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The present article provides an overview of Aristotle’s fate in Byzantium from the eighth to the fifteenth
century. In opposition to accounts that consider Byzantine philosophy either as a mere continua-
tion of Greek philosophy or as neutrally disposed towards it, the article argues that the reception of
Aristotle’s philosophy in Byzantium (like the reception of Plato’s philosophy) oscillated between enthu-
siastic approval and vehement rejection: some Byzantines argued in favour even of Aristotle’s theology,
assessed as admirably monotheistic, whereas others associated Aristotelian science with heresy and
Thomism. The article discusses these two extreme positions in conjunction with the moderate assess-
ment of the Stagirite in Byzantium, which focused on his logic and on topics of his physics in accordance

with Byzantine eclecticism.

Just as it happened in the Latin West, so it also happened in the Byzantine East:
Aristotle was always omnipresent either in a positive or in a negative way; his philo-
sophy was either admired and espoused or downgraded and dismissed. Contrary,
however, to the intellectual concerns of their Western peers, whose interpretation
of Aristotle was largely shaped by the Arabic tradition (most importantly, through
the commentaries of Avicenna and Averroes), in which philosophy appeared free
from religious concerns, the Byzantine philosophers did not usually argue about
how to interpret Aristotle’s philosophy. Instead they mostly argued about its use
and its overall value. To take a prominent example, the claim for the unity and sin-
gularity of the human intellect, which came to be known as Averroism in the Latin
West in the thirteenth century, was rejected by Thomas Aquinas precisely as a false
interpretation of Aristotle’s noetics; indeed, Averroes himself and the Averroists at
the University of Paris put forward the doctrine of the singular human intellect as
an accurate interpretation of the passive intellect, which Aristotle discusses in his
treatise On the Soul I11 4-5. There is no doubt, of course, that Thomas was committed
to rejecting Averroism for the benefit of the Christian doctrine on the immortality
of the individual soul. But what matters for my present purpose is that he did so
through what he put forth as a correct interpretation of Aristotle’s text. Thomas had
also battled against the so-called ‘doctrine of the double truth) usually associated
with Boethius of Dacia and Siger of Brabant, that is, the doctrine which separates the
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truth instilled into the Christian soul by the religious faith from the truth attained by
the philosopher through philosophical reasoning. Consistency of thought required
Thomas to show that Aristotle’s philosophy sided anew with Christianity on the
nature of the human intellect. The Thomasian synthesis of Aristotle’s philosophy
and Christian doctrine succeeded in making Aristotle the most important figure for
Latin philosophy, rivalled by no other philosopher until the emergence of Platonist
or syncretistic philosophy in the Italian Renaissance. No similar concerns ever arose
in the Byzantine East.!

I. Some preliminary remarks on Byzantine philosophy and spirituality

The Byzantines, in short, espoused the doctrine of the single truth, which was
the truth of Orthodox Christianity. Of course, they did not ignore or neglect philo-
sophy. They studied, for instance, Aristotle’s treatises in order to acquire the best
knowledge of what can be known through philosophy.? Nonetheless, they believed
that the highest that man can experience and know in this life could not be known
through reason and taught by philosophy. Thus, they had no great interest in
seriously debating the meaning or interpretation of a particular Aristotelian doctrine
or passage. According to them, not only could the ancient exegetical tradition
(including its criticisms against Aristotle) illuminate them sufficiently on most
of these topics but also sometimes, and surely with regard to the most important
matters, philosophy could lead someone astray. The philosophers of antiquity them-
selves were a proof of that last point. They were convinced that God or the gods,
in other words the first principle(s) of the universe, could be revealed by reason.
For the Hellenes, this rational knowledge constituted wisdom and could be taught
through the highest branch of philosophy, say, Platonic dialectics or Aristotelian

! It is true that, in the early fourteenth century, Theodore Metochites said in his so-called Miscella-
nies that it is impossible to know whether Aristotle believed in the mortality or in the immortality of the
individual human soul (see Theodore Metochites on Ancient Authors and Philosophy. Semeioseis gnomikai
1-26 & 71, ed. Karin Hult, 3, 6, 5-7). But Metochites did not substantiate his view, nor was he interested
in discussing any of Aristotle’s relevant texts (he simply repeats his usual contention that Aristotle had re-
course to his usual obscurity out of vanity and ignorance). In a more substantial manner, two philosophers
of the fifteenth century, John Argyropoulos and George Amiroutzes dealt with Averroism in two separate
treatises. Nevertheless, they did so within the tradition of Scholasticism (Argyropoulos wrote his Quaestio
utrum intellectus humanus sit perpetuus in Latin) and can hardly contradict our verdict. See John Mon-
fasani, “The Averroism of John Argyropoulos and His Quaestio utrum intellectus humanis sit perpetuus, in
John Monfasani, Greeks and Latins in Renaissance Italy: Studies on Humanism and Philosophy in the 15th
Century (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2004), 157-208; John Monfasani, George Amiroutzes. The Philosopher and
His Tractates (Leuven: Peeters, 2011).

* This is readily exemplified in the Byzantine lists of commentaries on Aristotle, which constitute a
sort of bibliography for the study of Aristotle’s philosophy. For the contents of these lists see Hermann
Usener, ‘Interpreten des Aristoteles, Rheinisches Museum fiir Philologie 20 (1865): 133-36; Michael Hay-
duck, Stephani in librum Aristotelis De interpretatione commentarium (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1885), v; Paul
Wendland, Alexandri Aphrodisiensis in librum Aristotelis De sensu commentarium (Berlin: Georg Reimer,
1901), xvii.
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theology or first philosophy. The Byzantines, however, were convinced that it was
God himself who annulled Hellenic (and Judaic) wisdom; the Apostle Paul taught it:
God is not revealed by reason but has revealed himself through Christ.’

This Pauline, Christocentric view of wisdom created a gap in the Byzantine soul
between (divine) truth and (human) knowledge, so that the Greek philosophers,
who pretended to have known the divine, were doomed to be considered as ‘the first
heresiarchs’* Still, not every part of Hellenic philosophy could err. The fifth century
ecclesiastical author Socrates Scholasticus granted to Paul acquaintance with the
teachings of the Hellenes; he claimed that, although neither Christ nor the Apostles
espoused the Greek paideia, they nevertheless did not expel it.> A new stance towards
Hellenic philosophy started to develop and gradually became predominant through-
out the Byzantine era: eclecticism.®

Byzantine eclecticism towards philosophy can be traced back to the Stromata
of Clement of Alexandria (c. 150-215). Clement, who was a Christian convert and
thus well-versed in Hellenic ‘wisdom), was the first to promote ‘eclecticism’ (70
éxlexTikov) as the right stance to be taken by the Christian student towards Hellenic
philosophy as a whole:

By ‘philosophy’ I do not mean the Stoic, or the Platonic, or the Epicurean,
or the Aristotelian [philosophy], but whatever has been well said by each of
those schools, which teaches justice along with a science pervaded by piety
— this eclectic whole is what I call philosophy. But whatever these schools
have cut away from human reasonings and reminted [as divine], this I would
never call divine.”

In the last sentence, Clement actually cuts off human reasoning and philosophy
from the divine truth which can be revealed only through religious faith and can be

> Cf. 1 Cor 1: 21-24: o0yl éuwpavev 6 Oeog v cogiav Tod kéopov; émeldn) yap év i) cogia 100 Oeod
ovk Eyvw 6 k60pog Sik T7iG copiag TV Bedv, e060KknTEY O B Sidk TFG pwpiag ToD KNPUYUATOG 0T TOVG TTi-
otebovtag. émeidn kai lovdaior onueia aitovor kai"’EAAnves cogiay {nrovow, fucis 8¢ kypvooouev Xpiotov
éotavpwpévoy, Tovdaiors puév oxdvéalov EQveaiv 8¢ pwpiay, adtois 6¢ Tois kAnTois, Tovdaiors Te ki’ EAAnOLY,
Xpiotov Oeod vy kai Oeod cogiay.

* Cf. Synodicon Orthodoxiae, 204 Gouillard: oi 7@v EAAfjvwv cogoi kai mp@ToL TOV aipeatopy@y.

* Cf. Socrates Scholasticus, Historia Ecclesiastica, 211.5-212.15 Hansen. See Pantelis Golitsis, ‘Eivatn
@ oco@ia oto Bulavtio avti-Bfulavtivi;, Deukalion 28 (2011): 50-74.

¢ Eclecticism, which has been internally associated by Eduard Zeller (1814-1908) to the develop-
ment of Hellenic philosophy at some stage (most notably, through the eclectic Platonism of Antiochus of
Ascalon), is a category that stems substantially from the Christian approach to philosophys; it is therefore
not internal but external to it. Zeller, in his turn, was indebted to Johann Jakob Brucker (1696-1770), who
used the term ‘eclecticismy’ chiefly for describing the philosophy of Ammonius Saccas. Brucker borrowed
the term from Diogenes Laertius, who uses it for the school of Potamo of Alexandria.

7 Clement, Stromata, 1, 7, 37, 6 Friichtel/Stahlin/Treu: gidocogiav 8¢ 00 17v Zrwiknv Aéyw 000¢ TV
I atwvikny 1 Thv EmkoVpeiov te kai Aprototedikny, &AL’ doa eipnrar map’ EKAoTH TOV aipédewy TOVTWY
KAA@G, SIKaL0oVVHY PETX EVOEPODGS EmOTHUNG EKOLIOGTKOVT, TOUTO CUUTIAY TO EKAEKTIKOV QIdodopiay @i,
doa 6¢ avBpwmivwv Loyiopu@v drotepduevor mapeydpaday, TadTa 00k &v mote Oein eimowy’ Gv.
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discursively known only through the Holy Scriptures. Clement’s verdict constitutes
an early expression of the kind of mild anti-Hellenic spirit that became prevalent
throughout the patristic and Byzantine philosophical literature. A harsh but sharp
expression of this spirit can be seen in the following passage of Gregory Palamas
(1296-1357), who was canonised by the Orthodox Church in 1368, that is, during
the patriarchate of his disciple Philotheos Kokkinos:

In the case of the secular wisdom, you must first kill the serpent, in other
words, overcome the pride that arises from this philosophy. How difficult
that is! “The arrogance of philosophy has nothing in common with humility,
as the saying goes. Having overcome it, then, you must separate and cast
away the head and tail, for these things are evil in the highest degree. By
the head, I mean manifestly wrong opinions concerning things intelligible
and divine and primordial; and by the tail, the fabulous stories concerning
created things. As to what lies in between the head and tail, that is, discours-
es on nature, you must separate out useless ideas by means of the faculties
of examination and inspection possessed by the soul, just as pharmacists
purify the flesh of serpents with fire and water. Even if you do all this, and
make good use of what has been properly set aside, how much trouble and
circumspection will be required for the task! Nonetheless, if you put to good
use that part of the profane wisdom which has been well excised, no harm
can result, for it will naturally have become an instrument for good. But even
so, it cannot in the strict sense be called a gift of God and a spiritual thing,
for it pertains to the order of nature and is not sent from on high.

