcendence of God. .. must be stated with
exactly the same emphasis . . . If we say that God creates each member of the hierarchy immediately,
then. .. we must add immediately that each member is God, at exactly this level of manifestation
or creation’ (italics in original).
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reason and sensation, loosely correlated with angels, humans and irrational
animals respectively. The correlation is loose because the human soul is capable
not only of reason but also of sensation, and indeed can ascend above reason
to intellection and beyond. These modes of cognition are higher and lower
modes of apprehending reality, distinguished by the degrees of unity in which
they do so, intellect being the most unified and sense the most multiple (DN
4.9.705aB, and 7.2.868Bc). Consequently, intellect and sense are not opposed
to each other, but are higher and lower modes of the same activity. Thus, just as
Plotinus says that ‘sense-perceptions are dim intellections’ (6.7 [38] 7.30-1), so
Dionysius remarks that even sensations are ‘an echo of Wisdom’ (DN 7.2.868¢).
For this reason, and in accord with the general principles of Late Platonic and
Dionysian hierarchy, the higher does not lack anything that the lower has, but
possesses it in a higher way. Thus Dionysius follows Proclus’ principle that
whatever is known is known according to the mode, not of the object, but
of the knower (EL theol. 124). So, for Dionysius, angels, as intellects, do not
lack a knowledge of sensible things, but rather, ‘the angels know . . . the things
on earth, knowing them not by sense-perception (although they are sensible
things), but by the proper nature and power of the deiform intellect’ (DN
7.2.869C).

For Dionysius, as for Plotinus and Proclus, it is not the case that God can be
apprehended by intellect but not by sense. Rather, he is given to all modes of
cognition, even the lowest, and to none, even the highest: to none, in that God
‘is neither intelligible nor sensible nor any of beings whatsoever’ (7.2.869c); and
to all, in that all reality, all that is available to apprehension in any mode, is the
manifestation of God.

God is known both through knowledge and through unknowing. And of him there
is both intellection and reason and knowledge and touching and sense-perception and
opinion and imagination and name and all other things; and he is neither thought nor
spoken nor named. And he is not any of beings, nor is he known in any of beings. And
he is all things in all things and nothing in any, and he is known to all from all and to
none from any.

(DN 7.3.8724)

In affirming that there is sense-perception of God, Dionysius makes explicit
a principle that is at least implicitly present throughout the Platonic tradition,
that all awareness, at every level, is awareness of God, because all being is the
differentiated presentation of God.

Since God is not an object for intellect as opposed to sense, the cogni-
tive ascent cannot end with intellection, but must pass beyond intellection
into still greater unity, beyond any cognition whatsoever. ‘Souls, uniting and
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gathering their manifold reasonings into one intellectual purity, go forth in
the way and order proper to them through immaterial and undivided intellec-
tion to the union above intellection” (DN 11.2.949D). Since intelligibility and
therefore being depend on distinction, in moving into absolute unification we
pass beyond thought and being into what Dionysius calls ‘unknowing (agnosia)’,
‘the darkness of unknowing’ (MT 1.3.10014), ‘the union above intellect’ (DN
7.3.872B; 11.2.949D), or ‘the cessation of intellectual activities’ (DN 1.4.592D).
Dionysius’” ‘mysticism’ is thus arguably closer to that of Plotinus than to that of
Proclus, in that Dionysius calls for and attempts to articulate an immediate union
of the soul with the God beyond being. Moreover, Dionysius repeatedly adopts
Plotinus’ principle that in order to attain this we must ‘take away all things’
(aphele panta, Plotinus, 5.3 [49] 17.39), because all things, in their plurality and
distinction, are not God. “We take away all things (ta panta aphairoumen) so that
we may unhiddenly know that unknowing which is hidden by all the things
that are known in all beings, and that we may see that darkness above being
which is hidden by all the light in beings® (M7 2.1.10258; cf. MT 1.1.10004,
panta aphelon; DN 2.4.641A, he panton aphairesis; DN 1.5.593C, tés panton ton
onton aphaireseds). Dionysius’ call for us to ascend above light and being to
‘the divine darkness’ (MT 1.1.10004; Epist. 5.10734) is thus fundamentally an
expression of his Platonic metaphysics, in which all beings, all that can be appre-
hended by thought, are other than God, and God is not intelligible and not any
being.

