a]

ASHGATE

The Philosophy of
Gemistos Plethon
Platonism in Late Byzantium, between
o Hellenism and Orthodoxy
-5

VOJTECH HLADKY




THE PHILOSOPHY OF GEMISTOS PLETHON






The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

Platonism in Late Byzantium, between

Hellenism and Orthodoxy

VOJTECH HLADKY
Charles University, Prague, Czech Republic

ASHGATE



© Vojtéch Hladky 2014

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval
system or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying,
recording or otherwise without the prior permission of the publisher.

Vojtéch Hladky has asserted his right under the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act, 1988,
to be identificd as the author of this work.

Published by

Ashgate Publishing Limited Ashgate Publishing Company
Wey Court East 110 Cherry Street

Union Road Suite 3-1

Farnham Burlington, VT 05401-3818
Surrey, GU9 7PT USA

England

www.ashgate.com

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
Hladky, Vojtéch.
The philosophy of Gemistos Plethon : Platonism in late Byzantium, between Hellenism

orthodoxy.
1. Gemistus Plethon, George, 15th cent. 2. Neoplatonism. 3. Political science -
Philosophy - Early works to 1800. 4. Religion - Philosophy - Early works to 1800.
5. Byzantine Empire - Intellectual life.
L. Tide
186.4-dc23

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Hladky, Vojtéch.
The philosophy of Gemistos Plethon : Platonism in late Byzantium, between Hellenism
and orthodoxy / by Vojtéch Hladky.
es cm
Includes bibliographical references and indexes.
ISBN 978-1-4094-5294-2 (hardcover : alk. paper) - ISBN 978-1-4094-5295-9
(cbook) - ISBN 978-1-4724-0292-9 (epub)
1. Gemistus Plethon, George, 15th cent.
L. Tide.
B785.PS64H53 2013
186'4-dc23 2012040619

ISBN 9781409452942 (hbk)
ISBN 9781409452959 (cbook - PDF)
ISBN 9781472402929 (cbook - ¢PUB)

MIX
Paper from

FSC womblesousss | Printed jn the United Kingdom by Henry Ling Limited,
o FSC®CO13085 |  , the Dorset Press, Dorchester, DT1 1HD



http://www.ashgate.com

Contents

List of Tables
Acknowledgements

Introduction
The Man and his Work
Gemistos and Scholarship
PART I: PUBLIC PHILOSOPHY
1 Platonic Reforms

2 Fate of the Soul

3 Conclusion to Part I: Platonism in Practice

PART II: PHILOSOPHIA PERENNIS

4 Writings about the Perennial Philosophy
5 Introduction to the Perennial Philosophy
6 Division of Reality

7 Zeus, the First Principle

8 Supracelestial Gods, the Forms

Defence of Platonic Forms
The Forms in Plethon’s Laws

xi

N

11

21

27

35
49
61
73
81

81
88



vi

10

11

12

The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

The Forms as the Gods

Olympians

Titans (Tartarus)

Table of the Gods of the First and Second Order
Sources of Plethon’s Mythology

Sensible Cosmos
Gods of the Third Order

Stars and Daemons

Nature Mortal and Human
The Soul and the Human Situation

Fate and Freedom
Ethics, Cult and Politics

Conclusion to Part II: Plethon’s Platonism

PART III: QUESTION OF RELIGION

13 Becoming Pagan
14 Gemistos’ Mysterious Teacher
15 Witnesses
Pupils and Friends
Admirers
Adversaries
16  Change of Name
17 Fight for Orthodoxy
18  The Book
19 Conclusion to Part III: Pagan or Christian?
Appendix
Manuscript Supplement
Abbreviations

97
97
108
110
111

123
123
129
137
137
144
151

163

189
191
205
205
217
220
235
239
251
269
287

311
323



Contents

Primary Sources

Gemistos Plethon and His Contemporaries

Other Ancient, Byzantine and Renaissance Authors
Secondary Literature

Systematic Bibliographies of Secondary Texts

on Gemistos Plethon

Secondary Texts
Index of Passages Quoted
General Index

vii

325
325
337
343

343
343
363
381






W N

O 00 ] O\ W o

List of Tables

The structure of reality according to Plethon’s sources
The levels of reality in Plethon’s philosophia perennis
The differentiation of the levels of reality from One to
material world

The gods of the first and second order

The degrees of knowledge of rational souls

The connection of human soul and body

The system of Plethon’s virtues

The religious calendar in Plethon’s Laws

A textual comparison of Plethon’s Differences X and
Aristotle’s Metaphysics 1,9

A comparison of chapters of Plethon’s Laws with his other
dated writing

63
65

71
110
125
141
153
160

257

262



i ‘EAévn



Acknowledgements

This book is a revised and extended version of my PhD thesis defended in
September 2007 at the Faculty of Arts, Charles University in Prague (under
the original title: Platos Second Coming: An Outline of the Philosophy of George
Gemistos Plethon). Here 1 would like to thank those without whose help and
support it would have been impossible to complete this work: Filip Karfik who -
together with Vladimir Svatont — was for me the initial impulse for choosing this
rather peculiar topic and was so kind to supervise my thesis, helping me in solving
various problems connected with working on it; George Zografidis and George
Karamanolis for our extremely fruitful discussions about Gemistos in Rethymno,
Crete; Stéphane Toussaint and Claudio Moreschini for a cordial reception in
Pisa; the Greek and Italian authorities for supporting my study stays in both
these places without which I could have neither started nor finished writing my
thesis; the Centre for Patristic, Medieval and Renaissance Texts, Olomouc, for
an opportunity to pursue my studies in the long term; Katerina lerodiakonou
for a vivid interest in my work since its very beginning; the late Alain-Philippe
Segonds and Anthony Kaldellis for their critical remarks, Niketas Siniossoglou
for an opportunity to study his own Plethon book just before it was published;
Jozef Matula for his support and for help with obtaining numerous texts, which
would have otherwise remained inaccessible to me; Diana Gilliland Wright for a
consultation about history of Mistra; Charalambos Dendrinos for substantially
improving the transcription of the manuscript 4dditional 5424 presented below;
Franco Bacchelli for making accessible to me his forthcoming edition of Plethon's
treatise On Homer; Franco Bacchelli for making accessible to me his fortchcoming
edition of Plethon’s treatise On Homer; Radek Chlup for many consultations about
Proclus as well as for the incessant correcting of my English; John Monfasani for
his overwhelming magnanimitas, his remarks and innumerable corrections of
my hopeless style and for an opportunity to study some of his unpublished
texts; John Smedley and Celia Barlow for their help with preparation of this
demanding manuscript for publication. Finally, I cannot say for how much Iam
grateful to Katetina who is also the creator of the beautiful picture of Poseidon
drawn during my rather boring lecture on Plethon. This book is dedicated to
our daughter Helena whom we brought back home from wondertul holidays
spent in Mistra.



xii The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

The work on this book was supported by the Centre for Patristic, Medieval
and Renaissance Texts, Olomouc (research programme MSM6198959202);
Global Perspectives in Science and Spirituality, programme ‘Approach to the
phenomenon of life’; and Charles University in Prague (project UNCE 204004).



Introduction

George Gemistos Plethon is certainly onc of the most important, but at the
same time also one of the more mysterious figures of Byzantine and Renaissance
philosophy. The lectures on Plato he gave to the Florentine humanists during his
stay in Iraly - directly or indirectly - helped to promote the renewal of Platonic
philosophy in the West. However his own version of Platonism has arguably
not yet been sufficiently explored and his religious beliefs and their relation to
his philosophical thought have not received a satisfactory treatment either. Both
topics, his Platonism and his religious beliefs, will be the focus of the present study.

The Man and his Work

George Gemistos, later also surnamed Plethon, was born in Constantinople
presumably to a pronotarios of St Sophia, Demetrios Gemistos,' some time
before 1360.° He might have studied under the famous philosopher Demetrios
Kydones, who played an important role in introducing Latin scholasticism into
Byzantine thought,'and amysterious Jew Elissaeus,'but we cannotbeentirely sure
in either of these two cases. Gemistos appeared in Constantinople around 1405,
but shortly afterwards moved to Mistra, the capital of the Despotate of Morea
(the present Peloponnese) where he was active at the court of the Despot as one
of his officials® and at the same time as a distinguished humanist and teacher of

! Bessarion, De nat. 93.10 (Latin version): Plethon Constantinopolitanus, Alexandre
1858, p. v, n.1. For George Gemistos’ father Demetrios see Woodhouse 1986, p. 17.

* This date can be deduced from the statement of George of Trebizond, according to
which Gemistos died almost one hundred years old (centum enim pene misera aetate annos
complevit), Comp. 111, penultimate chapter = LEGRAND l11, p. 289; cf. Woodhouse 1986,
p. 5.

From the passage in which Gemistos mentions his discussion with Kydones about
Plato, Ad Bess. 11 467.18-22, itis clear that he at least knew him. Nonetheless whether he was
really his pupil remains far from certain - see Woodhouse 1986, p. 22, pace Demetracopoulos
2004, pp. 29-31, Demetracopoulos 2006, p. 279; see below, p. 184, n.95.
* See below, pp. 191-204.
S See Filclfo's letter from 1441, Ad Sax.: [Gemistus| est enim iam admodum senex,

quique magistratum gerit nescio quem.
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ancient Greek thought and culture.* He must have soon become well known as
a statesman, philosopher and an authority on the ancient Greek world. In spite
of being a layman, he travelled as a counsellor with the Byzantine delegation to
Italy to participate in the Council at Ferrara and Florence in 1438-1439 where
the Church union was to be concluded. There he met Italian humanists and
gave his famous lectures on Plato’s philosophy.” After the Council whose result,
namely, the union of the Eastern and Western Churches, he rejected, Gemistos
returned to the Peloponnese and spent the rest of his life in Mistra.* He died
most probably in 1454, although the year 1452 is usually accepted as the date
of his death.” A few years afterwards, he was accused of paganism and ancient
Greek polytheism by his main personal as well as philosophical opponent,
Scholarios, who finally managed to seize and burn Gemistos’ most important
work, the Laws, discovered after his death.! His alleged polytheism, inspired
by Plato, subsequently began to provoke condemnation and censure but also
fascination among Byzantine and Renaissance thinkers, and his remains were
even transferred to Italy in 1464 by his admirer Sigismondo Malatesta, who
buried Gemistos in his neo-pagan Tempio Malatestiano in Rimini." Writing
around 1490, Ficino famously claims that Gemistos’ lectures on Plato during
the time of the Council were an impulse which 20 years later inspired Cosimo
de’ Medici to found the Platonic Academy in Florence and to charge him with

¢ Woodhouse 1986, pp. 33-47,79-118.

" Ibid., pp. 118-88.

¥ Ibid., pp. 215-39, 26782, 308-21.

’  Monfasani 1976, pp. 163-70, 2005a, pp. 118, 119-20, 2006 contra e.g. Alexandre
1858, p. xliii, with n.2, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 3, 5, who accept the carlier date on the basis of a
manuscript note: Mnv. iovv. K¢’ Nie” éreAevtnoev 6 Siddokalog 6 Fépootog [sic) nuépa Sevtépa,
Wpa a’ tijg Auépag [= 26 June 1452]. One may note the corruption of Gemistos' name to
‘Gomostos’ which may be explained by the fact that the note stems from Demetrios Raoul
Kabakes, notorious for his bad spelling of Greek; see Monfasani 2006, p. 459. In contrast,
Monfasani concludes for 1454 on the basis of his overall reconstruction of the chronology
of Trebizond's works, travels of Bessarion and his associates, as well as a treatise by Gemistos
opponent Matthew Kamariotes. Moreover, there is one fact that may further support the
later date of his death. When Scholarios is writing about the events in the late 1440s and
the early 1450s, he says that although Gemistos replied to his Defence of Aristotle, he himself
could not do the same because of ‘the fate of our country’ "0 pév obv abbic avréypage,
OV abtov mpdg Te ‘Ap1oToTéAN Kai Npdc, éxeive SABEV ouvnyopobvrag, dydva memonuévoc.
‘Hudg 8¢ 1 tiig natpidog avriypd@erv av ékWAVE oUHPOPG ... Ad Jos. 156.14-16. It is thus the
fall of Constantinople, and not the death of Gemistos, which is mentioned as the obstacle
that prevented Scholarios from answering properly. This would certainly fit better with the
sequence of events in which Gemistos died a year after 1453 and not the year before.

' See below, pp. 223-4.

"' Woodhouse 1986, pp. 159-60, 374-5.
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making a Latin translation of Plato." His (posthumous) portraits have been
identified in a painting by Cristofano dell’Altissimo kept in Uffizi and in a
famous fresco, the Procession of the Magi by Benozzo Gozzoli, in the Palazzo
Medici Riccardi, both in Florence." In the later tradition he was regarded either
as a scholar and Platonic philosopher - although not always as a reviver of
ancient paganism — or as a prominent anti-Unionist."

Gemistos left behind numerous texts covering such diverse disciplines as
grammar, rhetoric, literature, music, gcography, astronomy, ancient history,
politics, religion, philosophy and theology.” Although some of them are only
excerpts and summaries from ancient authors, most probably made in his school
for teaching purposes, the wide range of his interests definitely shows that he
was not only an excellent scholar, but, in fact, a kind of polymath.' For practical
reasons, the present study will have to concentrate only on the texts that are
in some way relevant for his philosophy, although those political, religious and
theological treatises that contribute to the understanding of his philosophical
thought will be discussed here too.

12 Ficino, Enn., prohemium. There is a scholarly dispute how faithfully Ficino’s account
describes the real events and in what way it should be in fact understood; cf. recently
Monfasani 201 ¢, esp. 65-6, 68, with further literature.

13 Neri 2001, pp. 12-14, Ronchey 2006, pp. 115, 464, tab. 40, 42.

4 Knos 1950, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 375-8, Monfasani 1994, 2005b.

S For an overview of Gemistoss works sec Woodhouse 1986, pp. xvi-xviii.
Unfortunately Woodhouse fails to note that later Masai 1963 found out that an unpublished
treatisc On Fortune (Mepi tixnc) is in fact a text by Alexander of Aphrodias and not by
Gemistos as he claimed in his previous works. Similarly, On the Procession of the Holy Spirit
(Nepi i éxmopevioew Tov &yiov mvetparog) is a later forgery published under the name of
Gemistos: see Monfasani 1994. For other Gemistos’ unpublished texts and the survey of
manuscripts see also Masai-Masai 1954, Dedes 1981. See also Tambrun 2006, pp. 35-50,
and Neri 2010, pp. 196-225.

!¢ Woodhouse 1986, pp. 27-8.
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Gemistos and Scholarship

The secondary literature on Gemistos is surprisingly rich."” Modern Plethonic
scholarship begins with the works of Wilhelm Gass,' and especially Charles
Alexandre,” who around the middle of the nineteenth century published
some of Gemistos’ key texts, along with studies on them. Alexandre’s edition of
Plethon’s Laws, accompanied by other shorter texts related to it, has not been
superseded, although in the meantime some more of the text of the Laws has
been discovered by Renée and Frangois Masai. Alexandre’s book is also a turning
point in the overall interpretation of Gemistos’ religious beliefs, because while
Gass was not still sure about his paganism,® Alexandre’s extensive edition of the
Laws is widely accepted by modern scholars as the decisive proof of it. In the
second half of the same century, Fritz Schultze made the first important attempt
to reconstruct Gemistos' metaphysical system as a whole.?! He was followed
by a Greek scholar Ioannes P. Mamalakis who published important works on
Gemistos in the late 19305, as well as Milton V. Anastos who wrote detailed
and very interesting studies on diverse aspects of his thought and learning shortly
after World War I1.2* Nevertheless, arguably the most important works on
Gemistos’ philosophy still remain those by Frangois Masai from the 1950s, who
has also re-examined the tradition of the transmission of his texts and discovered
some important manuscripts.”* On the basis of Gemistos’ autographs discovered
by Masai, Bernadette Lagarde wrote an excellent PhD thesis, unfortunately so
far unpublished, in which she edited, translated and commented on his On the
Differences of Aristotle from Plato. Furthermore, she later also published the Reply
to Scholarios’ Defence of Aristotle.** Of the many Greek scholars who contributed

" Sce the list of the secondary litcrature at the end of this study, including the

systematic bibliographies cited there, pp. 341-59. In this study of his philosophical thought
only the most important contributions that have significantly influenced the discussion of
his work may be taken fully into account. There are thus many occasional informative or, in
contrast, very specialized writings on some aspects of his thought and legacy, interesting as
they sometimes may be, that must be necessarily left aside.

8 Gass 1844.

% Alexandre 1858.
% Gass 1844, pp. 35-7.
*' Schuleze 1874.
Mamalakis 1939, 1955; for other works on Gemistos by this and following authors
see the systematic bibliographics, below, p. 341.

# Anastos 1948.

»  Especially Masai-Masai 1954 and Masai 1956, 1963, 1976.
Lagarde 1976, the Greck text was published as De diff in 1973.
*  Contra Schol.

25
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significantly to Plethonic scholarship we should mention especially Theodoros S.
Nikolaou,” Leonidas Bargeliotes* and Christos P. Baloglou,” the last one being
especially interested in political and economic aspects of Gemistos’ writings.
John Monfasani* and James Hankins," both writing about topics related to
Gemistos, made very important contributions to understanding his work in
the context of contemporary Renaissance thought. Brigitte Tambrun-Krasker,
specializing on Gemistos, prepared several important editions of his texts and,
as well as many articles, wrote an PhD thesis and monograph on him.* In Italian
Moreno Neri published several translations of Gemistos’ works and studies on
him, recently followed by a general overview of his life and thought published
jointly with an extensive commentary on his treatise On virtues.”® Fabio Pagani
made an important discovery of Gemistos radical alterations of Plato’s text in
manuscripts.* In English Niketas Siniossoglou recently published a significant
monograph on Gemistos whom he considers to be an outcome of the previous
tradition of Byzantine humanistic and pagan thought and influential in the rise
of modern secularism.* Last, in 1986 Christopher M. Woodhouse published a
complex and detailed study of Gemistos’ life, the events in which he took part,
and his writings, whose most important parts he translated or summarized in
English.* Even if Gemistos’ philosophy and religious beliefs will be treated from
a significantly different perspective here, the present work is much indebted
to this exceptional book, which provides an ideal starting point for anybody
interested in the remarkable thinker of Mistra. Thus, although the present
study can hopefully be understood on its own as far as Gemistos’ philosophy
is concerned, for his life as well as historical context the reader is referred to
Woodhouse’s book.*

¥ All his papers on Gemistos were collected in Nikolaou 2005.

¥ eg Bargeliotes 1973, 1975, 1976, 1979, 1980, 1989, 1990-1993.

¥ ¢.g. Baloglou 2002.

¥ Monfasani 1976, 1992, 1994, 2002b, 2005a-b, 2006, 2008, 2011a-c, 2012a-d,
(forthcoming).

' Hankins 1991.

32 Especially De virt., Or. mag., Tambrun-Krasker 1992, 1998, 1999, 2001, 2002, 2005,
2006. For a critical account of the last work see Hladky 2009.

¥ Neri 2010; see also Neri 2001.

»  Pagani 2008, 2009; sce also below, pp. 263-7.

¥ Siniossoglou 2011.

% Woodhouse 1986. In his review, Monfasani 1988 discusses some shortcomings of
Woodhouse’s book. Cf. also n.15.

¥ For the history of the Despotate of Mistra and the general cultural context there see
Zakythinos 1932, 1953, Runciman 1980.
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What is now, as it seems, most needed for the proper understanding and
appreciation of Gemistos™ thought, is a kind of global schizzo, a systematic
overview of his philosophy, concentrating especially on his Platonism. Such an
overall reconstruction must be primarily based on his own texts, and it should be
collated with the testimonies of other writers and supplemented by them only
as second level sources. Plethonic scholarship often relies too much on external
information about his personality, certainly extraordinary and fascinating, and
thus tends to interpret his works from the perspective of the contemporaries who
might have misunderstood or were even overtly hostile to him. Unfortunately,
this leads many interpreters to regard some of his texts as hypocritical, purely
tactical and not representative of Gemistos’ real thought. The best example of this
approach is perhaps Siniossoglou’s book where, furthermore, Plethon’s thought
is interpreted against the background of broader intellectual discussions of his
day. Unfortunately, there are only few cases when Gemistos explicitly names or
reacts to some of his alleged opponents (as, for instance, Palamism which he
nowhere seems to discuss). Using indirect philosophical and textual evidence
to interpret his works thus remains speculative. Furthermore, Siniossoglou
supposes that Plethon is the most important representative of an alleged secret
tradition of Byzantine intellectual paganism lasting for centuries. However, as it
seems to the present author, for such a tradition we have no straightforward and
unambiguous evidence.*

*  Siniossoglou 2011. It is also difficult to accept Siniossoglou’s definition of paganism

and Christianity. According to him, paganism is represented by both Byzantine humanism
and Plethon’s Platonism, and equated with rationality, secularism and modernity. In contrast,
Christianity, associated by Siniossoglou mainly with Palamism, is supposed to suffer from
irrationality and fideism. Because of such an a priori definition of the given terms already at
the very beginning the whole book gives a strong impression of being rather written 4 la thése,
however interesting it may be.

There are other objections that can be raised to Siniossoglou's approach too. He repeatedly
argues that Byzantine intellectuals frequently hid their real pagan interests behind Christian
rhetoric and we thus must read their real beliefs between the lines. Such an interpretative
principle is, however, a dangerous one since it may just help us to discover in the texts
whatever we have decided to find at the very beginning. Furthermore, Siniossoglou argues
for the incompatibility of ancient pagan thought in general, and Platonism in particular,
with Byzantine culture, which means that the intellectuals of Byzantium who engaged
in its study must have been secret pagans. This goes against the consensus of scholarship
according to which Byzantine culture largely absorbed ancient heritage, although used
for its own purposes and in a well-delineated framework of general education. One could
thus ask if everybody who shows an interest in ancient thought or Platonism is necessarily
a pagan. It may hold not only for Byzantium or Renaissance, but also for present-day
ancient philosophers and teachers of classics. For further criticism of Siniossoglou’s book see
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The approach of the present study is thus the reverse - it will attempt to
concentrate firstly on Gemistos’ texts, provide a detailed interpretation of
them while accepting all as serious, however they may vary in the expression
of his philosophical and religious beliefs, and interpret them in their proper
context. Subsequently external testimonies may be introduced, which must
be, nonetheless, always submitted to a careful examination, which is especially
necessary in the case of Gemistos’ real religious views. Only then conclusions
can be drawn. Since the present study intentionally keeps as close as possible
to Plethon’s original text, some of its parts are indeed very descriptive, the fact
of which its author is well aware, being a kind of ‘happy positivist. One may
also object that the present study to some extent suffers from insensitivity to the
context and that it does not pay sufficient attention to the different genres and
occasions in which Gemistos’ texts were written, using them just as a quarry for
his doctrine. As we hope to be able to show, such an approach may be justified by
the exceptional inner coherence of Plethon’s Platonism, whose different aspects
are scattered throughout his various writings. This study should be thus an
attempt to collect all these bits together and to place them into the proper place
in general picture of Gemistos’ philosophy.

To discuss Gemistos' thought properly, it is convenient to divide his
writings into three groups that correspond to the most important aspects of
his philosophy. The first one is the so-called public philosophy, that means the
philosophy Gemistos presented publicly as his own and more or less clearly
reflects what he himself held. The second group is the Platonism contained
in his commentaries and interpretations of the thought of others, especially
of Plato and the Chaldaean Oracles. The enigmatic Laws, discovered after
Gemistos’ death, belong with the latter group of texts, for the reasons that
will become apparent later on, subsumed here under a common designation
as philosophia perennis. Finally, the third part of the present work will treat the
problem of Gemistos’ religious beliefs, including his sole treatise dealing with
Christian theology, often considered as hypocritical and not representing his
real opinions. This part will also discuss at length external testimonies as well as
the content and the intentions of the Laws, on which the usual conclusion about
his paganism is based. For reasons that will be discussed only in the third part of
this study, the name ‘Gemistos’ will be used - to some extent in a similar manner
as it is in Woodhouse’s book — when his personality or public philosophy is
meant, whereas his surname ‘Plethon’ will be restricted solely to the context of
the philosophia perennis.

Bydén 2013.VZograﬁdis 2013, Kappes 2013; for a presentation of Christian philosophy as a
rational enterprise since its very beginnings see Karamanolis (forthcoming).







PART I
Public Philosophy






Chapter 1
Platonic Reforms

The part of Gemistos philosophy that was openly presented as his own thought
to a larger public consists of five texts containing several more or less general
philosophical arguments and reasoning. We may divide them into two groups.
The first one comprises a letter and two speeches of a political character, written
most probably during 1414-1418. The other two texts are funeral orations, on
the Despoina Cleope Malatesta and Empress Helen Draga3 (Dragases), which
were delivered much later, in 1433 and 1450 respectively, and will be discussed
below.' The earliest of the political texts is Gemistos’ letter to Manucl I1, usually
cited as On the Isthmus, which informs the Emperor about the situation in the
Peloponnese, where Gemistos had moved probably not long before and proposes
some basic reforms to improve the unfavourable situation there.* The letter was
written probably in 1414, just before the Emperor’s visit to the peninsula.* The
second text, philosophically by far the most interesting, is an advisory speech in
ancient style, known as the Address to Theodore, the ruling Despot of Morea at
that time. Written some time during 1416-1418," it urges the introduction of
radical reforms in the Despotate. The reform proposals of the speech were further
developed in the last of these texts, composed in 1418, the Address to Manuel, to
whom On the Isthmus had been already directed. Moreover, the speech clearly
presupposes that the Emperor also knows the Address to Theodore.*

According to what Gemistos says in Oz the Isthmus, the main reason why it
is not possible to defend the Peloponnese against the incursions of ‘barbarians,
that is, the Ottoman Turks together with the Italians and other Latins, is its bad
political organization (kaxonoAiteia). The cases of the Lacedaemonians, Persians
and Romans, as well as the barbarians who threaten the state now, show that

! Zakythinos 1932, pp. 190, 240, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 113, 309-10.

*  Baloglou 2002, pp. 35-6.

* Baloglou 2002, p. 97, Woodhouse 1986, p. 100, date the letter to the years 1415-1416;
Masai 1956, pp. 387-8, before 1415; Blum 1988, p. 30, with n.8, unconvincingly to 1427; cf.
Neri 2010, pp. 48-9, n.55.

* Baloglou 2002, p. 99, Woodhouse 1986, p. 92, Masai 1956, pp. 387-8, contra
Zakythinos 1932, p. 176.

S Ad Man. 265.18-20; cf. Zakythinos 1932, pp. 175-6, Baloglou 2002, p. 103,
Woodhouse 1986, p. 92, Masai 1956, pp. 387-8.
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their success or failure depends on the virtue (apetn) of a political organization or
constitution (roAiteia). The reform is thus urgently needed, because the present
weakness of the Despotate can only be counterbalanced by an improvement in the
quality of its political organization. In the Address to Theodore, Gemistos claims
in a similar manner that the only way a city or nation can change from worse
to better is through the reform of its state organization (moliteia). There is no
other cause for its well-being or the opposite, because, even if it were the result of
chance, the situation of such a city would be uncertain and could change quickly.
The prosperity of a city is in fact mostly due to the virtue of its constitution and,
conversely, it deteriorates if its constitution is corrupted.”

Gemistos then gives a scries of examples from ancient mythology and history
to support this claim. He connects the rise of the Greeks (Hellenes) with
Heracles who, instead of lawlessness and outright injustice (avopia kai adikia
kaBapad), introduced law and zeal for virtue. Before him the Greek nation was
ruled by strangers and was not significant in any way. Afterwards many successes
in Greece and abroad may be remembered. Similarly the Lacedaemonians
became the leaders of all the Greeks only after Lycurgus proclaimed his famous
constitution, and they remained in this position as long as they were observing
it. Then came the time of the Thebans whose leader, Epameinondas, had
received a Pythagorean education. He, in turn, trained Philip of Macedon while
the future king was kept as a hostage in Thebes. Philip, along with Aristotle,
was responsible for the education of his famous son, Alexander the Great who,
having conquered the Persians, was to become the leader of all the Greeks and
the king of all Asia. The great power of the Romans (apparently not only of
the ancient Romans, but also of the Byzantines) was due to the virtue of their
constitution and it lasted till the Saracens appeared. These were originally a
minor group of the Arabs and were subordinated to the Romans. When they
introduced new laws and constitution to the Arabs, they managed to seize ‘the
biggest and best part of the Roman empire’ They thus conquered Libya and
introduced their political order (noAiteia) to the Persians as well as to many
other nations who eagerly follow these laws and for this reason prosper. This
is also true of the barbarians, that is, the Turks, ‘who have been very successful
in the fight against us’ because ‘using these laws, they are greatly powerful’* We
have a shorrt treatise by Gemistos, or rather an excerpt from the work of the
monk Theophanes, which shows that he was interested in the history of early
Islam.> Muhammad is there called ‘the leader of the Arabs and their lawgiver

¢ De Isthmo 309.4-310.18.

" Ad Theod. 116.16-24.

¥ Ibid. 116.24-118.12.

? Klein-Franke 1972, pp. 2-4.
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(6 apaPdpx<nc> te kai vopoBét<ng>), which suggests that, for Gemistos, he was
a political as well as a religious reformer, who was ultimately responsible for the
military successes of his followers including the contemporary Turks.!"

In the Addbress to Theodore Gemistos then sets the present political situation
of the Byzantine state into a broader historical context, identifying the Turks,
‘the neighbouring barbarians, who have deprived our empire of many fertile
parts, with the ancient Parapamisadae. These were previously attacked and
defeated by Alexander the Great and ‘his Greeks, and now, after a long time,
having become stronger, they seck revenge for his Indian campaign on ‘us ... the
Greeks ("EAAnveq)’" The identity of ancient and present inhabitants of the
Peloponnese is ¢ven more emphatically declared in the Address to Manuel:
‘We, whom you lead and rule over, are Greeks by descent (“EAAnveg o yévog),
as the language (¢wvr}) and traditional culture (rdtpiog naideia) show." This
is a notorious and frequently quoted statement of Gemistos, who is thus often
seen as a forerunner of modern nationalism." As is well known, the Byzantines
usually called themselves Romans (‘Pwpaiot) and the name ‘Greek (Hellene)’
was normally reserved for the ancient Greeks, that is, pagans.” We must not,
however, overlook the context of the whole passage. Gemistos situates current
events in a global historical perspective, in which they represent the long-term
result of ancient Greek history. The Byzantines are thus threatened by the
Orttoman attacks because of the age-old antagonism originated by Alexander’s
expedition to the East. Contemporary nations are here apparently seen as
descendants of the ancient ones. It was also a widespread Byzantine custom to
designate the peoples settled down and living in the territories known from the
ancient historians by the names of their ancient inhabitants.

Ashasbeen said, the chief goal of Gemistos’ speech is to persuade the Emperor
of the necessity to defend the Peloponnese. To achieve this he claims that there
cannot be any country for the Greeks to live in other than the Peloponnese,
the adjacent European mainland and the neighbouring islands. The Greeks had

' Mah., Dedes 1981, p. 67.

"' Ad Theod. 114.22-115.5.

12 Ad Man. 247.14-15;cf. 250.1.

1 Zografidis, 2003, pp. 130-31, n.4, 2008, p. 238, n.4, with the literature cited
there: Bargeliotes 1973, 1989, 1990-1993, Nikolaou 1989, pp. 99-102, Patrick Peritore
1977.

" For the problem of Hellenic identity of the Byzantines see Kaldellis 2007; for a
different usage of the name Hellenes see ibid., pp. 184-7. For the usage of this name by
Gemistos’ contemporaries, especially Gennadios Scholarios and Laonikos Chalkokondyles,
see Ditten 1964, Vryonis 1991 and Angelou 1996.

" eg. Ditten 1964.
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lived in this country since time immemorial because it was not known to have
been previously inhabited by any other nation, and from the peninsula they
moved to and settled in many other countries. The Greeks originating from here
also accomplished many famous deeds and even the founders of Constantinople
were the Peloponnesian Dorians.' To defend the Peloponnese is not only
necessary but also realizable. In the Address to Theodore Gemistos demonstrates
at length, using many mythological and historical examples, that many nations
managed to overcome situations even worse than that of the Despotate at that
time because of their determination.'”

The Funeral Oration on Helen, although written more than 30 years later (in
1450), also shows that in the first place Gemistos has in mind broad afhnities
with the ancient past. Here he talks about the Byzantines in a more traditional
way as ‘this Roman nation of ours (16 tobto nuétepov 1@V Pwpaiwv yévog)' ™
and uses the traditional tite of Byzantine rulers ‘the Emperor of the Romans
(Baciredg ‘Pwpaiwv).’ In the Address to Theodore the continuity with the
ancient Roman Empire is also implied when Gemistos says ‘thus we can see
how our affairs have evolved, since the great Roman Empire ... (€k tig peyiotng
‘Pwpaiwv fiyepoviag ...):** In Gemistos’ historical perspective, among many other
interconnections and mutual influences, an ethnic bond between the Greeks
(Hellenes) and the Romans can be found: Rome was founded by the Trojans
who after the fall of Troy moved under the leadership of Aeneas from Phrygia
to Iraly. They joined together with the Sabines, who were Lacedaemonians and
came there from the Peloponnese. These two nations thus jointly founded the
city that was to create ‘the greatest and at the same time best Empire of all that
are remembered’?!

Thus, according to Gemistos, the ancient Greeks and Romans are closely
related because of their origin and cultural continuity. For him, the Byzantines
were descendants of both Greeks and Romans, and the invoking of the ancient
Greek past of the contemporary inhabitants of the Peloponnese is therefore just
one side of the story. Despite all this, it must be admitted that to go back to the
ancient Greek identity of the Peloponnesians and to call them by their ancient
name was indeed a daring and extraordinary thought in the Byzantine context.
What is not entirely clear and what will be the problem we shall have to deal with
repeatedly is how far Gemistos was willing to go in his identification with the

1 Ad Man. 247.15-248.18.

" Ad Theod. 115.20-116.15.