Of the dead body of Hellenic knowledge, theology (the head) and mythology
(the tail) are those parts that must be cut off. Christian thinkers like Palamas did not
see human wisdom as the intellectual content of that part of the human soul (i.e.,
the intellect) that actively participates in the divine, as was the case in the Orphico-
Pythagorean tradition developed philosophically by Plato and Aristotle; rather, they
saw it as a cosmic (quasi-)wisdom about the natural world. In Palamas’ words, this

8 Gregory Palamas, Pro hesychastis, 1, 1, 21.3-21 MeyendorfE: Eni 6¢ 17j¢ 00pabev dopiag, Sei pév
Tp&TOV TOV dQIv dmokTeivau, kabBeddvta o 10 map’ avTIG TPOTYEVOUEVOV ot YUONUK: TTO0NG O¢ TODTO
Ovoyepeiag «Tamevaoer» yap paoty «ExkpuAov 10 17 Qtlodopiong gpiayun». Kabelovta & duws, Emerta
Stedelv kol Siappiyan KeQaAny Te kol 00pay, WG dkpa Kol Ekpata Kakd, THv mepl TV voep@v kai Oeiwy
kol dpy@v Sndadn oapas memdavnuéviy 86kav kai v év Toi ktiopaot pvBoroyiav. To 8¢ petald, Todg
mepl YUoEWS TOVTETTL AOYous, W6 oi papuakomoiol mupl kol Udati TaG T@V dpewv odprag dmokabaipovary
EyovTeg, oltw 0¢ TQ TS Yuyiis éEeTaotin® kol OewpnTind T@v PAafepdv Sraxpivar vonudtwy. O uny AL’
el kol TaDO’ AmavTa oI oels Kol KAA@S xpron 1@ kaA@s SiakptOévTi, Goov 8¢ kai ToOT Epyov ke Gong Seitou
Siakpioews: Spws €i kal KAA@S yprion TQ KaA®s dmeldquuéve popiw tij¢ Ewbev doping, kaxov uév odk &v
ein o070, Kol Yap dpyavov mépuke yiveaOou mpds 11 kadov. AAL 008 oltwg &v xkAyOein Ocod kvpiws Swpov
Kol TVEVPRTIKOY, dTe YOOV Kol pu &vwOev katameupOéy. Translation by Nicholas Gendle in Gregory
Palamas. The Triads, ed. John Meyendorft, trans. Nicholas Gendle (New Jersey: Paulist Press, 1983).
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was the ‘middle part’ of the dead Hellenic body, which needed to be sanctioned
in accordance with the sayings and teachings of the holy men and theologians of
Christianity. It could be usefully handled for some good purpose but it had nothing
good per se; philosophy does not come from above and is no gift from God, as
Palamas asserts, tacitly contradicting Plato.’

Despite the claims of the Hellenes, with whom the early heresies and later the
rational theology of the Roman Catholic Church were associated, for the Byzantines
a human being cannot know God in statu viae."® On the contrary, the highest that
a human being can achieve in this life is to live a life in Christ, that is, to imitate
Christ, who was by now the object of ‘true’ (i.e., Christian) philosophy. ‘Christ is
the wisdom of God;, as Paul says, and since philosophy is the love of wisdom, true
philosophy is the love of Christ; this love is instantiated for the first time in Christ’s
disciples.! It is a pertinent feature of Byzantine spirituality that the truth about God,
in other words knowledge of God’s essence, remains out of the reach of the human
mind.” The Hellenic quest for absolute knowledge turned out to be vain. In as late as
in the fifteenth century, an anti-Thomist writer, namely Demetrios Chrysoloras (c.
1360-post 1440), praises the pywpoi to whom Paul refers (i.e., the simple Christians)
to the detriment of the wise:

Therefore, several [fathers of the Church] have shown that the cosmic wisdom
can be by no means cause of knowledge of God; nor is it true that those who

? Cf. Plato, Timaeus, 47b1-2: [...] ptdogogiag yévog, o0 uei(ov &yabov o’ AOev olite Filer moté 1@
Ovytd yéver Swpnbeév éx OBewv. Palamas also contradicts indirectly George Pachymeres (1242-after 1309),
who tacitly quotes the Timaeus in the proem of his Philosophia.

1 Cf. 1 Tim 6: 15-16: 0 paxdpiog ki povog Suvaotns, 0 facideds T@V factlevoviwy Kai KUpLog TV
KUPLEVOVTWY, O Uovos Eywy dbavaoiov, pig oik®v &npooitov, 6v eidev 00d¢eis dvOpwmwy 006¢ ideiv SvvaTaL.

1 Cf. Neilos of Ancyra, ‘Ascetic Discourse’ (Adyos dokytikds — PG 79:720A). Emulation of the life
of Christ is what gave rise to Christian asceticism. It is worth noting that in Byzantine literature the word
@idooogpog frequently refers to monks, as is famously the case in Michael Psellos, Chronographia, IV 34
Renauld: ‘By the word “philosophers” I do not here mean those who investigate the natures of beings and
seek the principles of the universe and who neglect the principles of their own salvation. I mean those who
despise the world and live in the company of supernatural beings’ (translation by Kaldellis). See the classi-
cal study by Franz Dolger, “Zur Bedeutung von @iAécogog und gilocogia in byzantinischer Zeit, in Franz
Dolger, Byzanz und die europdische Staatenwelt. Ausgewdhlte Vortrdge und Aufsitze (Buch-Kunstverlag
Ettal, 1953), 197-208, as well as Anthony Kaldellis, ‘Byzantine philosophy inside and out: Orthodoxy and
dissidence in counterpoint, in The Many Faces of Byzantine Philosophy, eds Borje Bydén and Katerina Iero-
diakonou (Athens: Publications from the Norwegian Institute at Athens, 2012), 129-51, who nevertheless
thinks that Psellos is being sarcastic (despite the fact that Psellos himself became a monk later in his life).

12 The claim of achieving union with God, made by Athonite monks in the fourteenth century and
developed into the so-called Hesychast controversy, initially seemed to compromise the Pauline view and
was polemised as unacceptable novelty by Byzantine conservative thinkers, such as Nikephoros Gregoras.
Gregory Palamas, however, argued in favour of the experience of the monks by claiming that the monks
claimed to have sensed (that is, not known) in prayer and with their spiritual senses affected by the Holy
Spirit, the ineffable light, which was identical to the light of transfiguration seen by Christ on mount Tabor;
this was the uncreated energy of God, which saints could ‘see} and not God’s ‘invisible’ uncreated essence.
On the ‘spiritual senses’ see Marcus Plested, ‘“The spiritual senses, monastic and theological, in Know-
ing Bodies, Passionate Souls, eds Susan Ashbrook Harvey and Margaret Mullet (Washington: Dumbarton
Oaks, 2017), 301-12.
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stand away from knowledge are not willing to believe in God. Quite on the
contrary, [what is true is] that the simple-minded people are faithful to god,
whereas the wise [i.e., the philosophers] are, for the most part, unbelieving.'

In line with several anti-Latin Byzantine authors, Chrysoloras echoes here the
words of Paul: ‘God made the wisdom of this world look foolish’ and ‘because in
God’s wisdom the world failed to know God through wisdom, God chose to save all
who believe through the simple-mindedness of preaching’.’* For Chrysoloras and
the common Byzantine sentiment, Thomas was too much a philosopher to be truly
seen as a Christian ‘living in Christ’'®* An anonymous author of the eighth century
praises St John Psichaita because he neglected the mathematical sciences and ‘left
lying on the dunghill the propositions and the syllogisms and the sophisms as webs
of spiders’'® As these terms actually reproduce the ‘governing goal’ (the oxomndg,
in the jargon of the ancient commentators) of certain treatises by Aristotle, it was
actually Aristotle’s books On the Interpretation, Analytics (Prior and Posterior) and
Sophistical Refutations that St John Psichaita threw to the dunghill.

Against such a background, Byzantine philosophers (as distinguished from
Byzantine theologians) had primarily the role of rehabilitating Hellenic philosophy
or wisdom by sorting out and arguing for those Hellenic doctrines that provided
correct and useful knowledge within the Christian worldview. Although in the
passage quoted earlier Clement of Alexandria mentions all four sects that were
re-established in Athens by the emperor Marcus Aurelius in the second century AD,
the Epicureans and the Stoics, having jeered at Paul,”” exempted themselves quite
early from the patristic and Byzantine ‘canon’ The part of Hellenic philosophy that
finally found its way into Byzantium was mostly Platonic and Aristotelian philo-
sophy, chiefly in the shape that was given to them by the Neoplatonic Schools of
the fifth, sixth and early seventh centuries. We may say that, from the eighth up to
the fifteenth century, the main task of a Byzantine philosopher was to scrupulous-
ly examine (late) ancient philosophy from an eclectic point of view. Indeed, this

* Demetrios Chrysoloras, Dialogus evertens librum Demetrii Cydonii contra beatum Nilum Cabasil-
am Thessalonicensem (cod. Laurentianus plut. 12.5, f. 13r6-10, quoted by Vasos Pasiourtides “Theological
Encounters and Cultural Identity in Late Byzantium: Demetrios Chrysoloras’ Unpublished Fictitious Dia-
logue Refuting Demetrios Kydones” Defence of Thomas Aquinas, in Knotenpunkt Byzanz. Wissensformen
und kulturelle Wechselbeziehungen, eds Andreas Speer and Philipp Steinkriiger (Berlin: Walter de Guyter,
2012), 431-38: IToAAoig 0VkoDV 0é0etkTat, WG 0VIAUDS 1 TOD KOOHOV ToPia Yvwoews aiTiov mepi ToV Oedv
yivetau- 008’ 6001 Oppw TG EMaTHUNG TOoTEVELY 0VK E0EAovar T@ Oe®- ToDvavTiov 8¢ udArov, wg of pév
81T ool O, ooQoi 08 TO TAéov dmaTor.

4 Quoted above, n. 3.

1> Cf. the title of a prominent fourteenth century work on Byzantine spirituality, Ilepi 77j¢ év Xpiot@
{wfjs, by Nikolaos Cabasilas Chamaetos.

16 Cf. Paul Van den Ven, ‘La vie grecque de Saint Jean le Psichaite, confesseur sous le réegne de Léon
I'Arménien, Le Muséon 21 (1902): 109.15-19: Tig 8¢ mpotdoeis kol To0G cvALoYIoHOVG Kol T& copiopaTe
WG Gpayvy Ovia DQhopata TOIG Emi KOTIPinG KelWévols mapikey. Aotpovouios 8¢ kol yewueTpiog kel
GpIOUNTIKTIG KATEPPOVHTEY WG AVUTIAPKTWY GVTWY.

7 Cf. Acta Apostolorum 17:18-32.
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program was announced in a way by St John of Damascus in the beginning of the
eighth century. In his Fount of Knowledge, which was to become authoritative, he
says:

First of all, I shall set forth the best contributions of the wise men of the
Hellenes, because I know that whatever there is of good has been given to
men from above by God, since ‘every best giving and every perfect gift is
from above, coming down from the Father of lights’ (James 1:17). If, however,
there is anything that is contrary to the truth, then it is ‘a dark invention of
the deceit of Satan and a fiction of the mind of an evil spirit, as the eminent
theologian Gregory once said (Sermon 39, 3).1

St John of Damascus secured that the fundamentals of Aristotelian logic, as
codified by Porphyry and later Neoplatonist commentators, find a place in his
Fount of Knowledge; they form the introductory ‘philosophic chapters’ (pidlocopa
kepddaia), which John considered a prerequisite for clarifying theological notions
(such as ‘nature) ‘substance, and ‘hypostasis’) and, thus, for refuting the arguments
of the heretics in the second part of the work (‘On Heresies’; the third part offers ‘An
accurate account of the Orthodox faith’).

In general, Byzantine philosophical eclecticism took the form of commend-
ing the study of Aristotle’s logic and of the major part of Aristotle’s physics for
secular use; this meant that these disciplines should not interfere with the contents
of Christian revelation. In virtue of this eclecticism, Aristotle’s correlated physical
doctrines on the existence of a fifth element and the eternity of the world, as well
as his theology and metaphysics (including his treatise On the Soul), which deny (i)
the existence of a creator god, (ii) the divine providence towards individual human
beings and (iii) the immortality of the individual human soul, were repudiated.®
The high imperial official Theodore Metochites (1270-1332), who has been praised
by various Byzantinists for his rather innovative literary style, actually espouses a
very conservative view, when he isolates Aristotle’s logic and physics as the sole
domains of Aristotle’s philosophy that are worth studying.?

