THEMISTIUS ON ‘PRIME MATTER’, ARISTOTLE,
AND THE ‘UNWRITTEN DOCTRINES’
ASCRIBED TO PLATO

ELISA CODA
Dipartimento di Civilti e Forme del Sapere
Universita di Pisa

On close inspection, Themistius’ rephrasing of two passages in Physics IV 2, in which Aristotle compares
Plato’s Timaeus and the ‘unwritten doctrines’, suggests that he was guided in his understanding by
a loose association with the account of Plato’s Ideas in the Metaphysics. Themistius also interprets
Aristotle’s remarks about ‘place’ in Timaeus as pointing to the main feature of ‘prime matter’, namely

indetermination.

Themistius' was a prominent figure in education and government in fourth century
Constantinople, where he also ran his philosophical school.? He authored both rhe-
torical works (Orationes) and paraphrases of Aristotle’s treatises® and was even in his
lifetime considered a key personality in the philosophical education of the cultured

! General presentations of Themistius include, in chronological order: Robert B. Todd, “Themistius, in
Catalogus translationum et commentariorum, vol. VIII, eds Virginia Brown et al. (Washington, D.C.: The
Catholic University of America Press, 2003), 57-102; Elisa Coda, ‘Themistius, Arabic), in Encyclopedia of
Medieval Philosophy, ed. Henrik Lagerlund, (Dordrecht: Springer, 2011), 1260-66; Jacques Schamp, Rob-
ert B. Todd, and John Watt, ‘“Thémistios) in Dictionnaire des Philosophes Antiques VI, ed. R. Goulet (Paris:
CNRS Editions, 2016), 850-900; Michael Schramm, ‘Themistios (§ 40)’, in Grundriss der Geschichte der
Philosophie. Die Philosophie der Antike 5/1: Philosophie der Kaiserzeit und der Spitantike, eds Christoph
Riedweg, Christoph Horn, and Dietmar Wyrwa, (Basel: Schwabe, 2018), 410-427, 451-455 (bibliography).

2 From about 345 CE, Themistius taught at Nicomedia; later on, at Constantinople: cf., Or. 31 and Or.
24,302C-303A.

* According to some, Themistius also authored commentaries properly speaking: cf., Carlos Steel,
‘Des commentaires d’Aristote par Thémistius?, Revue philosophique de Louvain 71 (1973): 669-80; against
this hypothesis, cf., Henry J. Blumenthal, ‘Photius on Themistius (Cod. 74): Did Themistius Write Com-
mentaries on Aristotle?, Hermes 107 (1979): 168-82; John Vanderspoel, ‘“The Themistius’ Collection of
Commentaries on Plato and Aristotle, Phoenix 43 (1989): 162-4.
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segment of the capital.* Themistius set for himself the task of explaining Aristotle,’
offering an approach that has been presented as general enough® and ecumenical
enough’ to avoid the issue of a specific philosophical allegiance.®

Themistius was a careful reader not only of Alexander of Aphrodisias’ but also
of Plotinus." It appears from several idiosyncratic elaborations scattered in his para-
phrases that he combines Peripatetic and Neoplatonic readings of Aristotle’s doc-
trines.!" This is one of the most interesting and least studied aspects of his work, and

* There is a general consensus among scholars that the paideia advocated by Themistius is the real key
to understanding his thought: cf., Glanville Downey, ‘Education and Public Problems as Seen by Themisti-
us, Transactions and Proceedings of the American Philological Association 86 (1955): 291-307; Bruno Colpi,
Die Paideia des Themistios. Ein Beitrag zur Geschichte der Bildung im vierten Jahrhundert nach Christus
(Frankfurt—Bern: Peter Lang, 1987); John Vanderspoel, Themistius and the Imperial Court. Oratory, Civic
Duty and Paideia from Constantius to Theodosius (Ann Arbor: The University of Michigan Press, 1995);
Robert J. Penella, ‘Plato (and Others) in the Orations of Themistius, in Ryan C. Fowler, ed., Plato in the
Third Sophistic (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2014), 145-61.

> Them., In An. Post., 1.2-2.4 Wallies; In De an., 1.1-5 Heinze.

¢ Todd, ‘Themistius’ quoted above n. 1: 68, recalls that ‘Eduard Zeller (1814-1908) placed Themis-
tius in a section on the Neoplatonic school after lamblichus, with the evasive label of “eclectic”. Dispute
over Themistius’ scholastic affiliation continues, and he defies easy categorization. His Aristotelian para-
phrases are too austere to convey strong doctrinal commitments, while his orations inevitably exclude
serious philosophical discussion’ According to the same scholar in his Themistius On Aristotle Physics 1-3
(London: Bristol Classical Press, 2012), 3, “Themistius was for the first part of his life a semi-professional
teacher of philosophy with inherited wealth and a rather high-minded attitude to his calling, and therefore
under no obligation to represent any particular viewpoint or to pursue his calling in response to social or
institutional pressures. [...] There are indeed traces of Platonism in the paraphrases, notably in linguistic
borrowings which include Neoplatonic language in one particular area (his account of the intellect), but
[...] he also reproduces Aristotle’s criticism of Plato without comment’

7 Richard Sorabyji, ed., Aristotle Re-Interpreted. New Findings on Seven Hundred Years of the Ancient
Commentators (London: Bloomsbury, 2016), 19-20: “Themistius is more interested in harmonizing Plato
and Aristotle than is speaking like a committed member of either school. [...] In other cases Themistius
disagreed with Aristotle [...]. He never took the opportunity of making his life under the emperor Julian
easier by indicating that he believed in the great power of theurgy up to a point. [...] What Themistius does
have in common with the philosophers whom we call Neoplatonists is that he wishes to harmonise Plato
and Aristotle wherever possible. But that is not a sufficient condition for being a Neoplatonist: there were
harmonisers before Neoplatonism, and Themistius prefers harmony but does not think it is his business to
argue for harmony at length’

8 For a balanced assessment of the debate about Themistius’ philosophical allegiance cf. Inna Kupree-
va, “Themistius, in The Cambridge History of Philosophy in Late Antiquity, ed. Lloyd P. Gerson, (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2012), 397-416, at 405-6.