% InHel 271.5.

¥ 1bid. 272.7.

2 Ad Theod. 129.13-14.

1 Ibid. 115.23-116.2; ¢f. Ad Man. 248.18-249 4.
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ancient Hellenes, that is, pagans. The crucial question, appearing here already, is
whether he was just trying to point out the historical roots of the Byzantines, or
whether he was attempting to revive Hellenic culture and religion in its entirety.

LA

In the Address to Theodore, after Gemistos presented in a large historical
perspective the necessity of reforming the political order of the Peloponnese,
he proceeded to his own considerations and proposals for the best constitution.
According to him, there are three kinds of constitution (roAiteia) — monarchy,
oligarchy and democracy, appearing in several forms. Those pursuing what
is best claim that the most perfect of them is a monarchy which uses the best
counsellors (oOpPovAot) and good laws. There should be a moderate number
of counsellors, composed of educated men. This is becausce the mass of people
are unable to discuss problems properly, lacking the necessary knowledge, and
so their decisions are usually unreasonable. By contrast, a very limited number
of counsellors would exclusively pursue their own profit and not the common
good, and thus only a moderate number of them will pursue what is profitable
for all. They should be moderately rich, because those who are very rich are only
interested in gaining even more, while the poor seek, in the first place, to satisfy
their needs.”? The solution proposed by Gemistos is thus a kind of compromise
between monarchy and oligarchy — a system with one sole ruler advised by a wider
body of counsellors. It seems to be a variant of the ideal constitution proposed
by Plato in the Republic, which presupposes a ruling class composed of limited
number of philosophers-guardians and which, in Gemistos’ initial distinction,
would be probably closest to an oligarchy.** However, he could base his decision
for monarchy on Plato’s Statesman and possibly also on some passages in the
Republic itself, and this much better suits the context of Byzantium, in which, at
least in theory, supreme power was reserved exclusively to the Emperor.** At the
same time, nevertheless, Gemistos obviously tries to be faithful to the Platonic
ideal of an oligarchy of philosophers from the Republic and so postulates a body

2 Ad Theod. 118.24-119.19; cf. 113.5-114.3.

* Plato, Resp. 11 369b-376d, I11-1V 412b-427c.

¥ Plato, Polit. 291d-303b, Resp. 1X 579¢-580c, 587b-588a. Plutarch, another
possible source for Gemistos, out of these three kinds of constitution also prefers monarchy,
De mon. For Plethon’s general interest in Plutarch sce Diller 1954, Mioni 1985, p. 385: Marc.
Gr. 517 (= 886), fols 67-76v. See also Ellissen 1860, p. 146, n.32, p. 149, n.42, Baloglou
2002, pp. 190-93, nn.25-6. For a general outline of Byzantine political thought see Dvornik
1966; for a detailed analysis of the problem in late Byzantium sec Angclov 2007.
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of educated counsellors as the second highest authority in the state who should
help the monarch to rule properly.

According to the .4ddress to Theodore, almost every city or state is divided
into three classes. The first are the self-sufficient producers (abtovpyikév), that s,
farmers, shepherds and ‘all who by themselves produce the fruit of the earth’ The
second are the suppliers of services (Siakovikév), including craftsmen, merchants
and retailers. Finally, the third is the ruling class (dpxikév), composed of those
whose main task is to preserve the whole city and serve as its guardians (@UAakeg)
if necessary. Its head is the Emperor or some other leader (BaotAeig 1 tig Ayepwv),
but it covers judges, officials (&pxovteg) and soldiers as well, who all must naturally
be supported by taxes.” In the Address to Manuel, the two tax-paying lower classes
are jointly called ‘helots, which was the name for the inhabitants of ancient Spartan
territory who had no civil rights.* The producers and suppliers are thus apparently
distinguished from the ‘free’ defenders and governors of the state. At the same
time, it is also typical of Gemistos’ interest in ancient Greece and his attempt to
emphasize the historical continuity of the Peloponnese.

As the Address to Theodore continues, these three ‘first kinds (yévn)’ of people
can be distinguished in the city by their very nature (kata ¢uVoiv) and each has
its own occupation and work. It should be determined by good legislation
that each of the kinds does what belongs to its competence only and should
not become involved in the occupation reserved for the other kinds. The ruling
class, especially, ought not to be engaged in trade and retailing because they are
primarily responsible for the defence of the city and this is also the reason why
they are supported by the taxes paid by the others. These, on the contrary, should
not be obliged to serve as soldiers, because it is too burdensome to do both.”

This is, in fact, Gemistos’ long-term preoccupation,® which, along with the
rejection of the common Byzantine usage of unreliable foreign mercenaries,”
appears already in his earlier speech On the Isthmus as well as in thelater Address
to Manuel. There he even claims that if the defenders, who primarily fight for
their freedom, and producers were not strictly separated, the state would not
be able to defend itself because the producers would desert from the army and
return back to their duties at home.® For these reasons Gemistos considers the
strict division of the three kinds in his state as necessary. However, he may also
have been influenced by Plato because the chief principle on which the ideal
B Ad Theod. 119.20-120.24; cf. Ad Man. 254.11-255.17.

% 1Ibid. 255.17-256.4, 256.11-13.

¥ Ad Theod. 121.1-14.

B De Isthmo 310.18-311.7,311.21-312.12, Ad Man. 253.17-254.10.
¥ Ad Theod. 121.14-19, Ad Man. 252.14-253.5.

¥ Ibid. 251.5-252.5.
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city of the Republic is based is basically the same: everybody, individuals and
classes, should have one function only, fulfil only what is assigned to them as
their duty and occupation and should not attempt to be active in several fields at
the same time. This is equated with justice.’ In the Republic, the city is divided
into three classes too - farmers (yewpyoi), craftsmen (8npiovpyoi) and the
guardians (@UAakec), including those ‘who are able to rule (ikavoi dpxetv)’ The
guardians should be supported by the other two classes - basically for similar
reasons as are given in Gemistos’ political writings. However, what is absent
there is the communism of the Republic, including the life in common and the
prohibition of personal property with the exception of the most indispensable
things. This is again most probably due to the specific situation in which these
proposals were to be realized. For Byzantine society of that time such type of
communism would hardly have been acceptable (perhaps with the exception of
monastic communities).

LI ]

We may leave aside Gemistos’ proposals, sometimes very detailed and specific,
about the organization of the army, taxation, punishments and public life
in general.”® For him the most important parts of the legislation are the laws
concerning public as well as private opinions about the divine (16 8¢iov).

There are three main principles. First, there is one divine entity among
the things that exist, an essence that surpasses everything. Second, this divine
entity cares also about humankind and all human affairs, either small or great,
are ordered by it. Third, it orders everything according to its judgement, always
rightly and justly, and neither fails in its duty towards each thing nor can it be
flattered and its intentions changed by human gifts.

According to Gemistos, the divine entity does not in fact need humans.
However, they may still practise their religious ceremonies and sacrifice offerings
to the divine if they are moderate and inspired by pious intentions. These
religious practices should nevertheless be understood merely as symbols of the
recognition that the source of our good is ‘out there’ in the divine and the fact
that we have not started to be guilty of the first two kinds of impiety, that is,
not believing that there is some divine entity and that it cares about the world,
including humankind. However, such ceremonies and offerings should not be

% Plaro, Resp. 1 370b—c, 374b, IV 433a-434c; cf. Baloglou 2002, pp. 197-8.n.37.

2 Plato, Resp. 111 414b-417b; cf. Baloglou 2002, pp. 195-6, nn.32-4.

¥ Foradetailed commentary on Gemistos’ political treatises see Masai 1956, pp. 66-101,
and Baloglou 2002.



18 The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

excessive as this would naturally be the third kind of impiety — an attempt to
change the will of the divine and the way it orders the world.™

Those who, both in public and private, respect these principles live in
accordance with virtue (&petr}) and pursue the good. Vice and wrongdoing arise
from a behaviour that follows the opposite principles. Now, Gemistos turns back
to the three kinds of impiety. There are always some people who are mistaken in
their belief that there is absolutely nothing divine in the universe; then there
are those who believe that there is some divine, but it is not concerned in any
way with human affairs; and finally those who, although accepting that there is
something divine and moreover that it cares about humans, believe that they
may ‘persuade and enchant’ it with religious ceremonies, offerings and prayers
in order that it does not always fulfil what is just. In other words, Gemistos
claims here that if the divine is just, it may not change its decisions. These two
opposite opinions about the divine correspond to the two opposite manners of
life mentioned above. The first has the pursuit of the good, the second pleasure
as its chief goal of life.”

As Gemistos says, according to all the Greeks (Hellenes) and ‘barbarians’
who ‘partake to some extent in intellect, man is a nature composed of a divine
and a mortal essence’. The divine part of this is the soul, the mortal is the body.
Those who follow ‘the divine in them (16 év avtoig B€iov)’ that has prevailed
over the other part, are of the right opinions about the divine, which is akin
to it, and their whole life is guided by virtue and the good. The others who are
subdued to ‘the mortal and animal in them’ are mistaken in their opinions about
the divine and have devoted their life entirely to pleasure. There are also people
‘in between’ who either look for fame, which is in fact a (falsc) image of virtue
and the good, or for money as a means to achieve pleasure.* As usual, Gemistos
finds examples from history and mythology for both these manners of life. Thus
Heracles, Lycurgus, Alexander and Cyrus represent the virtuous life revering the
gods, Paris, Helen, Sardanapalus and Nero the opposite one.”

Once more, Plato is the authority on which Gemistos grounds his reasoning,
Thedistinction of the three kinds of impiety corresponds exactly to the discussion
in book X of Plato’s Laws (and his Republic 11).* The radical difference between
the soul, ‘the divine part of us, and the mortal body pursuing the pleasures is,

" Ad Theod. 125.3-22: sec Appendix 1,1, below, p. 287.

*Ibid. 125.22-126.11: sec Appendix 1,1, below, p. 287.

% Ibid. 126.11-126.23: sce Appendix V1,1, below, p. 295.

¥ Ibid. 126.24-128.13.

* Plato, Leg. X 884a-907b, especially 885b, Resp. 11 365d-e; cf. Webb 1989, p. 217.
For Proclus’ interest in this passage of Plato’s Laws sce Dillon 2001, pp. 250-54.
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no doubr, also Platonic.” Notable is Gemistos’ constant use of the expression
‘the divine (10 Betov)’ instead of ‘God (6 8edc). He wanted perhaps to leave his
claims about the divince principles as general as possible so as to be accepted by
anybody ‘who partakes in intellect’ and to clearly distinguish his philosophical
speculations from Christian theology. However, some of his proposals are
obviously directed against the religious practice of his time. In the Address to
Manuel, when he discusses the distribution of collected taxes, he allocates ‘helots’
to the high priests (tav iepéwv ol éni th¢ peilovog iepwoivng) who serve the
community, just one to each, - that is, one taxpayer - to support them, because,
living in celibacy (povavAia), they do not have to sustain a family.* From the
last remark it is clear that Gemistos must have had in mind the higher orthodox
clergy that cannot marry. In contrast, the monks should not be supported
from public revenue at all (but at the same time they do not have to pay taxes),
because they do not contribute to public welfare in any way. Gemistos treats
them extremely harshly, calling them ‘those who claim to philosophize (oi ¢
@rhoco@eiv pév @dokovteg), which in the Byzantine context often means to live
the monastic life." They think that on this pretext they may profit from large
amounts of public money. As they say, they stay apart of everything in order to
worship God in private and care for their own souls. However, for Gemistos, it is
not pious (8o10v) to support them for the sake of public security on the grounds
of their virtue and at the same to take money from those to whom it really
belongs. This would obviously be done in order that the monks pray to God for
the well-being of the whole state. But this is again equivalent to the third kind
of impiety, which consists in the belief that God will accept something else than
the offerings that are appropriatc.®

¥ g Plato, Resp. X 611b-612a, Leg. X 899d-900c, Phd. 62b, Phaedr. 250c. Philb.
31d-32d.
Y Ad Man. 257.5-8; cf. 256.5-6.
' Ellissen 1860, p. 142, n.19, Blum 1988, p. 187, n.6, Baloglou 2002, p. 252, n.19.
2 Ad Man. 257.5-258.4; cf. Katsafanas 2003.

+






Chapter 2
Fate of the Soul

The funeral orations on the Despoina Cleope and Empress Helen, composed in
1433 and 1450, are undoubtedly quite unusual examples of Gemistos’ rhetorical
abilities. After an obligatory recapitulation of their descent, set by him, as was
his custom, into a wider mythological and historical context and followed by a
eulogy of their virtues, Gemistos surprised his contemporary listeners or readers
with a series of purely rational arguments demonstrating the immortality of the
soul without mentioning traditional Christian motifs. Gemistos had already
made his name as a philosopher so perhaps he was even expected to do this,
especially in the case of the second oration when he was possibly invited to
repeat the success of the previous speech, composed almost 20 years earlier. As
is well known, the immortality of the soul is a prominent theme in Platonism.

In On Clegpe Gemistos reminds the audience that the Despoina was from Italy,
which in ancient times was occupied by the Romans who managed to conquer
almost all the inhabited world.’ Then her beauty as well as her virtues are praised,
and her prudence (ppdévnaig), temperance (cw@poobvn), clemency (émekeia),
honesty (xpnotétng), piety (eboefeia), love for her husband (@iAavdpia) and
nobleness (yevvaiétng) are mentioned.* Gemistos also emphasizes that Cleope
converted to Orthodoxy. A sign of her piety ‘was her worship of God (1) to0 6g00
Aatpeia), which she demonstrated by prayers and continuous fasting according
to our custom’’ He similarly mentions that she ‘abandoned the life here’ and was
‘received by God (0nd Beod dvetAnupévn)) ‘she partook in our mysteries (TGv
nuetépwv petelAnguia puotnpiwv); that is Christian sacraments.* Gemistos
therefore here identifies himself - at least formally - with Orthodoxy.

In order to alleviate the grief at the death of the Despoina, he then proceeds
to an argument demonstrating the immortality of the human soul. As he claims, if
! Zakythinos 1932, pp. 190, 240, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 113, 309-10. On Cleope see
also Ronchey 2006.

> The whole Plato’s Phaedo is dedicated to an argument in favour of the immorrality
of the human soul.

Y In Cleap. 165.2-7.

" Ibid. 165.14-168.5.

5 Ibid. 167.13-14.

¢ Ibid. 168.9-13.
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there were nothing in a human being that is immortal, the desperation caused by
death would be incurable. In fact, however, there is a part of us that is mortal and
another that is immortal, which is actually the principal part of us and which is
human in the proper sense of the term. The mortal part is a kind of tunic” attached
to our immortal part. It is therefore wrong to despair when we or our friends take
off this tunic, if the principal part of us, what we ourselves are, not only survives
and is preserved, but passes over to another life, better than the one here. Being
the better and the purest part of us it can, having put aside its mortal and earthly
garment, attain and enjoy the divine, especially if somebody cared for and was
regularly acquainted with things divine here already. This must be certainly true
of the recently deceased Cleope, who lived here, as has been emphasized, well and
piously and is thus prepared for the life there. In contrast, the person who did
not care about the divine here would feel dizzy there and would remain without
contact with the divine because of not being accustomed to it.*

At this moment Gemistos feels a need to argue for the reality of life after
death. First, he points out that belief in the immortality of the human soul is
very ancient and widespread and that almost all people venerate the deceased,
not as not existing any more, but, on the contrary, as being and continuing in
their existence. People are of a similar opinion about the divine (6 8¢iov) as
about the immortality of the soul. All people thus think that there is something
divine and venerate it in a similar way as all of them venerate the dead as being
and continuing in their existence. Although one can have doubts about any
doctrine, it is impossible to doubt these opinions which are ‘obvious, common
and accepted always and by all people’’

Non-rational animals (t& &Aoya) have no idea about the existence of the
divine since they neither understand causation nor do they desire everlastingness
(id16tng) since they do not understand infinity. The understanding of causation
and infinity (apart from other things) is accessible only to the rational nature
(1 Aoyikn @voig) by which mankind, having received the rational soul from
God (6 8edc), both understands and desires the divine and everlastingness.

For the image of tunic (x1t@v) see Plato, Phd. 86¢-88b.

In Cleop. 169.1-170.3: 16 pév t1 nudv Bvntov eivay, 16 §' addvartov SnAadh, 611 toot’
v 10 KVPLDTATOV UGV Kai & pdAiota &vBpwnog £in, 16 aBdvatov, To 8¢ BvnTov Tourti XiTwviov
Tvog iknv 1o aBavdrw v in RuGOV npoonppocuévov. “Qet’ ovK av Exor KaAwg émi T Tod
X1twviov to08e anoPoAf oUB’ Omép MUV avTdV obte TOV PiAwv o@édpa T1 aBUpETV, Fwg v
0 KUpLOTATOV AUGV Kai & 8 avtoi éopev ob pévov ouveatrikot te kai 0w{o1To, GAAG Kai TPOg
apeivoot dratpiBaic yeyovd ein tiv tide, dte duevov Te kai eilikpivéstarov Tf Tod Bvnrod
e kai yewdouvg rovtov nepifAriparog anoBécel épantdpevov te TV Beiwv kai arnoAadov kai
HaAiota €1 16 T1G kai EviedBev PEAETN Te kai ouviBELa £in MPOC avTd.

% Ibid. 171.7-172.8.

8
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God would not ¢nable a nature which is entirely different and mortal to know
himself, but it must be somehow akin to him (nn kai oikeia). This is because
knowing must have something in common with what is being known and what
is in such a commonality must be somehow mutually akin. Nor would God
have embedded the desire for everlastingness (idi16tntog émOupia) into man if
it were to have remain unaccomplished and worthless. God does not lcave any
major being existing according to nature unaccomplished but, as far as possible,
accomplishes everything appropriately. Gemistos thus concludes that, because
of these two things, the doctrine of the divine and the desire for everlastingness,
the human soul is everlasting (ai®10¢)." We may note en passant that the ‘desire
argument’ would later also be used by Marsilio Ficino."

Gemistos supports his reasoning further by a rather peculiar argument
concerning suicide. Non-rational animals do not kill themselves deliberately
(¢x mpovoiag), but there are some people who do. In general, there is nothing
that would desire its own destruction. Non-rational animals neither desire
everlastingness because they do not understand it nor for the same reason do
they willingly (éxévta) seek their own destruction. The human soul would not
have such inclinations (éni t1 tolodtov dppa), if the death of the body were to
cause its destruction. According to Gemistos, a suicidal soul must therefore
either consider it no longer profitable to stay in the body or must at least be
convinced that a suicide will not bring any harm to itself and thus it will just go
away, leaving the body."

* s

In the funeral oration On Helen, as 20 years before, Gemistos begins by recalling
the origin of the dead Empress. She is said to be ‘Thracian; which is the name
of an ancient tribe later used by the Byzantines for the Slavic peoples in Balkans
(Helen was a Serb)." Gemistos thus attempts, as usual, to demonstrate the
continuity between antiquity and his own time. He says that the Thracians are
an ancient nation which occupies a very large part of the inhabited world and
which has been important and distinguished from ancient times. Eumolpus,
who founded the Eleusinian mysteries for the Athenians which were connected
with the doctrine of the immortality of the soul, was Thracian, and the cult of the
Muses came also to Greece from Thrace.” Gemistos then praises the virtues of

1 Ibid. 172.8-173.8.

""" Kristeller 1943, pp. 339-44.
2 In Cleap. 173.9-174.4.

¥ Woodhouse 1986, p. 310.

' In Hel. 267.3-269.6.
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Helen, mentioning especially her intelligence (6Uveaic), nobleness (yevvaidtng),
temperance (owgpootvn) and justice (Sikatoovvn).'s

Then he proceeds again to an argument concerning the immortality of the
human soul. Although it is impossible to refrain from grief when our relatives
or friends die, we must consider their death as a departure of ‘the better and
principal part of us (td Guewvov te Kai kKUPIWTEPOV NUGV)' to the place proper
to it, but not as its entire destruction.' For Gemistos, the latter opinion makcs
those who accept it worse and more ignoble than those who claim the opposite,
presumably because they are afraid of death and therefore, for instance, of
fighting for their own country."” Moreover, he tries to prove that this is also false.
First, its falsity is obvious from the very fact that it makes people worse. As he
puts it, the false opinion cannot make people better and the right one worse,
but the opposite must be true. Second, we should not concentrate exclusively
on what we have in common with beasts and think that our entire essence is
similar to them. Taking into account other ‘actions and contemplations of ours’
as well, we must conclude that there is another essence in us, more divine than
that of beasts. For Gemistos, there is nobody ‘sane in thought’ who would not
believe - either because of his own considerations or because of the influence
of others - that there is ‘one God (8€6¢ T16 €i¢) that presides over all and that
he is the creator, being the producer of it and supremely good’ Nor is there
anybody who would not accept that between God and us there is some other
nature, either one by genus or divided in many genera, which is superior to us,
although being much inferior to God. ‘Because nobody will think that out of the
works of God we are the supreme one. Everybody also believes that the natures
superior to us are intellects and the souls superior to ours. There cannot be any
higher work or activity of these natures other than the contemplation of reality,
the notion of the creator of all being at the top of it. There is no other activity
that would be superior or happier for those who are capable of it, and it can be
even achieved by human beings." In other words, the natures superior to us are
intellective and not material. The mention of these natures, existing either in
one genus or in more between God and us, may be considered as close to ancient

15 Ibid. 273.2-8.

6 Ibid. 274.1-12.

" Plato, Resp. 111 386a-387c.
In Hel. 274.12-276.11: 00 y&p a€1i0€1 T1g 1@V T0D BE0D Epywv T KPATIOTOV HPAS YE
eivar. Tavtag 81 tag NGV kpeitroug pUoeIg 0VSEG GoTIg 00 voiig &V @ain eivat A kai Yuxdq Tivag
T@V NpeTépwv Kkpeittoug. Ei 8¢ toradran éxelvat ai pioerg, Ti @v Ao abt@v 0 KupLOTATOV EN
Epyov xai npafig fj ) Twv Svrwv Bewpia kai én’ adrii 1} 10D TGV SAwv Snuloupyod Evvola, fig
T0iG TUYXAVELY TEQUKSOIY 0VBepia Tig GV GAAN yévoito kpeittwv mpaéig ov8E parapiwtépa, i
kai dvBpwmog mpog Ti GAAN TGV Svtwv Bewpiq kai tavtng §ijAdg éoTt Tuyxdvwy.
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paganism. However, it can be interpreted as a statement in perfect accord with
the Christian faith because in the Byzantine theological tradition angelology,
or the ‘hierarchies’ of the divine beings described by Dionysius the Areopagite,
always played an important part, and this was probably how the passage was
understood by Gemistos’ contemporaries.

This argument then proceeds as follows: human beings are not only capable
of the animal action and behaviour, but they can also cmulate the gencra that are
superior to us. This is, again, due to the conclusion that if man is himself capable
of achieving, as far as possible, the same contemplation as they are, he must
necessarily share not only their actions (épya), but also their essences (ovaiat).
This is duc to the axiom that the actions must be analogous to the essences and
the essences to the actions. Now, if somebody’s actions are identical with those
of animals, he must share a similar essence too. And conversely, if somebody’s
actions are the same as those of the genera superior to us, his essence must be
similar to theirs. This enables Gemistos to conclude that man is composed of
two different essences — the divine and the animal one. The animal part in us is
naturally mortal, but the divine must be immortal if the essence of the genera
higher than us is also such. This would be impossible if God, who is supremely
good and free from all envy (@86vov €€w navtég), did not produce - ‘besides
other things, that is presumably the material world - also the essences that
are closer to him by their immortality. If they are immortal, the essence in us
that is similar to them must be also such, because what is mortal could never
become similar to the immortal, and what has a somehow limited and deficient
potentiality to exist could never bear a resemblance to that which has not.*

At this point Gemistos again introduces his argument concerning suicide,
similar to the one we have just seen in the previous funeral oration. Those who
kill themselves show that man is composed of two essences, a mortal and an
immortal one, as has just been claimed. There is nothing that would be inclined
(6ppav) to its own destruction, but everything tends as much as possible not to
abandon its being and preserve itself. If therefore somebody commits suicide, it
is not so ‘that his mortal part kills the mortal, but the immortal the mortal’*' In
other words, if human beings had been composed solely of one mortal essence,
they would not able to kill themselves because of the principle that everything
tends to preserve its own existence. Thus we have to surmise from the occurrence
of the human suicide that in the course of it the mortal part in man is destroyed
by some different essence which survives, that is, by their immortal part.

1% Sce also below, p. 274.
* Ibid. 276.12-278.4.
2 Ibid. 278.4-279.2.
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As in the previous oration, Gemistos claims that the most ancient and
most venerable nations in the world believed in the immortality of the human
soul. That this doctrinc is ancicnt and widespread is demonstrated by a series
of nations that all adhered to it - the Iberians, Celts, Tyrrhenians, Thracians,
Greeks, Romans, Egyptians, Medes, Indians and others.?? As was said already at
the beginning of the speech, death is therefore only departure of the principal
part in us to a place proper to it. There those who are good will be rewarded
and the bad will be punished *by the most just God, the judge whose intentions
cannot be changed’®

2 [bid. 279.3-8.
B Ibid. 279.9-280.8.



Chapter 3
Conclusion to Part I: Platonism in Practice

As we have just been able to observe, the starting point of Gemistos’
considerations for reforming the political system of the Despotate of Morea
and saving it against Ottoman attacks is the question of the right constitution
and laws. In this context the activity of a lawgiver is crucial because the welfare
of a state depends directly on its organization. This is already a Platonic motif
discussed at length by Plato in the Republic and the Laws, to mention just his
most important texts dealing with similar problems. In order to understand the
difficult situation of the late Byzantine state in depth, Gemistos, as a humanist
and an authority on ancient culture and thought, locates political philosophy
within a broader historical perspective. This enables him to use many historical
examples to prove his claim about the importance of a good constitution. At the
same time he reveals the roots of contemporary problems, which, in his view,
have resulted from a long-term competition between the East and the West, the
ancients and the ‘barbarians’ from Asia. Furthermore, this leads him to a position
in which he radically emphasizes the continuity between the nations known in
antiquity and contemporary ones. From this perspective he finds it necessary
to defend the Peloponnese from which the Greeks had originated. Although
by emphasizing the ancient origin of the inhabitants of the Peloponnese he
certainly goes well beyond the usual Byzantine conception of national identity,
this does not mean that he disregards the tradition of the Roman Empire, of
which Byzantium is the direct successor. On the contrary, the achievements of
both Greeks and Romans represent for him the best ancient tradition, in which
itis necessary to continue. However, what is apparcntly missing in his account is
the Christian identity of the Byzantines. For Gemistos, the political or military
success of a nation thus does not depend entirely on its religion but rather on its
state organization. This, at least, along with the historical conditions mcntion?d
above, enables him to explain why the Muslim Ottomans were so successful
in their fight against the Christian Byzantines. They owe their efficient state
organization to Muhammad.

In his own proposals for the best political constitution, Gemistos always tries to
give rational arguments for his conceptions. However, in many cases he obviously
derives his inspiration from antiquity, and more particularly from Plato, although
he modifies some of his radical conclusions to suit the Byzantine context better.
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The state should thus be ruled by a monarch, who is advised by a body of the
counsellors. Society should be divided into three classes — producers, the suppliers
of services, and rulers who are responsible for its defence. These classes should be
engaged in their proper activities only, because otherwise society cannot work
properly and is vulnerable to attacks from the outside. A central part in Gemistos’
legislation is played by ‘the divine} as he constantly emphasizes. Similarly to book
X of Plato’s Laws, there is somcthing divine that cares about humans and whose
will cannot be altered by their supplications. Gemistos rejects excessive forms of
worship and goes even as far as to criticize contemporary monasticism, which
does not contribute anything to the welfare of a society.

The considerations about the best organization of the state are supplemented
with Gemistos’ rational arguments for the immortality of the human soul
presented in the funeral orations on the dead members of the imperial family.
In the Platonic tradition this doctrine is crucial and it will become one of the
major philosophical issues in Renaissance philosophy. As he claims, man is
composed of two natures — the mortal body and the immortal soul which is
akin to the divine. Human beings thus may behave according to their higher
part, contemplate the divine and live righteously. Alternatively, they may behave
according to the body and live similarly to beasts. Both doctrines about the
existence of the divine and the immortality of the soul are connected, the latter
depending on the former. They are also shared by the majority of people, which
again proves their importance. Noteworthy is also Gemistos' mentioning of
the non-material natures between God and us, which are most probably to be
identified with angels or daemons.

The main features of Gemistos’ philosophy presented to the public are thus
certainly Platonic in their inspiration, but this does not mean that they are in
conflict with Christianity. Although some of its contemporary peculiarities such
as the excesses of monasticism are criticized, Gemistos speaks of it, especially in
his funeral orations, as of ‘our’ religion and identifies himself — at least formally -
with Orthodoxy. The principles of the divine, representing for him the core of all
the legislation, as well as the doctrine of the immortality of the human soul, are
formulated generally enough to be acceptable equally by Judaism, Christianity
and Islam, but also by ancient Grecek polytheism (at least in the form it appears
in Platonic tradition). This is because Gemistos avoids possibly controversial
issues, such as the question of whether the world was created by God in time
or is everlasting, or whether the immortality of the human soul implies also its
pre-existence before birth and periodical reincarnations. Moreover, by constant
speaking of ‘the divine, Gemistos may avoid complicated religious disputes
about monotheism and polytheism, Christian belief in the Holy Trinity and the
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conceptions in which the highest God is unique and ‘simple. However, all of
these problems will re-appear in his Laws.

Gemistos, in other words, presents such basic principles that might be, as
he claims, universally accepted by all the religions he could know. Furthermore,
as he repeatedly says, these theological principles are so generally widespread
because they are based on reason common to all people. Thus he is able to
constitute universal religion that is at the same time the source of universal
legislation, necessary to save the Despotate of Morea. Moreover, as has been
already mentioned, it enables him to presuppose the existence of rules on which
the fortune of the diverse nations believing in different religions depend and
which have found their expression in a good constitution based on certain
fundamental principles leading people to live according to virtue. These
universal principles thus represent the basis of history which develops according
to them. For this reason, they may also be reconstructed from past events. The
apparent unimportance of the Christian religion in this conception might have
been troublesome for some of his contemporaries, but we should not forget
that, after all, Gemistos was a Platonic philosopher and an interpreter of the
ancient Greek tradition, not a professional theologian. Furthermore, as has been
said already, this conception makes it possible to understand better the recent
military successes of the infidels and find a rational explanation for them.

* s s

Although it seems that none of Gemistos' political proposals were put into
practice, they must certainly have been appreciated by the Emperor and the
Despot.' The same is true of his funeral orations, which probably further
helped to spread his fame as a Platonic philosopher in the ancient sense. It is
also interesting to compare Gemistos’ approach to that of his pupil Bessarion
who studied with him in Mistra in the first half of the 1430s (before 1436)* and
whose relation to Gemistos will be discussed in full later on. Like his teacher,
Bessarion composed a funeral oration on the dead Despoina Cleope in 1433,
but, unlike the one written by Gemistos, it does not contain any philosophical
speculations about the immortality of the human soul and is entirely Christian in

' Masai 1956, p. 94, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 99. 109. )

2 Mohler 1923, p. 45, Labowsky 1967, p. 687. For the carly writings of Bessarion,
collected by their author himself in the Marc. Gr. 533 (= 788), and their dating, sec Mohler
1923, pp. 51-5, Loenertz 1944, pp- 116-21, Saffrey 1964, pp. 279-92, Stormon 1981,
Mioni 1985, pp. 421-3, 1991, pp. 25-46, Rigo 1994, pp. 33-7.
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its tone.* In the speech to the Emperor John VIII about his wife Maria Comnena,
who died in 1439 while the Byzantine delegation attended the Council of
Florence," Bessarion perhaps attempted to imitate Gemistos in providing a more
philosophical consolation. It thus contains a rational argument, which, however,
demonstrates not the immortality of the soul, but, in contrast, the inevitability
of death by showing the necessary corruption of everything in time, including
man who is the rational animal (Aoyikév {@ov). Bessarion then tries to offset the
inescapable fate of mortals by traditional Christian hope in the future life with
God that is better than the earthly one.?

Probably in 1444, just before the disastrous Battle of Varna that definitely
destroyed all hopes for saving Byzantium, Bessarion, who meanwhile had become
a cardinal and settled down in Italy, wrote a letter to Constantine Palaiologos,
the Despot ruling Morea (1443-1449) at that time and, as Constantine XI,
the future (and the last) Byzantine emperor (1449-1453).¢ Bessarion’s letter
is the only surviving part of an obviously more extensive correspondence
between them™ and it is interesting for us because it contains many parallels
with the A4ddresses to the Despot Theodore and the Emperor Manuel written
by Gemistos more than 25 years beforc. Like his teacher, Bessarion also urges
the Despot to introduce reforms in order to be able to defend the Peloponnese
against the Turkish threat. However, in contrast to Gemistos, his proposals are
less radical and perhaps more realistic. The letter is especially remarkable and
quite exceptional for the time because of the admiration that Bessarion expresses
towards the development of the new technologies which he saw in Italy and
which he proposes to introduce also in the Morea.* Similarly to Gemistos’
Addresses, the importance of good legislation, including also religious rituals, is
particularly emphasized, and the local Spartan tradition of Lycurgus is recalled
several times, although other famous lawgivers, namely Zalmoxis, Solon and
Numa, are also mentioned.” Moreover, the reform of the constitution is said to
be a task for the philosopher-king such as Constantine." The population of the

3

Bessarion, In Cleop. Sce his other consolatory letters from this time, Ep. IX-XII
431-7, which are predominantly Christian in its tone, even though Plato and other ancient
classical writers are occasionally mentioned.

*  Gentilini’s introduction to Bessarion, In Mar., p. 151, Woodhouse 1986, pp. 171-2.

5 Bessarion, In Mar. 72-187.

¢ Mohler 1923, pp. 210-11, Zakythinos 1932, pp. 226-8, Keller 1955, p. 343,
Labowsky 1967, p. 688.