If studying and excerpting Aristotle’s logic and physics was the mainstream and
moderate way of dealing with Aristotle in Byzantium, there must also have been the

18 John of Damascus, The Fount of Knowledge, proem, 43-48 Kotter: Kai mpdtepov pév t@v map "EAAnot
009@V T& KaAMoTa mapadioopat eidws, wg, e Tt puév dyabov, &vwBOev mapd Beod Toig dvBpwmois Sedwpnral,
éne1dn) «maon §001 &yl kai mwav Swpnua Tédelov &vwbév éoti KaTaPaivov Tapd TOU TXTPOS TWV POTWV».
Eil 7 8¢ 17i¢ dAnbeiag avtinadov, 17¢ oatavikils mAGVHG «eUpnua okoTevOv kai Siavoiag dvamdaoua
kaKoSaipovos», ws 0 moAvs év Beodoyia Ipnydpiog.

' On this, see the excellent overview and discussion provided by Bérje Bydén, “No prince of per-
fection”: Byzantine anti-Aristotelianism from the patristic period to Pletho, in Power and Subversion in
Byzantium, eds Dimiter Angelov and Michael Saxby (London: Ashgate, 2013), 147-76.

2 Cf. Metochites, Semeioseis gnomikai, 11 (‘On Aristotle and his fame in natural science and logic’)
and 12 (‘Further on Aristotle and his natural science and logic’).
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extremes. Two Palaeologian philosophers, namely George Pachymeres (1242 after
1310) and George Scholarios (1403-1472), the first Patriarch of Constantinople under
Ottoman rule (as Gennadios II), were the leading figures of an extremely positive as-
sessment of Aristotle, presented as a monotheist who was closer to Christianity than
any other pre-Christian thinker (and, indeed, than several Christian thinkers). At
the other extreme, which is paradigmatically instantiated in the fideism of Theodore
Metochites’ pupil Nikephoros Gregoras (c. 1295-1359/61), Aristotle’s physics was
rejected as providing insecure knowledge (by the very nature of its subject-matter),”
whereas Aristotle’s logic was deemed able to secure only a vain exhibitionism, as-
sociated with the superficiality of Latin scholasticism. Gregoras’” anti-Latinism was
shared by the second and third generation of pro-Hesychast thinkers, who developed
the teachings of Gregory Palamas and explicitly related Aristotle’s syllogistic theory
to Thomism and Latin heresy.

I1. Aristotle’s philosophy excerpted: logic and physics

Insofar as they did not interfere with the revealed truths of Christianity, the
dialectical skills acquired through the study of Aristotle’s Organon were highly
estimated in the Byzantine court. Together with predictions of eclipses and other cal-
culations of astronomical phenomena, dialectical battles in the emperor’s presence
are frequently mentioned in Byzantine narratives. Two examples may suffice. Anna
Komnene, daughter of the emperor Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118), recounts
how the ‘consul of the philosophers’ (that is, the imperial teacher of philosophy and
sciences in Byzantium) John Italos, before being condemned by the ecclesiastical
synod as a Platonist in 1082, had enjoyed a great reputation in the palace under
the rule of Michael VII Doukas (1067-1078) thanks to his impressive command of
dialectics.?? The monk Nikephoros Blemmydes published his Introductory Epitome
(Eioaywyiks) émtoun) in two books — ‘On Logic’ (epi Aoyik7ig) and ‘On Physics’
(mepi puoikijg) — at the instigation of the emperor of Nicaea John III Doukas Vatatzes
(1222-1254).% In his autobiography, Blemmydes relates that he managed to make a
great impression on the emperor by beating the ‘consul of the philosophers and the
greatest among logicians (7@v pidoodpwy Umatog ki uéyag év Aoyiotaic)’ Demetrios
Karykes in logical argument.

The large number of commentaries and compendia on the Organon produced
by the Byzantines themselves illustrates the major role that logic played within
Byzantine higher education. The text most widely used and copied was probably

2 See Iwdvvng A. Anuntpakémovhog, Nikoddov Kafdaoile xare IToppwvos. ITAatwvikog

PILOOKETTIKIONOG Kol dproToTeikds davtiokentikiopds oty fulavrivy Siavénon tov 14ov audve (ABrva:
[Mapovoia, 2004), 84-109.

2 Cf. Anna Komnene, Alexias, V, 8, 3-4.

2 See the proem of the work, § 5 (PG 142:689C).

2 Cf. Nikephoros Blemmydes, Curriculum vitae, 1, 2, 8 Munitiz.
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Leon Magentenos’ commentary,® composed in the twelfth century and enriched
with additional scholia by Neophytos Prodromenos and John Chortasmenos, who
taught at the monastery of Prodromou Petra in the fourteenth and the fifteenth
centuries.” Even philosophers who, as we shall see, expanded Byzantium’ philo-
sophic horizon beyond logic, such as Michael Psellos, Eustratius (metropolitan)
of Nicaea,” George Pachymeres and George Scholarios, dealt extensively with the
Organon: Psellos composed influential paraphrases on the On the Interpretation and
the Prior Analytics, as well as various synopses of several parts of the Organon;*
Eustratius produced an exegetical commentary on the second book of the Posterior
Analytics;* Pachymeres composed a synopsis of the Organon as the first book of his
compendium Philosophia (which deals with Aristotle’s philosophy in twelve books)
and produced a (still unedited) full-blown commentary on all six treatises of the
Organon;* Scholarios, who was very well versed into the method and contents of
Scholasticism, integrated Latin sources in his prolegomena to Aristotle’s logic.*!

By contrast to the study of logic, the study of physics does not seem to have
belonged to the ‘canon’ of Byzantine philosophy before the eleventh century. Rather,
it seems to have attracted the isolated interest of some top scholars, such as the
one who is responsible for the production of probably the most important manu-
script of Aristotle in Byzantium, namely the Parisinus graecus 1853 (codex E). This
anonymous scholar of the late ninth-early tenth century, designated in the secondary
literature as E?,* made several scholia in the margins of the text of Aristotle’s Physics
and Meteorology. Most of them are taken from Philoponus’ respective commentar-
ies but at least one of them seems to be his original contribution; commenting on
Aristotle’s sentence ‘that in which the principle of motion originates for all things

» See Nikolaos Agiotis, Leon Magentenos. Commentary on Prior Analytics (Book II). Critical Edition
with Introduction and English Translation (Berlin: Walter de Guyter, forthcoming).

% See Michel Cacouros, ‘Jean Chortasmenos, katholikos didaskalos, annotateur du Corpus logicum
d@ a Néophytos Prodromenos, Bollettino della Badia Greca di Grottaferrata 52 (1998): 185-225.

%7 Eustratius and Michael of Ephesus produced a joint line-by-line commentary on the Nicomachean
Ethics at the instigation of Anna Komnene. They formed the so-called ‘intellectual circle’ of Anna Kom-
nene, whose activity was to produce commentaries on those treatises of Aristotle for which there existed
no commentaries; see Robert Browning, ‘An unpublished funeral oration on Anna Comnena, Proceedings
of the Cambridge Philological Society 188 (1962): 1-12.

8 See the opuscula numbered from 5 to 15 in Psellos’ Philosophica minora, vol. I: Opuscula logica,
physica, allegorica, alia, ed. John M. Duffy (Leipzig: Teubner, 1992). On Psellos” paraphrases on the Orga-
non see Katerina Ierodiakonou, ‘Psellos’ paraphrasis on Aristotle's De interpretatione, in Byzantine Philos-
ophy and Its Ancient Sources, ed. Katerina Ierodiakonou (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 157-81.

» Ed. Michael Hayduck (Berlin: Georg Reimer, 1907).

3 See Eleni Pappa, ‘Die Kommentare des Georgios Pachymeres zum Organon, in Lesarten. Festschrift
fiir Athanasios Kambylis, eds Ioannis Vassis, Gunther S. Henrich and Diether Reinsch (Berlin: Walter de
Gruyter, 1998), 198-210.

3 Tewpyiov 10D Zyodapiov mpodeydueva eig Ty Aoyixnv kai i v Iloppupiov Eicaywyny, éx Siapopwv
ovAAeyévtwy Bifriov, uetd idiwv émotdoewy (Oeuvres complétes de Georges Gennadios Scholarios, eds Mar-
tin Jugie, Louis Petit, and Xenophon A. Siderides, vol. II [Paris: Maison de la bonne presse, 1936], 7-113).

3 To my mind, this scholar was probably a pupil of Leo the Philosopher (or the Mathematician).
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should be considered to be the first cause,* E? sums up, in a concise and clear manner
that illustrates his level of philosophical understanding, the way in which, according
to Aristotle, the separate, self-existent voo¢ moves the different spheres that consti-
tute the universe:

Here [Aristotle] means the separate [= self-existent] intelligence; for this is
the cause of the existence of the sensible world. Indeed, it moves immedi-
ately the celestial bodies, in particular those which are most proximate to it
by nature, that is, the sphere of the fixed stars; and secondarily with regard
to it, [it moves] the spheres that [the sphere of the fixed stars] contains;
and, finally, [it moves] those that are in generation. Indeed, each [sphere] is
moved by the separate intelligence in accordance with its own nature.*

Nevertheless, it is indicative of the lack of interest in Aristotle’s physics during the
ninth and tenth centuries that in the title of a compendium conceived for teaching
purposes and dated to 1007, which reads Xvvontikov ovvrayua @ilooogiog kai
TV Teoodpwy pabnuatwv, ‘philosophy’ simply means ‘logic’*® A systematic study
of Aristotle’s physics (where ‘Aristotle’s’ is meant in a large sense so as to include
the ancient exegetical tradition) seems to have been inaugurated with the consul of
the philosophers (possibly an imperial office that was created especially for him)
Michael Psellos (1018-1078 or 1096). Psellos, proud of his own accomplishments
in the teaching of philosophy, relates in his Chronographia that the philosophical
teaching he himself had received was restricted to ‘certain simple words and prop-
ositions, that is, to Aristotle’s Categories and On Interpretation.* Psellos composed
short treatises on several topics from Aristotle’s Meteorology*” and, more importantly,
he famously proclaimed that the Hellenes ‘came to know nature as it has been created
by God; therefore, we should draw our theory about natural things from there’?

3 Aristotle, Meteorology, 12, 339a23-24: 60ev yap 1) TijG Kivijoews &px1) m&ow, Ekeivny aitioy vouioTéov
TPWTHY.

* Parisinus gr. 1853, f. 129v, in margine exteriore: EviadBa T0v vo0v aiviTTeTOU TOV YWPIOTOV- 0UTOG
yap aiTI0G €011 TG VTOOTAOEWS TOD KOOUOV TOV XioONTOD- TIPOTEYWS UEV Yap KIVEL T& 0VpAVIX, Kol TOVTWY
T& TIPOOEXEOTEP TH] PUOEL, 0i0V TV ATAAVT, Kol TaUTHG SeVTEPWS TAG EYOUEVAS TAVTH OQipas, Kl VOTEPWS
TOG €V pevéoel EKXOTH Yap WG Exel pUoews oUTwG KAl KiveiTan UM’ adTOD.

%> This work, which is attributed to a certain Gregorios Aneponymus in some catalogue entries, is
widely known as the Anonymous Heiberg after the name of the Danish scholar who produced its edition:
Anonymi logica et quadrivium cum scholiies antiquis, ed. Johan Ludvig Heiberg (Copenhagen, 1929). On
this work, see Sten Ebbesen, Commentators and Commentaries on Aristotle’s Sophistici Elenchi. A Study of
Post-Aristotelian Ancient and Medieval Writings on Fallacies (Leyde: Brill, 1981), vol. I, 262-63.

3¢ Cf. Michael Psellos, Chronographia, 1, 6, 37 Renauld. See also Michael Psellos, Oratoria minora, 8,
lin. 154-159 Littlewood, where Psellos boasts to his pupils that he was the first in Byzantium to reveal ‘the
entire vo0¢ of Aristotle’ and to teach ‘separately (idier) [Aristotle’s] theories on nature and his treatise on the
first substances’; the latter reference may be to book Lambda of the Metaphysics.