To explain how God can be said to know all things, although he is neither
intellectual nor sensitive but transcends all cognitive activities (DN 7.2.868D),
Dionysius argues that God knows all things, not from the things, but in
knowing himself as the cause, that is, the undifferentiated containment, of all
things.

For if as one cause God imparts being to all beings, as that single cause he will know all
things, as being from him and pre-subsisting in him, and not from beings will he receive
the knowledge of them. .. God, then, does not have a distinct knowledge of himself
and another comprehending all beings in common. . . By this, then, God knows beings,
not by the knowledge of beings, but by that of himself.

(DN 7.2.869BC)

Thus Dionysius links God’s knowing all things in himself with his making all
things, in such a way as to suggest that his knowing all things, which is his
knowing himself as all things in all things, is one with his making of all things:
“Thus the divine intellect encompasses all things by the transcendent knowledge
of all things, pre-containing the knowledge of all things in himself as the cause
of all things, knowing and producing angels before angels come to be, and
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within and from himself. . . knowing and bringing into being all other things’
(DN 7.2.8694).

7 SYMBOLISM

Dionysius uses the term ‘symbol’ to refer to the sensible expressions of God and
of angels found in Scripture and liturgy, as distinct from the intelligible ‘names’
of God discussed in the On Divine Names. The symbols, he says, are explained in
alonger treatise, On Symbolic Theology, which either was never written or has not
survived. The distinction between intelligible ‘names’ and sensible ‘symbols’,
however, is not uniformly maintained, for Dionysius sometimes passes with
complete continuity from one to the other (e.g., DN 1.6.596Bc; see also CH
2.3.140C¢D, where names such as Word (logos), Intellect (nous) and Being (ousia)
are included in the discussion of symbols), and any distinction between the
sensible and the intelligible is relativized vis-a-vis God who infinitely transcends
both. Consequently, all things and expressions share in the nature of symbols,
which is at once to reveal and conceal God.

Although Epistle 9 apparently serves to some degree as an epitome of the
lost or unwritten Symbolic Theology, it is in the opening chapters of the Celes-
tial Hierarchy that Dionysius expounds his philosophical theory of symbolism.
Here he distinguishes between what he calls ‘similar’ and ‘dissimilar’ symbolic
expressions both for angels and for God. ‘Similar’ symbols are those which
seem noble or exalted and hence appropriate to what they symbolize, while
‘dissimilar’ symbols, such as wild beasts or inanimate objects, seem inappropri-
ate or repugnant. But this distinction, like that between names and symbols,
becomes relativized. On the one hand, since all expressions of God are infinitely
inadequate, the seemingly appropriate symbols are in fact no less ‘dissimilar’
than the others. Indeed, Dionysius argues that the more obviously ‘dissimilar’
symbols are actually more appropriate, because they more clearly indicate the
infinite otherness of all things from God and force upon us the moment of
negation. ‘If, then, the negations are true of divine things, but the affirmations
are unsuitable to the hiddenness of ineffable things, the revelation concerning
invisible things through dissimilar formations is rather more appropriate’ (CH
2.3.1414). And on the other hand, since all things participate in God, having
some goodness and beauty, nothing is absolutely dissimilar (CH 2.3.141¢C, quoted
above).

Consequently, all symbolic expressions at once reveal and conceal God. As
expressions, they reveal him, making him knowable in and as themselves. But in
doing so they also conceal him, for every symbol, precisely as an expression, as
knowable, is not God himself and thus leaves him hidden. ‘For it is not possible
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that the thearchic ray illumine us otherwise than as anagogically cloaked in the
variety of the sacred veils’ (CH 1.2.121B). God cannot be revealed, be manifest,
except by being ‘veiled’, hidden, in symbols. Only by way of symbols can God
be revealed or known without being objectified as a being. Dionysius expresses
this unity of revealing and concealing in his use of the word proballein, which
means both ‘present’ and ‘shield’. Symbols are probeblemena, at once presentations
and screens of God (e.g., Epist. 9.1.1105BC), and the removal of all symbols,
therefore, leads not to a knowledge of God unveiled but to th