" Bessarion, Ad Const. 439.19, with Mohler's note ad loc.

¥ Zakythinos 1932, pp. 226-8, Keller 1955.

?  Bessarion, Ad Const. 443.1-2, 445.3-7, 15-20.

1% Ibid. 446.1-4.
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Peloponnese should be divided into those working in agriculture (td yewpyiiov)
and those who fight (16 otpatnyikév), the latter being chosen from the former,
so that ‘each gets his own’ and is engaged in one art and occupation only." Like
Gemistos, Bessarion uses the same expression ‘guardians (¢UAakeg)’ taken from
Plato’s Republic."* He furthermore claims that for the soldiers’ morale religious
legislation is important, as the lawgivers and military leaders perceive, because
the belief in the existence of ‘something divine (8€idv 1) helps to eliminate
anxiety and uncertainty from the soul of people.!* Although, in a similar way
as in Gemistos’ writings, the word ‘Hellenes™ is used throughout the text to
designate the inhabitants of the Despotate and many examples from history
are invoked, its tone is, however, undoubtedly Christian." We may also note
that the genre of reformatory and rather utopian speeches professed by both
Gemistos and Bessarion would be further developed in Renaissance.

""" Ibid. 442.11-13; cf. Lambros 1906, pp. 35-7.
12 Bessarion, Ad Const. 441.4; cf. Lambros 1906, p. 37.
13 Bessarion, Ad Const. 446.20-29.
1 In 444.23 EAnvikdv yévog is even compared 10 pwHATKOV, that is, Italians, as it is
cvident from the context.

1S For other detailed parallels between Gemistos’ and Bessarion’s texts sce Lambros
1906, pp. 38-41, Zakythinos 1932, pp. 226-8.
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Philosophia perennis






Chapter 4
Writings about the Perennial Philosophy

The ‘perennial philosophy’ as understood by Plethon is a rational conception
of the world, shared by all the people who rely on their reason, and identical
throughout different ages of history. With this conception Plethon initiated the
Renaissance quest for both ancient and universal wisdom professed by the most
eminent sages of the past. However, the term philosophia perennis itself is a later
invention of Agostino Steuco, who named thus his book published in 1542.!
Plethon elaborates his perennial philosophy in works that might be divided into
three main groups.

To the core of the first one belongs the ancient Chaldaean Oracles, which
Plethon attributes - for the reasons that will hopefully become clearer in the
following discussion - to the Magi, the legendary disciples of the Persian sage
Zoroaster.* According to ancient tradition the corpus of the Chaldaean Oracles
originated under the rule of Marcus Aurelius (161-180) in the religious
and magical ‘underground’ of Middle Platonism. Allegedly written by two
Chaldaeans, they became a favourite reading of Neoplatonists from the time
of Porphyry, being regarded by them as a kind of divine revelation which
was in accord with the philosophy of ‘the divine’ Plato. The most influential
Neoplatonic interpreter of the Oracles was Proclus (412-485) who in his
philosophical project attempted to establish a broad concordance between
Plato and inspired religious texts of ancient Greek tradition, most notably, the
Orphic Rhapsodies and Chaldaean Oracles. Unfortunately, as in the case of other
Neoplatonists, out of his several works on the Oracles none has survived and
we must derive our knowledge of this text from numerous quotations, most
notably in Proclus’ writings and in those by Damascius. Proclus’ commentary on
the Chaldaean Oracles was apparently still available to the Byzantine Platonist
Michacel Psellos (about 1018 - after 1078) after whom any trace of it disappears.*

' For the origin and the Renaissance usage of the term philosophia perennis see Schmite
1966, 1970, 1972; for Plethon’s role in the tradition of prisca theologia culminating in Ficino
sec Vasoli 1994, 1999, pp. 11-50, 2001, Allen 1998, pp. 1-49.

See the discussion in Parc 111 of chis work below, pp. 187-285.

Y Sec des Places introduction to Or. Chald., pp. 18-52, Athanassiadi 1999, 2005,

Brisson 2003, 2006, pp. 128-35, Saffrey 1992.
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While in his own writings on the Oracles Psellos drew upon Proclus,’ Plethon
in turn based his own edition of its fragments® on Psellos” Commentary on the
Chaldaean Oracles Plethon could have encountered some other Oracles in the
writings of the Neoplatonists in which many of them are scattered throughout
these texts. However, they are usually introduced simply as ‘the Oracles’ without
the epithet ‘Chaldacan’ while under ‘the Chaldacans’ something else, namely
the Chaldacan astronomers, is meant.” This helps us to understand why Plethon
felt entitled to alter the title of his collection of the Oracles to The Magian
Oracles and to ascribe them to Zoroaster’s Magi. At the same time, however,
it means that he ignored (or decided to ignore) the ancient tradition accepted
even today which places the origin of the Oracles at the time of Marcus Aurclius
and connects them with the Chaldaean theurges.* Furthermore, even if Plethon
may have been able to recognize an Oracle he knew from Psellos’ Commentary,
in a Neoplatonic text, he could not have been entirely certain in other cases
whether under the denotation ‘Oracle’ a specific Chaldaean Oracle or some
other religious utterance was meant. For him, it was thus safer to keep to the
quotations contained in Psellos’ commentary and not to add any new fragments,
prudently leaving such a complex work to later editors.

Although in his works on the Chaldaean Oracles Plethon draws upon
Psellos’ commentary he does not follow it slavishly, but makes his own use of
it. He singles out the Oracles scattered throughout Psellos’ text and makes an
edition of fragments of his own.” Moreover, he omits six Oracles commented
upon by Psellos and corrects or alters the text where he considers it necessary.
He provides us with two commentaries — the one comments on the Oracles

* Or. Chald. 153-201, 218-24, Pscllos is also the probable author of the excerpts from
Proclus’ Commentary on the Chaldaean Philosophy, ibid. 202-12.

> Or.mag 1-XXXIV 1.1-4.8.

¢ Or. Chald. 156-95.

Lewy 1978, pp. 443-7, Brisson 2000, pp. 119-20. For the references to the
Neoplatonic works quoting the Oracles Plethon knew from Psellos’ commentary, see the
critical apparatus of Or. Chald. In the most cases the verses quoted are indeed introduced
simply as ‘the Oracles (A6yia)’ (sometimes it is specified that they come from the gods) or
as utterances of ‘the Theologians (8eoAdyor). However, this designation is ambiguous since
it can refer also to the Orphics; cf. Lewy 1978, p. 444. The only authors who connect the
Oracles that Plethon knew through Pscllos with the Chaldacans are Christian writers (John
Lydos, Nicephoros Gregoras, Psellos), not the Neoplatonists. However, the Neoplatonists
sometimes, although very rarely, make such an identification, but always in the case of the
Chaldaean Oracles that are not given in Pscllos’ commentary.

¥ Tambrun-Krasker's introduction to Or. mag., p. 38.
7 Or. mag 1-XXXIV 1.1-4.8.
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onc by onc,' whereas the other, The Brief Clarification of What Is Said in These
[Magian] Oracles Less Clearly, is a kind of summary of the main doctrinal
points Plethon detects in them.'" In general, the sequence of fragments, as given
by Plethon, is far more systematic than the order we find in Psellos. The original
Oracles described the journey of the soul through the cosmos, and Plethon,
too, in his edition and commentary follows the hierarchical structure which
he thought he was able to reconstruct on the basis of the preserved text. In
his edition of the Oracles, followed by his ‘long’ commentary, Plethon, roughly
speaking, starts with the material world into which the human soul is placed,
then describes the human soul and its divine nature, after that he turns his
attention to daemons, the second god and the world of the Platonic Forms, and
finally he gets to the supreme God, the Father and the creator of everything.
The Brief Clarification follows a reversed order, beginning with the supreme
god and proceeding through the levels of reality just described down to the
material world."

Now we may compare the explanation provided by both Plethon’s ‘long’
commentary and the one by Psellos, which served as the basis of Plethons, in
more detail. In some cases Plethon provides us with a similar interpretation to
Psellos, in others he makes Psellos’ explanation more precise in some points
and, finally, sometimes he intentionally proposes a different explanation. It may
be noted that with some textual emendations as well as interpretations he gets
closer to the original text and sense of the Oracles than Psellos.'* At the same time,
however, it is clear that he relies on and takes over much information contained
in Psellos’ commentary, if not the majority of it. He sometimes even borrows
some expressions and passages.'* The most significant difference between both
authors is that Plethon completely suppresses all Christian motifs found in
the commentary by Psellos, who either contrasts the Chaldaean beliefs with

19 Ibid. 4.9-19.22 [on [-XXXIV].

' Decl. brev.

12 Tardieu 1987, p. 154, Tambrun-Krasker's commentary on Or. mag., pp. 47-8.

13 For the manner in which Plethon emends and interprets the Oracles see Lewy
1978, pp. 474-5, Tardicu 1987, pp. 151-62, and Tambrun-Krasker’s commentary on Or.
mag., especially pp. 48, 63, 69, 77, 81, 84, 88, 104, 117, 122, 124, 125, 133, 153-4. For a
comparison with Pscllos see Athanassiadi 2002.

4 For instance, even though Psellos and Plethon alike place a different Oracle at the
beginning of their respective collection, they both feel a need to give a description of the
basic structure of the places through which the human soul journeys in the commentary
on the Oracle they comment as first. The description of the different places where the soul
can go is also quite similar in the commentaries by both authors, even on the level of words,
although Psellos gives a more precise localization of the souls within the cosmos, Or. Chald.

162-3 (1124a12-c2), Or: mag. 5.2-6 [on I].
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Christianity or sometimes even tries to harmonize them."” In contrast, Plechon
restores the Oracles emphatically to ancient Greek thought, and places them in
a more appropriate context, claiming that the doctrine they contain is in accord
most notably with the Pythagoreans and Platonists.'

Furthermore, Plethon, unlike Psellos, completely ignores the theurgical
context contained in the original Chaldaean Oracles. On the whole, as may be
well seen on the Oracles he chooses to exclude from his own collection because
he suspects their authenticity,'” Plethon searches for a philosophical rather than
religious explanation of these notoriously mysterious utterances, which describe
the journey of the soul as well as the means of its salvation in half philosophical,
half mythical terms." For Plethon, the Oracles have nothing to do with theurgy
or any religious rites or beliefs and they are a kind of philosophy veiled in
poetic language. Partly because of such an approach, Plethon diverges in some
important points from the original doctrine of the Oracles as reconstructed by
modern scholarship.!” It is significant for his interpretation that the highest God
is altogether transcendent and there is no place for Hecate,* or Power, that in the
original Oracles, together with the First God or the Father and the Second God
or the Demiurgic Intellect, forms a kind of trinity which allows the Christian
interpretation provided by Psellos.?’ (As we shall see, Hecate will get an entirely
different role in Plethon’s Laws.) Furthermore, he rejects the existence of the evil
daemons claimed by the original Oracles.?

Plethon’s work thus gives an impression of a meticulous study of Psellos’ text
thanks to which he was able to edit, rearrange and write a commentary on his
own version of the Oracles. At the same time he obviously takes a critical distance

5 Or Chald. 163 (1125a4-10), 166 (1128¢8-9), 167-8 (1129b7-8, ¢5-9) 169
(1132a4-5),170(1132c5-7), 178-9 (1140d1-8, 1141a13-b3, 12-15), 180-81 (1144a3-7,
1144a14-bS), 183-4 (1148a5-9).

' Or mag 19.5-22.

" Plethon excludes six Oracles which are found in Psellos, in one case becausc of metrical
reasons, but mostly because of their non-philosophical content and the magical practices
described in them: sce Tardicu 1987, pp. 153-4, Tambrun-Krasker's commentary on Or.
mag., pp. 44-5, 155-6, Tambrun-Krasker 1992, p. 17, and Athanassiadi 2002, pp. 239-41.

'8 Brisson 2003, pp. 111, 128-9.

% Athanassiadi 1999.

* Hecate disappears from Plethon’s edition and commentary on the text of the
Oracles because of the corruption in the textual tradition, but it is also possible that Plethon
deliberately excludes her from the text as incompatible with the philosophical content of
the Oracles: see Tambrun-Krasker's commentary on Or. mag. X = Or. Chald. L11, pp. 79-81.

" Des Places’ introduction to Or. Chald., pp. 12-14, 50-52, Majercik 1989, pp. 5-8,
Brisson 2003, pp. 114-19.

** Des Places’ introduction to Or. Chald., p. 14, Majercik 1989, pp. 13-14.
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towards Psellos’work and feels a need to ‘correct’ it in some essential points. These
include the identification of the Oracles as the sayings of Zoroastrian Magi, but
also the harmonization of them with Plato’s thought and not with Christianity.
This could well have been because Plethon recognized in some Neoplatonic text
one or more of the Oracles in Psellos. This discovery, in turn, might have led
him to study the Oracles basically on their own, that is, establishing his own text
and omitting the fragments he considered as suspect for some reason. Similarly
he rejected some features of Pscllos’ commentary as incompatible with his own
view on the Oracles as a non-Christian philosophical poetry congenial with
Plato’s doctrines. A thorough analysis of their contents with the help of Psellos’
commentary devoid of some features he considered to be an influence of a later
and corrupted tradition is thus obviously behind his independent and in a way
very modern approach to the text.

We are not sure about the exact time of composition either of the ‘long’
commentary or of his Brief Clarification on the Oracles. It was perhaps already
before the Council of Florence, but there is no convincing evidence enabling us
to solve this question definitely.?*

LI

The second group of the writings concerning perennial philosophy may be dated
more precisely. It consists of the texts in which Plethon attempts to demonstrate
the priority of Plato’s philosophy as compared to that of Aristotle. The famous
treatise On the Differences of Aristotle from Plato was written during the Council
in Florence in 1439 and was directed towards Italian humanists who had an
interest in Plaro, still virtually unknown in the West at that time.”® As the very
title suggests, in this treatise Plethon tries to compare both ancient philosophers
while showing the qualities of Plato and criticizing Aristotle. The work itself
is divided into 10 sections which treat problems of (I) God, (II) being, (I1I)
logic, (IV) the soul, (V) ethics, (VI) cosmology, (VII) finality in nature and
art, (VIII) determinism, (IX) motion and (X) the Platonic Forms. The text is
organized around the theses and quotations derived from the work of Aristotle,
especially in the final section, by far the longest one, in which the Forms are
treated, whereas, in general, Plato is quoted much less.*

2 See the discussion in Woodhouse 1986, pp. 50-51.
2 For the various aspects of this problem sec Bargeliotes 1980 and Moutsopoulos-
Bargeliotes 1987.
% Contra Schol. XXIV 438.3-8, Woodhouse 1986, p. 156, Monfasani 1976, pp. 201-2.
% Dediff, 1 321.23-323.4, 11 323.5-324.27, 111 324.28-326.29, 1V 326.30-328.4,
V 328.5-330.6, VI 330.7-331.31, VII 331.32-332.23, VIII 332.24-334.4, IX 334.5-20,
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Such an unusually radical critique of Aristotle, however, provoked immediate
reactions not by the Western intellectuals for whom it was originally written,”
but exclusively among the Byzantines. In the first half of the 1440s* the
Emperor John VIII Palaiologos wrote a letter to Plethon in which he raised two
questions provoked by the reading of the Differences. The first one is concerned

X 334.21-343.12. The structure of the text is well apparent in an excellent commented
edition by Bernadette Lagarde, unfortunately so far unpublished, Lagarde 1976, vol. 1. Lagarde’s
localization of quotations from Plato and Aristotle was taken over in English translation by
Woodhouse 1986, pp. 191-214, and German translation by Blum 1988, pp. 112-50.

Karamanolis 2002, pp. 264-7, argues that Plethon was inspired in his anti-Aristotelism
by the Platonist Atticus and that he based his Differences on Eusebius’ Praep. evan.
XV.4-13,which contains Atticus’ fragments. This claim must be seen inabroader context of the
ancient problem of philosophical agreement between Plato and Aristotle, which Karamanolis
studics in depth and detail elsewhere, Karamanolis 2006. He shows that, among the ancient
Platonists, Articus, in his radical criticism of Aristotle, was exceptional. This suggestion is
certainly very stimulating and important, but it provokes some questions and doubts. First,
even though the structure and topics in Eusebius and the Differences are really very similar,
they are not identical, and this is even more true about the argumentation contained in both
these texts. Atticus’ criticism of Aristotle is also rather general, whereas Plethon quotes directly
from his works; cf. the notes to Woodhouse's and Blum’s translations of the Differences based
on Lagarde 1976, vol. 1. Second, Plethon never mentions cither Atticus or Eusebius, which is
really strange if they were indeed the source of his anti-Aristoteliansm. Instead, as we shall sce,
pp- 176-7, he names Plotinus and Proclus who, unlike Simplicius, were, as he claims, critical
towards Aristotle. Third, Eusebius’ Christian perspective, in which Atticus’ fragments are
used, is entirely alien to Plethon's perennial philosophy since Plato’s teaching is subordinated
there to the revelation given to the Jews.

However, in a manuscript kept in Munich (Monac. Gr. 490, fols 119v-120r), excerpts
of Atticus from Eusebius are preserved which were attributed to Gemistos by Dedes 1981,
pp. 76-7, because they are found among other Gemistos’ works. Moreover, in a famous
manuscript owned and annotated by Ficino and containing some key works by Gemistos
(Florence, Riccard. 76) similar Atticus excerpts are also preserved; cf. Monfasani 2002b,
pp- 185-6, with the references. Also other manuscripts (London, British Library, .4d4. 10065;
Paris, BnF, Suppl. Gr. 0907) contain Atticus material in the vicinity of Gemistos' works; cf.
pinakes.itht.cnrs.fr [accessed: 12 June 2012], under the heading ‘Atticvs philosophvs, De
ideis Platonicis. Nevertheless, this trace would have to be examined properly by consulting
the manuscripts. Finally, Nicolaus Scutellius, who under Plethon’s name wrote a work based
on the latter’s Differences and criticizing Aristotle, made a similar Latin list based on Atticus:
sec Monfasani 2005b, pp. 6-8, 107-9. This all supports Karamanolis' claim. At the same
time, however, it is clear that if indeed Gemistos used Atticus as a kind of inspiration for his
own work, he certainly did not follow him slavishly, basing his own treatisc on the study of
the primary texts by Plato and Aristotle.

¥ For Gemistos' (negligible) influence on contemporary Western intellectuals see
Monfasani 2012b.

¥ Benakis 1974, pp. 332-3.


http://pinakes.irht.cnrs.fr
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with some rather particular logical problems; in the other he asks whether
mortality belongs necessarily to the definition of man.” Both these questions
were then answered at length by Plethon.* It has been suggested that Scholarios
was familiar with this exchange if he was not in fact ‘the guiding hand’ behind
the letter by the Emperor.”

Some time around 1444% the most hostile attack against the Differences
camc from George Scholarios, who wrote a lengthy and aggressive Defence of
Aristotle.>* Plethon saw this reaction only in the late 1440s and he immediately,
most probably in 1449, wrote a similarly fierce response known as the Reply
to Scholarios.** The work is again organized around quotations, in this case
lengthy passages taken from Scholarios’ treatise, which Plethon refutes point
by point. Both works follow the general order laid down by the sections in
the Differences. Nonetheless, Scholarios spends most of his time refuting the
first section of the Differences, trying to show that Aristotle knew the notion
of God in the Christian (and Platonic) sense while leaving ‘for some other
time’ the discussion of the Forms, which Plethon treated in the last section
of his Differences.** Similarly Plethon spends most of his time on the question
of God while making fun of Scholarios for not being able to defend Aristotle
against his objections concerning the Platonic Forms.*” This shows well that the
philosophical problems treated in these works are very much determined by the
overall discussion between both thinkers.

Meanwhile, about 1447* and before he got Scholarios’ Defence of Aristotle,
Plethon exchanged two letters with Bessarion who inquired of him about
some Platonic questions. The themes treated in this correspondence include
the problem of self-constituted (abBundotatov), participated (ueBextév) and
unparticipated (apéBextov) entities, synonymy and homonymy, fate, a notorious
arithmetical passage from book VIII of Plato’s Republic later commented upon

¥ John VIII Palaiologos, Ad Gemist.

¥ Ad quaes.; cf. Woodhouse 1986, pp. 229-32.

Y Benakis’ introduction to Ad quaes., pp. 332-3, Woodhouse 1986, p. 229.

2 Masai 1956, p. 406, Monfasani 1976, p. 206, and Woodhouse 1986, p. 237, accept
the date 1443-1444; Turner 1969, p. 450, argues for the years 1444-1445.

¥ Scholarios, Pro Arist.

»  Masai 1956, p. 406, Monfasani 1976, p. 206, Woodhouse 1986, p. 270.

¥ Contra Schol.

% Scholarios, Pro Arist. 10.17-43.38, 113.23-114.16.

Y Contra Schol. VII-XXII 384.14-430.17, XXXI 500.1-3.

*  Mobhler 1923, pp. 336-7, Monfasani 1976, p. 208, Tihon's commentary on Meth.,
pp. 21-2. Woodhouse 1986, pp. 232-3, thinks that the letters were written during the carly
1440s.
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by Ficino” as well as problems regarding the calendar.® It is usually assumed
that Bessarion's questions had been inspired by a reading of the Differences;"
however, this might not be the case in view of the considerable time that had
elapsed between Plethon’s treatise and Bessarion’s letters; also in his letters there
seems to be no substantive thematic connection with Plethon’s trearise.

In this context we should also note Plethon’s editorial work on the text of
the Corpus Platonicum in an attempt to provide a correct interpretation and
appreciation of it. His personal copy of Platos works is today preserved in
three different manuscripts.** His attempts to improve the text are obviously
well thought out and some of his conjectures are indeed of a high quality. At
the same time, however, he erased some parts of the text, sometimes even large
ones since he obviously considered them wrong or misleading in the context of
Plato’s works. This ‘censorial’ practice affects the text of the Gorgias, Symposium,
Laws, Epinomis and Republic, but Gemistos also treats in a similar way other
authors as Herodotus and perhaps Diodorus.** Later on, we shall come back to
the question of his motivation for such a practice, which to some extent reminds
us of his treatment of Psellos’ commentary on the Chaldaean Oracles.”

L ]

In a certain sense the third group combines both previous ones. The most
important work, which belongs to it, is the Laws explicitly based on the doctrines
of Zoroaster and Plato.” Its closing chapter, entitled ‘Epinomis, proves that this
book was intended as an imitation of the Laws of Plato, which is a problem that
we shall return to at the end of this study. The modern edition of this work does
not contain all the text that has been preserved. Some more of the text can be
found in the manuscript Additional 5424 of the British Library* which will
also be occasionally referred to.*” The Summary of the Doctrines of Zoroaster and
Plato® seems to be in the same relation to the Laws as The Brief Clarification to
The Explanation of the Oracles. In both cases we have to do with a short summary
3 Plato, Resp. V111 546b—c; cf. Allen 1994.
¥ Ad Bess. 1is the answer to Ad Gemist. 1; Ad Bess. 11 to Ad Gemist. 11.
Cf. Woodhouse 1986, p. 233, who, unlike Mohler, dates the letters to the early 1440s.
2 Marc. Gr. 188 (= 1022), 189 (= 704), Laur. Plut. LXXX,19.
* Pagani 2009.
*  Sec below, pp. 263-7.
¥ Leg 2,30-32(1,2], 252 [111,43: Epinomis).
% Masai-Masai 1954, p. 554, 1956, pp. 399-400.

*" Its transcription may be found in the Manuscript Supplement, below, pp. 311-20.
% Zor. Plas.
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of much longer texts and it is thus possible that they were appended as a kind of
recapitulation of the main ideas of these treatises.” As for the probable date of
the composition of the Laws, which is crucial for the proper evaluation of it, it
will be also discussed later on in its proper place.

The peculiar mythology of the Laws, which we shall also deal with further
on, apparently influenced Plethon’s edition of Orphic Hymns. Apart from many
textual conjectures, he altered significantly the text of some of them and -
almost without any exception - he has left only those which correspond directly
to the gods of the mythology contained in his Laws.* This again reminds us of
the practice we can observe when he is dealing with Plato’s and other texts.

L

There are two other smaller philosophical works by Plethon related to those
in which his ‘perennial philosophy’ is elaborated at length. The first one is On
Virtues, a systematic exposition of a rationally based ethics,’ which was written
certainly before Plethon’s journey to Italy in 1438-1439, perhaps already in the
first years of his stay in the Peloponnese.”* We may also note that there exist a
Platonic dialogue On Virtue and an Aristotelian treatise On Virtues® which are
generally regarded as spurious today.

¥ The close connection between the Summary of the Doctrines of Zoroaster and Plato
and the Laws is also supported by the fact that they are both contained in Add. as well as in
an carly Arabic translation of some of Plethon's works. They are followed here by Plethon’s
edition of the Chaldaean Oracles (without his commentary) accompanicd by few lines from
The Brief Clarification. See Nicolet-Tardieu 1980, pp. 43-55, and also his edition of the
Arabic text in an appendix to Or. mag. and Decl. brev., pp. 157-71. However, only a detailed
investigation of the manuscript tradition could confirm this suggestion.

*  Cf. Quandr’s editorial commentary and addenda to Orpheus, Hymni, pp. 19°-22"
82-3, Keydell 1942, pp. 77-80.

' Devirt.

52 There is a copy of the text made by John Eugenikos in 1439, which means that the
treatise must have been written before this date: see Tambrun-Krasker’ introduction to De
virt., pp. xxviii-xxix, xlv-vi, Knés 1950, p. 178, Woodhouse 1986, p. 179, Mioni 1991, p. 49,
Arabarzis 2003, pp. 221-4; Masai 1956, pp. 402-3, dates it, unconvincingly, after 1439.

* In the manuscript tradition the latter pscudo-Aristotelian treatise is often found
together with the one by Plethon; cf. De Gregorio 1994, pp. 25053, with n.21.
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The Prayer to the One God™ is presumably also an early text.”* However, its
author uses some rather poetic expressions describing the highest God* which
we do not find in other texts by Plethon. For this reason and since it does not in
fact contain anything substantially new, it can be left aside as less important and
possibly even as spurious.

LN

As is already apparent from this preliminary account of the first two groups
of the texts in which Plethon’s ‘perennial philosophy’ is presented, its most
important representatives are Plato and Zoroaster, the latter being the presumed
inspirer of the Magian Oracles. Two whole treatises are dedicated by Plethon
to the defence of the philosophy of the former, he edits and comments on the
Oracles of the latter, and Zoroaster himself appears several times in his writings as
the most ancient sage.”” According to the testimony of Plutarch,* which Plethon
refers to, he lived 5,000 years before the Trojan war, or alternatively, before the
return of the Heracleidae.”” The latter event is dated to 1103 Bc in Plethon’s
astronomical treatise, while, according to tradition, the former one took place
only some decades before. Zoroaster is thus ‘the most ancient man of those
who are remembered. Nevertheless, that does not mean that he is the first one,
because, as Plethon claims, ‘similar periods, lives and actions’ repeat again and
again forever, and perennial philosophy, too, is ‘co-eternal with the whole heaven
(ovvaidia &v 1@ navti ovpav®)’¢ This means that even though, according to our
historical records, Zoroaster is indeed the most ancient sage, there is an infinite
series of similarly wise men both before and after him. Of others mentioned by
Plethon only the Egyptian Min is comparably old, having lived, as is sometimes

S Ad deum unum.

% Woodhouse 1986, p. 45, Blum 1988, p. 10.

%6 To take just the first sentence: nayyevétop, navunéprate, EEoxe ... BactAed, Ad deum
unum 273, may stem from Plethon’s hymn to Zeus, Leg 202 [I11,35], where these epithets
of the supreme God, called in both passages similarly BaciAevs, appear exactly in the
same order. Of the other epithets €€oxe is used also in the Laws (in fact, quite frequently)
whereas nappéyiote, navoiktippov, @havBpwnértate, péve, ovpnabéotare, avefixvidotov,
dave&epedvnrov, dpatov, téAayog, and dnerpog @rhavBpwnia can be found in the Prayer to the
One God only.

%" For a thorough treatment of Zoroaster’s role in Plethon’s philosophical system see
Nikolaou 1971.

¢ Plutarch, De Is. 369d-e.

% Or. mag 19.20-22, Leg. 2524 (111,43: Epinomis), Contra Schol. V 378.16-19.
Mercier’s commentary on Meth., pp. 228-9 (‘~1102").
¢ Leg 252,256 [111,43: Epinomis).
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claimed, more than 3,000 years earlier.2 However, for Plethon, he was not a real
sage because he introduced erroneous rites (ayioteian pavAa) to the Egyptians
who later adopted the doctrines of Zoroaster, although they could not change
the faulty legislation of Min. The lawgiver of the Indians was the legendary
Dionysus or Bacchus while the lawgiver of the western Iberians is unknown.
The laws of both peoples are nearly contemporary to Zoroaster and in accord
with his views.”® According to Plethon, Plato did not attempt to conceive a
philosophy of his own that would be radically new, but he accepted the ancient
doctrines of Zoroaster.* It came to him through Pythagoras, who had come into
contact with ‘the Magi of Zoroaster, the presumed authors of the Chaldaean
Oracles, in Asia.** For Plethon, the philosophy of Plato is thus in accord with
that of Pythagoras and the teachings of Zoroaster as expressed in the Oracles.*
Plato and the Oracles are supposed to share the common doctrine of the First
God who leads the others, who is ‘transcendent by his divinity (tfj 8eétnut

¢ Alexandre’s conjecture todtov, Leg. 252-3, n.12, emending the codex reading
todtov seems to be mistaken. The sentence: £T1 ab kai todrov nAeioat fj TpioxiAiolg Ereov
ioTopolpevov mpecPitepov can well mean that ‘like Zoroaster, Min (todtov), too (£n1), is
an old sage’, not that he is ‘even (é11) more than three thousand years older than Zoroaster
(tobtov)’ First, the sentence about Min is exactly parallel to the one about Zoroaster:
nAeioowv fj mevtaxioxiAiorg iotopovpevog tig ‘HpaxAeid@v kabddov éteor npeaPurtepog, the
return of the Heracleidae being obviously the common begining of the reckoning. Second,
Zoroaster would not thus be the most ancient sage (GvSpa apxatératov t@v ye €v pviiun or
Soypdtwv tdv ye 6pB&V E€nyntrg éotiv 6 naAaidtatog), as it is claimed on the same page, just
before Min is mentioned.

¢ Ibid. 252-4 [I1L,43: Epinomis); cf. Contra Schol. V 378.19-23. Plethon most
probably derives his information about Min from Diodorus Siculus, whom he excerpted:
Diod. Plut., Diller 1956, pp. 34-7, Mioni 1985, p. 158, and Plutarch, who are supported by
the authority of Herodotus. As he tells us, Min was the first king of the Egyptians, Hisz. 11,99.
According to both Diodorus Siculus, Bibl. hist. 1,45,1-2, and Plutarch, De Is. 354a-b, Min
replaced the original simple life of the Egyptians with a luxurious one; however, according to
the first author, he (previously) introduced to Egypt the veneration of the gods and sacrifices.
In Diodorus, Bibl. hist. 1,94,1-2, he is also named together with other famous legendary
lawgivers, including Hermes (Trismegistus), Minos, Zoroaster, Zalmoxis and Moses; cf.
Gentile 1990, pp. 64-9. For the Indians with their lawgiver Dionysus and the Iberians see
Tambrun 2006, pp. 106-11, with references to the possible sources. Gemistos may rely here
again on Diodorus, namely his Bibl. hist. 111,63-4.

& Contra Schol. V 378.12-14.

6 Cf. the title of Plethon’s edition of Chaldaean Oracles: Mayixa Adyia rav and
Zwpodotpov uaywv, Or. mag. 1.1.

% Contra Schol. V 378.13-16, 378.23-380.1, Ad Bess 1 459.8-10, Or. mag. 19.5-9; cf.
Leg 30-32 [1,2), 2526 [111,43: Epinomis).
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¢€aipetog)’¥ and who is called ‘the Father’ by both.® Belief in the immortality
of the soul® and in the astral body is also common to both of them.™ Unlike the
doctrines held by ‘the Egyptians, according to the Oracles and Plato, there are no
evil daemons.™ And, what is most important, for Plethon, the whole structure of
reality in the teachings of Zoroaster and in Plaro is the same.™

The similarities of the doctrines explicitly recognized by Plethon among the
treatises of the first two groups in which the ‘perennial’ philosophy is developed,
enabled him to conceive the texts of the third group, that is, the Laws and
the Summary of the Doctrines of Zoroaster and Plato, which are both based on
the supposed teaching of Plato and Zoroaster. However, there is a significant
difference between these treatises and other writings pertaining to perennial
philosophy. The first two groups of texts are ecither explanations of Plato’s
philosophy compared to that of Aristotle’s or commentaries on the Magian
Oracles, whereas for the third group Plethon claims that it contains the rational
theory that is closest to the truth. The Laws and the Summary also differ in using
the ancient Greek names of the pagan gods for a description of metaphysical
principles. Nevertheless, it should be noted already here that Plethon is far from
being a polytheist, in the sense that an ancient pagan would have been. At the
very beginning of the Laws he says that he intends to call the gods ‘recognized by
philosophy’ by ‘the traditional Greek names. In order to be ‘more in accordance
with philosophy’, he feels a need to change them from the form into which the
poets distorted them.™ In another passage he adds that in a work on legislation
it is not appropriate to use reasoning (Adyot) instead of the traditional names
of the gods ‘because it would be complicated for the majority’ Nevertheless it
is similarly inappropriate to introduce names that are new or ‘barbarian’ The
names familiar from the myths which were invented by the poets and which
are ‘in disaccord with philosophy’ are somehow defiled, yet this does not mean
that they must necessarily always remain so. If they are used to express the
proper doctrine, they will not be misleading any more. Furthermore, it would

¢ Contra Schol. XXX 486.23-6; cf. XVII 414.2-3.

% Ibid. XVII 412.8-9.