? See my ‘Alexander of Aphrodisias in Themistius’ Paraphrase of the De Caelo’, Studia graeco-arabica
2 (2012): 355-71.

!0 Themistius echoes the Plotinian doctrines especially in his exegesis of Aristotle’s De Anima. On
some crucial points, such as the doctrine of soul as substance, his exegesis inspired by Plotinus was relevant
also for Thomas Aquinas: cf., Elisa Coda, “The Soul as “Harmony” in Late Antiquity and in the Latin Mid-
dle Ages. A Note on Thomas Aquinas as a Reader of Themistius’ In Libros De Anima Paraphrasis’, Studia
graeco-arabica 7 (2017): 307-30.

"' Cf.,, Shlomo Pines, ‘Some Distinctive Metaphysical Conceptions in Themistius Commentary on
Book Lambda and their Place in the History of Philosophy), in Aristoteles: Werk und Wirkung, 11, ed. Jiirgen
Wiesner (Berlin—New York: De Gruyter, 1987), 177-204, (repr.: The Collected Works of Shlomo Pines, 111
[Jerusalem—Leiden: The Magnes Press—Brill, 2000], 267-94); Elisa Coda, ‘A Revised Aristotelian Theol-
ogy. Themistius on the Soul of the Heavens and the Movement of the Heavenly Bodies, in Réceptions de la
théologie aristotélicienne. D'Aristote a Michel d’Ephése, eds Gweltaz Guyomarc’h, Fabienne Baghdassarian
(Leuven: Peeters, 2017), 207-38.
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the cross-pollination of different sources in his understanding of Aristotle’s tenets in
Metaphysics, De Anima, De Caelo, and also in Physics becomes even more interesting
considering that, in a paraphrase, the distinction between the doctrines of the main
author—in our case, Aristotle—and that of the ‘commentator’ is predictably less
evident than in a commentary sentence by sentence, where the authorial sentence
and its exegesis are clearly distinct from one another.”? In Themistius’ paraphrases,
the personal elaborations—at times in the form of digressions, but more often as
explanatory sentences interspersed in the account of Aristotle’s doctrines—occur
within a context of general fidelity to the original wording. This plain and apparent-
ly non-committal stance made Themistius’ paraphrases widespread among pagan,
Christian, Muslim, and Jewish authors, not to mention the European Humanists.

This paper is devoted to a minor point in Themistius’ exegesis of the Physics,
but one which in my opinion effectively exemplifies his paraphrastic approach, with
its didactical purposes, but also its flaws. In what follows, I will discuss Aristotle’s
reference to Plato’s &ypaya doypata in Physics IV 2,209 b 11-17 as it is understood
in Themistius’ paraphrase (pp. 106.18-23 and 107.24-27 Schenkl)."

II

Aristotle’s notion of matter, set out as a result of his analysis of becoming (Phys.
I, 7-9), is also involved in the account of place (Phys. IV 1-2). The analysis of ‘place’
opens with a series of apories (Phys. IV 1) and the criticism of the confused assump-
tions of those who identify place either with form or with matter (Phys. IV 2,209 b
2-212 a 2). Aristotle also criticizes Plato’s position (209 b 11-17; b 33-210 a 2).

A summary of Phys. IV 2,209 b 1-17 will serve as the background to Aristotle’s
account of the Platonic position and of Themistius’ understanding of both Plato
and Aristotle. After a first passage where ‘place’ in the broader sense is distin-
guished from ‘proper place’ (Phys. IV 2, 209 a 31-b 1), and the latter is defined
as ‘the immediate envelope’ (70 mp@Tov mepiéyov, 209 b 1-2) of a thing, Aristotle
mentions the twin possibility for ‘place’ to be either form or matter. Being a kind of
limit (6 1omog [...] mépag T1 &v ein, 209 b 1-2), ‘place’ bounds each body as well as

12 Todd, Themistius On Aristotle Physics 1-3 quoted above n. 3: 2-3, describes Themistius’ ‘creation
of a fluent sequence of thought in which the author impersonates Aristotle in order to display intercon-
nections rather that self-consciously and often laboriously explain them [...]. As a result, Themistius® ‘use
of the first-person singular and plural can be ambiguous, since Themistius does not overtly distinguish
himself from the author he is impersonating.