7 See the opuscula numbered from 16 to 31 in Psellos’ Philosophica minora, vol. I: Opuscula logica,
physica, allegorica, alia, ed. John M. Dufty (Leipzig: Teubner, 1992).

3 Cf. Michael Psellos, Oratoria minora, 24, lin. 70-79 Littlewood:"Eywy’ 00v dudc fovAopat &motpépovs
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Ancient physics was thus put on the track of the Byzantine philosophical curriculum.
It is again indicative that, a couple of decades later, the consul of the philosophers
Theodore of Smyrna, produced an Emtous) 1@v 6oa mepl U0ews kal TOV QUIIKQDVY
apx@v tois madaioic Sieidnnran (An Epitome of all considerations of the ancients
with regard to nature and the natural principles); this is basically a compendium of
Aristotle’s Physics I-1V, On the Heavens and On the Generation and Corruption.” 1
have already mentioned Blemmydes’ Introductory Epitome from the middle of the
thirteenth century, which comprises, in typically eclectic manner,* topics from both
logic and physics. Blemmydes’ pupil George Akropolites (1217-1282), who later
assumed the restoration of higher education in the recovered Constantinople, is also
known to have taught logic and physics.” George Pachymeres, who was probably
a pupil of Akropolites, wrote a full-blown commentary on Aristotle’s Physics.*
Belonging to the next generation of scholars, Theodore Metochites wrote a paraph-
rasis on all natural treatises by Aristotle (Eic mavta 1& @uoikd 100 ApiotoTélovg),
including the treatise On the Soul and all the biological and zoological treatises.*
It is worth noting that, when it comes to Aristotle’s first philosophy, Metochites
expresses his great disappointment and regrets the fact that the previous generations
of scribes and scholars preserved the Metaphysics for posterity.*

yev elvau 1@V Koy 0@y, Tpogipovs 8¢ Tais Ematiumig, Kol viv pév 1@V vonudtwy émpeleioBui, viv 6¢
Y YAOTTAY dvakabaipery kol wepl Y mepifodfv 100 Adyov movely, eidévar Te ws 1§ EAAnviks) oogia, mepi
v 66éav 100 Bciov Sapaptdvovon kai 0 Beodoyikdv pépog ovk &vaudptyTov €yovon, THY YUOIV 0UTWG
EYvapLoey ws adTos 0 TAGOTHG émoinae. yph o0V HUAS éxeibey yév Eyerv v mepl TaiTa Oewpiay, dmo 6¢ T7¢
HUETEPAG COQPiaG TOV TUTTOV YIvAOKe Kal THY GAROeiay, kel TO pév ypdppa émbpavery domep EAvtpov, T0 6¢
KEKPUUUEVOY TIVEDUX DOTIEP papyapitag dvaywvvoer. On this passage, see also below, n. 54 and 55.

¥ On this work, recently edited by Linos Benakis (AOrva: Akadnpia ABnvwv, 2013), see Michele
Trizio, ‘Ancient physics in the mid-Byzantine period: the Epitome of Theodore of Smyrna Consul of the
Philosophers under Alexios I Komnenos (1081-1118)’, Bulletin de philosophie médiévale 54 (2012): 77-99.

* In line with St John of Damascus’ Philosophic chapters, but this time extending Byzantine eclec-
ticism into physics, Blemmydes included in his Epitome, as he himself says in his Autobiography, ‘those
topics that are not remote from usefulness” (Blemmydes, Curriculum vitae, 11, 75.8 Munitiz: 6o u7] moppw
100 xpnoipov). These topics are excerpted exclusively from the ancient exegetical tradition on Aristot-
le’s Organon and physics (Physics, On Generation and Corruption, Meteorology, On the Heavens), whereas
some fundamental doctrines of Aristotle on natural philosophy, namely his doctrines on the eternity of the
world and the existence of the fifth element, are not excerpted in the Epitome physica (in the last chapters,
Blemmydes relies on Philoponus’ On the eternity of the world against Proclus); see Wolfgang Lackner, Zum
Lehrbuch der Physik des Nikephoros Blemmydes, Byzantinische Forschungen 4 (1972): 157-69; Pantelis
Golitsis, ‘Nicéphore Blemmyde lecteur du Commentaire de Simplicius a la Physique d’Aristote, in The Li-
braries of the Neoplatonists, ed. Cristina D’Ancona Costa (Leiden: Brill, 2007), 243-56.

" According to George of Cyprus’ testimony, Akropolites taught Aristotle’s logic and physics, as well
as ‘theology in the manner of Plato’ (IIN&twva Osoloyodvta); see Pantelis Golitsis, ‘Georges Pachymere
comme didascale. Essai pour une reconstitution de sa carriére et de son enseignement philosophique,
Jahrbuch der Osterreichischen Byzantinistik 58 (2008): 53-68, at 61-62. The reference to Plato seems to be
rather to the (Neo)Platonic tradition, exploited for explicating difficult passages of the Fathers.

2 See Pantelis Golitsis, ‘Un commentaire perpétuel de Georges Pachymere a la Physique d’Aristote,
faussement attribué & Michel Psellos, Byzantinische Zeitschrift 100 (2007): 637-76.

* An editio princeps of Metochites’ paraphrase is being prepared by the Berlin-Brandenburg Academy
of Sciences (Commentaria in Aristotelem Graeca et Byzantina).

“ Cf. Metochites, Semeioseis gnomikai, 21 (‘On Aristotle’s Metaphysics and Hermogenes’ book On
the Method of Force’). Metochites’ rejection of the Metaphysics as useless may be read also as downgrading
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Thus, it may strike one as strange that, in his Florentius or On Wisdom, Nikephoros
Gregoras downplays the philosophical knowledge of his opponent Barlaam (c.1290-
1348), a monk from Calabria, by claiming that ‘the wisdom [...] he drew from Italy
was not ‘various and total” but restricted to Aristotle’s philosophy, namely his physics
and his syllogistic theory, because this is the philosophy that is mostly studied by
the Latins and the Italians who reside there’* The study of philosophy during the
empire of Nicaea and in the early Palaeologian era did not exceed the contents that
Gregoras pejoratively ascribed to the philosophical knowledge of the Italians. And
even if things got progressively better, Gregoras’ master Metochites explicitly repu-
diated the study of Aristotle’s Metaphysics. Nonetheless, Florentius is a Platonically
inspired dialogue and, as the quotation from the Philebus implies (30b, ndoav xai
navtoiay cogiav), Gregoras wished to exalt, in line with his master,* his acquain-
tance with Plato’s philosophy, which was unknown to the Westerners. We should bear
in mind, however, that the study of Plato and the Neoplatonic tradition was revived
in Constantinople only a couple of decades earlier to a great extent thanks to the
teaching, copying and writings of George Pachymeres.*” It is indicative of the philo-
sophical climate that reigned in the generation before Pachymeres that Akropolites
hints at Blemmydes™ lack of acquaintance with Plato and the Neoplatonists; he
complains that his master was unable to provide him with a correct interpretation
of a difficult sentence by Gregory of Nazianzus, which he discovered by himself
thanks to his personal study of ‘the most divine Plato and the muse-taken Proclus
and the inspired men Iamblichus and Plotinus’.*® Akropolites may in his turn have
influenced Pachymeres.

We may, therefore, say that Aristotle’s logic and physics, read along with the
elucidations and criticisms of the ancient exegetical tradition, were at the core of the
philosophical activity in Byzantium. What differentiates the work of the Byzantine
commentators from the work of their ancient predecessors is basically not the
content but the form: the Byzantines privileged the form of synopsis and, to a lesser
extent, the form of paraphrasis rather than the line-by-line exegesis, which was the
main form of commentary in the ancient and medieval (Arabic and Latin) exegetical
tradition. This was due, of course, to the fact that the form of synopsis or compendi-

the activity of previous Byzantine philosophers such as Michael of Ephesus and George Pachymeres, who
wrote full-blown commentaries on Aristotle’s treatise.

* Nikephoros Gregoras, Florentius, lin. 352-57: t1jv §¢ ‘copiav’ 00k éx Kadafpioag, &AL é¢ & fabvTepa
17i¢ Tradioeg iovTa &pvoaobal, kel TadTHY 00 ‘TavToiaw kol ooy’ &AAX pudévnv iy Aprototélovs, doy mepi
T& QUOIKK YiveTal kil Gon mepl ovAdoyiouots, émeidn kai ality ye &6 T& pddiota 10iG ékel Aativois Te kel
Traliwtoug omovdaletar.

* In several of his Semeidseis gnomikai (3, 5, 10, 13, 25), Metochites speaks very favourably of Plato,
especially when it comes to comparing Plato with Aristotle.

¥ On Pachymeres’ philosophical manuscripts see Pantelis Golitsis, ‘Copistes, éleves et érudits: la pro-
duction de manuscrits philosophiques autour de Georges Pachymere, in The Legacy of Bernard de Mont-
faucon: Three Hundred Years of Studies on Greek Handwriting, eds Antonio Bravo Garcia, Inmaculada Pérez
Martin, and Juan Signes Codoiier (Turnhout: Brepols, 2010), 157-70.

# Cf. Georgios Akropolites, Opera (‘In Gregorii Nazianzeni sententias’), 71.1-13 Wirth.
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um was better adapted to the needs of Byzantine higher education. Indeed, Byzantine
higher education did not aim at training professional philosophers or scholars but at
educating the Byzantine aristocracy, from which high church and state officials tra-
ditionally came; the compendia enabled such students to have a quick acquaintance
with Aristotle’s logic and, in some cases, Aristotle’s physics. But it was also the most
appropriate form for doing philosophy eclectically, as Byzantium wanted it.

III. Aristotle’s logic as a source of earlier and later heresies

Although the study and use of logic was not commended by divinely inspired
(Beémrvevoror) men, that is, the apostles and the saints, the dialectical skills that
are associated with it were important for Byzantine church politics. Of course, in
line with the doctrine of the single truth, granting truth to logic while clarifying
Christological or triadological matters was prohibited; the use of syllogisms in
theology was readily condemned in Byzantium. In as early as in the work of St John
of Damascus (who, as said, included notions of logic in the first part of his Fount of
Knowledge), the heretical Jacobites (as the monophysites in Syria were called) were
dismissed because they admitted Aristotle among the saints and theologised with
him, as if Aristotle was the thirteenth apostle.” John explicitly associates Aristotle’s
syllogistic theory with the heresy of the Aetians and the “Unlikes’ (anhomoioi,
because for them the Son is completely “‘unlike’ the Father; they are identical to the
Eunomians), a development of Arianism:

These ‘Unlikes’ and the Aetians totally alienate Christ and the Holy Spirit
from God the Father, maintaining strongly that Christ is created, and they
say that Christ does not even have a resemblance [with God the Father].
They want to describe [the nature of] God with Aristotelian syllogisms and
syllogistic diagrams and [to show] through such [syllogistic] moods that
Christ cannot be from God.*

Nevertheless, some hundred years later, the Patriarch Photius (810-893) spoke
of ‘those who go after the truth using logical methods)* and Psellos, who appears
once more on the scene of Byzantine philosophy as an important figure, clearly in-

¥ Cf. John of Damascus, Contra Jacobitas, 10 Kotter: Ovx &oti 10070 QAfVAQOS Kol Siaxvoiog
dvamAaoua kakodaipovos, Saupdvwy elpnua okotevov kai tiic EAAnvikijs tepOpeiag tepdrevpa; Tig To0T0
1@V Oe0QopwV elpnke TWOTOTE, &l yf OV TOV TP’ VULV &yrov ApitoToTéAnV HUIV WS TpLoKaLOéKATOY &TTOTTOAOV
eloaydyoite kol TOv OeomvevoTwy TOV eilwAoddTpny TpokpivoiTe;

% John of Damascus, De haeresibus, 76 Kotter: Odtor oi Avduoror kai oi Actiavol mavranaot Xpiotov
kel TO &ytov mvedpa dnaAlotpiodor Oeod matpog, kTioToV a0TOV Stafefatovuevor, kol 000€ OHOIOTHTE TIVAL
Eyewv Aéyovow. Ex ovAdoyiop@v ApioTtoTedikdv Kol yewpetpik@v 10v Oeov mapiotay fovrovra, kel Xpiotov
070ev un dvvacBou eivau éx Ocod duk ToLoVTWY TPSTTWY.