¢ Or. mag 4.11-12 [on 1], Contra Schol. XX1X 474.20-25; the immortality of the
soul is implied here by the verb dnaBavarileiv describing the activity it exercises on the body.

 Or. mag 10.4-12.1 [on XIV), Contra Schol. XX1X 474.25-476.2.

"1 Ad Bess.1459.5-11.

72 Or. mag. 19.5-22. For the inspiration of the Oracles by Plato’s philosophy see Brisson
2000, pp. 111-12, Brisson 2003.

' Leg 2: sce Appendix X,5, below, p. 306, trans. Woodhouse (1986), p. 322.
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be difficult to find a name that has not been misused in some way, even the very
name of ‘God’ (10 @€00 6vopa) may be defiled by some people.™

The chief reasons why Plethon decides to use the ancient Greek names of the
gods in the Laws thus seem to be to a large extent practical ones and required
by the specific genre of this writing, so that perennial philosophy may be more
understandable for the majority. He intends the ideal system of laws to be used
in a community, in which everybody cannot be naturally expected to understand
the subtleties of the philosophical speculations on which they are based. At the
same time, nonetheless, Plethon rejects the presentation of the gods known
from ancient Greek mythology and wants to conceive a new theology that is
more in accordance with his rational philosophy. If the ancient names were used
properly, it might then become a kind of ‘philosophy for the masses. On this
point Plethon comes close to what Plato says in books Il and I1I of his Republic,
in which the myths narrated by Homer and Hesiod are criticized. According to
Plato, in contrast to what these poets and ‘teachers of Greece’ tell us, God is good
and can be the source of no evil. Furthermore, he is perfect and cannot change,
which also means that he cannot appear to humans in different forms and
thus deceive them, because he rejects any falsehood.™ Both Plato and Plethon,
therefore advocate a kind of rational theology that which is irreconcilable with
the traditional Greek myths known from the poets. In the Reply to Scholarios,
Plethon further explains that Plato invents his own myths in order to make the
deeper truth accessible to many and to counterbalance the bad influence of the
poets. What may be otherwise said clearly, is necessarily somehow obscured in
the myths because the majority, paradoxically, understand it better this way.™
However, as Plethon tells Bessarion, it necessarily means that not all is said
precisely (81" dkpiPeiag) even in the myths narrated by Plato, because to express
the truth imprecisely is in the very nature of myths.” In other words, it the
higher truth is concealed in the myths, it is hidden there in an imperfect way as
compared to the thinking based on reason.

L

The best way to approach Plethon’s ‘perennial philosophy’ is thus through the
introductory chapters of the Laws, which discuss its most basic presuppositions.
Subsequently the philosophia perennis can be presented in a systematic way, with
the help of others of Plethon’s writings.

" Ibid. 130-32 [111,32].

S Plato, Resp. 11-111 376¢-398b; cf. X 606¢-608b.
" Contra Schol. V1 382.23-384.7.

" Ad Bess. 1462.32-5.






Chapter 5
Introduction to the Perennial Philosophy

At the very beginning of the Laws, the main intentions behind Plethon's
principal work are summarized. It is supposed to contain ‘the theology according
to Zoroaster and Plato. As said previously, the gods ‘recognized by philosophy’
are to be called by their traditional Greek (Hellenic) names (toi¢ matpioig toic
"EAAnot Beov 6vopaocwv); however, they should not be conceived in the form
into which they have been distorted by the poets, but in the manner which is
more ‘in accordance with philosophy’ The ethics contained in the Laws was
similarly devised to be in accord with the same sages, Plato and Zoroaster, but
also with the Stoics. The constitution proposed in the Laws is Spartan, without
its harshness, unacceptable for most people, and ‘with the addition of philosophy,
to be practised principally among the ruling class, this being the supreme merit
of the Platonic systems of politics’' The rites (ayioteiat) described in this work
should be simple, not superfluous, but sufhcient; the physics is conceived mostly
according to Aristotle. Finally, the book also touches upon the principles of logic,
ancient Greek antiquities and healthy diet.?

In the first chapter of the Laws (1,1), Plethon reveals the background against
which he intends to expound his philosophy: this work of his is supposed to be
devoted to the laws and the best constitution according to which the ‘people who
think (8iavoovpevor dvBpwnot)’ may lead life, both in the private and public
spheres, thatis, as much asitis possible, the best and most happy (ebdaipovéotara).
In the first place, by their nature all the people desire to live happily (ed8aipdéviwg
Provv). This is the chief goal (téAog), for the sake of which everybody does
everything. Nevertheless, opinions differ about what real happiness is.

Plethon now provides a classification of opinion which may be accepted
by different people. As will gradually become clear, the alternative he himself
adopts is always the last one. (1) Some people search for pleasure (7dovn), others
for money, still others for glory, but some for virtue and the good (apetn xai to
kaAdv) because they consider virtue to be the only source of a happy and blessed
life. (2) Opinions about virtue itself, however, also differ because not everybody
similarly considers the same things to be good or shameful. Some people believe

! Trans. Woodhousc 1986, p. 322.
Leg 2-4.
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that reason and knowledge (Adyog te kai pdBnoig) are not necessary for virtue.
Some even avoid these because certain charlatan sophists (yonreg dn tiveg
cogiotai) have persuaded them that such an occupation could be only a source
of dishonour and ruin for them. QOthers, on the contrary, think that reason and
knowledge is the summit of virtue and their main concern is how to become as
prudent and sage as possible (¢povipwraror te kai cogwrarot). (3) Some people
conduct very many sacrifices (80pata) and other rites (ayioteiar), others do
not consider any of them as pious (Gotov), still others consider some as pious
and some not. (4) Some profess celibacy (povavAia) and complete abstinence
from sexual love (a¢@podioia), others think that marriage and the procreation of
children is better and ‘more divine’ (5) Some divide food into that forbidden
even to taste and that which one is allowed to eat, while others believe that
nothing is forbidden to eat and limit themselves in eating by measure (0 pétpov)
only. (6) Some let themselves get stained by dirt, others search for cleanliness ‘as
one of the goods. (7) Some praise extreme poverty, others admit earning money
in a moderate way. (8) Some pride themselves on shamelessness (1} avaideia),
others prefer gracefulness (eboxnuooivn) to its opposite. (9) Finally, some
people belicve that we should seck for virtue not because of virtue itself, but
because of some reward from the gods, and that we should not consider it as
something which provides happiness by itself. Others, on the contrary, claim
that virtue should be pursued not because of a reward, but because of virtue
itself. Still others think that it should be sought because of both, virtue itself and
the reward from the gods.*

Although Plethon does not say so expressly, the Orthodox Church of his time
(the non-rational cthics, the excessive rites), or, more precisely, as in the Address
to Manuel, Orthodox monks (celibacy, fasts, contempt of hygiene, refusal of
money, shamelessness) may be regarded as an obvious target of his criticism.?
However, such a conclusion is not the only possible one. For instance, in both
Judaism and Islam some kinds of food are prohibited. But due to the overall
classical tone of the Laws it is even more probable that Plethon meant various
approaches to life he knew from different ancient authors. Thus the Cynics, for
instance, despised cleanliness and other ‘unnatural’ customs, refused money and
were extremely open in their behaviour, while celibacy could be found among
the Pythagoreans or other ‘holy men) and different philosophical schools
disagreed on what virtue and the good consist in. Among ancient thinkers, as
is well known from Plato’s dialogues, there was also an important discussion
whether virtue is connected with rational knowledge, or not.

b Ibid. 16-20 [L1].
*  Karsafanas 2003.
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Given so many different opinions about human life, in order to choose
among them rightly it is necessary to determine what the best life is and in what
happiness (0 eG8aipov) really consists. However, this is impossible without
previous examination of what human beings are, as well as what their nature
(¢Vo16) and potentiality (8vapig) is. But, according to Plethon, we cannot find
out what the nature of man is without previous understanding of the nature of
the whole (1 t@v 6Awv @ooig), that is, of the nature of reality. We should thus
ask which being is the ‘eldest’ (ti pév npeofirarov t@v dvtwv), that is, what the
ultimate source of generation is, which natures are the ‘sccond’ and ‘third’, which
are the ‘last; and what is the potentiality of each of them. This clearly implies a
hierarchical structure of reality and the distinction between what is more and
what is less principal or important. Then, in the third step of his philosophical
project, we should return back to the examination of man, in this case conceived
as a part of a larger whole. Thus only after having determined what human beings
are in relation to other things, it is possible to decide how they should live and act®

We should note that in the Reply to Scholarios Plethon rejects the critique of
Plato by Scholarios, who claims that Plato, unlike Aristotle, was not able properly
to distinguish theoretical disciplines from one another. According to Plethon, it
is not in fact possible to separate the disciplines absolutely, but some of them are
less perfect and require the higher ones. As geometry needs arithmetic so that
its objects may be quantified, so physics and ethics need theology, since physical
things (t& @uoikd) cannot exist without the divine cause (1) ano Beiov airia),
because it is their highest (kvpiwtdtn) cause and the highest knowledge is about
the causes of things. Ethics also needs theology and even legislation depends on
God.¢ In On Virtues, Plethon further claims that ethics is based on the physics or
the understanding of nature (@uoikn), which is one of virtues. This knowledge
is a source of happiness, since thanks to it man lives according to his rational
part (td Aoyiotikév), establishes his relation to the whole of the world, and finds
out what is good for him and what is not.” For Plethon, ethics thus depends on
physics and the latter, in turn, on theology.

However, Plethon continues in his Laws, as in the case of man and his
happiness, there are many differences in the opinions about the nature of things.
(1) Some believe that there are absolutely no gods. (2) According to others,
the gods exist, but they do not exercise any providential care of human affairs
(tév & avBpwmivwy ovk &v npovoeiv mpaypdrwv). (3) Still others claim that the
gods exercise the providential care of all, both of the world and human affairs.

5 Leg 20-22[L,1).
¢ Contra Schol. XXV1 444.28-446.21, 448.2-5, 450.8-14.
Devirt. B,10 11.15-24.
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These people are further divided into (a) those who believe that the gods are the
cause not only of good things, but also of the bad ones and (b) those who think
that the gods are not the source of anything bad, being the cause of good things
only. Opinions also differ regarding the question of whether (aa) the gods can
be persuaded (rapaitnroi) by human supplication to change their intentions or
(bb) they carry out everything in accordance with their judgement (yviun),
which proceeds according to fate (eipappévn) and chooses always the best of
the possible alternatives. As we have seen above while discussing the Address 1o
Theodore,’ the obvious source of this tripartite division is book X of Plato’s Laws
where three types of impious people are distinguished: (1) those who do not
believe in the gods, (2) those who accept that the gods exist, but do not think
that they care about humankind and (3) those who think that the gods can be
influenced by the offerings and prayers."®

The opinions also differ about (1) the divine world: (a) some people believe
that there is the only one God and absolutely nothing else may be revered or
honoured by humans; (b) others think that there are many gods, similar to
cach other and identical by their divinity; (c) still others, however, claim that
there is one transcendent and the highest God, the cldest leader of all and
the other gods are of the second and third level of divinity. (2) Concerning
the nature of the cosmos: (a) some believe that, with the exception of one
creator God, this universe has been generated in time by some cause and that,
at some moment in the future, it will disintegrate and perish; (b) others think
that the world has been generated and will remain forever indestructible in
the future; (c) still others claim that some part of the world is being formed
and generated while another part disintegrates and perishes, and this happens
eternally; (d) others regard the universe as generated by cause, but ingenerated
in time and imperishable and unchangeable thanks to God who has
constituted and established it because such a God is always in the same state,
never in any respect idle and therefore producing the universe continuously

¥ Leg 22-4 [1,1]: £ot1 pév chv 008’ elvar Beovg 10 mapdnav oiopévwy: Tav &', eivar pév,

tov &' avBpwnivwv oUk v npovoelv npaypdrwv: TV 8¢, mpovoelv pév Beods TV NAVIWY, TGOV
e A wv Kai oV avlpwrivwy, eivai ye pAv mpdg Toi¢ dyaboic Tovc abTods Kai TV KAKDV
aitiovg TV 8, kakod pév 008evEG, TV 8¢ dyabdv pdvwy aitioug Tovg B0l eival. Kai t@v
pév napaitnTol oiopévwy eival kai ON' AvBPWRWY Tapatpentols £@’ ol¢ Kai adTol Kpivavreg
HEAANOWOLV AMOTEAETV: TV ¢ AMAPATPENTOUG TE MAVTN YOUHEVWY KAt AUETACTPEMTOUG, YVWHN
el T oeTépa kad’ eipappévnv xwpodon ékaocta anoteAodvrag, i Gv €k TGV évoviwy PéATiota
£€ev uéMor.

Secabove, p. 18.

' Plato, Leg. X 884a-907b, especially 885b; cf. Resp. 11 365d-c; cf. Webb 1989, p.217.
For Proclus’ interest in this passage of Plato’s Laws sce Dillon 2001, pp. 250-54.
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and in the same way. At this point Plethon turns from opinions about the
divine and the world back to (3) human nature: (a) some people think that
it is similar to other mortal natures and to beasts and that there is nothing
more noble or divine in it than in them; (b) others are ‘by their hope led to
the nature that is divine and altogether undefiled’; finally, (c) some suppose
that human beings occupy ‘now and always (vov kai dei)’ the middle place
between the immortal (divine) and mortal nature and are a kind of mixture
of both (piktn €€ dugoiv)."" Here too, as we shall be able to observe during
Plethon’s presentation of his philosophia perennis, it is the last option with
which he himself agrees. Now, however, he just limits himself to a systematic
classification of different opinions about the best life and of the nature of the
divine, man and the universe.

According to Plethon, all these things are naturally full of confusion and
controversy, unless they are examined and until it is determined what can
become the firm basis for happiness, which is the chief goal of human life."* The
problem is obviously how to pursue an examination (okéyig) of these problems
or which ‘leaders of reasoning (fyepdveg Adywv)’ to choose. The people who
often speak about these matrers are the poets, the sophists, the lawgivers and
the philosophers. However, for Plethon, the poets and the sophists, who are
contrasted here with the lawgivers and the philosophers, are not justly considered
to be the right ‘expounders (¢§nyntai)’ of these problems. The poets use much
flattery (koAakeia) and their chief goal is to gain the favour of others. For this
reason they are not concerned with what the truth is and what the best is. The
sophists are even worse because they are accustomed to beguiling (yonteia), they
try to increase their reputation by any means, and in this some of them have even
higher ambitions than it is appropriate for humans. Unlike the poets, they are
not only unconcerned about the truth, but they even often attempt to destroy
it. Both of them seck to ‘bring down’ divine things to the more human form or,

' Leg 24-6 [L1]: "Ent 8¢ t@v pév Eva kai povov vopl{ovtwv Bedv, wq ovdév ye
dMo oepvov dv SAwg fi tipov avBpwnoig Tav 8¢, mAeioug, kai tovtous mapamAnaious ye
aAARAOIC, Kai ToUC adTodg BedTnTr Tav §' Eva uév e€aipetdv te kai péyrotov, Tov npeoPurtatov
tév SAwv apxnyétny, toig 8" dAoug ta Sedrepd te kai Tpita Qepopévoug TG Bedtnrog. Kai
toOv pév €w évog Tod memoinkdétog Beod O GAAO TGdE MAv YEVNTOV Xpovw, Womep Kai TH
aitiq, 1Bepévwy, kai mote kai anoAeioBar AvBnoduevov: Tov B€, yeyevijoBar pév, Siapéverv
8¢ tov Enerra xpovov £¢ aei avwAeBpov: Tdv &', év péper pév ouviotacBai te kai yiyveobay, év
uéper & ab AveoBai te xai dnéAAvobai, kai To0TO OUTw XWPELV GEl 81’ aiwvog TGOV 8¢, T HEV
aitig yevnrév, té 8¢ xpdvw ayévnrov td ovpnav voudvrwy t6de kai avwAedpov, kai npds ye
o0 KaBeoTakdToC dnapdAAaktov, ToD épeatdrog Beod, dte 81 el Te woaUTWG Kai katd TadTa
Exovroc, o0d’ &v dpyod mwmote ovS’ dHnwoTiodv Slayeyovérog, ael 8¢ Kai katd Td avTd WoadTwg
Kai 1o ndv t6de napdyovrog.

12 Ibid. 22 [I,1].
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in contrast, to raise the human ones to more divine form than it is allowed for
human beings, and thus they turn everything upside down and cause harm to
those who follow them."

One can rather thus learn something ‘healthy’ about the problems stated
and classified above from the lawgivers and the philosophers. This is because
the lawgivers, unlike the poets, propose laws for the common good (1o
kotvov dyadév) and it is not likely that they have entirely missed it. As for the
philosophers, they identify the summit of happiness (ke@dAaiov e0daipoviag)
with the truth about being, they seck it rather than money and hence they are
those who are the most probable to attain it if anybody . According to Plethon,
there are only two dangers. The nature of many people is too weak to acquire
knowledge about the highest things and with accuracy. We must therefore be
cautious whether even those men, because of the weakness of nature, are not,
after all, unable to know what truth is and what the best is. Furthermore, we
must not mistake pretenders, who are in fact the sophists and the poets, for the
real lawgivers and philosophers."*

At this point Plethon enumerates those who, according to him, are the right
‘leaders of reasoning’ The foremost place belongs again to Zoroaster, the most
ancient of the sages and the lawgivers. He was the famous ‘expounder of the divine
and other good things’ for the Medes, the Persians and for many other people
in ancient Asia. Then Plethon mentions Eumolpus who in Athens founded the
Eleusinian mysteries connected with the doctrine of the immortality of the soul,
and who already appears in the same context in the Funeral Oration on Helen."s
We are also reminded of Minos, the famous lawgiver of the Cretans,' and
Lycurgus, the lawgiver of the Spartans. Iphitus, together with Lycurgus, founded
the Olympic rites (ayioteiat) in honour of Zeus, the highest God, while Numa
was the lawgiver of the Romans, who, apart from other things, established the
rites celebrating the gods."”

13

Ibid. 26-8 {1,2]: "Apgw yap todtw T® yévn T uév TV Bedv Tpdypata kabalpodvIeg
£i¢ 10 avBpwmvwrepov, ta &' avBpmiva aipovieg €ig 10 Berdtepov i katd to avBpwMIVOV
pETPOV, MAVTa Te Gvw KATW KIVODVIEG, TA MEYIOTA TOiG o@iot mpoaéxouat Avpaivovtal. Cf.
Plato, Leg. X 885d-c. Plethon scems to take the characterization of the sophists and pocts
from Plato. The verb yontevewv and its derivatives appear in Soph. 234e-235a, 241b, Polit.
291c, 303c, whereas kohakevew in Gorg. 464b-e, 465b-c, 503a (in relation to rhetorics),
and 502b-d (in relation to poets). Cf. also Tim. 19d~c. For a general survey of Plethon's
treatments of sophists see Kélessidou 1984.

1 Leg 28-30[1.2].

5 See above, p. 23.
¢ Plato, Leg | 624a-b.

'" Leg 30 [1,2]. For these ancient lawgivers seec Tambrun 2006, pp. 75. 85-6, with
the references to the possible ancient sources. Plethon derives the information about
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Besides the lawgivers, Plethon also mentions the sages (cogoi) of the
‘barbarians’ - the Brahmans of the Indians, whose lawgiver was the legendary
Dionysus or Bacchus and the western Iberians. The most important are
naturally, however, the Median Magi, who are, according to Plethon, the
disciples of Zoroaster and the authors of the Magian (Chaldaean) Oracles.
In Greece, the Kouretes are ‘the most ancient ones to be remembered’”® They
reintroduced the doctrine of the gods of the second and third order together
with the doctrine about the everlastingness of the works of Zeus, ‘his children,,
and the whole universe. According to Plethon, this doctrine was abandoned
by the Greeks of that time because of the so-called Giants, who were not
mythical creatures, but ‘impious men who fought against the gods. However,
the Kouretes defeated them by using irrefutable arguments (Aéywv te avaykaig
avap@idéxtwv) against their beliefs, according to which and in contrast to
those of the Kouretes, everything, with the exception of the one ‘eldest’ creator,
is mortal. What is noteworthy in this account is the manner in which Plethon
provides a philosophical and rational allegory of the ancient Greek myths of
the battle between the gods and the Giants or the Kouretes who protected the
infant Zeus by dancing around him.*

Plethon further mentions the priests and interpreters of Zeus in Dodona, the
prophet Polyeidos, visited even by Minos because of his wisdom and Teiresias
who became the most famous expounder of the doctrine of infinite ascents of
our soul ‘from here’ and its subsequent descents. After Cheiron, who in Greek
mythology was a teacher and educator of many famous men,*' Plethon turns back

Numa probably from Plutarch’s Life of this legendary Roman lawgiver whose relation to
Pythagoras is discussed there at length, Numa 60a-b, 64f-65¢, 69c—¢, 74d-c. In one passage
(62d) Zoroaster is mentioned along with other lawgivers, who, according to Plutarch, are
responsible also for religious legislation. In Plutarch’s Aer. Rom. 268c-d, Numa fixes the
beginning of the year according to nature (tfj @Uoe1) to the winter solstice, which Plethon
accepts in the Laws, 58 [I11,36]; cf. Anastos 1948, p. 206, Tihon's commentary on Meh.,
pp- 179-80. For Plethon’s general interest in Plutarch see Diller 1954, Mioni 1985, p. 385:
Marc. Gr. 517 (= 886), fols 67-76v.

I Leg 30 (1.2], 254 [I11,43: Epinomis).

1 The Brahmans of the Indians, the Magi of the Persians and unidentified Greck sages
appear together (in almost identical words) also in Proclus, In Tim. 1,208.17-20. Plethon
could well have drawn upon this passage. It is noteworthy that he does not mention the
Chaldacans who immediately follow. For further references see Tambrun 2006, pp. 86-7,
with the notes.

2 Gantz 1996, pp. 147-8, 445-54, Tambrun 2006, p. 87-8. For the Kouretes see also
the lost chapter 119 of Plethon’s Laws: Mepi tiig kata Kovpnrag BeocePeiag. ‘On religious
belicf according to the Kourctes. Leg. 10, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 323.

3 Tambrun 2006, pp. 88-9, with the references to the possible ancient sources.
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to historical or semi-historical persons. He mentions the seven legendary sages -
Chilon of Sparta, Solon of Athens, Bias of Priene, Thales of Miletus, Cleobulus
of Lindos, Pittacus of Mitylene and Myson of Chenae. After them, Pythagoras
and Plato are named together with other eminent philosophers from their school
(oi an’ abt@v). According to Plethon, the most glorious of them are Parmenides,
Timaeus of Locri, Plutarch, Plotinus, Porphyry and lamblichus.*

If we compare this list of famous Greek sages and lawgivers to that in the
Address to Theodore, only few names appear in both these texts (Lycurgus and
the Pythagoreans).?* This might be explained by the fact that the perspective
in the Address is political and historical whereas the one here is mythological
and philosophical. It is also interesting to note all the persons in the list who
are, in some way, followers of Pythagoras. This provides a connection between
Zoroastrian Magi and Plato. As is well known and as Plethon certainly could
not ignore, the Neoplatonists Porphyry and lamblichus both admired the
ancient sage, and each of them wrote an account of the life of Pythagoras.** In
accordance with ancient tradition, (pseudo-) Timaeus of Locri is also considered
by Plethon to be a Pythagorean and a teacher of Plato. He is supposed to share
the theory of Forms with him as well as the doctrine of the eternity of the world,
not to mention the dialogue of Plato named after him.* As for Parmenides, he
was not only highly esteemed by Plato (who again named one dialogue after
him), but he is also connected with Pythagoreanism by Diogenes Laertius.*
As Plethon further says, both the Pythagoreans and Plato lay emphasis on
oral teaching, although in less favourable circumstances the use of ‘reminders
(Unopviipara)’ may be also allowed.” Finally, in the Reply to Scholarios, the
Golden Verses attributed to the Pythagoreans are quoted and, for Plethon, they
are without doubt a genuine testimony of ancient Pythagoreanism.**

Plethon claims that all the aforementioned thinkers agreed among themselves
about the majority of things and that their doctrines secemed to be the best for
‘those who were concerned with what is better. He himself agrees with them
too, without searching for his own innovation in these ancient matters, nor is he
going to accept some recent innovations of some sophists. According to him, sages
declare that their opinions are always in accord with those who are more ancient

2 [eg30-32[12).

2 See above, pp. 12, 18.
Porphyry, Vita Pyth., lamblichus, Vita Pyth.
B Dediff X 334.26-32,336.25-7, Contra Schol. X 392.22-394.2, XX11 422.26-430.17.
*  Diogenes Laertius, Vitae 1X,21.
Contra Schol. V 376.25-378.12; cf. Plato, Phaedr. 276d, Ep. X11 359c.
Contra Schol. XX1422.21-5, there is also an excerpt of this text preserved in Plethon’s
hand: see Diller 1956, p. 37, Mioni 1985, p. 159: Marc. Gr. 406 (= 791), fols 121v-122v.
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and, moreover, it is erroneous to suppose that truth can change in the course of
time. The sophists, on the contrary, strive to make innovations in many things and
are anxious for novelties because the chief goal of their activity is a vain glory.”

In his own work, Plethon thus wants to keep to the best ancient opinions
and, unlike the poets and the sophists, he considers reasoning (Aoyiopdg) to
be ‘the most powerful and divine of our criteria, and alone capable of helping
to attain truth.* However, if he plans to rely on rational argument, he must
quite naturally defend it against a possible refutation of the very possibility
of any rational argumentation. In his eyes, its main opponents are the sophist
Protagoras and the sceptic Pyrrho who are dealt with in chapter 3 of book I
entitled: ‘On the two doctrines of Protagoras and Pyrrho’* For Plethon, their
doctrines, although mutually opposed, are likewise both vain and presumptuous
and as such have to be rejected. In his presentation Protagoras claims that man is
the measure of all things and what appears to each individual also exists. Pyrrho,
on the contrary, argues that nothing is true and man therefore cannot be a judge
of anything and the things themselves are somehow unsure.*

Plethon does not spend much time on refuting both these doctrines. If
somebody claims, as Protagoras does, that everything is true, he must accept
also the opposite opinion held by the majority of people, according to which
not everything is in fact true. If, on the contrary, someone like Pyrrho argues
that nothing is true, he must also concede that this very opinion, too, is not
true. Thus both Protagoras and Pyrrho are self-refuted. There are, moreover,
further reasons for rejecting both doctrines. Almost everybody thinks that some
people are wiser than the rest and those who know less therefore come to them
to learn something, while at the same time they refute the ignorant for their
false opinions. However, this would not be possible if they thought that either
all or nobody knows the truth. Furthermore, nobody would certainly claim that
contradictary opinions (t& vtipdokovta) are true and not true at the same time.
All people, for example, consider the opinion that this universe is everlasting
(ai8iov eivat t6de 1o mav) and the opinion that it is not so, to be in contradiction.
This definitely cannot mean that both opinions are at the same time truc, or that

¥ Leg 32-4(12).

¥ Ibid. 34-6 [1,2).

3 epi roiv Suoiv Adyorv tob te Mpwrayopeiov kai tod Muppwveiov. Trans. Woodhouse
1986, p. 322 (altered).

3 Leg 36-8 [1,3]: Adyw 8¢ 8n éxeivw, GAARAOWV pév EvavriwTdrw, opoiwg 8" dhaldve te
Kai dtaofdAw, Eknodwv nontéov: oiw 6 uév ndvra GANBA ivai Enov, WG TAVIWY XPNHATWY
uétpov v &vBpwnov dvra, kai td Sokodv ékdotw, TodTO Kai Sv: 6 &' ovd’ dTIodV &v eivan
aAnBéc, we dvBpwndv ye ok av &€16v ye Svta kpitrv ovd' drovodv, f kai Ta npdypatd mov
alta dmota évra.
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both are false, but that one of them is entirely (6Awg) true, whereas the other is
false. When we talk about future events, nobody supposes that everything will
happen as he thinks, nor that everything will proceed differently, but that some
things will turn out according to the opinion he has conceived beforehand and
others contrary to it. The opinions about future events, confronted with what
really happens, therefore prove to be true or false.

Plethon similarly rejects the claim according to which, in spite of our ability
to apprehend the truth about something, it is not appropriate for human beings
to inquire into what is divine, because we cannot learn anything clear about the
gods, who are higher beings than we are and, morcover, it is not pleasant to the
gods themselves. Such a consideration is wrong because the gods would not have
made us capable of inquiring into these things, if they had not wanted us to
inquire into them, nor would they have provided us with the disposition to learn
something clear about these matters. It is equally absurd that we would have
no idea about these things and we would have to live as non-rational animals,
which are capable only of consenting to what happens to them. In such a state we
would not be able to strive after happiness. However, for Plethon, finding truth
in these things cannot be just a result of ‘some divine chance without reason’
since in such a case nobody would ever acquire an opinion about anything in
a permanent way. The other reason is that such people would not be perfectly
happy is because they would be deprived of a rational account of the highest
things, no matter whether they were doing well or not. As Plethon claims, to do
well does not suffice because even madmen can happen to do well. It is therefore
necessary to have a satisfactory knowledge about what it means that someone
is doing well, and what is good and bad for man. Furthermore, there is nothing
bad in divine things, which excludes that the gods would not want us to know
their matters. The divine, by its very nature, is not envious and does not prevent
us from benefitting from this knowledge. Although the divine is much higher
than we are, this does not mean that it is unknowable for us since our nature is
that of rational beings and it is not entirely different from the divine. God has
made us able to inquire into his matters so that we do so and benefit greatly from
learning something about him.*

At this point, Plethon states the main presupposition of his further
procedure:

If we use, as principles, the notions that are given by the gods to all people in common,

and the divinations about the divine or at least to the most and better of them, and if

¥ Ibid. 38-40 [1,3].
¥ Ibid. 40-42 [1.3].
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we establish these  principles] as fixed for us, and if we, under the leadership of sages,
proceed at each point by a nccessary reasoning, we shall not - with the divine help -

miss the best rational account about everything,

After this he dedicates a prayer to the gods of reason (Beoi Adyiot), asking them
to enable us to attain truth.® Placed at the beginning of the exposition of his
philosophy, this prayer corresponds to the allocutions and hymns with which
the Laws ends.* Plethon’s source of inspiration could have been the beginning of
Timaeus’ speech in Plato’s eponymous dialogue where Timaeus prays to the gods
and goddesses so that his words may be ‘according to their intellect (kata voiov
ékeivorg).”

The crucial point here is the introduction of ‘the notions that are given by
the gods to all people in common’ These ‘common notions (kowvai évvoiat),® a
conception taken by Plethon from ancient philosophy,” are the basis that allows
him to claim that the rational knowledge of the divine (and subsequently also of
the world) is possible and that it is the same for everybody. The common notions
are ‘a gift of the gods, because the divine obviously wants us to have knowledge
about itself. Hence, this knowledge is attainable through our reason, although
at the same time ‘divination’ is also mentioned. However, this means that if the
divine is knowable by reason, it is necessarily intelligible and that its own nature
is similarly rational. Thus, because of the gift of reason from the gods, we are, on
this point, akin to the rationality of the divine. The ‘common notions’ seem also
to be hinted at in Plethon’s commentary on the Magian Oracle XVII, which will
be discussed later on:

% Ibid. 42-4 (1,3-4): Xpwpevor yap dpxaig taig kowvfj ndotv avBpwnolg vno Becv

Si8opévaig évvoiaig te xai mepi tod Beiov pavreiaig, fj kai taiq tov mAciotwy Kai PeAtidvwy,
Kai ravtag niv Pefaiag avroig T1Bépevol, Enerta and rovTwy v Aoyiopoig ékasta avaykaiolg,
1l @v oi cooi LEnyGvrTal, petidvreg, Be@v &v ouMauBavéviwy, Tod BeAtiotov mepi EkdoTwy
Adyov ovk anotevéopeda. Cf. 252 [111,43: Epinomis).

% Ibid. 132-240 [111,34-6], Add., below, pp. 311-20.

¥ Plato, Tim. 27b~d; cf. also Leg. X 887¢, Epin. 980c.

% Cf. the title of lost chapter I11,2: MpéAnyig évvoidv kowav. ‘Preliminary account of
common notions.’ Leg. 8, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 323 (altered), and perhaps also Ad Bess.
1459.29-30.

¥ Masai 1956, pp. 115-30. Plethon could have learnt about this ancient Stoic
conception from Plutarch’s Com. not. Common notions sometimes appear also in Proclus;
however, they do not play such a prominent role there as in Plethon: see Steel 1997. For an
overview of the conception of common notions with an emphasis on different Neoplatonists,
see Saffrey’s and Westerink’s commentary on Theol. Plat., vol. 1, pp. 159-61, n.4, Strange
1994, pp. 26-9, and van den Berg 2009.
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“The paternal intellect’ that is, the immediate creator of the essence of the soul,
‘has sown’ also ‘the symbols into the souls’ or the images of the intelligible Forms,
from which each soul has always in itself acquired the reasons of things.*

*® Or. mag. XXVII 3.16, 16.6-9 [on XXVI1]: ‘0 natpikég voig, 6 thg Tig Yuxiic SnAadn
ovoiag mpooexnis Snuiovpyds, obrog taig Yuyaiq évéomelpe kai T oUpPoAa, fitor Tag TGOV
vontav id@v eikdvag, £ v tovg T@V Svrwvy Yuxn éxdotn év Eauthi kéktnrar Aéyoug. Trans.
Woodhouse 1986, p. 52 (altered).