13 At variance with other Themistian paraphrases—most noticeably that of the De Caelo—this one
is extant in Greek. First published in 1534 in Venice, in modern times it has been edited twice: Themistii
paraphrases Aristotelis librorum quae supersunt, ed. Leonardus Spengel (Leipzig: Teubner, 1866), vol. I,
105-449; Themistius In Aristotelis Physica paraphrasis, ed. Heinrich Schenkl (Berlin: Reimer, 1900), CAG
V.2. On the translation into Arabic cf., Coda, “Themistius. Arabic’ quoted above n. 1; on the Renaissance
translations into Latin, as well as on the Humanist commentaries on this paraphrase, cf. Todd, ‘“Themistius’
quoted above n. 1.
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the quantity of matter comprised in its magnitude. Taken in this sense, ‘place’ might
involve the form and shape of each body (70 €idog kai 1 pope1 ékdorov, 209 b 3). If,
on the other hand, one means by ‘place’ the inner dimensionality of the magnitude
of a given body (70 didkoTnua T0o0 uéyebog, 209 b 6-7), one would rather say that it
is matter (17 Ay, 209 b 7). Even though he does not argue his point here, Aristotle
disagrees with both. This becomes clear shortly after, when he claims that it is easy
to see why ‘place’ is neither form nor matter (211 b 6-212 a 6)—chiefly because these
cannot be separated from the thing lest the thing be annihilated whereas ‘place’ can,
as movement proves beyond any doubt. In considering the reasons that may suggest
the overlap between ‘place’ and the thing’s inner dimensionality,'* Aristotle points to
the indetermination that characterises matter as the feature that matter shares with
place. Both matter and place are bound by limits. Imagine, says Aristotle, a sphere
whose limits are taken away: only matter is left. Thus, place and matter have in
common that they are determined by their boundaries. It was, Aristotle continues,

because of this that Plato identified ‘room’ (ywp«) and ‘matter’:

010 kai ITA&twv v UAny kai THY ywpav TadTo @now eivau év 1@ Tipaiw- 10
YOp UETAANTITIKOV Kol TAV ywpay &v kol Ta0TOV. dAdov 8¢ Tpomov ékel Te
Aéywv 10 peTaAnmTIKOV Katl €v TOIG Aeyouévois &ypagpois §oyuaoty, Spws Tov
TOTOV Kl TRV YWpav T0 a0TO ATeQHVATO. AEYoval v yap mavTes eived Tt TOV
10710V, Ti 0 €0TIV, 0UTOG UOVOG EMmeyeipnoey eimeiv.”®

That is why Plato, too, says in the Timaeus that matter and space are the same
thing (for ‘the participative’ and space are one and the same thing. Though he gave
a different use to ‘the participant’ in what are called his ‘unwritten doctrines’ from
that in the Timaeus, he still declares that place and space were the same thing. While
everyone says that place is something, he alone tried to say what it is).'

" Wicksteed’s rendition as ‘room-occupancy’ is clarifying: cf. Aristotle. The Physics, with an English
Translation by Philip H. Wicksteed and Francis M. Cornford in Two Volumes (London—New York: Heine-
mann—Putnam’s Sons, 1929), 289.

15 William D. Ross, Aristotle’s Physics. A Revised Text with Introduction and Commentary (Oxford:
Clarendon Press, 1936). Engl. trans. by Edward Hussey (Aristotle’s Physics, Book III and IV [Oxford: Clar-
endon Press, 1983]). David Keyt, ‘Aristotle on Plato’s Receptacle, American Journal of Philology 82 (1961):
291-300, compares this passage with others in the Aristotelian corpus, especially from the De Gen. corr.,
reaching the conclusion (p. 294) that ‘Aristotle’s interpretation of Plato’s receptacle is thus quite clear. On
the one hand, the receptacle is void in the sense of extension or space; on the other, it is matter. Plato in
the Timaeus does not use ¥Az in the Aristotelian sense nor does he use xevdv in the sense of extension or
space. What, then, in the Timaeus does Aristotle base this interpretation on? (I am assuming here that his
interpretation is not based upon private information.) The identification of the receptacle with matter rests
upon Plato’s use of the word “space” (ywpa) an “place” (tomog) at Timaeus 52 (209 b 11-16, 214 a 13-14).
The identification of the receptacle with matter rests upon Plato’s use of the gold metaphor at Timaeus 50
A-B (De Gen. corr. 329 a 14-24)’

6 Arist. Phys. IV 2,209 b 11-17 (trans. Hussey, 23).
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The fact that Aristotle credits Plato with the identification of ¥idy and ywpa'” and
of these two with both 76706 and the petadnmrikév'® has attracted much attention in
both ancient and modern commentaries. While modern scholars wonder whether
Aristotle misrepresented Plato’s position and, if so, to what extent and for what
purpose, the ancient commentators, in particular the Neoplatonic commentators,
try their best to read into this passage some sort of agreement with Plato. In the
relevant passage of his commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, Simplicius offers an in-
terpretation of the relationship between the Forms and the ywpa« in Timaeus that, in
his eyes, is apt to counter Aristotle’s criticism. Then he lays emphasis on the fact that
Aristotle, notwithstanding his disagreement with Plato, praises him as the only one
to have provided an account of what ‘place’ is in reality: a concept, not something
corporeal that sense-perception could grasp.”

In the passage above Aristotle incidentally alludes to a discrepancy between
Timaeus and the ‘unwritten doctrines® about the name of Plato’s receptive principle.
This too has attracted scholarly attention, because shortly afterwards Aristotle
provides the key to identifying the name, and by the same token the function, of
the receptive principle in the ‘unwritten doctrines’ At 209 b 33-210 a 2, he explains
why he disagrees with Plato, saying that on the one hand the latter claims that the
‘participant’ is the ‘place’ of the Forms, but, on the other, Forms for him are not in