°! Photius, Epistulae et Amphilochia, Epist. 290, 68-69 Laourdas/Westerink: 7@v tai¢ Aoyixaic pefédovg
ixvevovTwy 10 &dAn0EG.
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augurated a neutral stance towards the use of logic in theology—and neutrality, in
this context, is tantamount to positivity. In a letter to his friend and jurist John
Xiphilinos, Psellos claims that the syllogistic theory is by no means a doctrine alien
to the Church and openly speaks in favour of those who try to rationally understand
the Holy Scriptures and the writings of the Fathers of the Church:

Insofar as syllogisms are concerned, I have not yet come to despise their
tigure — I wish I could despise them, so that I could see our Lord in [His]
figure and not in riddles!** Syllogising, my brother, is neither a dogma alien
to the Church nor an incredible position of those who philosophise [viz. as
opposed to the divine discourses] but is only an instrument of truth and a
discovery of a thing that is sought. And if someone, [reasoning] in a more
logical manner [than we do], does not wish to espouse the right reason, nor
does he wish to eat solid food but to drink only milk, as the Corinthian does,
should we, who do hard work in the precision and explanation of the [divine]
discourses, be proscribed?*

Psellos insinuates that logical reasoning is indispensable for those who wish
to acquire an understanding of the deeper meaning of the Scriptures. Whereas the
ancient philosophical texts have no authority in theological matters (they cannot
teach the ‘truth) i.e., the mystery of Trinity),* they do offer the tools for clarifying
the Holy Scriptures and the writings of the Church Fathers (most of all, the sermons
of Gregory of Nazianzus), which are for Psellos authoritative allegorical or allusive

32 A tacit reference to Paul (1 Cor 13:12: fAémouev yip &pti 81 é06mTpov év aiviypartr).

> Michael Psellos, Ad Ioannem Xiphilinum Epistula, lin. 109-118 Criscuolo: Tk 6¢ 1@v cvAdoyiou@v,
eidovg vov pév olimw katameppovnka—yévoiro 8¢ poi katappovijoal, bote év eider opav dAAX un O
aiviyudrwy Tov Kopiov! 10 yip cvAdoyileabat, &ded@é, olite Soyua éoti 17i¢ ékkAnoiog dAAdTpiov olite Béaug
71§ 7@V Kt piAocopiov mapddobos, &AL i uévov pyavov aAnbeiag kai (yrovuévov mpdyuatos eipeois.
&l 6¢ 116 u7) fovdorto Aoyikwrepov 1@ dpboTdpw mpootévan Aoyw undé tpoerv éabietv oteppdry, &AA’ 1 povov
yadaxtomoteiv oio KopivOiog, Sik tadta év ypapaic fueis of Talaunwpoivres €v Tois nrpifwuévors Adyoig
éoopuebo; This is a fine example of Psellos” high prose, in which ambiguity of meaning is combined with
hidden references to Christian and secular literature (Aeschines, Hippocratic corpus).

> Psellos actually condemned Hellenic theology as aberrant in content in its major part (cf. Theo-
logica, VII, 53-54 Gautier: 00 yap naoa EAAnvic §6éa SiaSéfAntar mpog fudv, Tives 8¢ kai ovvepyol 10D
nueTépov Tvyydvovor §oyuatog) and as erroneous in method in some cases (1] EAAnvixs] coia, mepi Ty
06&av 100 Beiov Siapaptdvovoa xai 10 Beodoyikov uépog ovk dvaudptyTov Eyovoa, quoted above, n. 37);
therefore, he commended the study of Hellenic theology with caution as a method for going deeper into
the understanding of (and not for modelling the faith to) Christian doctrine. Psellos rehabilitation of Hel-
lenic philosophy within Byzantine Christianity is extremely important. The reader who nevertheless is in
search of ‘Byzantine crypto-pagans’ may read several studies by Kaldellis and Siniossoglou, e.g., Anthony
Kaldellis, Hellenism in Byzantium: The Transformations of Greek Identity and the Reception of the Classical
Tradition (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2007), passim, and Niketas Siniossoglou, ‘Ané tnv
opBOTHTA TWV OVOPATWY TNV 0pBOTHTA TWV SoyHaTwV: To TPOPANUa e TV Bulavtiviy gthocogia, Deu-
kalion 27 (2010): 45-70.
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texts: ‘we should break their letter like the nacre and extract their hidden spirit like
the pearl, as he elsewhere says.*

Psellos did not actually make use of syllogisms for that purpose; rather, he
appealed to Proclus and Neoplatonist metaphysics to acquire a better understanding
of the thought of the Fathers. John Italos, however, who succeeded Psellos in the
office of the consul of the philosophers, tacitly refuted St John of Damascus’ view
that there cannot be two uncreated principles,* and Italos’ pupil Eustratius of Nicaea
ventured to prove the two natures in Christ against the claims of the Armenians
(who were monophysites) through ‘rational, natural and theological argumenta-
tions’” Echoing Psellos with a more vivid voice, Eustratius famously claimed that
throughout the gospels Christ makes use of Aristotelian syllogisms.** Both Italos
and Eustratius were accused of heresy and were respectively condemned, with the
emperor’s approval, by the ecclesiastical synods of 1082 and 1117.% By the end of his
reign, Alexios I had restored the traditional Byzantine stance towards philosophy
and logic.

In the subsequent course of history, however, the Byzantines were compelled
to conduct various debates with the Latin Church. Mastery of logic was necessary
for defeating the opponent and, what is more, for defeating the opponent with
the opponent’s weapon. As the politics vis-a-vis the Roman Catholic Church was
becoming all the more crucial for the destiny of the empire, the need for able dia-
lecticians became urgent in Byzantium. The most notable case is perhaps Barlaam.
This Calabrian monk, who had acquired a command of Aristotle’s logic in Italy,
made a name for himself in Byzantium by being more knowledgeable in logic and
dialectics than any of his contemporary Constantinopolitan dialecticians and phi-
losophers. Barlaam acted as the emperor’s representative in the discussions with the
representatives of the Pope John XXII about the union of the Churches, which were
held in Constantinople in 1333-1334. In his subsequently published twenty-one
treatises Against the Latins,® Barlaam opposed the ignorance of the Dominican

% 10 pév ypdppa Embpader domep EAVTPOY, TO 8¢ KEKPUUUEVOV TIVEDUX DOTIEP UAPYAPITAG AVAYWVVDELY
(quoted above, n. 38).

> See John Italos, Quaestiones quodlibetales, § 54: Ei §vo eioiv dpyai dyévyror, which tacitly refers to
John of Damascus’ Expositio fidei, § 93.

7 See the characteristic title of one of his orations (published by Avdpdvikog Anuntpaxdénovlog,
’Emc)mmaa‘rmn Bt[)’)uoefymy (Leipzig, 1866 [reprinted Hildesheim 1965]), vol. I, I, 7: Tod avto0 Eva‘rp(x‘nov
Eleyyog kail dvatpomty TV /leyovrwv play gvow émi 100 Xptorov 700 alq@tvov Oeod Wwv €K LoYIKQY Kl
puok@v kai Oeodoyik@v émiyeiprioewy, €€ @v Seikvutar dvaykaiwg éx o pvoewy elval T0v owtipa Xp1oTéy
pov.

% See Anthony C. Lloyd, “The Aristotelianism of Eustratius of Nicaea, in Aristoteles. Werk und
Wirkung: Paul Moraux gewidmet, ed. Jirgen Wiesner (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 1987), vol. II, 341-51.

** On Italos see Lowell Clucas, The Trial of John Italos and the Crisis of Intellectual Values in Byzantium
in the Eleventh Century (Wien: Institut fiir Byzantinistik, Neugriechische Philologie und Byzantinische
Kunstgeschichte, 1981). On Eustratius, cf. Synodicon Orthodoxiae, lin. 388-390 Gouillard: Tt evpefévra
&AAGTpIor T@Y 6pODY SoyudTwy Tij§ ékkAnoiag év Toi§ ypageior kati Apueviwv Svai Aoyors mapi Evatpatiov
100 YeYovoTos untpomoditov Nikaiog té ke dvabepatioéva, dvibepa.

5 Antonis Fyrigos, Barlaam Calabro opere contro i latini: Introduzione, storia dei testi, edizione critica,
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friars, who relied on Aristotle’s apodeictic syllogism in order to prove veridical
theses in Trinitarian theology. According to him, religious truths are revealed by
faith and thus provide us with premisses on which only dialectical syllogisms can
be built; for these are not apodeictic premisses, to which dialecticians are rationally
compelled to consent, but dialectical premisses, that is, beliefs. An Orthodox and a
Roman Catholic start from premisses that they do not share (e.g., on the question of
the filioque); therefore, they cannot reach an agreement about the procession of the
Holy Spirit.

As Barlaam’s anti-Latin stance was solidly Byzantine, it may seem to be an
irony of history that a theologian who was to become a leading figure for the late
Byzantine and post-Byzantine Orthodoxy, namely St Gregory Palamas, defended
the use of apodeictic syllogisms in theology, wishing to ‘demonstrate’ that the Holy
Spirit proceeds only from the Father. In his epistles to Barlaam, whom he accused
of latinophronia (Barlaam later converted to the Roman Catholic Church), Palamas
claimed that religious truths are not dialectical but apodeictic; for they are revealed
by God, and God is the only immutable being on which true demonstrative science,
as opposed to opinion, can be founded. This seems to be an attitude close to the
fideism of Metochites and Gregoras but without pessimism and with less philosophi-
cal vigour.®* Be that as it may, once the Palamite distinction between God’s essence
and (uncreated) energies (or the Tabor light) was established and sanctioned, the
use of Aristotelian syllogisms to disprove this distinction was prohibited by the
Church. Despite the fact that within their anti-Latin polemics both Barlaam and
Gregoras had condemned the use of Aristotle’s syllogistic theory in theology,* they
themselves were condemned because they turned the weapon of logic not against
the enemy but against a friend, namely the pious Athonite monk, who represented
the traditional Byzantine spirituality, and the Palamite theologian, who undertook
to defend him. For surely, only the truly pious (¢d0ef#¢) monk would experience
in this world, through his prayer and his self-transformation, a union with God’s
uncreated energy — not the scholastic nor the philosopher.

Fideism became all the more dominant in fourteenth century Byzantine society.
Among the next generation of philosopher-theologians, Prochoros Kydones (c.
1330-1369/71), a former Athonite monk who together with his brother Demetrios
translated in Greek the major works of Thomas Aquinas, felt the need ‘to defend
myself against those who accuse the use of syllogism as an unacceptable perturba-

traduzione e indici (Rome: Biblioteca Apostolica Vaticana, 1998).

¢! By such reasoning, Palamas seemed to confuse types of reasoning (those based on intuitive irrefut-
able truths and those based on shared beliefs as the religious dogmas are) with the types of beings (created
or uncreated) to which they apply; see Antonis Fyrigos, ‘Gregorio Palamas e il “palamismo”, Eastern Theo-
logical Journal 2 (2015): 205-41, at 207-11.