Chapter 6
Division of Reality

In the metaphysical system of Plethon, reality is divided into three degrees
ordered in a hierarchical scale. In the conclusion at the end of his Explanation of
Magian Oracles he interprets the account of ‘the mythology of the Magi’ found
in Plutarch’s Isis and Osiris from his own philosophical perspective.! One of
Plethon’s intentions here is certainly to demonstrate his claim about the mutual
agreement of the ‘Oracles of Zoroaster’ and the philosophy of Plato.? As he says,
very many have made their opinions to be in accord with these Oracles - in the
first place the sages ‘around Plato and Pythagoras, which is also confirmed by
Plutarch. On the basis of Isis and Osiris, Plethon concludes that Zoroaster divided
existing things (ta dvta) into three kinds. The first of them are ‘presided over
(éprote)n)’ by Horomazes (‘Qpopddng), the last ones by Ahriman (Appdvng),
whereas Mithra (Mifpag) is in the middle. The mythological account contained
in Plutarch may seem dualistic since the god Horomazes is associated there with
light whereas the daemon Ahriman with darkness, both being equally powerful
and fighting against one another. We are told that each of them has produced six
other gods. However, after that Horomazes ‘enlarged himself to thrice his former
size (Tpi¢ éautov avénoag), and removed himself as far from the Sun (anéomoe
100 nAiov) as the Sun is distant (dpéotnke) from the Earth, and adorned the
heavens with stars’* So Plethon may well have thought that the dualism of the
myth is limited to the sensible world only, while Horomazes is placed safely at

' Or.mag 19.5-22.

*  In Plutarch, De Is. 370c, immediately after the account of the myth of the Magi, the
Chaldaeans arc mentioned and we are told they teach about the planet gods.

' Ibid. 369d-370c, trans. Frank C. Babbitt. This passage (together with some further
text of the same treatise) has been excerpted by Plethon in Marc. Gr. 517 (= 886), fol.
67r.2-7: "Ot1 Zwpodatpnv MAovtapxog ictopeiobai pnot nevtaxioxihiog Eteot TV Tpwikwy
npeofitepov yeyovévat. TodTov TPeig Beolg TPIDV HOpGV TV GVIwv fyepovikolg oéfev
8i18aka, 'Qpopdlnv, Mibpnv, Apeipdvnv. ‘Qpopdlnv pév toV kpatiotov TiHG tpeoPurdtng Kkai
kaAAioTng t@v Svrwv poipag paAiota aitiov, Apepdvnv 8¢ tiig éoxdtng, Mibpnv 8¢ tig péong.
Cf. Manfredini 1972, p. 569. For Plethon's general interest in Plutarch see Diller 1954,
Mioni 1985, p. 385: Marc. Gr. 517 (= 886), fols 67-76v.
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the higher level of reality as a more eminent principle. This is suggested also by
the immediately preceding context in Isis and Osiris.*

In his comparison of the Zoroastrian mythology found by Plutarch and of
the Magian Oracles, Plethon identifies Horomazes with ‘the Father (matrip)’ of
the Oracles, Mithra with ‘the second intellect (8Utepog voi¢)’ and Ahriman who
has no equivalent in the Oracles, with the Sun. Horomazes is ‘three times greater
and further (tpimAdoiov éautdv ageotnkévar)’ from the Sun while Mithra
who comes after Horomazes, is ‘two times greater and further (SitAdaiov)’ As
Plethon attempts to show, this structure of the Zoroastrian cosmos is the same
as the division of reality in the famous passage of the second letter attributed to
Plato (which is today regarded as spurious). Nonetheless, it was considered as
genuine by ancient Platonists, including obviously also by Plethon:

Upon the King of all (6 navrwv BaciAeis) do all things turn; he is the end of all
things and the causc of all good. Things of the sccond order turn upon the Second
and those of the third order upon the Third.*

An analogy of the doctrines found in the myth of Zoroastrians recounted by
Plutarch, in the Magian (Chaldaean) Oracles and in Plato thus enables Plethon
to claim that these three texts represent three expressions, differing only in their
particular formulation, of one omnipresent and everlasting philosophia perennis,
in which reality is divided into three hierarchically ordered kinds.

We must, however, always distinguish three different principles and levels of
things corresponding to them. ‘The King of all’ (or alternatively ‘the Father’ and
‘Horomazes’) is the source of being for everything else, but the things on the first
and second level of created things are identical with ‘the Second’ (or ‘the second
intellect’ and *Mithra’) and ‘the Third’ (or ‘the Sun’ and ‘Ahriman’). Everything
that has been caused by some higher principle is thus divided into the things that
are eternal (ta ai@via), those that are in time, but everlasting and never going to
perish (ta éyxpova pév, aidia &), and finally those that are mortal (t& Ovnrd).

*  Plutarch, De Is. 369b-d; for an interpretation of Plutarch’s dualism as limited to the

sensible world see Chlup 2000.

5 Plato, Ep. 11 312e: nepi tov ndvrwv Paciréa navt' éoti kai ékeivou évexa ndvra, kai
€keivo altiov andaviwv tav kaA@v- Sedtepov 8¢ mépt ta dedtepa, kai Tpitov mépr t& Tpita.
Trans. Glenn R. Morrow in Cooper-Hutchinson 1997, p. 1638 (altered). For a history of
its interpretation see Saffrey’s and Westerink's introduction to Proclus, Theol. Plat., vol. 2,
pp- xx—lix (‘Histoire des exégéses de la Lettre II de Platon dans la tradition platoniciennc’).
Plethon belongs to those Platonists who conccive the relation between the three orders of
things mentioned by Plato as hierarchical rather than trinitarian. See also Tambrun-Krasker’
commentary on Or. mag., pp. 153-5.



Division of Reality 63

This means that while the first principle is the originator of everything else,
the things on the second and third level have also further causes - the second
and third principle respectively. Only what is ‘closest’ to ‘the King of all’ and
has no other cause is eternal. Where the second or even the third principle is
implied and it is not just the highest god who is the immediate creator, but the
lower, second or the third principles, the things thus generated are ‘in time, but
everlasting’ or even ‘mortal’ and perishable.

Further details of this metaphysical system will become clearer in due
course. It may nevertheless be already mentioned here that in the Laws the first
principle is called ‘pre-eternal (mpoatviog)’ because, being the immediate cause
of eternal things, it must be even ‘before the eternity’® To provide a comparison
with Plethon’s own system, the structure of reality in his different sources may be
summarized in the following way:

Table 1 The structure of reality according to Plethon’s sources
I 11 l 111 v
Plato Magi of Plutarch Plethon
Second Letter Zoroaster Zoroastrian myth | Laws
[Chaldacan]
Oracles
1 King of all Father Horomazes Zeus
2 The Second the second Mithra gods of 2nd order
intellect (supracelestial )
3 The Third (the Sun] Ahriman gods of 3rd order
(inside the
cosmos)

1 creates the eternal Forms (2)

2 creates the entities within the sensible cosmos which are in time, but everlasting (3)

3 creates mortal beings and things

LI 3

¢ Leg 96 [1IL15].
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In chapter 5 of book I of Plethon’s Laws the analogous degrees of divinity
(8e16tng) are distinguished. The foremost place belongs to Zeus, the first and
ultimate principle of everything else that is not caused by any higher principle.
After him Plethon posits the gods located in the second and third place according
to their lesser divinity, ‘the children and creations and the children of the children
and the creations of the creations of Zeus. The supreme God orders and governs
(katakooped) everything ‘and especially human affairs’ through the second and
third gods, each of them with a larger or smaller field to preside over. Owing to
their degree of divinity, the gods of the second order are immediately next to Zeus.
They are the so-called supracelestial gods (Unepovpdvior 8eoi) that are ‘completely
detached from bodies and matter. Translated into philosophical terms, they
represent Platonic ‘pure forms (€idn ... eilikpivii), which exist ‘themselves by
themselves (abta ka®' avrd), and ‘immovable intellects (véeg axivnror).” The
gods of the third order are located ‘inside this cosmos’ and they are ‘rational and
immortal living beings, composed of the infallible souls and of unageing and
undefiled bodies’ In other words, they are stars and other heavenly bodies and
daemons.? Next, after the gods of the third order, there is the part of the world
in which we and other mortal creatures live. As Plethon’s account makes clear,
the common feature of the gods of all three orders is their perpetual existence,
without beginning or end’ Thus in contrast to sensible things, that begin
and cease to exist in their due time, everything that is divine, has a permanent
existence, regardless of whether it is self-caused, as the first principle, or caused
and sustained by some higher cause, as in the case of the second and third gods.
In chapter 15 of book 111 of the Laws, further characteristics of the tripartite
world created by the first principle are added to those we have already scen above.
The highest part of reality, the realm of the Forms, is wholly and completely
eternal (aichviov) and immovable (dkivnrov), and since neither the past nor the
future exist there, everything is present on this level of reality simultancously
(6 ovunav éveotnkog aei). The second part, the realm of the gods inside the
cosmos, exists already in time (£yxpovov) and motion, but it is everlasting
(a810v) and has neither a beginning in time nor will it ever cease to exist. Finally,

Ibid. 44-6 [1,5]. Gemistos systematically avoids employing the nominative plural of
the Greck substantive voig that was usually turned into a rather irregular grammatical form
voeg by Proclus and other Neoplatonists. We shall keep to their usage, however un-Plethonic
it may be.

8 Ibid. 52 [L,5): ... tolg évtdg obpavoi todde, {@a Aoyikd te kai GBGvata, Yux@dv pév &€
avapaptitwy, cwpdrwy § dyfpwv kai aknpdtwy cuvest@drag ... .

’  According to Plethon, the lowest of the gods are dacmons, ibid. 176 [111,34],
presumably because the ensuing human soul is already connected to the body that is morrtal.
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the lowest part of the universe exists in time (£yxpovov) and is mortal (Bvntév),
because there the beginning and the end of life is determined by time.

Plethon infers that because there arc threc entirely different kinds of essences
(oboiat), three principally different types of generations (yevéseig) must similarly
exist. Hence there is an analogy between essence and generation." Therefore, if
any of the eternal essences proceeds from Zeus, the first principle, which alone
is caused by himself (a0tog 81’ abrév) and which is the pre-eternal (npoaidvioc)
cause of the eternal Forms, all such essences must be similarly eternal. This is
because an eternal substance, being cternal as a whole, cannot be caused partly
by a pre-eternal principle and partly by something that is not pre-eternal any
more. Thus Zeus, the first pre-eternal principle, generates the eternal essence
in its whole. He has subsequently charged (¢émtpénor) its immediate product
with the creation of what exists in time, but is everlasting, and similarly, this
essence has been further put in charge of the creation of what is temporal and
mortal. Thus each kind of essence is created by another, immediately preceding
superior essence and, according to its own character, has its appropriate type of
causation.' However, as is evident, the higher level of reality does not cease to be
in a certain sense present in the lower ones created by its activity. Although the
first principle ‘charges’ the essence generated immediately by it with the creating
of the subsequent ontological level, being the highest cause, it is always present
as the first and utmost principle of everything else

Table 2 The levels of reality in Plethon’s philosophia perennis

I— Ni-’irst principle pre-cternal
2 | Forms (intellects) eternal

_;d sensible cosmt;s heavenly bodies, daemons | everlasting
perishable bodies mortal

L

1 Ibid. 242 [111,43: Epinomis).
" Ibid. 96 [11115); cf. 180 [111,34].
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The text of chapter 5 of book I of the Laws offers yet another perspective on
the division of reality, which has a close parallel in two passages in sections
IV and X of the treatise On the Differences. The first place is reserved, again,
to Zeus, the highest God in the Laws, or ‘the super-essential (Unepovoiov)
One of the Platonists’ in the Differences. In both cases the first principle that is
‘supremely one (&kpwg €v)’ is so unified that no distinction between its essence
(ovoia), activity or actuality (npaig/évepyia),”” and potentiality (SOvapig)
can be traced in it. In intellects (véeg) or the Forms (€idn) essence is already
distinguished from activity—actuality, but it is permanently active or actualized
and there is no distinction between it and potentiality."” Intellects and Forms
thus ‘possess all their attributes (ta npooévra) permanently in the present, not
potentially (Suvdpet) but actually (évepyia)’ and they are therefore ‘immovable
(&xivnta).* For this level of reality the distinction between attributes and
the essences is thus asserted whereas the same is not true about the super-
essential One." In the soul (Yuxn) essence, activity-actuality and potentiality
are distinguished because it is not always active (évepyév) and often remains
in the state of ‘pure potentiality (Y1An Svvamg)’' Or alternatively, this is so
because ‘the soul moves from one thought to another, and the human soul from
thinking to not-thinking as well as, in contrast, from not-thinking to thinking,
and so it does not always possess knowledge of things, nor possesses it entirely in
actuality but rather potentially’'” In the body (c@pa) essence is further divided
into form (€i80) and matter (¥An) thart is not only movable (xivntn), but
also dissoluble (okedaotri), and divisible into infinity (peprots) én’ dnerpov).”
Matter is thus a specific kind of potentiality that, in contrast to the potentiality
in the soul, can even cease to exist and may be divided ad infinitum. Similarly, in
the case of matter and the body that is dissoluble and divisible, this potentiality
is passive, that is, able to be acted upon under an impulse of something else,
whereas in the soul potentiality, as distinguished from activity, appears rather
as active potentiality that is able to cause some outward effect. This reminds us
of the Neoplatonic conception of the gradual decrease of potentiality moving
down through different levels of reality. It starts from the active potentiality

2 The term évepyia is used in the Differences, npatig in the Laws.

" Leg 54 [1,5), De diff: 1V 326.31-327 4, X 337.7-26: scc Appendix I11,1-2, 4, below,
pp- 289-91.

" Ibid. IV 326.35-7, trans. Woodhousc 1986, p. 198.

S Dediff X 337.19-23.

16 Leg 54 [LS).

' De diff. 1V 326.37-327.4: scc Appendix IIL1, below, p. 289, trans. Woodhouse
1986, p. 198; cf. Or. mag. 18.4-6 [on XXXI].

8 Leg 54 [L5).
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which is predominant in the higher metaphysical realities, and then shifts to
the passive one which is a prominent feature of the lower ontological levels,
with the entirely passive sensible matter at the lowest place of everything."”

In section X of the Differences the division described above is supplemented
with reflections on unity, multiplicity and infinity. Because the super-essential
God (6 Onepodaiog Bdg) is supremely one (Gkpwg €v), there is no multiplicity
(mARBoc) within him. Multiplicity appears only on the level of the intelligible
order, ‘but it is finite and in no way infinite, cither potentially or actually’
In the sensible world, infinity appears because of the presence of matter ‘to
which primarily the infinite is attributed’ Although matter as everything in
the sensible world has its cause in ‘the other world’ of the Forms, ‘the cause
there’, being one of the ideal entities, ‘is not itself infinite’? As Plethon claims
in the Laws, the Forms and daemons closer to the first principle, itself ‘purely
one (eiAikpivag V), are in lesser number whereas those that are further from
it are more numerous.?'

Plethon thus moves down from the absolute oneness of the first principle
across the intelligible Forms and the Soul to infinite and plural matter. The
nature of the difference between the first principle or the First God, and the
intelligible order of the Forms or the second gods, is clearly delineated. If there
is something distinct from the first principle conceived as ‘supremely one; it
must necessarily be many. (And that there exists something that is distinct from
the One is obvious from our experience of the sensible world that is evidently
plural.) On the level of the order of the Forms however, this multiplicity is
still ‘finite} well defined and delimited. In order to explain the nature of this
first level of finite multiplicity, Plethon presupposes two distinctions that may
be traced inside it - the difference between the essences and attributes of the
Forms and the difference between their essences and their activity—actuality.
Because essence (ovoia) appears as an independent principle first on the level of
the Forms which are already multiple, this may explain why the first principle,
which is the immediate creator of the Forms, is sometimes described as ‘super-
essential (Unep-000106)’ In other words, the One is placed above being because,

19 Cf. Plotinus, Enn. 114 [12], IL,5 [25], Proclus, EL theol. LXXVIII-LXXIX 74.8-26;
cf. Stcel 1996.

2 De diff X 337.7-13: see Appendix IIL,2, below, p. 289, trans. Woodhouse 1986,
p- 207 (altered).

2 Leg 56 [LS). A similar account of the progressive differentiation of reality in
Plethon's letter to Bessarion, Ad Bess. 1 459.13-460.5, has been left aside here, since it seems
to be to a large extant an interpretation of a philosophical conception of Proclus, being
originally inspired by a Proclean question posed by Bessarion, Ad Gemist. 1 455.5-456.22.
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as completely united, it has no distinguishable and independent essence that
would determine its nature.

However, from the passages quoted so far, the details of Plethon’s conception
of essence (ovoia) and attributes (npoodvra) as well as the precise nature of
their distinction are not altogether clear and other texts have to be introduced
to make them understandable. When Plethon uses the concept of attribute,
he certainly means a permanent quality or a typical feature of some essence as
opposed to an accident that is temporal and contingent.?* Nevertheless, this
does not necessarily mean that an attribute is simply identical with its essence
even though the close relation of these two is quite natural. In the Reply to
Scholarios it is thus claimed that the essence as compared to attribute has more
being (6v), which is, nonetheless, the common genus for both.?* Regardless of
their plurality, in the Laws the Forms are said to be indivisible as to their essence
(apéprota tAv ovaiav).? Similarly in the passage from chapter S of book I of the
Laws already quoted, Plethon further explains that every Form has its essence
from Zeus itself, ‘the indivisible from the indivisible’ As he claims:

[the essence of each Form] has in itself, beforchand together and individually,
every plurality that cach [Form] is the cause of in the things under it. With the
only exception of Poscidon, the cldest of the Forms, they order and arrange
among themsclves attributes, from one another, because the king and the
Father has established a mutual community of the goods of his children among
themselves. This is the greatest thing and the good that he has made for them,
after the community with himself.?*

To sum up this account, each Form has its proper position in the intelligible
order, but at the same time it reflects in itself the rest of the Forms because the
intelligible world is constituted by the mutual relations of the Forms among
themselves. The alleged distinction between essence and attribute, that is the
source of the (finite) multiplicity of the Forms, secems to be analogous to their
being one and many at the same time. The Forms have certain common features
— they are eternal, changeless entities, being the gods of the second order that are
the models and causes of the sensible world. These are the main characteristics

2 For the use of the verb npooeivar and its derivatives sce Leg. 102, 114 [I11,15], De

diff: X 337.12, 32, 338.35, Contra Schol. X1X 416.21, XXIII 434.13, XXIX 472.2, XXXI
500.21.

2 Ibid. XXII1 434.13-14.

' Add. 119v4-5, below, p. 313.

B Leg 46-8 [15]: see Appendix III,3, below, p. 290. Cf. ibid. 102 [IIL15],
Ad Bess. 1459.13-19.
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of their ‘indivisible’ essence, thanks to which they are in some way similar to
Zeus and which are common to all of them, that is, to the essence of the Forms.
Furthermore, the Forms are not equal, but some are ‘higher’, ‘closer to the first
principle’ and more general, while other ‘lower’, ‘closer to the sensible world’ and
more specific. Each Form has also its own specific characteristic; it is a general
Form of a thing, quality or feature, and this is what should be most probably
understood under the attributes proper to the Forms. Because, as has been said,
the Forms are the models and causes of the things in our sensible world created
by their specific causation, attributes seem thus to be identical with their activity.
This is most probably the meaning we should finally give to the ambiguous
‘activity-actuality (npaig/évepyia), at least on the level of the Forms. In the
Differences Plethon maintains that they exercise their activity in the sensible
world.* Moreover, as he tells us elsewhere, there is no distinction between
potentiality and actuality in them, a specific essence and an attribute of each Form
being determined by its position in the intelligible order, not by actualization of
a specific potentiality inherent in its essence.?” In this interpretation of Plethon’s

% Dediff X 341.39-342.1.

¥ Demetracopoulos 2004, pp. 29-38, 2006, pp. 284-94, argucs that the distinction
between ovoia and np&fic/évepyia is inspired by the Thomism of Plethon’s alleged
teacher, Demetrios Kydones. However, cven though there might be some documents
(excerpts and notes) proving Plethon has some interest in Thomas Aquinas and, despite
all Demetracopoulos’ cffort to support his claim, it still remains uncertain whether
Plethon’s philosophy really was influenced by this Latin and Aristotelian philosopher.
Furthermore, the distinction in question does not seem be the same as the one between
essentia and esse/actualitas by Aquinas. Whereas évepyia may be both activity-action
and acruality, npa&ig can have only the first of these two meanings and the usage of
this word is thus irreconcilable with the Thomistic distinction between essence and its
being (or actuality). Although Demetracopoulos quotes a number of Thomistic texts,
including some alleged excerpts from Plethon, in none of them, however, does npagig
appear, and évepyia is constantly used, 2004, pp. 147, 153-4, n.475, 155-9, 165,
with a sole exception of an anti-Palamite text by John Kyparissiotes, ibid., pp. 36-8,
2006, pp. 282-7, in which, however, the author scems to have activity-action and
not actuality in mind. It is thus more probable that Plethon let himself be inspired by
Neoplatonic tradition in general and possibly by Proclus in particular who similarly
distinguishes between essence, activity (évépyeia, not mp&€ig), and potentiality. See
e.g. Proclus, In Tim. 11,125.11-24, where he makes this distinction in a context of
the soul; cf. De diff 1V 326.30-327.4, for this distinction by Proclus see Steel 1997,
pp- 296-7, Chlup 2012, pp. 76-82, and for further Proclean passages sec Segonds’
commentary on Proclus, /n Alc. 84.9-13, pp. 169-70, n.8. See further Plotinus, Enn. 11,5
[25], V1.8 [39),4.24-8, 7.46-54. The similarity berween Plotinus’ Enn. 11,5 [25]),3.4-8
and Plechon’s De diff. 1V 326.33-327.4 has been noted by Kalligas 1997, p. 288. A similar
philosophical conception may be found also in Ficino: see Kristeller 1943, pp. 123-4.
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rather partial and mysterious statements, the distinction between essence and
ateribute distinguishable in the Forms would mean that essence represents
the common nature of the Forms, that is, what makes a Form to be the Form,
whereas attribute determines specific characteristics of each Form, that is, what
this is the Form of or what it is a model and cause for.

In the sensible world a further distinction between potentiality and activity—
actuality appears. The Aristotelian concept of potentiality (SUvapic) seems to
be double here since it can either mean active potentiality to act or passive
potentiality to be acted upon.?* In the case of the soul, we have to do with active
potentiality only — the soul is either active or not. In section IV of the Differences
Plethon even distinguishes several different kinds of souls:

In the soul, however, they [the Platonists] distinguish essence (ovoia) and
potentiality (d0vapig) and activity-actuality (évepyia), because the soul moves
from one thought to another, and the human soul from thinking to not-thinking
and from not-thinking to thinking, and so does not always possesses knowledge
of things nor possesses it entirely in actuality (évepyia) but rather potentially
(Suvdper).?

According to this account, the soul of a higher kind, presumably the world
soul or the soul of the gods of the third order, cannot think everything at once,
but moves from one thought to another. The human soul, on the contrary,
‘moves’ from the state in which its activity is not exercised, but remains in
potentiality, to that in which this potentiality is actualized. On the lowest
level of the sensible world, in the body, there exists further distinction
between infinitely divisible matter (6An) and form (ei80g), in other words,
between passive potentiality (to be acted upon) that is not actualized and its
actualization. Where the bodily principle prevails, actualization can, however,
be only the temporal one since the infinity of matter requires that nothing
can exist permanently in the same state and everything is necessarily doomed
to extinction. The world of bodies is not divine anymore because the main
feature of the gods of all the orders is that, being eternal or everlasting, they
enjoy existence without a beginning or an end.

% Asimilar distinction may be found in De difff 1X 334.8-12.
¥ Ibid. IV 326.37-327 4, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 198 (altered).
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Table 3 The differentiation of the levels of reality from One to material

world
1 First principle supremely One
2 Forms (intellects) | essence | activicy—actuality
3 soul essence | activity—actuality | potentiality
4 matter essence | activity—acruality active passive
potentiality | potendiality







Chapter 7
Zeus, the First Principle

Plethon calls the first principle of everything by various traditional names
derived from different sources. In the Laws he names it Zeus,' which is the
familiar name of ‘the Father of the gods and men’ in ancient Greek mythology.
The designation ‘Father (natrip)’ can be found in the original text of the Magian
Oracles, which Plethon commented upon, but also in Plato’s Timaeus and Sixth
Letter? The name ‘creator (Snpiovpydc)’ is apparently also borrowed from the
same dialogue,’ whereas the title ‘king (BaciAeic)’ appears in Plato’s second
letter* discussed by Plethon in his commentary on the Magian Oracles.

Furthermore, he conceives the first principle to be ‘supremely one (dxpwg
£€v)” without any trace of plurality, being the perfect unity of essence, actualiry-
activity and potentiality. This is similar to his description of Zeus as ‘purely one
(eihikpividg €v)* or ‘the One itself (abtoév)” that exists in ‘supreme simplicity
(Gxpa anAdtng)’® Plethon goes even so far as to claim that the first principle
cannot be ‘many and one at the same time".

[If it were] a kind of unity composed of things that arc all similarly uncreated, it
would still need something different and higher that would hold it together. Even
though [it were one composed of ] something uncreated and other things that
already proceed from it, they would not yet proceed with a nature akin to the
first principle. The latter is itself by itself, whercas those are already by something
different and thereby distinguished.”

! For a detailed discussion of this aspect of Plethon’s philosophy sce Zografidis 2003,
2008.

2 Or mag V 110, VII 1.14, XI1 2.7, XXX 4.1, XXXIII 4.6, XXXIV 4.8, Plato, Tim.
28¢3,37c7, 41a7, 42¢7,50d3, 71d5, Ep. V1 323d4; cf. Brisson 2003, pp. 114-17.

3 Plato, Tim. 28a6, 29a3, 41a7, 42¢8, 68¢2, 69¢3.
Plato, Ep. 11 312¢1-2.
Cf. further Or. mag. 16.16 [on XXVIIIb].
Leg 46 (15, 170 [111,34].
Ibid. 132, 150, 168, 186 [111,34], 202 [111,35].

8 Ibid. 100 [IIL15).

% Ibid. 170 [1I1,34]: ... kai &1t ilikpvidg €V, 00 mOAAG te Opob 6 abTog kai Ev, dre 8n
008" évov oUt’ &v €€ dpoiwg TdV mdvrwv dyeviitwy &v T ouoTivay, ETépov Yap dv déoto kai

EE T N N
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Thus, according to Plethon, the principle which is really the first, that is to say,
uncreated by any higher cause, has to be one (€v) without any distinguishable
individual parts (toAAd). Similarly it cannot be one complex of several first,
(seemingly) uncreated entities because in such a case the structure of this
composition would be different from its parts, and would be, in fact, a higher
cause of them. This is because, for Plethon, a structure is responsible for the
unity and therefore the very existence of an entity that is one and many at the
same time. The situation is just the same in the second proposed alternative
where some parts of the first principle are created by another higher, but
similarly intrinsic cause. It is in the very nature of the first principle, which is
the utmost cause of everything else, that it has to be ‘by itself” and uncreated.
The parts in question, being created by something else, thus exist thanks to the
One and, for this reason, they cannot be identified with the first principle and
must be something different and lower than their cause. To conclude, according
to Plethon, the first principle is thus not only one, but also ‘most identical with
itself (6 611 pdAiota avTog abTP)’'®

This absolute unity and identity makes the first principle radically different
from everything else that is created by its activity. Because the first principle is
absolutely one, being different from the other things that are many, it is called
‘super-essential (Unep-ovo06)’ in the Differences, as has been already mentioned,
in contrast to the things that have their essences (ovoiat) distinguished and in
which there is a difference between essence and activity. The first principle is
also called by an hyperbolic expression ‘true being that really is (Svtwg @v @
6vti);!! because it is not just ordinary being, but the ‘being itself (avtowv)}! the
source of all being. This is what Plethon obviously has in mind when he claims in
a letter to Bessarion that being (10 8v) should be ascribed also to the first cause
(to nprov aitiov), because it cannot be assigned to anything more appropriately
than to what is itself by itself."* By this statement Plethon presumably means that
the first principle is the ultimate source of all being and as such it can be also
called in a certain sense being. However, there is the insurmountable difference
between the One and the Many, grounded in the very fact that the first principle

Kpeittrovog dpa 100 cuvébovrog ovt’ av € Evog pév ayevitov, T@v §' GAAwv and toutov fidn
NPOIOVTWY, 0L Yap Gv ETt oUPPUE T avTte 8" abtd Svri ta &t Erepov 118N Svra, kal rocovTw
Sakpivépeva, npoiot.

1 Ibid. 46 [1,5); cf. Add. 119.12-15, below, p. 312.

" Leg 46 [1,5), 168-70 [111,34).

12 1bid. 132,168 [111,34],202, 216 [111,35]. For the metrical reasons Plethon sometimes
uses a slighdy different form avroedv.

3 Ad Bess. 1 460.33-461.1.



Zeus, the First Principle 75

‘is itself by itself (10 ato 81" abrod v)™ and ‘in every respect and altogether
uncreated (dyévnrog),"* that means, not produced by any higher cause. For
these reasons Zeus may be described as ‘transcendent (é£aipetog)’'é ‘eminent
(E€ox0c)’"" ‘of incomparable superiority (dooppAntog vmepoxn);’® or ‘impossible
to be counted (oUk évapiBuog) among other gods.”” The address ‘you great,
really great and more than great™ also gradually intensifies the insurmountable
difference between him and his creation. As it has been mentioned above,
Plethon speaks of Zeus as being ‘pre-eternal (mpo-aidviog), that is, even before
and beyond the eternity of the most immediate of his creation ~ the Forms.?!

Not only these, but also some other expressions quoted above, bring Plethon
close to the Platonic tradition of negative theology that attempts to describe
the more perfect degrees of reality through indirect means. According to it,
the pre-eminence of the One, the first principle, grounded in its absolute unity,
identity and self-subsistence, cannot be expressed in the incomplete and partial
description of which we are only capable in our imperfect speech and reasoning,
which by their nature are always necessarily plural.?? Good examples of such an
approach are the Magian Oracles XXVIII and XXXIII:

The Father has snatched himself away;
not even shutting off his own fire in his intellectual power (SVvag voepd).?*

" Leg 56 [1,5], Or. mag 18.16-17 [on XXXIII].

15 Leg 46 [1,5], 156-8 [111,34), Zor. Plat. 262; cf. Or. mag. 18.16 [on XXXIII]: 1o
napnav ayévnrov, Ad Bess. 1 459.30: o0k avtonapdywyov.

16 Leg 24 [1,1),44 [1,5], 152, 182 [111,34], Zor. Plat. 262, Or. mag. 18.14 [on XXXIII],
Decl. brev. 22.8, Contra Schol. X11 404.1, XVII 414.3, XXX 486.25; cf. Or. mag. 18.17 [on
XXXIII]: i) abtod Be6tng tddV GAAwV ndvrwv é€npnrar.

" Leg 202-6,214, 218-20 [I11,35].

W Ibid. 170 [111,34).

9 Contra Schol. X11 404.1, XVII 414.3.

0 Leg 132,182,200 [I11,34]: o0 péyag, péyag te 6vri kai Onéppeyag.

2 Ibid. 96 [1IL15).

22 Pace Tambrun-Krasker 2002, pp. 7-9. 147-50, 314-17, 2003, 2006, pp. 173-95, and
Siniossoglou 2011, pp. 223-77. According to them, Plethon conceives the first principle in
positive way only, but the evidence is less straightforward than they claim. Furthermore, by
the very postulation of the Onc over plurality of the ideal and sensible world Plethon gets
close to Plotinus and Proclus who considered necessary to develop both positive and negative
theological approaches to it. The perfectly unified first principle thus can be ncither known,
nor spoken of with ordinary human concepts and words: see Carabine 1995, pp. 103-87. In
the Prayer to the One God Plethon uses the expressions typical of negative theology, Ad deum
unum 273; however, this text scems to be exceptional among his writings: cf. p. 44, with n.56.

B Or. mag. XXXII1 4.6-7, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 53.
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According to Plethon’s commentary, the latter afhirms the absolute difference
of the first principle from the things created by it. He describes ‘the Father’ as
‘transcendent (é€aipetog)’ and not limited in any way because he is uncreated
and itself by itself. He is ‘wholly incommunicable to anything other’, not because
of his envy, but because it is simply impossible.”* There is only an ostensible
contrast between this utterance and the Oracle XXVI1l1Ib:

There is indeed something intelligible (tt vontév), which you must understand by
the flower of the intellect (voeiv véov &voer).

This Oracle follows immediately after XX VIlIa:

Learn what is intelligible, for it exists outside intellect.?

In the commentary on this Oracle Plethon emphasizes the need to acquire
actually (évepyeiq) the cognition of the intelligible things (ta vontd), whose
images (ai €ikoveg) have been sown in us by the creator and exist potentially
(duvaper) in our soul.* He obviously means here the acquiring of the knowledge
of the intelligible Forms that, according to Platonists, are ‘outside’ us, as the
Oracle says, and may be known in a recollection.

In contrast, in the commentary on the Oracle XXVIIIb Plethon takes
one step further (or higher) and accounts for the cognition of the first
principle:

The highest God, being supremely one (&v &xpux), cannot be known (voeiv) in
the same manner as the other intelligible things (vontd), but through the flower
of the intellect (& tod vod &vBe1) or through the highest and unitary [part] (1@
dkpotdtw kai éviaiw) of our intellection (vénag).>

The ‘flower of the intellect’ is an influential metaphor introduced by the original
Chaldaean Oracles® and commented upon and philosophically systematized by
the later Neoplatonists, especially Proclus. According to them, the flower of the
intellect is the principle of our unification with the higher realities, sometimes

¥ Or. mag 18.14-19 [on XXXIII]; cf. Decl. brev. 22.8-9.

% Or mag XXVIlla 3.17: MdvBave 10 vontév, énei véov £fw Umdpxer. Trans.
Woodhouse 1986, p. 53. Sec also the Oracle XXIV 3.11 and Plethon’s commentary on it,
ibid. 15.10-12.

% Ibid. 16.11-14 [on XXVIlIa).
7 Ibid. 16.16-17.2 [on XXVIIIb).
¥ Or. Chald. 1.1, IL.2; cf. thc commentary on 1.3 in Majercik 1989, p. 138.