17 According to Ross, Aristotle’s Physics, 565, on the basis of Timaeus 51 A4 - B 1and 52 A 8, B 4 ‘it
is correct to say that the Timaeus identifies ywpa and the petadynrixév. However, comparing this pas-
sage with Phys. IV 2, 209 b 33 - 210 a 2, he adds that ‘Aristotle evidently assumes that 70 pefexmicov (=
10 petadnmmiov of b 14) is in Plato’s system receptive of the Forms and numbers, a misunderstanding of
Timaeus 51 A 4 - B 1’ Luc Brisson, Le méme et lautre dans la structure ontologique du Timée de Platon. Un
commentaire systématique du Timée de Platon (Paris : Editions Klincksieck, 1974, reprint Sankt Augustin:
Academia Verlag, 1994), disagrees with Ross: see in particular p. 223 ‘une telle interprétation, ot Aristote
voit une contradiction par rapport aux affirmations selon lesquelles Platon dénie toute position spatiale
aux formes intelligibles, se fonde sur une fausse identification des formes intelligibles avec les mimémata’.
While for Hussey, Aristotle, Physics Books III and IV (quoted above, n. 15): 105 Aristotle’s report is ‘rather
careless, according to Keimpe Algra, Concepts of Space in Greek Thought (Leiden—New York—Koln: Brill,
1995) (Philosophia Antiqua, 95), 110-119, ‘More than once Aristotle has been charged with gross igno-
rance or unfairness in his criticisms of the Platonic receptacle) but the passage under examination here, in
Algra’s opinion, ‘clearly shows that Aristotle did not ascribe a concept of corporeal matter to Plato’ (author’s
emphasis, p. 110).

'8 According to Brisson, Le méme et lautre: 221-3 ‘il est absurde d’identifier ¥A7 et ywpa, comme le
fait Aristote [...] en identifiant ywpa et UAy, Aristote décrit le milieu spatial a 'aide d'un terme qui nest pas
platonicien et dont l'usage aurait pu difficilement étre suggéré par le texte que nous venons de citer. Par
ailleurs, une telle fagon de procéder considere le milieu spatial de Platon comme une “matiére premiére
manquée””.

¥ Cf., Simplicius, In Phys., 539-42 Diels.

2 This is the only passage where Aristotle labels these doctrines as dypapa §éypara. The studies on
this issue are countless, and here I limit myself to giving (in chronological order) the full bibliographical
reference of the studies that will occur in the footnotes below: Léon Robin, La théorie platonicienne des Idées
et des Nombres dapres Aristote, étude historique et critique (Paris: Félix Alcan, 1908); Konrad Gaiser, Platons
ungeschriebene Lehre. Studien zur systematischen und geschichtlichen Begriindung der Wissenschaften in der
Platonischen Schule (Stuttgart: Erns Klett Verlag, 1963) (henceforth: Gaiser); John Niemeyer Findlay, Plato.
The Written and Unwritten Doctrines (London—New York: Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974); Marie-Dom-
inique Richard, Lenseignement oral de Platon, Nouvelle édition revue et augmentée (Paris: Cerf, 2005).
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a place.” In this context, he repeats, insisting that this is a little digression from his
main point, that Plato’s labels for the receptive principle vary:

ITA&Twvi uévtor Aextéov, i 8el mapekfavtag eimeiv, Si Ti 00k év T0TQ T €i0n
kal oi &piOuoi, eimep 10 uebekTIKOV 0 TOTOG, €iTe TOD pPeydAov kel 100 UiKpoD
6vTog ToD pebextikod eite 17G UAnG, domep év 10 Tipaiw yéypagey.

If a parenthetic remark may be allowed, we should ask Plato why the Forms and
numbers are not in place, if place is ‘the participative, whether ‘the participative’ is
the great and the small or whether it is the matter, as he writes in the Timaeus.?

Leaving aside the question of whether or not Aristotle’s criticism misrepresents
Plato’s doctrine, lets us focus on the terminological point: while at 209 b 11-17
Aristotle limited himself to saying that, in the ‘unwritten doctrines, Plato labelled
the receptacle in a different way (&Adov ... pomov) compared with Timaeus, now he
goes back to the main point, and specifies this different way. The name of the par-
ticipative (70 ueBexTikov in this passage), or the receptacle (10 petaAnmtikév in the
aforementioned passage), given by Plato in his ‘unwritten doctrines’ is the Indefinite
Dyad ‘large-and-small’ This passage is beyond doubt linked to that quoted above*
and as such it has been quoted time and again in the inventories of the accounts about
the ‘unwritten doctrines’ by or attributed to Plato. However, it was P. Aubenque who
called special attention to this couple of passages in his seminal article on the ‘in-
telligible matter’ in Aristotle and its roots in the discussions in the Early Academy.
According to Aubenque, the reason why Aristotle saw a connection between the
‘place’ of Timaeus and the Indefinite Dyad of the doctrine of the principles lies in
the fact that both are instances of the indetermination that, once determined by the

I The reference is to Tim., 52 A 8 - B 5: see above n. 16.