62 See Antonis Fyrigos, ‘Barlaam Calabro e la Rinascenza italiana, Il Veltro 31 (1987): 395-403; B.
Bydén, “The criticism of Aristotle in Nikephoros Gregoras’ Florentius, in A@pov podomoixidov. Studies in
Honour of Jan Olof Rosengvist, eds Ewa Balicka-Witakowska, Jan Heldt, and Denis Michael Searby (Up-
psala, 2012), 107-22.
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tion of theology. I believe that every truth [that is, the religious truth too] is either
a beginning of a syllogism or a syllogism’® By defending the validity of rational
theology, Kydones was seen as espousing a Thomistic principle and as substituting
the Holy Scriptures with Aristotelian syllogistic, as it had happened in early heresies;
he was condemned as heretical by the ecclesiastical synod of 1368. Let me quote the
latter’s verdict:

And going on with his writing, [Kydones] puts in between the following
chapter titles: “That the intellective energy of God is the essence of God’;
‘That the intellective power of God is the essence of God’; “That the wisdom
of God is the essence of God’; “That the truth of God is the essence of God’;
‘That the will of God is the essence of God’* And he proves all these not
from the divine scriptures, nor by putting forward the sayings of the Saints, but
through his own reasonings and using the Aristotelian syllogisms allegedly as
proofs. And when he speaks about God - or, to say it better, when he battles
against God - speaking about the most divine light that shone from Christ
on the Mount, he puts the following title: “That the Tabor light is created’;
[...] and he proves this through many syllogisms of Aristotle, and he says and
syllogizes many blasphematory and impious things.*

The triumph of Palamism in the fourteenth century did not only bring about
the condemnation of Byzantine Thomists but also the condemnation of Aristotle
tout court, who was henceforth considered as an ally of the Latins. By the time
the Ferrara-Florence council was summoned during 1438-1439 with the purpose
of reuniting the Roman Catholic and the Byzantine Orthodox Churches, George
Gemistos, alias Pletho, compared Aristotle to Plato (in his so-called De differen-
tiis) only to downgrade the former, claiming chiefly that Plato is higher-mind-
ed than Aristotle and closer to Christianity, despite the claims to the contrary by
Averroes and his followers.® This was a claim directed also against the preference

8 Prochorus Cydones, De significatione syllogismi, lin. 1-4 Tinnefeld: Amoloyntéov 6¢ mpog TovG
éykadotvtag v 100 cvAdoyiopod xpriotv &g Tiva Beodoyiag xpaouov dmapddextov- oipar yip 8TL miow
&AnOeia 1) dpyny cvAdoyiopod éotiv fj ouAdoyiouds. The last sentence echoes exhaustive divisions frequently
used by Aristotle.

6 Kydones’ chapter titles derive from Thomas Aquinas’ Summa contra Gentiles, 1, 73; see Christos
Triantafyllopoulos, “The Thomist basis of Prochoros Kydones’ anti-Palamite treatise “De essentia et opera-
tione Dei”’, in Knotenpunkt Byzanz, eds Andreas Speer and Philipp Steinkriiger, 411-30, at 424.

¢ Tome against the monk Prochoros Kydones, lin. 236-54 Rigo: Meta&d 8¢ mpoiwv émypapdig tibyor Toig
kepadaios TowdTag 011 1) vogpi 100 Ocol évépyeld oty 1] ovaia avTod. ‘Ot1 1] voepd 100 Oeod Svauic
éomiv 1] ovola avT0D. OT1 1] doia Tov Oeov éoTiv 1) ovoia avTov . ‘OT1 1) dANOe1ox T0D Oe0d éoTiv 1 ool
av700. O11 1) TOL Oe0D AN OIS éoTiv 1 V0l avT0D. Kol TaliTex desrodeikvvary ok o 1@y Oeiwv ypapv, 00
pnTe mpogépwy dyiwy, &AL oIS idioig Aoyiopois kai Tais dmodeilear ypawuevos 8ijbev Tois dpioToTeMiKOIS
ovAdoyiopois. Ilepi 8¢ To0 Adpyavtos o To0 Xpiotod év 10 dper Betotdrov pwtos Beoloyv, padov 6¢
Oeopayv, émypagny uév tifnow- ‘Ot 10 év Oafopiw ¢is kTIoTOV- [...] Kol ToUTO 81k TOAA@Y &modeikvvor
1@V 100 ApioToTéAovs dVALOYIoU®Y, Kal oA ETepa fAGopnua kai Svooefiy Aéyer kal avAdoyileTau.

5 Cf. Pletho, On Aristotle’s Departures from Plato, lin. 3-8 Bydén: Oi puév fju@v madaidtepor ko EAAfvwv
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of the western Scholastics. Although Pletho is notorious for his radical thinking
on political matters, his anti-Aristotelianism was traditionally Byzantine. There is
again something of a historical irony in the fact that Aristotle was vindicated by
Pletho’s ‘conservative’ opponent George Scholarios, who is unique in his admiration
of Scholastic philosophy and his defence of the Palamite distinction between divine
essence and energies.”” At the same time, Scholarios associated the hierarchically
ordered Platonic hypostases of the Good, the Intelligence and the Soul with the early
Christian heresies with regard to Trinity.*®

It may not be due merely to a rhetorical exaggeration that, in his dedicatory
letter to the despot of Mystra, Constantine Palaiologos (who later became the last
emperor of Byzantium), with which he prefaces his Prolegomena to Logic, Scholarios
complains that very few people in Constantinople in his time were apt to under-
stand Aristotelian philosophy and logic.®” Scholarios established his own school in
Constantinople with the wish to revive Aristotle in fifteenth century Byzantium
thanks to his thorough acquaintance with the texts and commentaries of scholasti-
cism. Such a revival would be compatible with the ancient veneration of Aristotle in
spite of Pletho’s claim to the contrary:

Pletho claims that the oldest among the Greek and Roman philosophers
preferred Plato to Aristotle. None of them, however, preferred Plato to such
extent as to oppose against Aristotle his own treatise. On the contrary, they
explained with much labor the sciences which Aristotle marvelously found
and determined for all the genera of being, considering that they act for the
benefit of themselves and of mankind, and acknowledging that only Aristotle
is and will be worthy of being the leader in philosophy for all people.”

kol Pwopaiowv IIN&Twve ApioToTé A ovs moAAD T4 péow mpoeTipwy- TV 6€ v, Kl U&AoTa TOV TIPS ETrépa,
oi moAdol &te éxeivwy dopwTepor oibuevor yeyovéval, Apiototédy mipd IAGTwvog Qavpdlovory, APepdy Tivi
Apafi met@opevor povov Apiototédy paokovtt TELEGY T1 THG PUOEWS €G dogiay Epyov dmoTeTeAéaOut.

Tt is indicative of Scholarios’ open-mindedness and curious spirit that he sought to find allies of
Palamite theology in John Duns Scotus and his followers; see Christiaan W. Kappes, “The Latin sources
of the Palamite theology of George-Gennadius Scholarius, Nicolaus 40 (2013): 71-114; Pantelis Golitsis,
‘¢0évtQio, 0v1oTNG, 0voio: George Scholarios’ philosophical understanding of Thomas Aquinas’ De ente
et essentia and his use of Armandus de Bellovisu’s commentary, in Never the Twain Shall Meet: Latins
and Greeks Learning from Each Other in Byzantium, ed. Denis Searby, (Berlin, 2017), 181-98. Scholarios
claimed that even Aquinas would be supportive of the Palamite distinction.

% Cf. George Scholarios, Tractatus de processu spiritus sancti, 65.38-66.10 Jugie/Petit/Siderides.

% Cf. George Scholarios, Epistula Constantino Palaeologo dedicata, lin. 92-93 Jugie/Petit/Siderides:
kol eiol ped v &mdoy i) moAel TpeiS 7 TETTApE, 0f Suviuevor T pilocopiog 6éyeotar Soyuarta.

7 George Scholarios, Against Pletho’s ignorance of Aristotle, 3, 1-8 Jugie/Petit/Siderides: O uév 87
ITMiBwv Apiototédovs mpotipdy ¢not ITMétwve Tovs nadaiotépovs EAAvwy Te kol Pwpaiwy copovs, kaitot
éxelvwy 000l olTw ﬂpoeﬂ'yrlae IM\étwve, dote kol idiav xkat’ ApioToTEAOVS pAyURTEIOY évarﬁaoca@oct-
T00VaVTiOV PV 00V, G e’mam;uxc éxelvog 10iG TOU BVTOG YEVEDL mAoLY vﬂqu)vcbc sfsvav cxgowpmsv,
énynoavto moAdv ocvoc&sfocyevoz mévov, éxvtols 81 mov Kai miory ochpwnozc OUUPEPOVTAL ﬂpocrrew oUTwg
vmeAn@oTes, kal uovov Apiototédn vopioavtes &&iov émi pidogopiav fyeudva naow avlpdmois eivai Te kal
éoeaba.
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Scholarios’ remark promptly brings me to the next and final section of the
present contribution.

IV. Aristotle as an exemplary thinker close to Christianity

For some Byzantines, Aristotle was an inspiring philosopher, a Hellene whose
philosophy could not only enrich human knowledge about the world but was also
useful for strengthening some fundemantal dogmas of Christianity. The first scholar
who deserves our attention in this respect is the anonymous E?, whom I have already
mentioned as the person responsible for the production of the Parisinus gr. 1853,
the important codex produced around 900, which contains Aristotle’s Physics and
Metaphysics, as well as his biological and zoological treatises. E* corrected the
copying errors made by the four scribes who prepared the manuscript, and at places
annotated Aristotle’s text. When he arrived at the end of the Physics, he added in the
margin the following ‘heroic verses’ (otiyor fipwikoi) (i.e., elegiac distiches):

Mortal as I am, I know that I was born ephemeral but when I search after the
serried multitude of the stars in their circular course,

I no longer touch the earth with my feet but in the presence of Christ himself
I take my fill of the ambrosia that feeds the gods.”

This is a slightly modified version of an epigram attributed to Ptolemy,”? a sample
of what has been called in the scholarly literature ‘astral mysticism’” The epigram,
which in all probability did not exist in the main model of the manuscript (since it
was not copied by the primary scribe), was added by E? from another source with
the following modification: ypiot@: instead of (avi, that is, ‘in the presence of Christ’
instead of ‘in the presence of Jupiter. This is a significant modification; for if E2
was interested in copying Ptolemy’s epigram for ‘bookish’ reasons, he would have
copied it without modification (and, of course, if he was afraid of being accused of
Hellenic polytheism, he would not have copied it all). The modification does not
reflect censorship—as un-Byzantine Byzantinists would be too ready to admit—but
adjustment of Ptolemy’s epigram to the Christian worldview. And if it was adjusted,
it was because it had something to say. Physics ends by demonstrating the necessity
of the existence of an indivisible, and therefore immaterial, first being, which moves
the world; in other words, it culminates in God. E*s engaged reading of Aristotle’s

' Parisinus gr. 1853, f. 67v: 0i6” 611 Ovytog Epuv kai ég” duepog &AL’ 6T’ &v doTpwy / paoTedw TUKIVAG
dupiSpopovs Elikag / oVKET’ Emyavwy yains mooiv, dAL& map’ avTdr / Xpiot@r Oeotpepéos mipmhapa
&uppooains.

72 The Ptolemaic epigram is included in the Anthology of Konstantinos Kephalas, confectioned
around 900, later integrated in the so-called Palatine Anthology (IX, 57).

7 Henri D. Saffrey, ‘Nouveaux oracles chaldaiques dans les scholies du Paris. gr. 1853} Revue de phi-
lologie 43 (1969): 59-72.
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text called into his memory Ptolemy's cosmotheological epigram, which he slightly
modified and copied at the end of Physics.