Zeus, the First Principle 77

identified with ‘the one in us (t6 &v év Nuiv); the principle of the unification with
the One itself, the utmost principle of everything.? The very same idea seems
to be present also in Plethon’s commentary on the Oracle XXVIIIb. Similarly
to the differentiation of the basic levels of reality in the philosophia perennis,
here too he distinguishes the supremely united One from the intelligible Forms,
constituted already as a kind of finite plurality. Whereas the intelligible can be
known through intellect, this is not possible in the casc of the One that is even
above the limited plurality of the realm of the intelligible Forms. It can be only
approached ‘through the flower of the intellect, that is, ‘through the highest
and unitary [part] of our intellection (véneig)’. According to this statement, for
Plethon, the flower of the intellect is the most perfect, that means, the most
united cognitive act. Like the One, we and our intellect are also in a certain sense
a united one, one composition of many parts, and for this reason we may also
presuppose the existence of ‘the one in us’ corresponding to the One, the first
principle of all. Despite the absolute transcendence of the One claimed in the
Oracle XXXIII, the analogy that is between it and ‘the one in us’ enables us to
know in a very specific sense also the One. Such knowledge has to overcome the
profound difference between the supreme One and the plurality of its creation,
because it must go even beyond the plurality of the intelligible world, to which
we have an access through our intellect. It must therefore be a kind of supra-
intellective, mystical union with the first principle. For this reason Plethon
may also claim in his commentary on the Oracle XXIV that the ‘image ... of
God’ cannot be seen through eyes’ and what appears to those who are being
initiated, whether it be ‘thunderbolt, fire or something else’, are only symbols
and ‘not a nature of God'"!

Thanksto ‘the flower of the intellect’ we can thus know the main features of the
first principle. As a principle (@pxn), in the double meaning in which this notion
was understood in ancient Greek philosophy, it creates and subsequently orders
everything. This first aspect of Zeus fits well with his description as ‘the creator
(83nuiovpydc)’ and ‘the Father (natrip)’ mentioned above.* Being absolutely one,
he is compared to a father that gives birth to the other gods (that means, the
Forms) without any mother because there is nothing that might join him in
the creation as a by-cause of the female kind. As Plethon explains, the ‘female’

¥ Cf. Majercik 1989, pp. 30-45, Rist 1964, Guérard 1987, Dillon 2008, Chlup 2012,
pp- 165-6.

¥ Pace Tambrun-Krasker’ commentary ad loc., Or. mag., p. 134.

' Or. mag 15.10-12 [on XXIV]: Mf {ntdong ideiv adrontov dyakpa tig @UvoEws,
8nAadh tii¢ tob Beob, e oVK dpBaApoic Sv dpatdv. Ta &¢ teAovpévolg paivopeva, Kepavvoi
kai nop kai £i1t &AAo, svpfoAra &AAw( éotiv, oL B0D Tig PUoLG.

% Cf. further Or. mag. XXIX 3.19 with Plethon’s commentary, ibid. 17.4.
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is here the principle that supplies matter (§An) to things, and for this reason
this principle is completely absent when Zeus creates the Forms.* Furthermore,
because of his supreme simplicity and because he has the potentiality to realize
whatever he wills, within him there is no difference between creating through
intellective act, and generating through nature.* Zeus is therefore similarly
called also ‘the Father himself (aVtondtwp)™ or ‘before Father (npondtwp)’* As
the creator of everything he is also ‘supremely good (dxpw¢ ayad6v)’* ‘the good
itself (avtoayaddc)’* and ‘the exceeding of the good (ayaBod vnepPfoAn)).* The
Magian Oracle V thus may assert:

For nothing imperfect rolls from the principle of the Father (natpikn dpxi).”

In the Oracle XXXIV Plethon further claims, that, just because he is himself
supremely good, the Father is not the cause of evil for anybody, but, in contrast,
being the cause of the good for all, he is loved by everybody.*' The other aspect
of Zeus acting as an apyn is expressed by the aforementioned epithet ‘king
(BaotAevs)’ who directs everything in such a way that he may be also called ‘the
highest and most powerful necessity of all'*

From this account it is furthermore apparent why Plethon must be inevitably
critical towards Aristotle’s conception of the first principle acting as ‘the first
unmoved mover. Indeed, the Differences begins with the denial that Aristotle
would have ever espoused the conception of God as a productive cause of the
world, which is the first and most important argument against his philosophy,
being compared here to that of Plato.” In Plethon’s eyes Aristotle’s philosophy is

B Leg. 92 [111,15]): Zevg ... , 0D &v avtdq Beddv Yevv®, Gpritopag YEVVG &v, oudevo avtd
Svrog Tob €v OrjAeog Adyw ouvaitiov, hvnep &v avtdg aitiog en, EOpEVOU ... .

M Ibid. 100 [IIL,15): see Appendix IX,2, below, p. 303.

¥ Ibid. 46 (1,5, 152, 158, 170 [I11,34], 200-204 [I11,35).

% Ibid. 204 [111,35).
" Ibid. 66 [11,6], 142, 154, 170-72, 180 [111,34], 242 [111,43: Epinomis), Or. mag. 19.3
[on XXXIV].

¥ Leg 132,150, 168 [111,34].

¥ Ibid. 242 [111,43: Epinomis).

¥ Or. mag V 1.10, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 51 (altered), see also Plcthon’s
commentary, ibid. 6.12-14.

*'Ibid. 19.2-4 [on XXXIV]: ... “Ate yap dkpwg avtog ayadog @v, ovd' @v kakod aitiog
€1n 00devi, Got’ &v kai poPepdc eivar, ayaddv §' dei ndoiv aitiog (v, K&V AYan@To IO NAVTWY.

2 Leg 66 [I1,6): ... tiiv peyiotnv naciv avayknv kai kpatiotny ... .

¥ Dedsff 1321.23-7: Np@tov pév obv oV ndvrwv Pacthéa Beov MAdTwv Snuiovpydv
Tiig vontiig Te Kai XwpioTiig mavn oveiag, kai &’ avtiig tod mavrog Todde ovpavod tiBetar
‘Ap1ototéAng 8¢ Snpiovpyov pév 008evag ovdapod adTév enotv eivai, dAAd pévov Tod obpavod

w
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fallacious in two respects. First, it does not presuppose the existence of the creator
God as an eternally operating productive cause of the world, but conceives him
only as the final cause. It thus means that the world, which, according to Aristotle,
is eternal, has no proper cause of its origin. Second, Aristotle’s philosophical
astronomy, by postulating a series of planetary spheres and their corresponding
intellects that act as their movers, clearly implies that God as the first mover is
on the same ontological level as the rest of moving intellects, and for this reason
lacks the transcendence that is one of the most important features claimed for
the first principle by Plethon.*

tode kivnrikév. ‘First, then, Plato’s view is that God, the supreme king, is the creator of every
kind of intelligible and separate essence, and hence of our entire universe. On the other hand,
Aristotle never calls God the creartor of anything whatever, but only the motive force of all
this heaven. Trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 192 (altered).

Y Dediff 1322.4-323.4; cf. Contra Schol. VII-VIII 384.14-392.9, X-XX 392.18-419.18.






Chapter 8
Supracelestial Gods, the Forms

Defence of Platonic Forms

After the first principle of all, Plethon, following Plato, postulates the world of
the intelligible Forms, that is the model of our sensible world. The One is thus
not an immediate creator of the cosmos — that is, the ideal model, in which
plurality already exists. As Plethon says:

the proponents of the Forms do not suppose that God who is supremely good
is the immediate creator of this universe, but rather of another prior nature and
essence, more akin to himself, eternal and being always in the same state, and that
he created the universe not by himself but through that essence.!

The reason for postulating such a model might be our experience of pluraliry
within the world of the Forms in intellection, in which our different intellective
acts correspond to different Forms with distinguished essences and attributes,
in contrast to the first principle that is absolutely one and simple. Furthermore,
Plato’s works and the Magian Oracles, discerning between the first, higher God
and creator and the second, lower one,? must have also had a strong influence
on Plethon in this point. In his commentary on the latter work Plethon
identifies the Forms as ‘bonds (fvyyec), the name taken from the original
Chaldaean Oracles They are characterized as ‘inflexible intellective upholders
(voepoi avoxeig dkapneig)’ because they maintain the incorruptible part of the
sensible world in being.* According to Plethon, the name ‘bonds’ indicates that

' De diff X 336.20-25: 00 tod8e tod ovpavod dnpiovpydv rpocexii Tov dxpuwg dyaddv
Beov oi ta £idn T1Bépevor aErobav elvat, GAN étépag mpdTepov PUOEWS Te Kai ovaiag, EauTy
t€ ouyyeveotépag kai aiwviag, dei té kai xatd ta avtd woavtwg éxoveng. Trans. Woodhouse
1986, p. 207 (altered).

*  This distinction is apparent most clearly from Or. mag. XXX 4.1-2.
*  See Tambrun-Krasker's commentary on Or. mag., p. 143.
* Ibid. XXXII 4.5, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 53; cf. 18.10-12 [on XXXII], Decl.

brev. 21.7-8.



http://brev.2l.7-S

82 The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

‘the things here attach to them because of their desire for them.® They are
therefore both the generative source of our world as well as the goal to which the
things, created and sustained by them, return.

Similarly to his discussion of the first principle, Plethon must defend his
conception against Aristotelian criticism. For the purpose of our exposition we
may skip the details of the refutation of Aristotle’s arguments against the Platonic
Forms and concentrate just on the way the theory of the Forms is presented and
developed by Plethon. In section III of the Differences he rejects the priority of
the particular to the universal or, more precisely, Aristotle’s distinction found in
the Categories between the first and the most principal essences of particulars and
the species and genera that are the essences of the second and lower kind only.
For Plethon, this is clearly unacceptable.” As he says, while Aristotle argues for the
priority of the particular, Plato claims that God orders particular men for the sake
of the whole human nature and the latter, in turn, for the sake of the whole rational
nature. According to Plethon, the part is generally made by God for the sake of the
whole, and not vice versa. Similarly ‘the knowledge of the universal’ is superior to
that of the particular, as Aristotle also argues, and ‘nor could it be superior unless
its subject were superior because possessing a greater degree of being'*®

Plethon goes on in his argument against Aristotle to explain that a species
exists in every respect ‘more’ in the whole than in the parts and that the universal
is more in actuality than the particular. The difference between the universal
and the particular consists in the fact that the universal is taken from all things
universally and hence, itis itself in actuality and, at the same time, it comprehends

5 Ibid. 21.8-10: fuyyag 8" adra kakel, @ EpwTIKGC €i¢ Eauta Ta THdE avaptav T@ TAG

fuyyog 6vopart Tobto Epgaivovra.

¢ De diff 111 324.29-31: ... 16 10 anA®q kabAov EAartodv T0b Katd pépog, ovaiag pév
npdTag Kai kuplwrarag tag kad' Ekaota Aéyovra, ta &' €idn té kai yévn avtdv devtepag té
ovoiag kaxkeivwv peiovg. Cf. Aristotle, Cat. V 2al1-19.

Plethon proposes a linguistic and logical analysis here according to which there is
no difference berween ‘every man (6 nag @vBpwnog)’ and ‘all men (oi rdvreg GvBpwrmor).
Furthermore, the latter expression is different from ‘all particular men (oi ka8’ #kaotov ndvreg
dvBpwrot)’ just because, in the first case, humans are taken together (6pod) while, in the
other, separately (xwpic). From this perspective it thus makes no sense to consider particular
men (oi kad’ ékaotov &vBpwnor) to be more principal than every man (6 nag &vlpwnog). De
diff 111 325.2-10.

¢ Ibid. I 325.11-20: ... Tdv Bedv, ob 0D TIVOG Eveka avpwToL THV ANV dvBpwneiav
@Uowv, aAa tiig 6Ang avBpwneiag @voews Eveka tovg kad' £kactov avBpwrovg datiBévra,
avtiv te ™v avBpwneiav Qoo T 6Ang Aoy Eveka @loewc, kai SAwg pépog Evexa
GAov ... oUx 6Aov pépoug Eveka anepyaldpevov. “lopev 8¢ kai TNV T kaBéAov émaTiuny tiig
00 Katd pépog PeAtiw oboav ... e un paMhov té Svrog kai Sid tovro PeAtiovog fiv. Trans.
Woodhouse 1986, p. 196 (altered).
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actually all the particulars. By contrast, the particular is itself also in actuality, but
it has not in itself the universal universally, ‘but only so much [of the universal]
as properly belongs to it’ In other words, the universal is accomplished, the
particular unaccomplished.” Thus in his refutation of Aristotle, unconvincing as
it may be, Plethon explains his own perspective, which stands at the background
of his version of the theory of Forms. The universal is not just an ‘empticr’
abstraction from particulars and their complex sensible existence. For Plethon,
the universal is a sum of all the particulars subsumed under it and for this reason
has more being than they do.

The main passage where Plethon deals with the Forms is, nevertheless, the
final and by far the largest part of the Differences, section X, in which he argues
against Aristotle’s criticism of Plato’s theory of Forms in chapter 9 of book I of
the Metaphysics."® At the beginning of Plethon’s argument the main views about
the Forms held by the Platonists are first explained.

To start with, the relation of the intelligible model to particulars created
by it is that of a specific kind of homonymy, not synonymy, as Aristotle would
claim." In his Categories the latter distinguishes between the things that are
homonymous because they have only a name in common, and those that are
synonymous sharing the same definition." Furthermore, according to Plethon,
Aristotle claims that if particulars share their Forms, there must be another
different Form for both because otherwise there would be no commonality
between them and they would be just homonymous."* As Plethon argues, some
things that are homonymous have indeed nothing in common, while others
have. There is absolutely no reason to suppose that there is no similarity among
them, for instance, such as between Lysander or Heracles and their statues. At
the same time, it is evident that a model and its image are something radically
different and cannot be therefore considered as synonymous."

*  De diff 111 325.27-34: T6 & €lSog mavraxfi é&v 1@ 6Aw paAdov fj év toig pépeat,
xai évepyiq 8¢ paAAov 1o kabbAov éotiv fi T katd pépog. To pév yap kabolov, kaBoAov er’
avTdOV TOV Mpaypdtwv AapPavépevov, avté te Evepyiq €oti kai Ta katd pépog dnavra évepyiq
nEPIEXEL TO 8¢ KaTd péPOg avTd pev Evepyig éoti, td 88 kaBoAov €v Eaut® o kaBoAou Exel, AN
o0V pévov kakeivou Eautd mpoorikel. Kai téAetov pév Tt td kaB6Aov, atehég 8€ T katd pépog.
Trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 197.

12 See below, p. 257.

"' De diff: X 334.33-335.15. For the problem of homonymy in Plethon’s philosophy
sce Tavardon 1977.
2 Aristotle, Car. I 1al-12.
1} Cf. Aristotle, Met. 1,9 991a2-8.
" Dediff X 335.12-18, 339.16-28.
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In his main argument against Aristotle’s conception of homonymy in section
II of the Differences Plethon already claims that ‘if all things proceed from one,
and the supremely one, numerous and innumerable though they be, it is still
impossible that they all have not some one thing mutually in common’ However,
such a shared thing can be only being (t6 6v) and if it were homonymous
in the sense required by Aristotle, it would not be any longer one." Unlike in
the latter’s philosophy in which there is no ultimate creator, everything is thus
subsumed here under the one common genus according to the principle, taken
from Aristotle’s philosophy, namely, ‘one is a cause of one (€v pév évog aitiov). In
this case, nonetheless, the ‘indivisible one (&v auepég)’ or, alternatively, ‘the one
without parts’ is not a cause of anything that is similarly indivisible, but of the
divisible one (£v pepiotév), that means, the one which has parts.'*

According to the Plethon’s second point in section X of the Differences, the
Platonists postulate an independent and separate world of the Forms in order to
solve the problem of the cognition of the rational structures (Adyor) in sensible
things. The soul comprehends them in itself in a more precise and perfect way
than they exist in sensible objects. Plethon seems to mean here that in a cognitive
act we conceive some general and hence also eternal and invariable Form.
However, this must be squared with the fact that the process of cognition begins
from a particular that is prone to changes and variations, being just one of many
instances of the general principle and less perfect compared to it. According to
Plethon, it is impossible that the soul derives such a perfected universal directly
from a particular, which is an imperfect instance of it. Nor is it possible that the
soul makes the universal up by itself - it cannot conceive something that does
not exist in reality since the false beliefs emerge just from a wrong combination
of the existing things. The only possibility which remains is that such cognition
comes from outside the soul, from some higher and more perfect nature (@voig);
in other words, from the realm of the separated and intelligible Forms."”

15 Ibid. II 324.19-23: i yap ¢’ €vog &mavra npdeiot, kai dxpwe Vo, kGv moANd Te

1l xai napmAndf, aurxavov Spwe pn o kai v 11 Exewv kai kovdv &navra dAAfAo. Trans.
Woodhouse 1986, p. 195 (largcly altered); cf. Contra Schol. XXII1 432.14-21, Ad Bess. 1
460.31-461.5. Sce also above, pp. 74-5.

16 Contra Schol. XX111 432.1-9.

" Dediff: X 335.25-36. Plethon rejects Aristotle’s conception of formal cause inherent
‘in each sensible thing (év t@v aioBntdv éxdotw)’ since this is not a cause (aitiov), but a
product (£pyov) and cffect (&notéAeopa) of some other cause, similarly as the matter in a
singular thing is an offshoot (anékpipa) and effect (anotéAeopa) of the matter of the whole
heaven ( tod ravrog ovpavod BAn). The real formal causes are thus to be placed in the
scparate intelligible Forms. Ibid. X 342.10-17, 20-24.



Supracelestial Gods, the Forms 85

Finally, according to the proponents of the Forms, if many things have
‘somethingoneand identical’ in common, this cannot just happen spontaneously,
simply because the things cannot be ordered spontaneously. If therefore the
things have ‘something one and identical’ in common, ‘by itself” and not as an
accident, there must ‘stand some transcendent one over them’ that bestows the
identity on the many." An accident or a coincidental event appears as a result not
of one cause, but of a meeting of several causes, ‘each of which can be referred to
the other world’, and thus they can be also rationally known thanks to the formal
causes that are interconnected in a particular case."” For this reason there are
necessarily not only the Forms of substances, but also accidents can be deduced
from the intelligible model as conjunctions of several causes.”

By analogy, what a Form is the representation and cause of is not a part of
its nature. Hence, the Form of the non-rational is not itself non-rational and the
Form of moving things does not itself move.?' According to the interpretation
proposed above, the nature or essence of the Forms seems to be just their being
Forms, and not their attribute, that is, the specific action by which they ‘form’
the sensible world.?? Plethon further claims that in the world of the Forms,
appart from essences (ovaiat) and attributes (npoodvra), there are also relations
(oxéoeig) because ‘even in the other world things must be related to each other,
so that relations in this world must be images of relations in the other’. Similarly,
the Forms must have attributes.?* Thus because of the distinction between their
essence and attributes, the Forms serving as the intelligible model of our world
are not only diverse and plural, but they are also mutually interconnected.

The example of statues of Lysander and Heracles already mentioned helps us,
again, to understand the nature of the Forms and their relation to particulars.
According to Plethon, Plato postulates an analogy (avdAoyov ... 116gig) berween

¥ Ibid. X 336.3-9: Oy olov T’ eivat paciv oi Ta £idn T16épevor, noAdoig év T kai TavTov
Exovo, Td TabTdV TodTOo abTOIC ANd Tob avTopdTov eivar ol ydp &v ojov T eivan tetdyxBat rta
woadtwe, fitor dei, { kai w¢ T@ TOAAd, And Tod avtopdrov. Aéor dv dpa ékdotolg, £V Tt Kai
TavTov kad' abtd €xovot kai ol katd cupPePnrde, Ev 1 e€aipetov épestavat, 0 Toig mMoAroig
T TavTOV napééov.

19 Ibid. X 336.40-337.3, 338.10-14, trans. Woodhouse 1986, pp. 207, 209.

© Dediff X 338.31-339.16.

2t n his letters to Bessarion Plethon describes the relation of the separated Forms
to sensible things as ‘participation according to the cause only (peroxn 1| kara pévnv mv
airiav)’ so that the producer transmits something of its characteristic to the product even if
it remains separated, itself by itsclf (... t@v abrod tivog t¢ napayopévey peradidov, kai v e
Xwpic avTd Ka®' avTd pévor o napdyov). Ad Bess. 1 460.9-11, 14, 11 465.27-466.3. Sce also
below, p. 140, n.13.

2 Scc above, pp. 68-70.

B Dediff X 337.15-19, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 208.
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the intelligible model and its particular realizations, which is similar to the
relation of images in the water and shadows of sensible things to sensible things
themselves.** A spatial object can naturally produce several plane reflections
(ei8wAa) on the water or several shadows at the same time that reflect partially
its original complexity. In the similar way, the Forms are more general, and
therefore ontologically more complex or higher entities than the things which
they are the models of and which are thus somehow ‘comprehended’ in them.
Aristotle thus must be wrong if, in his polemic against Plato, he infers from
the theory of Forms that there must be as many intelligible models as there are
sensible things we have the knowledge of.*

An analogous relation must be, however, applied also to the ideal world.
Plethon touchesbriefly upon the problem when answering Aristotle’s arguments,
according to which the Forms are both models and images as it is apparent in the
case of genus and species. For Plethon, the solution is, however, again simple -
nothing prevents a species from being an image of a genus and at the same time
a model for sensible things, ‘just as a painter might paint an image of a statue
which is itself an image, and a reflection (€idwAov) of it again might be reflected
on water"* The more specific Forms - species — are therefore comprehended in
the more general and complex Forms - genera.

There is a hierarchy among the Forms created by the first principle. Each
genus is indeed by definition participated in by its species in the same way. In
reality, however, the rational animal ‘is more’ because the rational life is more
than the non-rational one, the latter being an imitation of the former. Similarly,
immortal essence is more than the mortal one, which imitates it in the perpetual
succession of the mortal creatures that are always different, and an essence is
more than its attribute, both having being as the common genus. In general, each
genus is always divided into some more perfect and some less perfect species,
and, in reality only - not by definition - is participated in more by the more
perfect ones.”

#  Ibid. X 338.3-6.

3 Ibid. X 335.37-39.

% Ibid. X 340.28-37, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 211 (altered).

¥ Contra Schol. XXI111 432.27-434.14: ... dnav yévog Adyw pév ériong U téVv €id®V
HETEXETA TGOV EquTod, T) 8¢ npdypatt ovk éniong. T yoiv {@ov Und Tod Aoyikod te kai dAdyov
ASyw pEV Emiong HETEXETAL T() YE KATA TAVTOG Kai EKatépov avTolv katnyopeiodal, ob pévrot Kai
@ npdypartt éniong paAAov yap {mov to Aoyikév, énei kai paAhov Lwn H ye Aoyikn, i 8 &Aoyog
pipnud t {wig Tig Aoyikig. Kai A ovoia 8¢ Adyw pév éniong Oné te T dBavdtov petéxeral Kai
TG BvnTig Td Kata rdong kai Ekatépag avtoiv katnyopeiodal, TQ YE pnv npdypartt i addvarog
pdAAov oveia tiig BvnTi¢ pipnua ydp t n Bvntn TiG dBavdrov, f¢ kai tv dBavasiav taig dei
¢répwv Sradoxais pipeitat. “OAwg té dnav yévog é¢ TEAEWTEPSV Té T1 dei kai dteAéotepov 160G
Saipovpevov, aurixavov prj ob kai paAAov Und t0d teAewTépov peTéxesdal tH Ye mpdypart, ov
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There are some further, more particular points considered by Plethon in
the Differences. The vexed question of whether the human artefacts have their
corresponding ideal Forms or not is solved by Plethon by the localization of
artefacts into the Form of man where they are ‘comprehended in the manner of
unity’ and wherefrom they are received by the thought of individual craftsmen.2
There are not only the Forms of species (€idn), but also the Forms of infinite
things, such as numbers or magnitudes. These are (potentially) infinite in our
world, but have only one Form as their intelligible model because the Forms are
not in any way infinite, but limitedly and finitely plural.?

Plethon further replies to Aristotle’s argument positing ‘one over many’
which implies that if everything has its ideal model, then we have to postulate
also the Forms of negations (anogdoeig),* by claiming that there are no Forms
of such things:

The privations and failures and whatever falls away into non-being’ cannot be,
strictly speaking, caused by the intelligible Forms, being rather produced by the
absence of a cause. The same must be inferred also about the negations produced
by the absence of a cause which is thus responsible for contrary afhrmations.*

The Forms therefore operate as the causes on which the general character or
qualities of things depend. This effect, however, may only be positive and the
absence of formal causality is responsible for the existence of negative entities
and imperfections present in our world. Thus even if we are able to think of

@ Adyw, Kai o08&V kwAVesOal UG TOD TOIOVTOL Wi} OV Kai TAVTO YEVOG TOD T TEAEWTEPOL Kai
10D dteAeotépou eivat. Obkouvv oS’ €i 1) obaia Tod Tposdvrog paAhov dv, kwAdoet T1 T6 v pf
oV kai yévog avtoiv elvat augoiv. Cf. Ad Bess. 1461.5-14.

*  De diff- X 338.6-10: see Appendix IV,1, below, p. 291. Cf. X 340.38-341.11. An
interesting parallel may be found in the Laws, 114 [111,15], where artefacts are said to be
present in Pluto or, in other words, in the Form of the human soul, see also below, p. 107.
In section V11 of the Differences, 332.19-22, Plethon distinguishes two kinds of art (téxvn),
the divine and the human one, which ‘both use intellect (v® dupw xpwpévw). The human
produces artefacts (10 oxevaotdv nav), the divine the things originated by nature (ta @voer
RAvIa ylyvopeva).

¥ 1bid. X 337.3-7, 337.34-338.6; cf. 338.27-30; cf. the parallel in the Laws where
the mathematical objects subsist ‘in a kind of unity (xa®’ v 11)’ in Hera, Leg. 114 [11L15].

¥ Dediff X 335.21, 336.2-3,9-16.

3 Ibid. X 336.36-40: Zteprioeig 8¢ Kai dnotedypara, kai 8 T dv npog to un Sv fdn
anomintor, 008’ airiov Setobar GAX aitiov pdAAov droAeiper towadta aroPaiverv. OVdE 8n tag
AMOPATEIC TG Y&p TOD TRV KATAPEOEWY TRV YE GAVTIKEPEVWY aitiov Kkai Tadrag dnoAeineodan,
anogaoeig anoPaivewv. Trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 207 (altered); cf. De diff: X 338.15-20,
Contra Schol. XX111 434.18-21, Ad Bess. 1 461.14-15.
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something that has ceased to exist, this does not mean that there are the Forms
of the perished things.*? For the Platonists, particulars, either already perished
or not yet existing, correspond always just to one Form from which the soul can
derive its knowledge even about the thing that exists no longer.*

The Forms in Plethon’s Laws

In Plethon’s Laws the Platonic Forms are addressed in more depth than in the
writings we have just seen. At the same time the world of the Forms is described
with the help of a peculiar pagan theology. Zeus is thus the highest God and,
accordingly, the highest principle. In contrast to his absolute unity, the Forms,
or the gods of the second order, represent the multiplicity that is, nevertheless,
finite and well delimited. Also, whereas Zeus, being their immediate cause, is
pre-eternal (mpoaichviog),* we are told at the beginning of the Laws (1,5) that the
second level of intelligible reality, which exists continuously, is eternal (aiwvior)
and the distinction between the past (oixépevov) and the future (péAAov) or
the state that is before (npétepov) and after (Gotepov) does not apply to it.”
Furthermore, the eternal Forms cannot be determined by a place or a position
in space. According to Plethon, the things determined by a position in space are
connected with bodies, whereas the Forms ‘have the essence without bodies’ Their
proper position is determined by the order of intelligible reality where ‘each has
obrained the middle place between the higher and lower ones’* This is because
they have been created by Zeus without any use of the female principle, and for
this reason they are completely devoid of matter.”” Through ‘the establishment
of Zeus, the hierarchy of the Forms-gods is produced, together forming ‘a kind
of huge and holy unity, intelligible, complete and supracelestial ... order, that is
always and that is full of all goods. Within it the second gods constitute a self-
sufficient number, to which nothing needs to be added.*

2 Dediff: X 335.39-336.1.

¥ Ibid. X 338.20-24.

¥ Leg 96 [1IL15).

% Ibid. 48 [1.5]; cf. 54 [L5].

% Ibid. 48 [1.5]): Obt’ &v ténw Béowv Exovnt mEPANNTOUS €ivarl cwHdTwY TE Yap kai
EPi OWHATA TOV TO10DTOV Eivat TéMOV- ToUG 8¢ cwudTwY Te XwpiG EXEV TV oloiav, Kai Témov
oikelov Gv ogiov avroi¢ v taéiv kextiioday, ) TOV Te TPpouXSVTWY dv kai Umodeeotépwv
péoog T1G elAnnral ékactog.

¥ Cf.ibid. 92 [1I1,15].

3 Ibid. 50 [LS]: ... & T péya xai &yiov, TV vontév Te obpmavta kai UTEpoLPEVIOV TG
BaciAel AT kateokevdoBar Sidkoopov, dei te dvra kai maviwv kaA@v mAfov, Seutépwv O
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However, although the Forms are self-sufficient, they are not absolutely
separated from one another, but they together form a complex whole. Plethon
explains that theyall form akind of unity because they proceed from one principle
and they return to the same end. This is the first principle or Zeus, the Father and
creator of everything, who is ‘supremely one’ There is thus a similarity between
the perfect unity of the first principle and the overall unity of the intelligible
order established across the plurality of the individual Forms. Because Zeus is
their principle and goal, all the second gods are willingly subordinated to him,
they have familiar and friendly relations among themselves and they think the
same. Thus some gods, according to their rank, lead the ‘younger’ or the lower
gods and, in turn, they themselves follow the ‘elder’ or the higher gods, so that, as
Plethon concludes, everything in the world of the Forms is in the state of perfect
order and arrangement.”

In chapter 15 of book III of the Laws Plethon explains in more detail how
the Forms are created by the First principle and the character of their mutual
relations. Zeus makes use of the gods that previously originated from him for the
creation of the others, proceeding from one another. During this the previously
originated gods serve as an model. Zeus has thus generated Poseidon, who is the
highest of the gods of the intelligible order, using himself as an immediate model.
The rest of the second gods originate as an image, one god of another, of those
previously generated by him. This creation is compared by Plethon, inaccurately,
as he himself emphasizes, to the creating of images through several mirrors. If a
body, which, in this comparison, represents the first principle, is seen in this way,
it produces one immediate reflection of itself, but other reflections are produced
already from one another.*

TvwVv tovTwv @V EC APIBUGY Tiva abTdpKn SUVESTWTWY, Kai oUY’ dv Evog v &v éyyevésBa
Expiiv EmBea .. .

¥ Ibid. 50 [1,5): Obrw yap av Gpa ékactoi te abT@V Kai to €§ andviwy &v T oeobat
EueAov, dte 8 £k Te P TPOIGVTEG GpXTiG, Kai £G TabTOV ab TéAog TOV apétepov natépa Te Kai
Snuiovpydv Ala oV péyav EMOTpe@SueVol, dxpwg Te éva dvta kai St paAiota kpdriorov. ‘At
Kai tdvea pév tdAAa Omrikod te eivat kai @iia, kai 008’ &v Ev noAépiov 08’ avBeotnkog ote
Svovouv: pdAiota 8¢ Beolg TovTouG Exeivw T UNkSOLS oUMMavTag oUV £0voig, kai dAARAolg
ouViBEIC TE elvat Kai @iAoug kai TabTov Ppovodvrag, t& pév T@v v aflav 6@V av adt@v
VEWTEpWVY Nyoupévous, Ta 8¢ toig mpeoPutéporg &v émopévoug. "Anavta yap dv ebvopiag te
aKpag kai EDKOOPIAG PECTA EIval TAKET.

©  Ibid. 92-4 [I11,15): Ei ydp 11 kai toig £€ éavtod Zevg GAAw £ dAAoV yéveav ouyxpdTo,
GAN év napadeiypatog, ovk £v BiAeog Adyw ovyxp@To &V. “Eva pév obv Bedv ToV KpdTioTov,
v 81 Mooed®d kahovpev, éautd apéow mapadeiypatt xpwpEvVos YEVWW® dv- toug & dAhoug
navrac &Aov &AAov Beod T@V £E éautod YEVVD v EiK®, WG TGUPEYA THY TOIAUTNY YEVESLV
@avAotdrw mpdypart eikdoal, tij Sta MAe1dvwv événtpwy eidwAonolig: kai yap kdvradba td
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Plethon, however, claims that the comparison with a mirror is inaccurate,
because we need several mirrors to produce the images, and so he uses a
comparison with number. If we think of a unit, representing the first principle
that is supremely one, it will successively generate every other number by adding
the previous ones into the composition of the number that is being created and
thus no other by-cause is needed. However, this comparison is also inaccurate
and does not describe satisfactorily all the aspects of the process of the creation
of the Forms because the addition of numbers may potentially proceed to
infinity, whereas the intelligible order is both, actually and potentially, a limited
multitude:

Zeus, in fact, does not add a previously created Form, but he divides it and unfolds
what is inside it together and in the manner of unity, taking one thing off, leaving
another.

Plethon further explains that Zeus makes this division according to the
contradictions, which means, first, that he leaves no middle between the parts
originated through the division and, second, that these divisions cannot proceed
to infinity and must stop at some point. Thus ‘the limited multitude of the
Forms is generated; and they together constitute one system composed of all the
diverse Forms.*

oHa TO OpWHEVOV, £V T1 Gpecov EauTod eidwAov ouotiodav nwg, Ta dAAa fdn ndvta &AAo an’
&AAov ouvistnoiv eidwAov.