2 Arist., Phys. IV 2,209 b 33 - 210 a 2 (trans. Hussey, 23).

2 Note however that Brisson—following the lead of the well-known warning by Harold Cherniss,
Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato and the Academy (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins University Press, 1944),
who considered Aristotle’s accounts about Plato’s unwritten doctrines never unbiased—raises doubts
about the reliability of Aristotle’s account: cf., Le méme et lautre dans la structure ontologique du Timée
de Platon: 223-4 ‘Et comment, apres tout cela, comprendre év Toig Aeyopévois dypagois §éyuaciv? Trois
remarques simposent. Premiérement, puisque cette citation est unique, on ne peut affirmer quAristote se
réfere “communément” a lenseignement non-écrit de Platon. Bien plus, on ne peut méme pas relier ces
dypapa Soypata aux mepi piloooping Aeyopeva du De anima, ou au mepi éyafod dont parle Aristoxéne.
Deuxiémement, Aristote ne semble pas considérer ces dypaga doypara comme la source de la théorie des
nombres idéaux; par ailleurs, dans cette perspective, il est trés hasardeux d’affirmer que cest précisément
dans ces dypaga doypata que Platon interpreéte le participant comme le grand et le petit 700 peyddov kai
100 pikpod dvtog 100 pebektikod (Phys., 209 b 13-14). En effet, nous n'avons ici aucune indication stire
nous permettant de soutenir cela. Troisiemement, il est beaucoup plus grave de postuler, dans les &ypagpa
Sdoyuara, une modification de la doctrine platonicienne du milieu spatial. Aristote ne parle en effet que
d’'un changement de termes en y affirmant que la nature ontologique du milieu spatial platonicien y de-
meure identique [...]. On ne voit donc pas comment W.D. Ross peut trouver, dans ce passage de la Phy-
sique, la preuve d’'une modification de la théorie platonicienne en ce qui concerne la nature ontologique
du pebektinov ou du petadnmicov. Brisson refers for this to pp. 119-21 of Cherniss’ Aristotle’s Criticism of
Plato and the Academy.
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opposite principle of unity and definition, gives rise to the realities issued from this
interaction. As Aubenque has it,

Ce point est largement confirmé par les nombreux témoignages d’Aristote
selon lesquels les doctrines non écrites affirmeraient lexistence de deux
principes (archai ou stoicheia): I'Un d’'une part, la Dyade indéfinie d’autre
part, dont les termes sont souvent présentés comme étant le couple du Grand
et du Petit ou de I'Exces et du Défaut.*

The twin passage in Physics is thus linked to the account of the doctrine of the
principles in Metaphysics A and elicits a consistent account on Aristotle’s part of the
dypaga doyuata. All in all, for Aubenque, Aristotle in Metaphysics ‘traduit dans son
langage la doctrine platonicienne en disant que I'Un agit en tant quessence (A 2,
987 b 21-22) ou encore forme (A 6, 988 a 2-3) et que la Dyade indéfinie du Grand
et du Petit agit comme matiere ou cause matérielle (A 6, 988 a 10)’* Following the
same course of reasoning, in Physics he puts on equal footing the two labels for the
principle of indetermination, which, although given other names in Timaeus and in
the ‘unwritten doctrines’, performs the same role as the counterpart of the principle
of determination. While in Timaeus, which deals with the visible world, indetermi-
nation is determined by the Forms and the outcome is visible beings, indetermi-
nation in the realm of principles is the Indefinite Dyad or ‘intelligible matter, and
the principle of its determination is the One; the Forms are the outcome of their
interplay.

It is along these lines that the Neoplatonic commentators of Aristotle’s Physics
developed their own exegeses, as attested by Simplicius?* and Philoponus.?” They no-
toriously disagree with one another on many points, but for both of them Aristotle
faithfully reports Plato’s doctrine of the principles, which implies that, for both of
them, Aristotle saw in Plato the interplay of a principle of determination and a re-
ceptacle that is determined at work as a general rule for the production of beings—
be they intelligible beings or visible ones. It is time, now, to see how Themistius deals
with this passage.

* Pierre Aubenque, La matiére de I'intelligible. Sur deux allusions méconnues aux doctrines non
écrites de Platon, Revue philosophique de la France et de l[étranger 172, no. 2 (1982): 307-20, particularly
311-16 and 314. The passage quoted, p. 314.

» Aubenque, ‘La matiére de I'intelligible; 314.

% Simplicius, In Phys. IV 2 (209 b 11), 545.9-12 Diels = fr. 54 B Gaiser = fr. 33 Findlay = fr. 7 Richard;
cf. William D. Ross, Aristotelis fragmenta selecta (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1955): 112; In Phys. IV
2 (209 b 11), 545.23-25 Diels = lacking in Gaiser’s collection = fr. 30 Findlay = fr. 8 Richard; cf. Ross, ibid.
Cf. also Marwan Rashed, Alexandre dAphrodise, Commentaire perdu a la Physique d’Aristote (Livres IV -
VIII). Les scholies byzantines. Edition, traduction et commentaire (Berlin: De Gruyter, 2011) (Commentaria
in Aristotelem Graeca et Byzantina. Quellen und Studien, 1): 187-8.

*7 Philoponus, In Phys. (IV 2,209 b 3), 521.9-15 Vitelli = fr. 54B Gaiser = fr. 32 Findlay = fr. 5 Richard;
cf. Ross, Aristotelis fragmenta selecta: 112; In Phys. (IV 2,209 b 13), 515.29-32 Vitelli = fr. 4 Richard, and
cf. Ross, ibid.: 111.
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As we have just seen, at 209 b 11-17 Aristotle points to Plato’s different accounts
of the ‘participant’ in Timaeus and in the ‘unwritten doctrines’ (&AAov 8¢ Tpdmov éxel
Te M€YWYV TO UETAANTITIKOV Karl v ToIG Aeyouévois aypagois doyuaorv). This sentence
is remarkably transformed by Themistius, notwithstanding the fact that his para-
phrase of this passage is prima facie a literal quotation, merely made redundant by
the repetition of some expressions. In order to highlight this point, the words taken
literally from Aristotle are underlined.