E® seems, however, a rather isolated case. As we have seen, Michael Psellos
credits himself-and, to some extent, this is certainly true-with the expansion of
Aristotelian studies (of Aristotle’s vodg, as he himself says) in the eleventh century
Byzantium.” But as Psellos was rather attracted by Plato and the Neoplatonists,”
he is at the same time responsible for a pejorative description of Aristotle as vainly
trying to surpass his master. In speaking of the heretical Eunomius, Psellos makes a
quite interesting comparison:

Thus, the ground for this heresy of his [i.e., Eunomius’] has absolutely
no starting point but, I think, the same thing happened to this man that
happened to Aristotle the Stagirite. For Aristotle came after many wise
men who were born before him and, what is more, he flourished after [the
coming to be of] the philosophy of Plato; and because he found that Plato
had examined minutely everything, and that some things had been discov-
ered by Plato himself, whereas in other matters Plato had [wisely] followed
previous [philosophers], Aristotle did not take the same route as his master;
for he did not want to give the impression that he is not a leader in philosophy
and the discoverer of most things but a mere exegete of the Platonic doctrines.
This is why he modified [in words] some of Plato’s teachings, whereas he
contradicted others. This is, I claim, what has also happened to Eunomius;
for having found that the impious persons before him divided among them-
selves the entire subject-matter of impiety, [Eunomius] did not wish to give
the impression that he belonged to that mob of unfaithful and, thus, created
for himself a new form of heresy, which need even not be refuted; for it is
confused in itself and has been refuted [by itself].”

7 See also John M. Dufty, ‘Hellenic philosophy in Byzantium and the lonely mission of Michael Psel-
los) in Byzantine Philosophy and Its Ancient Sources, ed. Katerina Ierodiakonou, 139-56.

7> Psellos’ admiration towards the Platonists is readily seen in the expression vde¢ yvpvoi (‘naked intel-
lects’), which he uses to describe them in his Discourse on Soul; cf. Psellos, Philosophica minora, 11, 78.3-4
O’Meara: &vdpeg Umép T odpaTa Kok a0TO O] TOOTO VOES yvyvm, Kol avymstc oi IM\atwviko.

" Michael Psellos, Theologica 11 14.97-113 Gautier: o0k &yer 00V &opunv 00Sepiav avT@ vnapfewc
0 ‘mc oupeasa)c Adyos, &AL’ Ol[/l(Xl 10V dvipa Ta0TOV TemovOévau TR Xrayelpity Apta‘ron/\st €Keivog
y&p émi moAdoic cogois Tolg nporepov ¢ Piw mapayevéuevos, xai y(x/\zam ye peta v ITAdTwvos
avOnoag got/l(xm(pwcv, éme1dn mavta Exeivov evps Swaxkpifaoavta, Kai T yev avToV sfsvpovroc, 10 6¢ TOIG
nponynoauévois dkodovbioavta, ov v adtiv 080v 1@ SidackdAw érpdmeto, iva un 86&n ovk dpynyos
elvau prdogopiog kol eDpeTic T@V ye mAeidvwy, &AL olov T@v HAatwvik®@v Soyudtwy énynig. di TadTa T
yév ysmys[ﬁst TV ékeivou, TOV § évavTiog dorjke (pa)vécc T0100TOV 0§ Pt nemovOévar kol Tov Ez)véytov
eOPNKWS Y&p TOVG npo a010D Svaoefeis K(xmvety(xyevovc EavToig TT’]V avymxmxv Anv 7S ocasﬁsuxc, var )
éxeilev 80&] 0V 7S &mioTiog TAOVTENV OUPPETOV, Kauvov Ti €l60G (xzpsaewc avémdaoev avt@, 6 unde deiv
PUL TOV EVATPETOVTWY, ADTO Yap DY’ ERUTOD CUYKEYUTAL KOl AVATETPATITAL
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In the next century, however, Aristotle attracted some followers, to the detriment
of Plato’s superiority. In particular, Nicholas bishop of Methone wrote a refutation of
the Elements of theology by Proclus,” whom Psellos had exceedingly admired for his
philosophical endeavours. Moreover, in his objections to Soterichos Panteugenos,
pronounced in 1156/1157, Nicholas explicitly praises ‘the extraordinarily wise
Aristotle’ for attacking the Platonic Ideas, that is, the theory of Forms:

Plato, the most prominent among the sages of the Hellenes, fabricates certain
‘Ideas’; this is how he calls the genera and the species. For this reason, he
claims that some of these Ideas are more universal henads, whereas others are
more particular [henads]; but he does not introduce them as having no real
existence, as this new sage [i.e., Soterichos] surmises. Quite on the contrary,
insofar as he claims that these are primary and self-subsistent substances or
natures, [and are such] to the highest degree the more universal [henads],
which give existence to the more particular, he proclaims them to be first
and second gods and says that the rest of beings acquire their existence from
them. But the extraordinarily wise Aristotle, who came immediately after
him in time, rejected Plato’s doctrine abundantly; he successfully named
Plato’s arguments in favour [of the existence] of the Ideas ‘twitterings)”
because they do not contribute anything to our comprehension of being and
differ in nothing from empty noises, which are useless for the production
of harmony. This is why the philosophers who succeeded Aristotle in the
Peripatos [i.e the ancient commentators] declared that these very ideas are
simply concepts [in our thought].”

Some clarifications about the content of the controversy between Nicholas and
Soterichos are necessary. Soterichos had accused the deacon Basileios, teacher of

77 Nicholas of Methone, Refutation of Proclus’ Elements of Theology, ed. Athanasios D. Angelou (Ath-
ens, 1984). See lately Joshua Robinson, ‘Proclus as heresiarch: Theological polemic and philosophical com-
mentary in Nicholas of Methone’s Refutation of Proclus’ Elements of Theology) in Byzantine Perspectives on
Neoplatonism, ed. Sergei Mariev (Berlin: Walter de Gruyter, 2017), 103-36,

78 Aristotle, Posterior Analytics, 12, 83a 33.

7 Avdpodvikog Anunrtpakomovlog, ExxAyowxotikyy BiffAioBnxkn (Leipzig, 1866), 324.9-27 (Tod
avT00 Nikoddov émoromov Mebwvng avtippnois mpog & ypagévia mapi Zwthpiyov 100 mpofAn0évtog
Hatpiépyov Avrioyeiog, mepl 700 «Z0 € 0 IPOOPEPWY KAl TIPOOPEPOUEVOS Kl TIPOTOEYOUEVOS»): TOéag uév
yap Tvag dvamddrrer IIA&twv 0 1@V map "EAARGL cop@v éoydtatos, odtw Tdya T pév kai T& €idn kaddv-
00ev kai ToUTWY TOG PEV kabBolikwTépag TaG 08 pepikwTépag Evadag gnoiv, &AL oyl kal &vumooTATOVS
TAUTAG Eiodyel kaTd THY UI60eay ToD véov ToUTOV 000D MoALOD ye kai Oei- k)’ Soov kal mpwTaG ivau
10T Kotk adBumoaTdTovs ovaiag eitovy pvoels, pddiota Tas kabodikwtépas, €& v kai TiG pepikwTéPaG
vpeatdvau SuoyvpileTal, ws ki Oeods TaVTAS TIPWTOUS Kotk SeVTEPOVG Avaryopeley, kdi ToVTwY avBig TR a
Aéyew vpioracbur. AA& Tadtnv v 100 IIAGTWVOG S6éav dprolviws dvétpeyev 0 pet’ éxeivov e000g
QO YpOvw TEPITTOS TV coQiay ApIoToTéANS, 06 Kol TepeTiopata TOUS mepl T@V iSe®v ToUTWY AdYovs 10D
ITA&Twvog e00TOY WS WVOURTEY, WG UNdEV PO KATdANYIY T0D §vToG OVVTEVOVTAG, UNOE YOPWY KEVAY Karl
Tpog dpuoviav &ovvted@v Stapépovrag. ‘O0ev kai oi Tov Iepimatov Apiorotédovs Sadeldpuevor, avtig 8n
0TS TAG iGéas €v émvoinig keioBu yidais dmephvavTo.
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the Gospel at the Patriarchal School, of heresy because the latter distinguished the
two natures in Christ by saying that they have come about as two distinct energies
- God as Word who becomes Man corresponds to the energy of the ‘sacrificer’
(007116), whereas the flesh of Man who becomes God corresponds to the energy of
the ‘sacrifice’ (00pa). According to Soterichos, this claim brought Basileios close to
espousing the heresy of Nestorianism, that is, the distinction of two persons in Christ,
the one (human) being inferior and the other (divine) superior. It seems that for
Soterichos, who was reading Plato in accordance with Proclus, Basileios was worse
than Plato, who posited the hierarchy in the intelligible world as a thing stemming
from our understanding, as a conception in our thought. Nicholas undertook to
defend the deacon Basileios.

In the aftermath of the condemnation of ‘Platonists’ such as John Italos and
Eustratius of Nicaea in the late eleventh and the early twelfth century, political
and ecclesiastical opponents could be accused of Platonism all too easily. Nicholas
argued that the introduction of two natures that are distinct only in thought (in
other words, that we understand as distinct, whereas in reality they are only one), as
the two energies were for Basileios, has nothing heretical in itself. Heresy emerges
when distinct natures are brought about together with distinct hypostases (say, the
distinction of Logos and Christ). Plato was a heresiarch precisely because he thought
that the Ideas do not only exist in thought but are distinct self-existent hyposta-
ses, that is, henads which are divided into superior and inferior depending on the
degree of their universality. Nicholas brought Aristotle and the Peripatos forward as
witnesses for the correctness of his interpretation of Plato. Aristotelianism was now
used as a weapon against Platonism within theological controversies.*

Nonetheless, the Psellan motive of Aristotle’s vain rivalry with Plato was revived
in the fourteenth century in accordance with the general anti-Latin sentiment. It
is a pertinent motive throughout Theodore Metochites’ Miscellanies, in which
Aristotle is frequently presented as a self-loving man,® who only pretended to be
wise (pidavtia and Soéocogia are the two qualities which by not being present in

8 Nicholas of Methone may have thus played a pivotal role for the revival of Aristotelian studies in
the twelfth century. It is worth noting that the text of the Metaphysics in the Par. gr. 1853, which we men-
tioned earlier, is extensively annotated by a scholiast (E*) in accordance with the teaching of an unnamed
d1d&okadog; in one scholium (f. 231v) Aristotle is called pilocopwratog (‘a philosopher to the greatest ex-
tent’; compare this characterisation with the adjective dgildoogog [see below, n. 82], which Metochites uses
for describing Aristotle’s attitude towards Plato) over and above Plato: kai 0 ptdodopwtatos ApioToTéAn €ig
v 100 IAGTwvos 60éav v Avadaydpov te kai T@v [vBayopeiwy cvvayaywv kai Tavtny &iwg edfvvag,
kol 16 T@V proéviwy avopav §6éag Tadty ovvavatpémer. On E* and his annotations see Pantelis Golitsis,
“Trois annotations de manuscrits aristotéliciens au XII¢ siecle: les Parisini gr. 1901 et 1853 et 'Oxoniensis
Corp. Christi 108, in Storia della scrittura e altre storie, ed. Daniele Bianconi (Roma: Accademia Nazionale
dei Lincei, 2014), 33-52.

81 'The maxim ‘amicus Plato sed magis amica veritas’ (cf. Aristotle, Nicomachean Ethics, I 6, 1096a
12-17) is explicitly declined by Methochites, Semeioseis gnomikai, 10 (‘That all wise men were disrespectful
towards their predecessors, and on Plato and Aristotle’), 4, 1-3 Hult.
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Metochites, enable him to raise himself to a higher lever than the ancient philoso-
phers):

In the same way, or indeed much more, we have reason to wonder at a similar
trait in Aristotle, and we certainly have no wish to play down his lack of
moderation towards the admirable Plato, his guide to the whole wisdom,
and his constant disagreement with and opposition against him, which we
ascribe to a reprehensible and unphilosophical attitude.®

As Psellos did before them, Metochites, as well as his pupil Nikephoros Gregoras,
sought philosophical inspiration in Plato. But it seems to me that they, unlike Psellos,
turned to Plato not in the spirit of a genuine philosophical interest but mostly out
of a reaction to the Westerners, to whom Plato remained essentially unknown. Both
Metochites and Gregoras were epistemological pessimists, who declined even for
physics the possibility to yield secure scientific knowledge and sought spiritual
refuge and human wisdom in the harmless knowledge of the mathematical sciences.
They turned to rhetoric and astronomy, when the time was ripe for philosophy. They
were not comitted Platonists.