' Ibid. 94 [II1,15]: Ei 8¢ todroig dAAwv te Sel kai MALI6VWY TGOV EVORTpWY TPOG THY
tolavTnv eidwAonotiav, tryv povada évvodpev, w¢ Tov dp1Budv ovpnavra atitn &AAov é¢ &AAov
avotaotv npochapfdvovoa yevvd, suvaitiov ETépov ouBotovodv npoodeopévn. AAAG kai abtn
1} yéveorg &M e T TV Be@V TV Orepoupaviwy ék ALOC YEVETEL Areoikot v, Kai [ £¢ dnelpov
avtn npoetor Tf Suvapel, ékeivng kai Epyw kai Suvdapel £¢ wpiopévov Tl nepatvovong mARBoG.
Tnv pév yap povada, npooAapfdavovoav @v tov dei yryvopevov apiBuév, étepov yevvav, wot’
elkOTWG Kai £ Anelpov @v avtfj THV TGOV GPIOPGV Yéveotv npoiéval, dei TOV yryvopevov av kai
npoohapfaverv Suvapévy. Tov 8¢ Aia 1o 1idn yeyovog eidog ob mpocAauPdavovra, Siaipodvra
8¢, kai t@ avtd® oVAAAPONV te kai kad’ év évévta dvantiooovra, Kai O pév agaipodvra, o
8¢ Aeinovta, ofitw v @V &AWV ab yéveav anepydleodat €idiv. “AT’ oDV KaTd AVTIQACELS
Siaipodvra, kai obte péoov &v Acinovra o08évwy 008V, oUT' én’ dnelpov dv évov Tag toravtag
npoxwpeiv Siaipéoeig, maveoBai note Siaipéoewg Tig Toladtng, wpiopévov té T1 yeyevvnkdta
€id®v nARBog, Kai £¢ v T1 aTO oVoTNHA MAVTWY Te Kai tavroiwy eid®v Afpeg ouoTnoduevov.

In the Laws 1,5, too, Plethon uses a comparison with number. A certain number of the
Forms (cvidently larger than onc) is a finite plurality and at the same time a united sum.
Plethon develops this paradoxical character of the world of the Forms further. The intelligible
order is ‘divided according to cach of them in the best way by the most precise division so that
cach of them is, as much as it is possible, perfect and self-sufficient’ (... Siakexpipévov pév kad'
éxdotoug abtdv WG kaAMota dxpieotdtn Sakpioel, iva 8 w¢ teAewratéc TIC kai Ekaotoq )



Supracelestial Gods, the Forms 91

The passage we have just gone through is apparently very important for
the understanding of Plethon’s conception of the intelligible order. Again,
the more abstract Forms are not ‘emptier’ than the less abstract ones, but, on
the contrary, the higher or the more general a Form is, the more being it has.
For Plethon, the lower and less general Forms are comprehended, united or
implicated in the higher ones and they must be ‘unfolded’ by the division into
more specific ideal entities. Plethon’s theory of Forms also presupposes that
the higher Forms contain in themselves simultaneously otherwise mutually
exclusive contradictions, differentiated only in their ‘division’ into the more
specific ones. Also the first principle must implicitly contain in its supreme
oneness everything that is produced in the creation of both, the Forms of the
intelligible order and the things within the sensible world. As for the Forms,
if they are not just abstractions from sensible particulars, somehow devoid of
the complexity of sensible things, they must comprehend simultaneously in
their immovable eternity everything that originates in the sensible world and
gradually evolves in time. Thus the richness of various features, appearing across
changes of the sensible world that might be even sometimes mutually exclusive,
is simultaneously present in the corresponding Form in the similar way as the
mutual contradictions among some Forms are co-present in the higher ones.

Plethon continues in this passage of the Laws (II1,15) by arguing that each
level of reality, distinguished by its specific ontological character (unmoved
eternal, moving everlasting and temporal mortal essence), must have its
corresponding superior cause.” If all the Forms had exactly the same essence,
they were mutually equal, and none of them were superior or inferior to the rest,
it would mean that it is exclusively Zeus who produces the whole intelligible
order. But, as Plethon claims, ‘first, because of the perfection of all parts, it was
necessary that this essence was generated as full of all the diverse Forms. Second,
cach Form is ‘one and only begotten’, the composition of the Forms being a kind
of whole made up of all Forms and one through their communion; so that it is,
both in its parts and in whole, as similar as possible to its generator.” In order to

abT@V Kai adTdpkng katd Sovauty ...), ibid. 50 {1,5]. Thus not only the world of the Forms is
self-sufficient in the sense that it is enclosed and so perfect that nothing else from outside may
or should be added to it, but also each of its components, existing in its specific conditions
(kata Suvapv), is a perfect entity.

2 Ibid. 94-6 [111,15).

¥ Ibid. 96-8 [IIL,15]): Ei pév obv dravra ta kard tavtnv v oloiav €Wdn kai
aAdAorg Toa Av, tpodxov 8 fiv év avroig ovd’ dtiodv, ov8E Aetndpevov GAAo GAAOV, KV €k
Md¢ pévwg dnaca atitn 1 obsia fv. Enei 8¢ 1o pév tolodtov obt’ €8e1 olte yéyovev (Eder 8¢
NP@TOV PEV MAVTWY Te Kai tavToiwv eid@v tadmv yevéoBat tnv ovsiav mAripn, Tiig nappepods
Eveka TEAEIOTNTOC ENEITa TV Te €v aUTH| EKacTov Ev Te Kai HOVOYEVEC, T6 Te ab oUoTnua TO
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be as similar as possible to the first principle, the intelligible order thus must not
be homogeneous, but paradoxically diverse in order to express the richness of the
perfection of its supremely united creator on its lower ontological level by the
plurality of diverse Forms. Each of them is ‘only begotten, that is, unique since,
as it is said elsewhere, the first principle does not create anything ‘superfluous
(nepiepyov)’™ Because the Forms must be distinguished among themselves,
this means that there must exist also a difference depending on the ontological
perfection of the Forms, which is in fact determined by the place of a Form in
the intelligible order and by its distance from the first principle. There cannot be
two Forms that possess the same perfection because in the relations within the
intelligible order it would mean that they are in the same place and in the same
position within it, which for Plethon is obviously impossible.

He thus explains that Zeus first generates one entity that is made as an image
of himself only and that is also the highest Form of the intelligible order. The
next Form is made again as an image of the first one and subsequently all the
Forms are made as an image of one another. Among the Forms, created in this
way, each is then necessarily gradually less perfect than the previous one in the
very same way as in the case of images where a copy is deficient in comparison
with its original.® All Forms together constitute a whole united as much as
possible. However, among the plurality of individual Forms there cannot be
other unity than that of a commonality. The Forms are thus mutually different,
but at the same time connected together through a commonality based on the
relation between a model and an image. Furthermore, species are images not
only of genera, but also of those (higher) species that have originated by mutual
division out of this genus. As they are always divided into those that are more
perfect and those that are less perfect, the less perfect are images of the more
perfect ones. Hence, what exists in time is an image of that what is eternal,
the mortal of the immortal and the non-rational of the rational and so forth.*
In this commonality the lower realities receive, as much as it is appropriate

€€ andavrwv SAov T€ T1 kai €V Tfj kovwvig, iva 8n katd te pépn kai SAov dpa adtoevi Gvti @
YEVv@vT G oikerdtata aim 1) ovoia £xor). For the reading avtoevi instead of avroyevei in
Alexandre’s editon see below, p. 320.

# Ibid. 100 [11L15].

*  Ibid. 98 [IIL,15]: énei tadta oitwg £8e1, np@TOV PEV &V Y€ T1 EaUTOD POVWG EIKD
MENOINUEVOG YEVVE, Kai TOUTO pEV KPATIOTOV oUoiag SUMNdong THG YE 8N yevntiiq anoteAed,
Ene1®’ Erepov TovToL ab eik®, kai T@AAa 1idn dAAo EAAov eikd, Aermdpeva 8¢ Exaota Ekdotwy,
Wonep kai €ikéveg eioiv. Plethon then continues by comparing the gencration of the
intelligible order by Zeus with human gencration and the gradually increasing distance in
the similarity among the children begotten by a father, ibid. 98-100 [111,15).

¥ Cf. Contra Schol. XX111 432.25-434.12.
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for them, their attributes from the higher ones so that they are lower, but not
entirely different.”

Zeus as the first principle produces the essence of each eternal Form;
nevertheless, because of their mutual commonality he uses the previously
created Forms when producing the later ones as their model only. The images
are always present in the models and the models in the images according to their
similarity. However, in the intelligible order difference is also present, ‘because a
different is always the cause of a different’. Zeus himself is thus the cause of one
Form only, and then, using it as a model, he creates a different one and so forth
‘till the completion of all and the whole system’ Zeus thus himself produces
the essences of all Forms because he only can create the intelligible order of the
Forms, ‘the highest realities that together form this whole eternal essence’. The
further ordering of attributes is then entrusted to a different principle, that is, to
the Forms themselves, the higher ones ordering the lower ones. There is a limit
in the communion of the second gods who ‘all together compose a kind of single
system and single order, the most beautiful possible’*

7 Leg 100-102 [II1,15]: ... td € andvrwv ab 6Aov té T1 kai €v, 1) évexwpeL. Evexwpet
& ovk dAAN, A T/ kowvwvia: kovwvia § ovdepia GAAN @v paMdov Enpenev avroig, i €i
dAo @Ahov eikwv éyiyveto obtw yap @v dua te Erepov Exactov yiyvorro €180, kai kovwvia
TIG £in €ikév1 Te Kkai napadeiyparti. Kai ob pévov TV yEV@V Ta €idn gikdveq lev @v, dAAG
Kav aVT@OV TOV YE Gnd tavtod Tivog Yévoug avtidiaipovpévwv aAAnrolg iddv, dte €
teAewtepd te dtra dei kai ateAéotepa Siaipovpévwy, Batepa t@ AteAéoTepa TV TEAEWTEPWV
€iKOVEG €lev, TO EyXpovov €180¢ Tob Ye aiwviov, Tod Te aBavdrov to BvNTév, kai Aoyikod ad
10 d@Aoyov, td T dAAa dravra tadtn: dpa 8’ év Tfj kowvwvig Tfj ToravTn kav Ta vrnodeéotepa
EIKOTWE MaApd TV TPOUXOVIWY EQUT@V TA Tpoadvta o@iotv Toxol, Wote kai €Tt Gv pdAAov
aAARAoIG Kowvwveiv, dte mpdC T Lmodeéotepa eivar, kai dpa oikeiwg v £xovra Toig
npovxovaty, i 8n Sei Exerv ta Otiodv nap’ Etépwv Anpdueva. ‘Yrnodeéotepd te yap kai dua
ok GAAGTpIa €lvan xeivolg Sel, map’ Wv T Afetar.

This statement is only seemingly contradicted by another and quite isolated passage, ibid.
94 [I11,15), in which Plethon claims that Zeus does not ‘use’ any second god during the
generation of the others (6 Zeig 16 T@V Urepovpaviwv TovTwv BV MARBOC YeVVY, Kkai obte
MW <€¢> TRV AAAOL YEVEGIV GUYXPWHEVOS ...). However, in the passage in question we are just
told that it is Zeus himself who is responsible for the creation of the essence of each Form.
It is only then when he uses the previously gencrated Forms as tools for the creation of the
subsequent ones.

#  Ibid. 102 [II1,15): Tov obv Aia oboiav pév ékdoToIg TAV YE aiwviwy TOVTWV avTOV
napdyewv, napadeiypact pévov toig fidn oi mpoyeyevnuévoig @AAoig En’ dMAwv Yéveov
ouYXpWHEVOVY, THG T€ GAARAWY abT@V Kowvwviag éveka, eikévwy Te dei év napadeiypaot xai
napadetypdrwy €v eikéor kard Ty dporétta Svrwv, Kai dua Erepérnrog, Td) Erepov ETépou
aiel tadry aftiov, fj mov Kai 8¢i, yiyveoBat, <mavrwv 8é> tov Aia, ka’ abtov pév Tovd’ évog 8n,
obv 8¢ T8¢ e napadeiypatt éTépov ab Tovde, kai oV EAAw dAAov Gei, dxpt TiiG TOD ravTés TE
Kai $Aov ouotiparo mAnpwoswe. Mapdyovra & obtw avtov Tig olsiag Ekdotolg avTdv (abTd
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In a letter to Bessarion Plethon further explains that each separated intellect,
that is, Form, being already a kind of unity that is plural, was produced by the
first principle. Its highest part, however, immediately produces the rest of the
separated intellect, producing it already through itself. Thus each intellect
is produced by the first cause, but at the same time it is also ‘self-produced
(abronapaywyov), producing by one part its remaining part.” Although it is
not explicitly stated whether ‘the highest part’ of each Form is one and by this
it is similar to its producer, it seems very probable. If it were so, the highest part
would be thus responsible for establishing the unity in the plurality which is
already present in each intellect and which consists in the distinction between
essence and attribute or activity.

The passage from the Laws we have just gone through thus treats in more
depth the crucial problem of the constitution of the (limited) plurality out of
the absolute unity of the first principle. First, Plethon’s statement, according to
which ‘the different is always the cause of the different) implies, that everything
what is caused by a superior principle must be different from it and so more
plural. Every product of a cause, which is always necessarily inferior to it, thus,
as we move down in the hierarchy of the levels of reality, gradually decreases
from the primary unity into plurality. However, although the intelligible order
is already plural by its very nature, its unity is established by the fact that it
proceeds from one source absolutely united within itself, the first principle,
whose image it is and whose nature it shares. The mutual unity of the Forms,
which are many, each of them being different from the rest and self-sufhcient,
is due to their commonality based on the manner in which they are created.
While the essence of each Form or its ‘higher part} including the essence of the
whole intelligible order, must be ‘produced’ by the first principle alone (because
otherwise they would not be all eternal), their attributes are ‘ordered’ by Zeus
who makes use of the higher or more general Forms as the models for the lower
ones which are images of them, related to their models by mutual similarity.
Zeus thus generates Poseidon as the first and highest Form and then by using

Yap Kai TPOOHKELV AV TAV TGV KpatioTwv YéVeaty, oia 8 N aikviog alitn ocvunaca ovoia €oti),
TV TV NpoodvTwy ab éxdotorg Emkdounoty &AAoG fidn EmTpénely, <t@v> mpouvxdvIwy dei Ta
vnodeéotepa koopnodvtwv. Kai népag 8n todto toig Beoiq Tovtolg Thv Kovwviav Aappaverv,
kaB' Qv €¢ év T1 AMavTeg oVOTNHA KAl KOOHOV Eva TOV KAAAIOTOV £K TV EVOVIWV GUVESTAO!.

¥ Ad Bess. 1 459.13-19: xai np@tov mepi TV XWPIOTGOV V@OV- TOLTWY Yap Ekaotov €€
{oou T mpWTw aitiw Ev eivar 0Ok &v 81 a€iwoeiav oi obitw Aéyovteg, dAX 1idn nemAnBuopévov
T év. OV oV napdyova €kactov avTdv Bedv, TO KpATIoTOV EKATTOV TEMANBUOHEVOL BVTOG
apéowg napdyovta & Aownov ndv, &' avtod fidn tod kpatiotov avtod mapdyetv, kai oltwg
#kaotov avT@V UG Te TOD MPWTOL aitiov mapdyeobal, kai avtomapdywyov eivail péper TO
Aondv éautod pépog napdyovia ... .
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him as a model or, from another point of view, by dividing him he produces the
lower Forms. These are present together in Poscidon, but differentiated among
themselves according to the mutual contradictions contained implicitly already
in the highest Form. This is most probably what Plethon means by the ordering
of attributes that is not due to Zeus but to the Forms themselves and their
mutual relations and hierarchical structure. However, Zeus is naturally involved
in both these aspects of the creation of the intelligible order, in the first one
directly, in the second one indirectly and through the mediation of the higher
Forms. Elsewhere Plethon claims that the highest part of the Form, produced
directly by Zeus, subsequently produces the rest of itself. This supplement the
conception presented in the Laws. A Form is self-produced although, from a
different point of view, also determined by its relations to the other Forms and
therefore ordered within the overall structure of the intelligible order.

The unity of the eternal intelligible order is thus established by the mutual
relations of similarity among the Forms as well as by their common source in the
pre-eternal first principle. However, equally important is mutual intellection of
the Forms among themselves. The Forms are not only intelligible models (¢idn)
of sensible things, but they are themselves also intellects (véec).* Similarly in
the Magian Oracles, immediately after the Father, who is the first principle
here, ‘the second god’ is placed, called ‘the paternal intellect (ratpikog voig)™!
or ‘the second intellect (8evtepog voig)’ by the Oracles.® This ‘second intellect’
is apparently Poseidon, the highest Form of the Laws created by Zeus or the
first principle.s* It is obvious that the Forms cannot know the sensible world,
which they have no means of perceiving, but, being intellects, their cognition
necessarily must be directed towards the intelligible order, that is, towards the
other Forms. Each Form thus contemplates the others (and itself) thanks to its
capacity of intellection through which the whole intelligible order is in a certain
sense present in it. Such interpretation is supported also by a statement from the
Laws, according to which the supracelestial gods are the Forms or ‘immovable
intellects’ that are ‘always and in every respect active by one simultaneous

% De diff 1V 326.33, X 336.27-30, 337.21-22, Contra Schol. XXV 440.15, XXX
486.14-16, Or. mag. 10.7-9 [on XIV], 17.15-18.3 [on XXXI], Leg 46 (5], 120 [I1L,31].

' Or mag. VI L11; cf. also 7.2-3 [on V1], 9.12-14 [on XII], 16.6 [on XXVII], Decl.
brev. 21.5-7.

% Or. mag XXX 4.1-2, 17.6-8 [on XXX], Decl. brev. 21.5-7.

5} The designation ‘the second intellect” is to be, however, understood as the intellect
that has been placed at the second ontological level of reality, not as the second intellect with
an implication that it follows after some first onc - as we know, the First principle is not an
intellect in the sense the Forms are.



96 The Philosophy of Gemistos Plethon

intellective act in which they mutually conceive themselves.* Such an intellective
act, through which each Form knows and in a certain way contains in itself
the other ones, helps, once more, to establish the intelligible order, in which
the whole and each part of it is reflected in all the parts alike. Its unity is thus,
first, due to the way it is created - by its generation from one principle, which
creates it in such a way that the Forms are produced both directly from it as well
as from one another while at the same time sharing the similarity common to
them all. Second, the unity of the intelligible Forms, which are also intellects, is
established by their mutual cognition through the act of intellection.

To summarize, in his account of the Forms Plethon distinguishes two
types of similarity. First, the one between the higher and lower levels of reality,
because the world generated in time is made in an image of the intelligible order,
which is again produced as an image of the first principle. Second, the relations
among the Forms are based also on the similarity between the model and image.
Plethon thinks that the lower Forms are implicitly comprehended in the higher
ones and they are created by the ‘dividing’ of genera into species. This is just a
different perspective on the mutual similarity among the hierarchically ordered
Forms and their reciprocal model-image relations. The limited plurality of the
intelligible order is due to the difference between the essence and the attribute
(and the activity) of the Forms. The account of their constitution seems to
further support the earlier suggestion that by the essences of the Forms created
directly by Zeus Plethon means their common nature of eternal entities serving
as models for the world generated in time. Attributes thus represent the ‘specific
nature’ of the Forms that makes each Form different from the rest of the Forms, in
other words, what a certain Form is a model of.%> All the attributes are implicitly
present already in the first Form, but unfolded only in the lower ones by Zeus
who uses the first Form as a model when creating the others. The main goal of
the producing and ordering of the intelligible model, which is necessarily many,
is, however, to create a plurality that is the most perfect and united possible. This
means that the number of unchangeable Forms is limited and their composition
is completed in such a way that nothing else can be added and they together
constitute the perfect whole of the intelligible order.

* Leg 46 [1,5]): sce Appendix I11,3, below, p. 290. Cf. Add. 119v.5-7, below, p. 313.
5 Sec above, pp. 68-70.



Chapter 9
The Forms as the Gods

In spite of their mutual similarity, the Forms are not the same but gradually
more and more deficient in their being. In the Laws each of the gods of the
second order is said ‘to preside over a different, larger or smaller, part of this
universe' The Forms are thus divided into the ‘greater’ ones that are ordered by
a smaller number of the Forms higher than themselves and that exercise greater
effects and cause more ‘in this universe, and those Forms that are ‘lesser’ and
capable of having fewer effects and cause less are ordered by a greater number of
the higher Forms. Forms are thus divided into two principal groups according
to their generality: those that are higher and those that are lower. The first are
the legitimate genus of the Olympian gods of the second order. They have more
being and, in the sensible world, they are therefore able to produce primarily the
things that are everlasting, that is, the gods of the third order. The other group is
generated in the same manner, but it is much inferior in its rank and potentiality.
These Forms are able to produce only the things that are mortal and that are
not everlasting. Plethon calls this other group the illegitimate genus of Titans,
dwelling in Tartarus.?

Olympians

In his commentaries on the Magian Oracles Plethon calls the highest Form,
which was produced by Zeus as the first Form, presiding over all the other
supracelestial gods,' ‘the second god (8evtepog 86c), ‘the power of the Father

' Leg 46 [1,5): ... &\Aov pév &y peilovi i peiovt To mavedg todde péper émotroavea
Unapxov ....

2 Ibid. 48-50 [1,5): t@v & dAwv peiloug pév eivan Tobg VMO pEv €Aartévwv av
KoopoUHéVOUG, avTols 8¢ mAeiw Te v Spdvrag év Ty mavri t@e xai peilw peiov de
ToUG EAGTTW pEV Kai peiw Spdvrag, avtovg 8’ Gv Umo RAEIOVWY KooHOUEVOUG. "AMAD Te ovv
Sievnvoyévar adtd adrod obunav ToiTo 16 yévog tdv Bedv, pdhiota 8¢ kai TV dakpicewv
tfj peyiotp SaxexpioBar Sixi, fi 10 pév yvioiév 1 Be@v yEvog & YEYEVVNKGIG ATRp GREPNVEV,
onéoov 81 Gidiwv kai adtd Fr1 yovipov anetéAecev- ondoov 8¢ Bvnrav fidn kai ovkéT didiwv,
Titdvwy t1 yévog vélov ... . CF. ibid. 52-4 (1,5, 172-4 [I11,34].

*  Cf. Or. mag 17.7-8 [on XXX], Decl. brev. 21.6-7.
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(matpdg Svvapig); ‘the intellective power of the Father (80vauig natpog voepd),
‘the paternal intellect (voog natpikdg)* This first Form is the immediate creator
of the soul.® This is why, according to Plethon, people tend to call him the First
God instead of the second one, considering him to be the utmost creator of the
universe and not knowing that there is even a higher god than he.*

In the Laws Plethon compares the generation of the Forms by Zeus to human
procreation. Despite the differences among diverse human laws and customs, the
intercourse (pi&ig) between parents and their children is unanimously prohibited
byall peoples. Similarly, the first principle cannot mingle with the lower ontological
level of the Forms and hence, during the creation of the Forms it makes use of
those created previously, employing them not as a female principle, together with
which he would beget the rest of the Forms, but as a model (napddetypa). The
same is true of the distinction between the Forms and the things of the sensible
world - they can never join together to produce something else.” However,
human generation naturally differs from divine generation because children exist
on the same ontological level as their parents whereas the result of the creation of
Zeus as well as of the gods of the second order (the Forms) is always located one
step lower on the scale of being than their principle. Plethon uses the comparison
with human generation throughout his whole explication of the constitution of
the intelligible order as described in the Laws.

In the Laws, unlike in the Magian Oracles, the highest Form, which is the
supreme god of the second order of the Olympian gods, is called Poseidon by
Plethon. The reason why Plethon reserves this function in the ideal world for
the ancient Greek god of the sea is neither immediately evident nor based on any
ancient tradition.® In Plethon’s philosophical mythology Poseidon is the second
highest god after Zeus, the ‘eldest (npeopirarog)’ of them all, generated ‘without
mother (aprAtwp), ‘charged with their leadership (fiyepoviav émrtpéneig)’

Y Or mag VI 1.11, XII 2.7, XXVII 3.16, XXX 4.1-2, XXXIII 4.6-7, 7.2 [on VI],
9.12-13 [on XI1), 16.6 [on XXVII], 17.7-8 [on XXX, 18.10 [on XXXII], 18.14-15 [on
XXXI11], Decl. brev. 21.5-6.

5 Or. mag 7.2-3 [on V1], 9.15-16 [on XII], 16.6-7 [on XXVII].

¢ 1Ibid. 17.10-13 [on XXX].

" Leg 86-8 [111,14], 92, 118 [I11,15). The biological comparison of generation of the
Forms with human gencration is apparent also from the title of the whole chapter 111,15
dedicated to the description of the individual gods of the second order, p. 92: Mepi Beidv
yevéoews Sid péomg Tiig mepi Yovéwv £kydvorg ob pifewe bnoBésews. ‘On the generation of the
gods, based upon the postulate of a prohibition of sexual intercourse between parents and
children. Trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 324.

® Cf. Gantz 1996, pp. 62-3. Frangois Masai tentatively suggests that the name
MNooerd&v might be etymologically analysed as Néoig £i8@v, ‘the master of the Forms, Masai
1956, pp. 279-80, see also Masai's later remarks in Néoplatonisme 1971, p. 394.
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of the second gods.” Having been generated as the first of all, Poseidon is an
image (eixwv) of Zeus, similar to him as much as it is possible.” Poseidon is
thus ‘ordered (koopovpevog)’ by Zeus alone and then himself ‘orders’ the
whole intelligible order, namely, attributes that are distributed throughout the
hierarchical structure of the second gods in accord with their mutual relations."

Since, according to Plethon, the lower Forms are implicitly contained in the
higher ones, Poseidon, the highest of them all, is the Form par excellence. He is not
any specific Form of this and that, but ‘the genus itself of the Form-species that
contains in the manner of unity and together all the Forms’ He is thus, after Zeus,
the most important actual cause of every form in our world and in the Laws he
is connected with the male principle that provides generated things with form."

Furthermore, Poseidon is described as ‘Form itself (abtoeidog)) ‘limit itself
(avtonépag)’ or ‘beauty itself (adrokaAdév)'* He is called ‘the limit of the
perfection of all generation of things," which implies a conception according
to which a Form defines the limits of each thing and determines its perfection
and its most beautiful shape. Beauty is thus - in a very much traditional way -
made dependent on a perfect form and limit, just as the Latin word formosus
(beautiful) is derived from the word forma. As the highest ideal producer of
the sensible world, Poseidon is called also ‘the father of this heaven (oVpavod
8¢ to0de matnp)’ and ‘the second creator (dnpiovpydg devtepog);’s that is, the
second after Zeus, the first principle and the highest cause of all. Despite minor
divergences (for instance, the identification with ‘the intellective power of the
Father’), Poscidon’s status in the Laws thus corresponds well to the position of
the second god in the Magian Oracles.

In contrast, Hera, the Form that follows immediately after Poseidon, is the
Form of matter. Here, again, Plethon is close to the Neoplatonic conception of
the gradual shift from the active potentiality to the passive one, moving down
through different levels of reality. Hera thus follows after Poseidon, the Form

% Leg 46,56 [LS). 134, 156-8, 174 [111,34), 204 [I11,35); cf. Add. 119.17 ff, below,
p- 312, Zor. Plar. 262.

0 Leg 174 [111,34); cf. Add. 119.17-19, below, p. 312.

U Leg 48 [L5).

12 Ibid. 104 [IIL15): Tov pév yap npeoBitatov tdv Mg maidwv Mooeida, £1866 ye Gvra,
o0 t68€ 8 t1, 008E T68e, AN avTd TO ovpmavra €idn kad’ Ev te kai VAAIBSNY nepretAnpog
yévoc €id@v, kai tob tijde Epyw €i80ug mavrog avtov eivan petd Aia tov aitiwrarov. Ar' & 81 xai
dppevwndratov Todtov eival Bedv- TRV yap Eppeva Eivat QUOLV TV TOIG YEVVWUEVOIG TO €idog
gmépovoav.

¥ Ibid. 158 [I11,34).

4 Ibid. 174 [111,34): ... "épag TG TiV Svrwv oLPRAONG YEVEEWS TEAEISTNTOG.

15 Ibid. 134 [I11,34).
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of form, and hence she is a more passive principle than he is, being the Form
of matter. Similarly to Poseidon, Hera is called ‘the mother without mother
(auntwp pritnp)’'¢ which means that she is generated without a contribution of
a material principle. We have just seen that Poseidon contains in himself actually
all the Forms and at the same time he is also the actual cause of every form in
our world. Like him, Hera, too, contains in herself othcr Forms. Nonetheless,
they are not present in her potentially, but actually, because as Plethon claims,
there is no matter or potentiality in the intelligible order. However, unlike
Poseidon, Hera is not the actual cause of any form in the sensible world. She
is just the cause of the ‘eldest; that is, primary matter that contains all forms
(again, those originating in the sensible world are meant) potentially and not
actually.'” She is responsible for the production of the body (o@pa) of all things
created in the sensible world."

While Poseidon is the male principle, Hera is the female one. As mentioned
above, Plethon uses the image of a male providing a form and a female providing
matter to their common offspring, which — however misleading and inaccurate
it may be - is intended to demonstrate the roles that the two highest Forms
play in the creation of the world. (This also seems to be one of the reasons
why Plethon uses the polytheistic imagery of ancient Greek mythology with
the divinities divided into gods and the goddesses.) Thus in the highest divine
couple of the gods of the second order, Poseidon, as the (second) father, is the
Form of form, whereas Hera, as the mother, is the Form of matter, and their
common offspring is the sensible world created on the lower, third level of
reality. Because they are both Olympians, that is, the higher gods among those
of the second order, by their intercourse, they produce primarily the everlasting
things in the sensible world."

In the case of Hera it is also not immediately clear why Plethon chose this
mythological name for the second highest Form. In ancient Greek religion
Hera indeed represents the highest female goddess, but she is usually the spouse

16 Ibid. 154 [111,34).

" Ibid. 104-6 [II1,15]: Tov pév [sc. Mocerdiva] yap Epyw &v ye éautd dnavra éxovra
€i0n, kai tob tfide Epye £180ug mavtdg avTdv yiyveobar aitiov- v 8¢ [sc. “Hpav] épyw ab xai
avtAv dnavra kektnpévnv eidn, ovkén kai toig THide Epyw ovSotovodv eidoug aitiav yiyveoBar
GAX BAng péAota tig rpeoutdng, i ab dnavra idn Suvdyel, ovk Epyw, éotiv- Epyw yap ol
povov oly &navra, GAN ovd’ dtiobv éotiv avtdv. Tadty tot kai OAAciav tadtnv thv Bedyv,
BnAaidv te TV npeoPurdtnv yeyevijoBar. Trv yap 8qAeidv mov eivar @lotv, Thv TV T BANV
Kai Tpo@nv TV Yevvwpévwy éxdotorg napexopévnv. Cf. Zor. Plat. 262,

¥ Ibid. 136 [111,34].

9 Leg 134 [I11,34]; cf. 174 [111,34).
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of Zeus, and not of Poseidon.* For Plethon, the position of the first principle,
who is supremely one, is so exceptional and elevated that it simply cannot enter
into a contact with anything else. However, on the lower level of the Forms,
where the plurality is already present, Poseidon as the second father, creator
and immediate representative of Zeus, may substitute as the husband of Hera.

Hera is also the principle of mathematics. As Plethon claims, ‘mathematical
number and mathematical magnitudes are both present, in a kind of unity, as
ateributes in the goddess Hera. This should not be surprising because, according
to Plethon, by its very nature number may be extended to infinity that is
connected with matter. Whereas mathematical objectsare presentin Hera ‘in the
manner of unity’ as in their principle, ‘the soul receives them already extended,
being like shadows and reflections of divine things that are, nevertheless,
suitable for leading people up to the precise knowledge of them’?' This sentence
is a summary of Plethon’s philosophy of mathematics. Mathematical objects are
in fact present ‘in the manner of unity;, that is, undeveloped in Hera that is their
principle, being the Form of matter. They cannot be placed into Poseidon, the
higher Form of form, because, by their very nature, numbers and magnitudes
expand and develop to infinity. At the same time, they are highly abstract and
more perfect than the sensible world where our soul belongs to. That means the
cognition of them must be based on an ideal principle which is thus necessarily
represented by the goddess of matter. They therefore occupy an intermediate
position between the sensible and intelligible world, in a certain sense similar
to their position in Plato’s Republic.*

In Plethon’s hymn dedicated to Hera, she is called ‘the seat for forms here
(€8pn toig Tiid’ eidecav), which is a designation that appears already in Plato’s
Timaeus in connection with the space (x@pa) that is the primordial background
for the generation of our sensible world.”* However, here it is not an ideal
principle, but on the contrary something that is altogether different from the
intelligible world and subsists as a principle independent on it.* In contrast,
Hera is an ideal model and the source of matter in our world derived directly

» Cf. Gantz 1996, pp. 61-2.

% Ibid. 114 [111,15): scc Appendix IV.3, below. p. 293. A similar account of mathematics
may be found in the Differences X 337.37-338.6, in both passages in connection with the
problem of human artefacts.

2 Cf. the position of the mathematical objects in Plato’s analogy of the divided linc,
Resp. V1 509d-511e.

3 Leg 206 [111,35); cf. Plato, Tim. 52a8-bl: ... €5pav 8¢ napéxov Goa Exe1 Yéveov ndav.

* Ibid. 47¢-53c.
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from her.® This is a rather peculiar doctrine of Plethon’s, which is, however, as
we shall see, crucial for his philosophical system.

L

We are told much less about the other gods of the second order. Apart from
the division between Olympians and Titans, the higher and the lower gods
mentioned above, there is another distinction among them that helps to
differentiate their proper functions. In Plethon’s comparison, which should be
again considered as ‘a mere image (eikWv T1g pévog)’ only because it is true just
in the sensible world in the proper sense, all the second gods are either males
(Gppeveg) or females (BrAerar) — gods or goddesses. As in the case of the two
highest Forms, Poseidon and Hera, in the sensible world the ‘male’ Forms are
responsible for form and activity (8pactikév) while the ‘female’ ones for matter
and passivity (nadntikév).* This distinction is kept continuously throughout
the whole Laws, although in a few cases it is not entirely clear why certain Forms
are connected with ‘male’ gods and vice versa.””