In Phys. 106.18-23 Schenkl

I\ &twv v GAny kel T Ydpav Ta0Tév nowy eivar év 1@ Tiuaiw- 10 yip pe-
Tadaufavov T@v eiddv (6mep UAn) kil v ywpav (6mep éotiv 6 TOMOG) TAVTX
Aéyer. kaitor v UAny GAAwG pév év Tipaiow enoi 0éyeolur T €idy, dAAwc &€
&V T0I¢ &ypd@oig 86yuaciv- éxel uév yap kate uéOel, év 10ic dypagois 8¢
ka® opoiwory. dAN Suwg, émep eimov, 86&eitev &v TadTOV dmogaiveaOar tAnv
kel 1OV Aéyovar uév yip dnavreg eivai T T0v 1610V, 7 §” é0Tiv bévog 00T0¢

émeyeipnoey &mododvai- kAN’ éoike peTagopik®s keypiodar Q) OvouaTL- 00OV
yap Siaoagei mepauITépw.

Plato actually says in the Timaeus that matter and space are identical: i.e., he
speaks of the participant in forms (namely matter) and of space (namely place) as
identical. Yet in the Timaeus and in the unwritten doctrines he says that matter
receives the forms in different ways: by participation (methexis) in the Timaeus, by
assimilation (homoiosis) in the unwritten works. But still, as I said, he would seem to
be claiming that matter and place are identical. For while everyone was saying that
place was something, he alone tried to explain what it was. (But he seems to have
used the term metaphorically, for he offers no further clarification).?®

As I have previously mentioned, at first sight the passage seems to follow closely
in Aristotle’s footsteps, but an alarming shift in meaning appears at closer inspection.
According to Themistius, Aristotle is pointing here to two ways in which matter for
Plato receives the forms: v UAnv &AL ws pév év Tipaiw pnoi §éyeobar o €idn, GALwg
0¢ év 1oi¢ dypagois déyuaotv. However, this is far from being true; as we have just
seen, Aristotle is speaking of the different names of the receptacle and by no means
of two different ways of reception. This means that a reader of Themistius with
no access to Aristotle’s genuine passage would get the impression that Aristotle’s
claim is that Plato had two different doctrines about participation, one expressed

2 Themistius. On Aristotle’s Physics 4 translated by Robert B. Todd (Bristol: Bloomsbury, 2003) (An-
cient Commentators on Aristotle), 21. In his note on this passage (78, n. 53), Todd comments as follows on
Themistius’ petapopik@s: ‘A doxographical report (Aetius 1.19.1, at Dox. Gr. 317) of Plato’s theory of place
has a similar reference to the metaphorical use of terminology. In what follows I will suggest a different
explanation: see below p. 13 and n. 32. The term pyetagopix@s is also found in Alexander (see Alexander
apud Simpl., In Phys., 540.22-23, ed. Diels) possible source of Themistius.



THEMISTIUS ON ‘PRIME MATTER, ARISTOTLE, AND THE ‘UNWRITTEN DOCTRINES’

in Timaeus and another one in the ‘unwritten doctrines’ Themistius goes on to il-
lustrate ‘Aristotle’s’ clause &AAw¢ pév [...] GAAws §é—in itself a faithful rendition of
the genuine &Adov §¢ pomov—by means of a distinction, totally absent in Aristotle’s
passage, between receiving the forms (1) by participation (kaza uéfeéiv), and (2) by
assimilation (ka0 opoiworv). He specifies, this time following in Aristotle’s footsteps,
that way (1) features in Timaeus and way (2) features in the ‘unwritten doctrines’
The non-Aristotelian words that crop up in Themistius’ rephrasing lead the reader
to believe that ‘Aristotle’ detected two ways for the receptacle to receive the Forms.

Themistius’ passage is included in the various collections of testimonies about
Plato’s &ypapa doyuata from Gaiser onwards.”? Truth be told, the passage had
attracted attention even before, but Eduard Zeller was sceptical about it and saw in
these words a mere conjecture on Themistius’ part.** On the contrary, according to
L. Robin* and K. Gaiser® the report is genuine and the doctrine here stated can be
traced back to Plato, even though it remains unclear what kind of difference one may
see between xatd uéfe&iv and ka8’ duoiwaiv, because Robin and Gaiser’s accounts
do not explain why on earth ka0’ opoiworv should point to the ‘stirker formale, lo-
gisch-exakte, mathematisierende Darstellungsmethode’ of the ‘esoteric’ doctrines.

No further light is shed by Themistius’ paraphrase of the second item in
Aristotle’s comparison between Timaeus and the d&ypaga §éyuara. Indeed, account-
ing for Phys. IV 2, 209 b 33-210 a 2 he does not further elaborate about the two
alleged ways of participation:

In Phys., 107.13-16 Schenkl

[T &Twv 8¢ el 0@odpa fovAetau TV TAnV motelv 10OV, Spa ADTOV Kevl TG [G€xg
&v Tomw Aéyev kal 100G €idNTIKOVG dptOuovs: kal yap tovTOIG VOTIONOL TIY

¥ Cf. fr. 54B Gaiser = fr. 34 Findlay = fr. 3 Richard.