Commitment to Plato was frequently associated in Byzantium to Hellenic poly-
theism. Byzantine Aristotelians, by contrast, saw in Aristotle a forerunner of Christian
monotheism, indeed the unique monotheist among the polytheist philosophers of
the entire Hellas. There are two instances of enthusiastic admiration for Aristotle:
the one is a poem by George Pachymeres, with which he crowns his full-blown com-
mentary on Aristotle’s Physics,® and the other is a comment by George Scholarios
on Metaphysics XII 7, where Aristotle resumes his teaching about the existence of a
self-existent, eternal and immobile ousia.* For the two Palaeologian philosophers,
Aristotle incarnates human wisdom, having recognized the one divinity (the mp@tov
K1vodv akivytov or the voig or vonoig vonoews, of which he respectively speaks in
Physics VIII and in Metaphysics XII 7 and 9) before the revelation of Christ. The
most important lesson that Aristotle can teach to humanity is not his logic and his

82 Metochites, Semeidseis gnomikai, 25, 2 Hult: 7000’ woavtws, # pdriod w¢ dAndas kai moAdd ye
mAéov, Bavpudlerv Exopev ApioToTédovs kai THY duetpiay avTod katd To0 Qavpaotod I dTwvos, ToD mhong
Tij¢ o0@iag fyeudvos adT®, kal S mviwy dvrimolireiay mpog adTov IMAdTwv kai avtimpady Svvopav
Povdoueba mavTws, kal yvouns ov xpnotis kai dpirooopov Tiféuebu (translation by Hult). Cf. also Se-
meidseis gnomikai, 3, 2, 1 Hult: ‘For the man wants to censure all his predecessors and strives eagerly after
this, trying to show that they have failed to find the truth about reality in practically all matters’ (BovAetou
UEY yap 0 &vilp mavtag aitidobou ToUG o adTOD, KAl 1pOG TOUTO 0POdp’ émeiyeTau, Kol SetkVUELY TEpRTAL
TEpl TAVTAG OYe00V ATEVKTODVTAS TG TTEpl T@V OvTwv THG dAnOeing); translation by Hult.

% On this poem see Pantelis Golitsis, ‘A Byzantine philosopher’s devoutness to God: George Pachym-
eres’ poetic epilogue to his Commentary on Aristotle’s Physics), in The Many Faces of Byzantine Philosophy,
eds Borje Bydén and Katerina Ierodiakonou, 109-27.

8 Aristotle, Metaphysics, XII 7, 1073a3-11: ‘On pév ovv éomv ovoia 11§ &idiog kal &kivyTos Katl
KEYWPLOUEVH TOV xioOnT@Y, avepov ék TV eipnuévwv- §édeixtau 8¢ kal 671 péyeBog 008y Eyerv évoéyeTau
TAUTHY TAY 0VOiaV...
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physics, so greatly admired by all people and nations, as Scholarios says, but the con-
viction that the human intellect can acquire through reason a correct understanding
of God and, therefore, live accordingly.

For Pachymeres, Aristotle’s philosophy was capable not only of generating
knowledge about the human soul and the natural world that surrounds the senses,
but also of instilling the right convictions about the knowledge that man can have
of God in this world. In his commentary on Physics VIII 6, Pachymeres does
not hesitate to identify Aristotle’s first unmoved mover with the ‘blessed and only
sovereign, of whom Paul speaks in his First Epistle to Timothy.* And in the poetic
epilogue of the commentary, Pachymeres does not only praise Aristotle for his in-
tellectual findings but also commends the Philosopher as an example of how any
rational human being should stand before God.*” More specifically, Aristotle is
praised for ‘having found’ a providential pole (i.e., God), who is nameless, eternal,
powerful, partless and unmoved,* and ‘having stopped’ there. To put it differently,
Pachymeres praises Aristotle for having determined God’s properties and not having
committed himself to a vain pursue of knowledge of God’s essence. One can hardly
dissociate Pachymeres’ poem from a concern against contemporary claims of union
with God, which predated the official Hesychast doctrine.*

Scholarios, in his turn, presents Aristotle as the only ancient monotheist, a real
forerunner of Christianity, who possessed the truth about God before the revelation
of Christ:

In what follows, Aristotle posits even more brilliantly the unity of the divine
essence, arguing both from the intellection and from the order of beings with
regard to the First as the common good and useful, although here too he
does so sparingly out of fear, as we have said, of the many. It is in the end of
book Lambda that he rejects in a more lucid manner the multiplicity of prin-

8 Aristotle, Physics, 258b13sqq.:0O11 §° dvaykaiov eivai 11 70 &kiviTov pév ad 10 mons éktog peta oA,
Kol AmA@G kel kot ovpPePnrds, kivyTikov 8’ Etépou, 6ijlov dde okomovarv...

8 1 Tim 6: 15-16 (quoted above, n. 10). See Golitsis, ‘A Byzantine philosopher’s devoutness to God’
(quoted n. 83), 114.

8 George Pachymeres, Poetic epilogue to the commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, lin. 19-21 Golitsis:
“Vain is he who wishes to seek further / since you, who are wise, who know the measures of human wisdom
/ and have reached what on account of so many fortifications is unconquerable, have stopped (xevog ¢ ye
paotevool / UTe 00 O 009dG 00@ins uétpa oioa fpoteins / kai oi mpookvpoag o’ épvuat’ &dnpitw, Eotng).

8 George Pachymeres, Poetic epilogue to the commentary on Aristotle’s Physics, lin. 13-15 Golitsis:
e0peg kel OOV, 0UTL Y Epruov E6vTa mpovoinG / eDpeg vavupov &iiov Kp&ToG diiepés aiév / doavTwg Eyov,
78’ axivyrov O’ 008evog dAxap. Pachymeres’ reasoning might be compared to Thomas’ first of the ‘five
ways’ (quinque viae) that prove the existence of God, that is, the argument from motion (Summa theologiae
L q.2,a. 3).

8 Note that the The Life of patriarch Athanasios I, who was Pachymeres’ main opponent, was written
by a Palamite, namely John Kalothetos. Note also that Nikephoros the Hesychast, whom later Hesychasts
recognized as their forefather, was Pachymeres’ contemporary. On Nikephoros and early Hesychasm see
Antonio Rigo, ‘Niceforo lesicasta (XIII sec.): alcune considerazioni sulla vita e sullopera, in Amore del
bello. Studi sulla Filocalia, ed. Olivier Raquez (Magnano, 1991), 81-119.
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ciples and gods, and that he posits that there is a unique king of the universe
and a unique God.” You, Aristotle, have come to be the only real philosopher
in Hellas and have been rightly called ‘the philosopher par excellence, you
who are the last in time among the great philosophers of Hellas, those who
started from a faint point and progressed through time in wisdom, the one
succeeding the other; but you are the summit above all, so that those who
lived shortly before you (sc. Plato) are with regard to you what <all> previous
philosophers were with regard to them. And, for the time being, I leave aside
the part of your philosophy that has been studied with great care and has
been admired in every language of the world and by every nation. For you
are the only, the first and the last inventor of philosophy, and the author and
teacher of the race of men. But it is your most lucid doctrine about the one
God and your repugnance against the irrational polytheism that I now timely
make the unique cause of the miracle that surrounds you (for I think that you
are the only one among those philosophers, or the first among few, who has
done that), since the divine logos along with the soul, which He, in dispens-
ing the salvation of men, has received, was directly known by you. You were
the wise above all Hellenes; this is why you received the truth about divine
things from there, according to what time could allow, being pure in nature
and in study and life, which are necessary to faith. This is what I think; our
Lord Jesus Christ knows what has become of you.”

By contrast to Metochites’ self-loving and unphilosophical Aristotle, the
Philosopher is here presented by Scholarios as a model for true thought and pious
life.

The polemical texts between Pletho and Scholarios on the value of Aristotle and
Plato as philosophers close to Christianity (and, subsequently, as philosophers tout

% Aristotle, Metaphysics, XII 10, 1076a 4: 00k dyafov modvkoipavin- €ic koipavog

9" George Scholarios, Praise of Aristotle, eds Petit/Jugie/Siderides, vol. 8, p. 506, line 28 - p. 507, line 11:
Egeliic 8¢ ki Aapumpotepov thv EvétnTa Tij Oeiag 0voiag €k Te THG voRoews €k Te THS T@Y SvTwY TPog adTo
(sc. 10 mp@TOV) TdéEWS WG KOIVOV dyabov kel eUyproToy, €l kavTaiba peidouévws T@ Séer TV TOAL@Y, ¢
eipntau, TiOnow. Ev 6¢ 10 Téder ToD A kol pavepwTepoy THY modvapyiay &vaupel ki moAvOeiay, kai Eva pévov
/Socat/léoc 100 TavTOG Kok Oeov elvau Tl@mnv. Ovrwg q)tléooq)oc o0 uovos v EAL&S! kai yéyovag kai Sikaiwg
ottwg ékAndns kat’ éoxny, Apiotdtedes, ToTatog uév 1@ xpévw T@V ysyoc/\wv mop “EAM 61 (pt/\oompwv KaTd
Koctpov npofarvoviwy €€ ocyvéponxmc ﬂpwmc ocp)mc Kol ﬂpoxon'rovrwv émi ooplag, AAov pet’ GAAov 000¢
€K 61a60)(17c KOpU(p(XlOC 0¢ émti miowy a0TOG, MOT VA TOVG UIKPQ npo 000 napocﬁoc)u\oysvovc oot ortsp noocv
oi mpoTepor mpog éxeivovs. Kai thv uév &AAnv oov gilocogiav mapinut vov vmo mions yYAOTTHG €V KOOUQW
kel Yévous mavtog moAdfj omovds yvwprodeioay kol BavpacBeioay- ov pip povos kel mp@ToG Kevl TEAeVTAIOG
T7j¢ ptdlocgogiag eVpeTii¢ kal cvYypageds ki Siddokalog 7@ T@V avOpwnwv vmijpéag yéver dANL TV Tepi
100 €vo¢ Oeot kabapwtdtny cov §6éav kai TV THig &Aoyov moAvBeing dmooTpoprv aitiay uoévyy moLovpal
VoV éykaipws ToD mepi 0¢ Oavpatog (oiy(xz 0¢ o Kal yévov TQV EAAWY @iAoodpwy ékeivwy, | IpOTOV &V
o)ttywc, nemomkévar) TQ Oeiw Aoyw ysm wvxﬂc, 17v oiKovou@v ‘rr/v 0V dvOpwnwy aw‘rr]puxv ﬂpoast)mq)sv,
0o oo e8¢ vapto@svrt aoq)oc TE YOp UTEP MAVTAG 1709(x 100G E)anocc 010 Kol mv 7'[£pl 10V Oeiwy
dAOciay évtedlev Eoyes, W 0 kapog é5idov, gvoer e kai omovdi kel Piw kabdpeiog, & mpog TNV mOTIY
dupw (yrodvtar. Obtw pév éyw voui{w- 0 8¢ deamotns Hudv Tnoovs Xpiotog olde Ti oot yéyove.
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court) inaugurated the last controversy in Byzantium. A great deal of this philoso-
phical controversy, which was subsumed in Cardinal Bessarion’s Against the calum-
niator of Plato,” directed against George Trapezountios, took place in Italy after the
halosis of 1453, so that, at least geographically and historically, it does not really
belong to Byzantine philosophy. By looking at the course of philosophy in Byzantium
retrospectively, one may find it meaningful that, in proper Byzantine territory, be it
in Constantinople or in Mystra, philosophy ended in controversy and by being ulti-
mately hostile towards both Plato and Aristotle.

%2 Ludwig Mohler, Kardinal Bessarion als Theologe, Humanist und Staatsmann (Paderborn: Ferdinand
Schéningh, 1927 [repr. 1967]), vol. 2.