% Cherniss, Aristotle’s Criticism of Plato and the Academy, quoted above, n. 21, 166-167, n. 95, quotes
with approval Eduard Zeller, Die Philosophie der Griechen in ihrer geschichtlichen Entwicklung, (Tiibingen:
Fues, 1856), vol. II 1, 439, n. 2. Following the lead of Zeller’s scepticism, Cherniss remarks that there is
no difference between uéfeéic and ouoiwoi. Todd, Themistius. On Aristotle’s Physics 4, 78, n. 52 follows
Cherniss’s opinion: ‘This distinction would seem to be entirely Themistius’ own conjecture; it has no cor-
roboratory evidence in earlier literature. See Cherniss, 166 with n. 95’

3! Léon Robin, La théorie platonicienne des Idées et des Nombres daprés Aristote: 423, n. 334: ‘Dautre
part, lassertion de Them., I 259, 22-25 Spgl. [...] que Platon aurait dit dans le Timée que la matiere regoit
les Idées xatda uébe&iv, et dans ses expositions orales, xaB’ 6poiwary, ce serait, daprés Zeller II 1, 439, 2
(449), une simple conjecture, soit de Them., soit de quelque autre. Il nest pas impossible cependant que
cette conjecture etit quelque rapport avec la doctrine suivant laquelle le role du principe formel est dégalis-
er, ou d’assimiler en quelque sorte, les termes inégaux qui constituent le principe matériel

32 Gaiser, Platons ungeschriebene Lehre, 535, concurs with Robin: ‘Auch die Angabe des Themistius (Nr.
54 B’), Platon habe in der Schule die Verbindung zwischen den Ideen und dem Korperlich-Ausgedehnten
speziell als opoiwoig erklirt, weist auf die starker formale, logisch-exakte, mathematisierende Darstellung-
smethode im esoterischen Bereich. Es braucht sich also nicht um eine von Themistius selbst stammende
Vermutung zu handeln [...]. Im besonderen ist an die Anwendung der mathematischen Proportionenlehre
auf die Ontologie zu denken’

13
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UAnv, domep Epnv, fiv moTé Pev 10 Uy Kal TO UIKPOV, moTé 6¢ TO pebekTikov
ovoudler.

As for Plato, if he really intends to make matter place, then observe that he says
that both the forms and the eidetic numbers are in a place. In fact, as I said, he posits
matter as underlying these, and this he sometimes names ‘the great and the small; at
other times ‘the participative’®

Although interesting from a different point of view—on which more later—this
passage does not shed light on the puzzling distinction that Themistius’ ‘Aristotle’
singled out in Plato between receiving the Forms (1) xard uéfe&iv and (2) ka6’
ouoiwary. The fact that in Plato’s dialogues duoiwoic and puéfeéic are often used
synonymously* not only does not explain Themistius’ claim, but creates further
confusion, because on this count it is even more difficult to explain what the differ-
ence between way (1) and way (2) might be.

My guess is that Themistius, puzzled by the elliptical sentence of 209 b 11-17,
where Aristotle limits himself to an allusive &AAov ¢ Tpdmov, had recourse to another
Aristotelian passage, this time from Metaphysics: the famous claim that what the
Pythagoreans called uiunoig is labelled uéfeéic by Plato.* The relationship is only
vague because there is obviously no mention of the Pythagoreans in the passage
of Physics; however, in both places (and for different purposes) Aristotle high-
lights that a change in terminology does not change the substance of the doctrine.
In Metaphysics he claims that speaking in terms of uiunoig or of uéfefigc means to
make use of metaphors, and in Physics he asserts that whatever the name of the
recipient principle, the difficulty remains that it is unclear whether or not for Plato
the Forms are ‘in’ the recipient principle as if they were in a ‘place’ Be that as it may,
the passage of the Metaphysics that I believe Themistius had in mind provides a
satisfactory explanation for his remark that, according to Aristotle, Plato expresses
himself petagopixwg.*

» Todd, Themistius. On Aristotle’s Physics 4, 22 modified.

 The most eloquent passage is Parmenides 132 D 1-4: 1 uév eidn tadta domep mapadeiypata E0Tdval
&v 17] QU oeL, Té 08 GAAa ToUTOIG dotkévau kel elvau dpotdpata, kol 1 péBe€ic adty Toi &ALoig yiyveaOou T@v
eld@v ovk &AAn Tig #f eixaoiivar adToig. See also 133 D 1: dpotwuata, and Phaedrus 250 A 6: 71 7@V éxel
opoiwpa and 250 B 3: év 1oic T/jde dpoiwpaoty.

> Metaphysics A 6,987 b 7-14: “Things of this other sort, then, he called Ideas, and sensible things, he
said, were all named after these, and in virtue of a relation to these; for the many existed by participation in
the Ideas that have the same name as they. Only the name “participation” was new (z7jv 8¢ ué0e&iv Totvopa
povov uetéPfadev); for the Pythagoreans say that things exist by “imitation” (uprjoer) of numbers, and Plato
says they exist by participation, changing the name (II &rwv 8¢ pe6é€ei, Tovvoua petafarav). But what the
participation or the imitation of the Forms could be they left an open question; trans. Ross, and Metaphys-
ics A9, 991 a 19-22: ‘But, further, all other things cannot come from the Forms in any of the usual senses
of “from” And to say that they are patterns and the other things share in them is to use empty words and
poetical metaphors (ki petapopig Aéyerv mointikdg)) trans. Ross.

3 See above, n. 25.



THEMISTIUS ON ‘PRIME MATTER, ARISTOTLE, AND THE ‘UNWRITTEN DOCTRINES’

Once he had explained the puzzling &Adov 8¢ 1pomov of 209 b 13-14 in a way
that is loosely inspired by Metaphysics A 1, 987 b 9-14, Themistius proceeded in his
exposition of the rest of Chapter 2 of Book 4 of Physics. At 209 b 35-210 a 1, the
name of the receptacle in the ‘unwritten doctrines, namely 70 puéya kai 10 pikpov,
did not induce him to go back and correct his interpretation of the previous passage.
This means that he was not dissatisfied with his explanation in terms of its distinc-
tion between ways (1) and (2), even when he had at his disposal a better solution
for accounting for &Adov §¢ Tpémov (209 b 13-14). In this sense, I agree with those
scholars who saw in Themistius’ rephrasing of 209 b 11-17 a mere conjecture, and in
this sense I think that this is a good example of the flaws of the paraphrastic method,
which may produce a potentially serious distortion of the authorial tenets, as in this
case. However, I am not sure that Themistius’ conjecture is philosophically opaque.
If read in connection with his rephrasing of 209 b 33-210 a 2, it may partially shed
light on his understanding of ‘prime matter. What for Aristotle was a polemical
remark against Plato—namely the doctrine of a receptacle of the Forms, whatever
the name, once stated that the Forms are not in a place—becomes in Themistius’
rephrasing the Aristotelian account of Plato’s views about participation.’’

Aristotle Themistius
Phys. 1V 2,209 In Phys.
b33-210a2 107.13-16 Schenkl
Iidtwvi  uévror  Aextéov, II1dtwv ¢ € opoopa fovietol
el o€l mopekfaviog eimelv, mv OAnv moielv tomov, dpa
o1o. Tl 0VK €V TOm@ TO. €I0N o0TOV Kal TOG [0E0S &V TOTQ
kol oi apiBuoi, eimep 10 AEyelv Kol TODG  EIONTIKODG
uebextikov o tomog, eite apifuovs: kal yap TOUTOLS
700 UEYAAOD Kal TOD UIKPOD vrmotifnor v OAnv, @omep
6vto¢ 100 uebektirod eite i EQNV, NV TOTE UEV TO UEYOL KOL TO
OAng, womep &v 1@ Tiuoio UIKPOV, TOTE OE TO uebextikov
VEYPOPEV. ovoudler.

7 As it has been pointed out by Schenkl’s apparatus ad loc., Themistius’ source is Alexander: see Alex-
ander’s apud Simplicius, In Phys., 546.13-16 Diels: 6 A éEavdpos kaitor ovvvorjoag, &t1 idn Aéyer T idéag
vov Apiototédns, Suws avayxdaleobor vouiler Tov IAGTwva év 16mw Aéyerv TaG idéag, kaitor dvrog adTig
Aéyovra, émeidn Tomov kal xwpav T@v Evodwy eid@v eime ThHY UAn.

15



16

ELISA CODA

If a parenthetic remark may be al- As for Plato, if he really intends to
lowed, we should ask Plato why make matter place, then observe that
the Forms and numbers are not in he says that both the forms and the
place, if place is ‘the participative’, eidetic numbers are in a place. In fact,
whether ‘the participative’ is the as I said, he posits matter as under-
great and the small or whether it is lying these, and this he sometimes
the matter, as he writes in the Ti- names ‘the great and the small’, at

maeus®® other times ‘the capacity for partici-

pation’*’

The absence of the twin clause & 7/ 00k - eimep that forms the backbone of
Aristotle’s criticism of Plato makes the ‘Aristotle’ rephrased by Themistius simply
assert that for Plato both the Forms and the eidetic numbers are indeed in a ‘place’
If one is ready to interpret the ‘room’ of Timaeus as if it were Aristotle’s matter, a
principle of indetermination appears both in Plato and in Aristotle as the prereq-
uisite of reality. In Plato, according to this narrative, the receptacle of the determi-
nation that is produced by the presence of the Forms produces physical entities in
the case of Timaeus, and another determining principle not named here transforms
the indeterminacy of the ‘great and small’ into the eidetic numbers in the case of the
‘unwritten doctrines. Following Themistius” account, ‘prime matter’ as the principle
of indetermination would be, as a last resort, not so different a concept. This is
not meant to say that Themistius deliberately removed the explicit criticism from
Aristotle’s sentence of 209 b 33-210 a 2. I am simply suggesting that his rephrasing
was guided by the idea of a loose harmony between Aristotle’s conception of matter
and ‘Plato’s’ interplay of determination and indetermination that paves the way to
the concept of a ‘prime matter’ waiting for boundaries and shape in order to become
a body."

3 Trans. Hussey, 23.

%% Trans. Todd, 2.

0 For the evolution of the notion of ‘prime matter’ as unqualified substratum possessing only three-di-
mensionality and suited to receive all forms the reference work is Frans A. J. de Haas, John Philoponus’
New Definition of Prime Matter. Aspects of its Background in Neoplatonism and the Ancient Commentary
Tradition (Leiden — New York — Koln: Brill, 1997) (Philosophia Antiqua, 69). De Haas also lists Themistius
among the commentators of Aristotle’s Physics who contributed to shaping the idea that ‘the statement that
“the extension of the magnitude dpi(eTar” amounts to the statement that the extension of the magnitude
(which is apparently in itself indefinite, and which is called matter) is made definite by its limits. In this
case “matter and 70 &dpioTov” may refer straight away to extensionality indefinite as to size’ (p. 58). In
the same vein, see also the remark of Keimpe Algra - Johannes van Ophuijsen, Philoponus: On Aristotle’s
Physics 4.1-5, (London — New Delhi - New York - Sydney: Bloomsbury, 2012) (Ancient Commentators on
Aristotle), p. 2: “Philopoonus often refers to Themistius, he sometimes takes over his readings of Aristotle’s
text, and he includes extensive paraphrasing quotations from his work, e.g. in his discussion of Aristotle’s
rather obscure arguments against the conception of place as a three-dimensional extension (in Phys. 550.9-
551.20)"