As Plethon also claims, each god has a different nature, higher or lower, more
or less general, and each of them administers its own appropriate part of our
world.?* The third highest god is Apollo who, in the metaphysical system of the
Laws, is the bestower of identity (tavtétng) in our sensible world. According to
Plethon’s hymn dedicated to him, he introduces unity into the things that are
mutually different and, moreover, he establishes ‘one harmony’ in the universe
with many parts. Similarly, in the souls he produces concord, from which
prudence and justice originate. For bodies, he is the source of health and beauty.”

If Apollo is the Form of identity, his twin sister Artemis must naturally be the
patron of difference (éteptng). In Plethon’s hymn dedicated to her she contains
everything in the manner of unity and then ‘she distinguishes it entirely’ into the

¥ Tambrun-Krasker 2002, pp. 320-28, Karamanolis 2002, pp. 75-6.
% Leg 116-18 [1IL15).
¥ The most important examples, where Plethon’s motivation is far from being clear, is
the female Dione, the Form of fixed stars, in comparison to the males Tithonus and Atlas, the
Forms of the planets and stars in general, or the male Pan, the Form of non-rational animals
in comparison to the female Demeter, the Form of plants.
% Ibid. 158 [II1,34]: ... &\Aog [sc. Bedc) AANY éoxnrdteg pooty, O pév Tig kpeittw, 6 &'
agi OrodeeaTépav, Kai THG EauTe Mpoonkovong év tdde t@ navti £kactog Hoipag TPosTaATEV ...
¥ Ibid. 208 [IIL,35]: ... 8¢ &AAa te dAAnRAotowy / eig Bv dyeig, kai 8f o mav avrd, o
TOVAHEPEG TEp / MOVAUKPEKSV Te €6V, HIfj dppovin Unotdooelg / v tor €x y' dpovoing kai
Yuxiior @pévnowv / nde diknv mapéxeig, t@ te 8N kdAAiota Edwy, / kai p' dyiciav owpaot,
kaMAog t' dp Kai toiotv.
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plurality of forms, up to each individual Form. She thus proceeds from wholes
to parts and limbs. Because she also separates the souls from their attachment ‘to
the worse;, that is, to the body, Artemis is entreated to bestow on bodies power
and temperance, strength and soundness (Gptepin).* From this last of her gifts
Plethon obviously derives the etymology of her name.

After the first two divine couples, Zeus and Hera, Apollo and Artemis, three
gods follow who together form an independent group. Hephaestus is the patron
of rest (0tdoi) and ‘remaining in the same (1} év tadt® povn). He provides
everything with ‘space (xwpn), ‘seat (¢€8pn)’ and ‘everlastingness (&idi16tng):
Dionysus, or alternatively Bacchus, is the giver of ‘self-motion (avtoxivneia)’
and ‘pulling towards, leading up towards more perfect. Furthermore, in
Plethon’s hymn dedicated to him, he is called ‘the creator of all the rational
souls, the celestial, daemonic and human. He is the cause of ‘the motion which
pulls because of the desire for the good’* Finally, Athena is ‘the motion and
pushing caused by different things’ and ‘the separation of what is superfluous’ In
Plethon’s hymn dedicated to her she is said to administer and to create ‘form that
is not in any respect separated from matter’®

Plethon thus distinguishes rest, associated with remaining (povij), self-
motion, associated with pullings towards (0Ak1}), and motion from other things
associated with pushing (@o1¢). These three motions may be equated also with
three constitutive moments of Neoplatonic metaphysics — apart from remaining
(povn}), pushing with procession (mpéodog) and pulling back with return
(émotpoen). The most important point here, although only hinted at, is the
joining together of the soul and self-motion under the patronage of Dionysus.
In contrast, there are ‘the forms not separated from matter’, that is, the bodies
connected with the motion caused by the different things under the patronage
of Athena. These are the two kinds of motions we can encounter in the sensible
cosmos. Similarly to Plato’s conception,™ here too, the soul is self-moving, its

W Leg 160 [111,34), 208 [I11,35): napetAnguia yap év te 10 oGunav, / eir’ é rovoxarov
&\ kai AN Siakpiverc / £ pév mheiw eidea, & 8¢ 0 éxaot’ € eidéwv, / € te SAwv ab &g
uépe’ &pBpa te: ob Kal Yuxaig / &k Tiig mpdg 1O Xéperdv awv Sraxpiciog aAxiyv / cwepposivv
te 818oig, ioxOv T’ ab dptepiny te / owpaciv.

3 Ibid. 160 [111,34], 212-14 [I11,35).

32 Ibid. 160 [I11,34]: ... Aiévucog 8¢ adrokivnoiag Te kai OAKG, Tig Te £ 10 TeEAeWTEPOV
avaywyig ... Ibid. 210-12 [111,35): Baxxe ndrep, Ypux@v Aoyikdv yevérop rasdwv, / Socat
ovpaviai, Sooar T ab Sapéviai ye, / Sooar 8 Apétepat ... / Sate Kiviioiog €0BA0D EAKOpEVNG YE
Epwrt.

B Ibid. 160 [111,34): ... ‘ABnva 8¢ tic Vg’ Erépwy KIVIOEW TE Kai WOEWS, TOD TE
nepiépyou anoxpioews. Ibid. 210 [I11,35]: ‘ABrivn dvacoa, i €ideog ovdapd YAng / xwprotoio
TPOOTATEE ... .

W Plato, Leg. X 893b-899d, Phaedr. 245¢-246a.
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motion is caused by the soul itself and it is motivated — under the leadership of
Dionysus - by its yearning for the good. For this reason it is more perfect than
the motion of bodies that are moved ‘by something different either from inside,
by the soul, or by other bodies in the sensible world. Although, as Plethon says,
motion ‘from something different’ is not able to move towards the good, it is still
capable of separating what is ‘superfluous; that is, presumably bad. Above these
two types of motion Plethon places rest under the patronage of Hephaestus who
bestows the proper place and everlastingness to things.

The seven highest gods of Plethon’s Laws seem to correspond to, at least,
some of the most general ontological distinctions, ‘the greatest genera (péyiota
t@v yevav)' borrowed from Plato’s Sophist (identity, difference, motion and
rest) and also from the Philebus (the limited, the unlimited).” The latter
dialogue may well have been the inspiration of Plethon’s basic differentiation
of being into Poseidon and Hera since the distinction is made there between
the limited (16 népag), which is the principle of unity, and the unlimited (16
dneipov), which is the principle of multiplication. The third aspect is a result of
uniting these two kinds together into ‘the mixture of both these [kinds]' It is in
this manner that things are generated ‘into being’ or, more precisely, ‘mixed and
generated being’. Furthermore, Plato adds the fourth ‘genus’ which is ‘the cause
of mixing these [principles] together’* Later in the dialogue when these four
concepts are again evoked, he claims that ‘in the nature of Zeus ... there is the
soul of a king, as well as king’s reason, in virtue of this potentiality displayed by
the cause, while paying tribute for other fine qualities in the other divinities ..."*"
It is likely that Plethon connected the cause of the Philebus with Zeus, which is
the utmost cause in his Platonism. The cause in this key passage of the Philebus
(‘the fourth genus’) creates everything that comes into being (‘the third’) by
using the two other principles (‘the first and second kind’) of the limited, which
is form, and the unlimited, which is matter. Similarly, according to Plethon Zeus
creates the sensible world, including matter, with a help of Poseidon and Hera.

*  Tambrun 2006, pp. 158-9, 162.

% Plato, Philb. 23c-27c, especially 23c-24a, 26d-27c: Tobtw 8 TV €iddv & Svo
10wpeba, 10 8¢ Tpitov €€ dpgoiv tovtowv Ev T1 cuppisydpevov. ... Ti¢ ovppeifewg TovTWY
npog AAANAa TV aitiav 8pa, kai tiber por npdg tpioiv Exeivoig Tétaprov TobTo. ... GAAG TpiTOV
@aB1 ue Aéyerv, Ev TovTo TIBéVTA TO TOUTWV EKyoVoV dnav, yéveatv gi oboiav éx TV peTd To0
TEPATOG ANEIPYATPEVWY PETPWV. ... [Ip@TOV pEv Toivuv dnerpov Aéyw, devtepov ¢ népag, Enert’
€K TOUTWV TPITOV PEIKTAV Kai Yeyevnuévnv oboiav: tiv 8¢ tiig peifews aitiav kai yevéoewg
TetdpmV Aéywv dpa pn mAnupedoinv av ti;

" Ibid. 30a-31a, especially 30d: OOkoDV év pév Tij T0b A1 épei PUoEL Pacthikrv pév
Yuxnv, BactAikov 8¢ vobv éyyiyveoBar Sia tnyv tig aitiag Svvapv, év 8’ &AAoig dAAa kaAd, ka6’
6n gidov éxdotoig AéyeoBar. Trans. Dorothea Frede in Cooper-Hutchinson 1997, p. 418
(altered).
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In Platonic tradition such a solution is quite unusual although one might object
that Proclus, too, derives matter from the First Unlimitedness.*

As for motion, differentiated here into two kinds under the patronage of
Dionysus and Athena, together with rest and the previous twin gods representing
identity and difference, they seem to correspond to four out of the five ‘greatest
genera (péyiota tév yev@v)' from Platos Sophist. In this dialogue Plato first
distinguishes ‘being (t0 6v), which, in another passage, is said to be ‘being itself
(t0 6v avtd); ‘rest (otdoig)’ and ‘motion (kivnoic). He claims that rest and motion
cannot be combined together, in contrast to being which is present in the remaining
genera since they must participate in it in order to exist. For this reason Plato then
introduces other two genera, namely, ‘identity (16 tabtév)’ and ‘difference (o
8dtepov)’ that also participate in being.” The four genera from this list, that is,
identity, difference, rest and motion, have their obvious correspondents among
Plethon’s Forms, the only one remaining apart is ‘being. We may observe that in
Plato’s account all the remaining genera have share in being, whereas identity and
difference, rest and motion are mutually exclusive. Plethon, too, places them into
the opposing categories of male and female gods. As in the Philebus, being can be
identified with Zeus, the first principle of everything, which is said to be ‘being
itself” in the sense of being the source of all other being. This all may thus help to
understand why among the first seven Platonic Forms Plethon situates the Forms
of form, matter, identity, difference, rest and motion.

What remains to be explained is the distinction between the two types of
motion Plethon introduces, namely, self-motion and motion by different things.
Plethon could draw here on book X of Plato’s Laws where it is claimed that
‘some things move’ whereas ‘other are at rest. Then several types of motion
are distinguished out of which the first and highest one is claimed to move
itself while the second highest motion is ‘always moving and changing from
something other’. The first motion is said to be ‘the beginning of all the motions,
the first onc originated among the standing things, and the first one among the
moving ones’ Such a motion is then identified with the soul which is the source
of the motion of everything.* In Plethon’s Laws a similar thing is claimed about
Dionysus who presides over self-motion and who is the creator of the rational

*  Proclus, In Tim. 1,384.22-385.17; cf. Chlup 2012, pp. 76-82.

¥ Plato, Soph. 248¢-259b, especially 254d-255¢, 259a-b.

* Plato, Leg X 893b-896c, especially 893b—c, 895a-b, 895¢-896b: Ta pév veirai
o, Priow, T& 8¢ pével .. TV abtiv éautiv Srmov kivoboav: Un’ @AAov yap ov primote
unpooBev peranéon, undepwidg ye év avroig ovong éunpooBev petamtwoews. dpxiv dpa
KIVOEWV AoV Kai IpWTNV &V Te E0TMOIV YEVOREVNV Kal EV KIVOUHEVOIG oloav THv avtv
KIvodoav @ricopev dvaykaiwg eivar npeoPurdtnv xai kpatiotnv perafoAnv mac@v, mv 8¢
&Motovpévny b’ étépov, kivodoav 8t Etepa Sevtépav. CE. also Phaedr. 245¢-246a.
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souls. The first seven highest Forms posited by Plethon thus could well have
been derived from Plato’s Philebus, Sophist and book X of his Laws.

Plethon’s hymn to the Olympians: ... you, seven gods, who are higher / than
the others, following only after the eminent [Zeus], ruling on high. / The others
who dwell in Olympus ...*" along with the title of lost chapter 10 of book II:
‘On the seven eldest gods and the other supracelestial gods™? suggest that the
seven highest gods of the second order together form an enclosed system that is
somehow distinguished from the other Forms. In the visible cosmos there may
be also an analogy between these seven highest Forms and the seven planets.*

s

The differences among the Olympian gods may thus reflect the difference
between the highest genera that are the principles of the most general features of
sensible things, and the lower level and more specific Forms that are also capable
of producing everlasting sensible entities. The other Olympian gods mentioned
by Plethon are indeed, in the first place, the source of the celestial gods of the
third order that are located inside the cosmos. The first of them is Atas who
administers stars in general (kowf), after him Plethon places Tithonus, who is,
more specifically (idia), charged with the planets,” and Dione, who produces
the fixed stars. Then Hermes is mentioned, who is the creator of the terrestrial
daemons and ‘the whole lowest and servant divine kin’, and, finally, Pluto who is
the originator of the immortal, principal part of our nature, that is, of the human
soul.® According to Plethon’s hymn dedicated to him, Pluto ‘possesses in the
manner of unity everything that would happen / or occur to us divided This
means not only all the possible variations and differences of the human kind,
bur also the fate of all people, which is hinted at in the verses: ‘do administer
well also us / in all respects here, and ever when you lead us up from here’. Quite

Y Leg 206 [I11,35): ... énta Beoi toi kpéooovég éote / T@v EAAwv mdvtwy pet’ &p' EEoxov

Urpédovra: / @At 8, of pa “OAvpnov vaiete ... .

2 Ibid. 10: Mepi Bedwv t@v 1€ Enta npecPutdrwy kai t@v dGAAwv Orepovpaviwy. Trans.
Woodhouse 1986, p. 323 (altered).

¥ Cf. the title of lost chapter 11,14 which follows closcly after I1,10: Nepi tév t@v énta
daotépwv Suvdpewv. ‘On the potentialities of the seven plancts” Leg. 10, trans. Woodhouse
1986, p. 323 (altered).

*  Inanother passage of the Laws, 178 (111,34], each planct is said to have its appropriate
Form (... &\Ao npog &AAo €1806 TV aiwviwv id16v te kai npooexés ...), Plethon perhaps just did
not fecl a need to enumerate all the planets here.

* Ibid. 160 [111,34]: Saipévwv 8¢ tév xBoviwv, kai sopmavrog tod Beiov éoxdrov Te Kai
UnnpeTikoD @OAO, ‘EppR¢ Au@v 8¢ tod dBavdrov, TG NHETEPAC PUOEWS KUPIWTEPOL HEPOUS,
MAovtwv.
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naturally, around Pluto heroes are gathered who are said to be ‘the nature that
surpasses us, and ‘the good and virtuous friends of ours’* For Plethon, Pluto is
the ruler of the place where all souls return after death. Nonetheless, in the Laws
he is no longer the dark lord of Hades and his position among the Olympian gods
suggests that his role has been transformed primarily to that of the patron of the
human souls who is responsible for both their creation and their fate after the
death of the mortal bodies they have been assigned to. Similarly to Hera, there
is another specific function in his competence. Having been put in charge of
everything that is connected with man, he also contains in himself, as is claimed in
the Differences, all the Forms of human artefacts. That is because ‘he possesses all
the human things present in himself in a kind of unity’ If somebody is to make a
thing, he thus ‘receives by his thought’ what is present in Pluto ‘in a kind of unity’
as ‘already separate and each of them [receives] something different’ Artefacts
thus do not exist in themselves separated from each other, but must be derived
from the Form of man, or, more precisely, of the human soul.*”

The lowest Olympian gods are the gods of the elements. These are naturally
close to the passive matter and hence they are represented by goddesses. However,
the elemental masses as a whole are neither generated nor ever perish, but they
undergo perpetual change. For this reason they have to be connected with the
Olympians. In general (kowij) they are represented by Rhea. More specifically
(idiq) Leto creates aether that is warm (8epudv) and separating (Siakpitikov),
Hecate air that is cold (Yuxpév) and connecting (6uvektikov), Tethys the water
that is wet (Oypév) and dissolving (S1dpputov), and, finally, Hestia earth that is
dry (&npév) and fixing (mnktév).*® From Plethon’s text it seems that this list of
legitimate children of Zeus is complete and no other god may be added.” At
any rate the Forms he enumerates as the Olympian gods describe adequately
everything in the sensible world that is immortal and divine, that is, existing in
time but everlasting.

% Ibid. 220 [IIL,35): ... ndvra xa®' &v, 1@ kev dppt Sakpidov Eyyiyvorro / nde évein,
Exwv, €0 npootatéev kai Ruéwv / ndpnav T évBade, nd’ EvOEVS' avdywv ab aiév / v nepi
fipweg, QUoig Auéwv Y 1} mpoéxovoa, / 18" GAAo1 @ikot fpeiwv kakoi ayaboi te.

¥ Ibid. 114 [I11,15): see Appendix IV,3, below, p. 293. Cf. De diff: X 338.6-10.

¥ Leg 160 [111,34); cf. De diff- V1331.2-12, Contra Schol. XX1X 472.6-12.

¥ Cf. Leg. 160 [111,34): Obror ndvreg Aidg Bacthéws yviiotoi te kai kpatiotol Yeyovéreg
naideq ... .
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Titans (Tartarus)

After the Olympian gods Plethon places Titans, the illegitimate children of Zeus
who are the lower Forms that are so distant from the first principle that they are
not capable of producing anything immortal and are therefore only the source
of being subject to generation and corruption. The two highest gods among
them are Cronus and Aphrodite, who have roles analogous to those of Poseidon
and Hera among the Olympians. Cronus is the highest god in Tartarus and, as
Poseidon among the Olympians, he is the ‘eldest’ of all the Titans and charged
with leadership. Together with the Sun, the highest god of the sensible world,
he is responsible for ‘the creation of all mortal nature. Cronus and Aphrodite
together create mortal things in a similar way as Poseidon and Hera create the
everlasting ones. Cronus bestows form on them, Aphrodite matter. As Plethon
explains, what is meant here is not ‘the eldest and indestructible’ matter, but that
which is ‘separated from the eldest bodies and other elements’ and which receives
‘the forms subsisting in whole bodies;, obviously the bodies composed of matter
and form. For this reason these forms are mortal and the matter connected with
Aphrodite is ‘the most proper matter each time given to the mortal bodies’*

In Plethon’s philosophy two kinds of matter are thus to be distinguished.
The first one is produced by Hera and, more specifically, by the Olympian gods
who are the patrons of the elements (Rhea, Leto, Hecate, Tethys and Hestia).
The first kind of matter is everlasting, because it can never cease to exist, being
the Aristotelian first (‘the eldest’) matter, which undergoes changes during the
creation of sensible things composed of it.* The other kind of matter is the
one that is mortal and that is administered by Aphrodite. It is present in the
bodies composed of forms and matter and it is no longer the indeterminate
first matter, being specified by the body in which it is present. However, this
concrete composition of form and specified matter is always unstable and ceases
to exist with the destruction of the body which is constituted by the actual
composition. To sum up, mortal matter is produced, or literally ‘separated

0 Ibid. 108 [II1,15]: ... Kpévov te kai A@poditnv, napanAnciws kai avtw, v iV ye
Bedv toig Taptapiolg, mpdg aAAARAw Exove, 1) 81 pdAiota kai Mooe1d@v "Hpa te év Bewv ExeTov
101G 'OAvpnioi, ta tiide Bvnra kai adtey naparAnciwg dnoyevvav, Kpévov pév to €idog &
totoUtov drmov €xdatolg napexopevov, Agpoditnv &, tnv UAnv- ov thv ye npeofutdtny te
Kai avAeBpov dpa kai avtAv, GAN 8on TIg, owpdtwy TGOV Ye TpecPutdtwy kai TOV GAAWY
OTOIXEIWV YIYVOUEVWY ATOKPIVOUEVT, ENIPEPOUEVN TE, WG KAKEIva, Td €8N, & ye év Toig GA0Ig
Undpxovra owpactv €tdyxavev, 60ev nep kai anokéxpital, Bvnra &' fdn avta émgepopévn,
oikelotdtn avth VAN owpaot toig ye Bvnroiq yiyvetar éxdotote. Ibid. 164 [I11,34]: ... tiv
ovpndong tig Bvnrig gvoews dnpiovpyiav émrétpagBov. Cf. ibid. 212 [111,35].

3! Cf. Ad quaes. 67-88.
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(anokpvopévn)’ from the indefinite first matter -~ which allows only the primary
determination into the four elements through its connection with a form. It is
precisely this specific composition that later disintegrates again into the primary
undefined matter that is presided over by Aphrodite. Plethon describes this
goddess also as the ‘patron of everlastingness by succession in mortal things’s? He
obviously means her role in securing the succession of forms from one individual
to another across scrics of gencrations. As we shall scc later on, in this manner
humankind has its share in the everlasting being. Perhaps this is also the reason
why, for Plethon, this Form is associated with Aphrodite, the ancient goddess of
love. We may only speculate what role is assigned to the world soul in forming
the elementary masses.

Other Titans play a role in the Laws after the highest couple, Cronus and
Aphrodite. In contrast with his treatment of the Olympians, Plethon did not
enumerate all the Titans who create sensible things.** The reason was because the
Olympians were fewer in number, being closer to Zeus, as opposed to the more
numerous lower gods who were further from the first principle that is purely one
(eihikpvog €v).> It would be indeed tedious or perhaps even impossible to go
through all the Forms of species, attributes, qualities and so forth, which appear in
the sensible world. Each of the Titans was responsible for his appropriate part of
the ‘mortal nature’. Nonetheless, Cronus and other ‘co-creators’ of this world still
belong, along with the Olympians, among the supracelestial gods of the second
order, whose essence is eternal.** Of the Titans Plethon mentions only Pan, who
is the patron of the Form of non-rational animals, Demeter, who is the same for
plants, and then the unspecified rest of the Titans who were put in charge of the
higher or lower mortal things. One of them was Kore, the patron of our mortal
part. When mentioning her, Plethon alludes to the ancient myth in which Kore
(or Persephone) is abducted by Pluto, who otherwise belongs to the Olympians.
Their union - ‘concluded under the commands of Father Zeus’ - thus establishes
a connection between the Olympus and Tartarus.* The unique connection of

52 Leg 164 [111,34].

$%  Cf. ibid.: ... @\Aot Te oUMRAVTEG Of Katd pépn, of pév peilw, oi 8¢ peiw, TV Bvnrdv
#xaota SretAn@oreg.

5 Ibid. 56 [1,5].

55 Ibid. 1346 [111,34): Kai peta todtov 60V Te T0UTW, Kai DREIG, & Aotnoi Titdveg ndvreg
Taprdpion, t¢ abriig OvATig @loews &GAAog GAAou pépoug Td DueTépw 81 ToUTw Nyepdw Te Kai
a8eAge npeoPutdatw Kpdvw, év aiwviw Téws th DpeTépg ovsiq, suvdnutovpyol.

6 Ibid. 164 [111,34]): Mav pév ti¢ TV {wwv teV GAéywv npoeotnrw idéag, Anpritnp
8¢ g TV QuTY, GAAOL TE CUNRAVTEG Of Katd pépn, oi pév peilw, oi 8¢ peiw, TV Bvnrdv
Exaota Siethngdrec. 'Ev ol kai Képn, 1) 1od fpetépov Bvnrod npootdrig Bedq, fiv 81 MAovtwy,
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these two different parts of the ideal world, profoundly determines the position
of man in the cosmos as described in Plethon’s philosophy. The human being is
thus conceived as a connection of the soul and the body that is at the same time a
boundary between the immortal and mortal part of the sensible world.

Table of the Gods of the First and Second Order

The structure of the intelligible order or the second gods or Forms, as described
by Plethon in his Laws, may be summarized in the following table:

Table 4 The gods of the first and second order

Position | Males Females N
0 Zcus
Olympians
1 Poscidon ~ form
2 Hera - matter
3 Apollo - identity

Artemis - difference

5 Hephaestus - rest

Dionysus - self-motion

Athena - motion by other things

Adlas - stars in general

9 Tithonus - plancts

10 Dione - fixed stars
11 Hermes - daemons

12 Pluto - the human soul

6 o Np@v ab adavdtov dpxwv, NPRAKWS, EXEl TE Kai obveoTt, Bedg 'OAGEmog Oeob Taprapiag
épaodeic, kovwviav te Taprdpy npdg "OAvpunov Toi¢ ToD natpd A1dG Beopoig PNXavwHEVOS.
Cf. ibid. 212, 220 [II1,35).
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13 [ Rhea - elements in general
14 Leto - aether
iS Hecate - air
17l 6 Tethys — water

17 Hestia - earth

Titans (Tartarus)

18 Cronus - mortal form

19 Aphrodite - mortal matter
i

20 Pan - non-rational animals

21 Demeter - plants

22 Kore - the human body*

.

The order of the last three gods (20-22) as well as the definite number of the Ticans
(the lower Forms) seems to be neither certain nor complete. Kore, the patron of human body,
mentioned by Plethon in the last place, Leg. 164 [111,34], could be probably placed above
non-rational animals and plants because of the more complex constitution and higher status
of humans. On the other hand, as we can observe for instance in the case of (8) Atlasand (13)
Rhea, Plethon tends to place the more general Forms above the more specific one. This might
help to explain why in his account (22) Kore, the specific Form of human body, follows after
the more general Forms of (20) non-rational animals and (21) plants, although these are
obviously less perfect in their nature.

Sources of Plethon’s Mythology

The mythological account Plethon gives is in many ways unfamiliar in the
context of ancient religious thought, including that of the Neoplatonists. We may
therefore ask what were his reasons for the identification of the first principle
and the Forms with specific gods. First of all, we must keep in mind that, as we
observed when going through the programmatic introduction to his Laws, for
Plethon, the poets who in the Greek tradition tell the mythological stories are not
a reliable source of information about the gods. In the introduction too we were
able to observe the amount of rationalizing explanation and demythologization
Plethon uses, although implicitly, when thinking about ancient myths and
stories. For instance, the mythological figures of the Kouretes and Giants
became supporters and adversaries of the metaphysical principles of Plethon’s
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philosophia perennis®” Giveniitsinternal logical coherence and the fact that Plethon's
account of the Platonic Forms is probably based on several of Plato’s dialogues, it
seems right to presuppose that it grew out of systematic philosophical consideration
rather than from an attempt to reveal the real rational nature of traditional Greek
pantheon hidden in a poetical veil, as the Neoplatonists believed. This is supported
also by the fact that in Plethon’s times the ancient Greek pantheon was no longer
any part of living religious experience and must have been derived from the texts
written by ancient authors. These circumstances may help us explain why in his
system Plethon distorts the functions of some gods in comparison with ancient
Greek mythology.*

To start with,” the identification of Zeus, acting apart from the other gods
as the supreme creator and sovereign, with the first principle is obvious. Behind
the distinction between the legitimate Olympians creating the entities which
are immortal, and the illegitimate Titans, dwelling in Tartarus and creating only
what is mortal, there seems to be the traditional account by Hesiod of the fight
between the Olympian gods and the Titans who after their defeat were thrown
into Tartarus.® The Titans are also located in Tartarus by Homer.®* However,
in Plethon’s version of Platonism, the underworld gods are placed among the
Platonic Forms which shows clearly that, similarly to daemons, they are not the
evil or chthonic gods, but just a lower level of divinity. From Hesiod, too, we know
the story of the three generations of gods which constitutes the leading thread
of his narrative: Gaia (Earth) first generated and gave the rule to (I) Uranus
(Heaven), who was overthrown by (II) Cronus, the ruler of the Titans. Then
(IIT) the Olympians fought against them and when victorious Zeus was chosen
as the supreme sovereign. It is possible that Plethon has this sequence of divine
generations in mind when he distinguishes different levels of divinity. The gods
of the third order, that is, the Sun, planets and stars, are a part of (I) Heaven
(ovpavdg), whereas, seen from below, the gods of the second order are divided
into (II) the Titans living in Tartarus under the leadership of Cronus and
(II) the Olympian gods. Zeus is placed apart above them, holding the supreme
power as he has become the supreme leader over the other Olympians. It thus
seems that Plethon, following the mythological story of three generations of the

5" See above, p. 55.

% Similarly, the identical philosophical explanation of the gods from Homer's lliad
undertaken by Plethon in the treatisc On Homer is most probably a projection of his
metaphysical principles into the ancient poet and not vice versa.

% For an alternative explanation of Plethon’s sources than is the one which follows see
Tambrun 2006, pp. 143-53.

®  Hesiod, Theog. 629-745.

¢ Homer, IL VIIL477-81.
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gods, proceeds from the sensible world through the two levels of the Forms to the
firse principle. We can compare this approach with Magian Oracle XXX:

For the Father (natrip) perfected everything and committed it
to the second intellect (voig Sevtepoc), which the races of men call the first.t

Here thc divinity known earlier to humankind (the highest of the Forms) is at
the lower level and closer to humans. Behind Plethon’s identification of three
successive generations of the gods with the different degrees of divinity thus lurks
an idea of progressive human exploration of the divine world starting from the
sensible heaven, then continuing up to the Forms or creators of perishable things
(the Titans), to the Forms of the eternal ones (the Olympians) and, finally, as it
is stated in the Oracle, to the utmost principle of everything.

As we have seen, what is the most puzzling aspect in the second order of the
gods is the position of Poseidon who is identified with the Form of all the forms
in the sensible world and made a husband of Hera, the Form of all matter. In
Greek mythology, the husband of Hera is always Zeus®* and, furthermore, it is
difficult to say why the second highest god after Zeus should be Poseidon. In
Greek mythology, Zeus, Poseidon and Hades were three brothers (according to
Hesiod, Zeus was the youngest of them,* according to Homer, he was the eldest
one)® and, as Homer tells us, when they drew lots to divide the power among
them, Zeus got the Heavens, Poseidon the sea and Hades the underworld.* For
Plethon, it may have been also significant that Plato mentions this Homeric
passage in his Gorgias,*” although the passage is erased in his own copy of the
dialogue. Examining the structure of Plethon’s gods, we may observe that Zeus
occupies the highest position as the supreme leader of all, but Poseidon is the
highest one among the Olympians, being the gods of the second order, whereas
Pluto holds the position of the lowest male god among them, that is, the god who
is the producer of form, in this case he is the form of the human soul. Below him
are located only the goddesses of the elements, after whom the Titans follow.
Pluto is the producer of the human soul which is the lowest everlasting entity

& Or. mag XXX 4.1-2, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 53.

¢ Gantz 1996, pp. 61-2.

¢ Hesiod, Theog. 453-80.

¢ Homer, I/. XI11.345-57, XV.187-8.

% Ibid. XV.187-93.

¢ Plato, Gorg. 523a, similarly to Plethon the name Pluto and not Homeric Hades is
being used here.

8 Pagani 2009, pp. 176-7; similarly in Plethon’s On Homer Poseidon is said to be peta
Aia ioxvpwtatov [sc. Tod Be00) navrwy Be@v.
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and this is why, unlike the other ones, it is connected with the mortal entity, the
human body. So there really seems to be an intention behind Plethon’s locating
of Poseidon in second position preceded only by Zeus.*

Furthermore, in Proclus’ Commentary on Platos Cratylus there is an
interesting explanation given in the connection with the Homeric passage telling
the story about the drawing of lots which certainly deserves to be quoted in full:

The primal Zeus, because he is Demiurge of the whole universe, is King at the
first, middle and last order. It is of him that Socrates was just saying [in the
Cratylus °] that he is both Ruler and King of all and that through him there is life
and salvation for all. For what stands at the head of everything refers to the Zeus
before the three. But Zeus who is ruling principle and a coordinate member of the
three sons of Cronus administers the third part of the whole universe, according
to the principle [introduced in Homer’s fliad] that ‘all things are distributed
three ways.™! He is the highest of the three, synonymous with the fontal Zeus,
unified with him and called by the single name of Zeus; the second is given two
titles, ‘Zeus of the sea’ and ‘Poscidon’; and the third has threc titles, ‘Zeus of the
underworld, ‘Pluto’ and ‘Hades. The first preserves, creates and engenders life the
highest things (t& axpétara); the second performs the sccond things (Sevtepa);
and the third the third things (tpita). This is why the third is said to abduct Kore,

in order to animate (Yuxwon) with her the lower limits of the universe.™

Plethon certainly did not base all the details of his account on Proclus’ complex
metaphysics and allegory. However, there are some undeniable parallels with
what he claims. Notable is the mentioning of Kore, who was abducted by Pluto,
Proclus explained, ‘in order to animate (Yuxwon) with her the lower limits of
the universe.’ Plethon says very much the same thing and Proclus’ explanation of
this ancient myth is close to his own conception of Pluto, who is the bestower
of the human soul upon the human body, which, in turn, is presided over by
Kore. However, the most remarkable detail is the division of one higher Zeus
into three other Zeus’s corresponding to three different orders of reality, the
first one being Zeus himself, the second Zeus-Poseidon, the third Zeus-Pluto.
This may help us comprehend why it is Poseidon who according to Plethon is
the highest, and Pluto who is the lowest male god of the Olympians. Plethon
connects the two highest gods of the second order with the Forms of form and
matter, identifying them with Poseidon and Hera respectively. If he really knows

& Masai 1956, pp. 279-80.

" Plato, Crat. 396a-b.

"I Homer, I XV.189.

2 Proclus, In Crat. 148.10-25, trans. Brian Duvick (altered); cf. ibid. 150.
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from Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus that Poseidon is in fact ‘the second
Zeus, this source may once again help to understand why in spite of ancient
tradition Plethon can make him the husband of Hera. Needless to say that the
association of Hera with Poseidon is possible because in Greek mythological
tradition the latter has no defined spouse.™

In Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus, there is another passage where
Hera (3) is posited at a lower level than Zeus and connected with Poseidon:

But Zeus is separate and transcendent over the encosmic realm as a whole. For
this reason, even the most universal and lordly of the other gods, though they
seem in a sense to be equally worthy as Zeus because of their procession from
the same causes, call him Father. For both Poscidon and Hera address him by
this honorific title. Yet, Hera justifies herself to him on the grounds that she is on
the same rank as he ... And Poscidon, too, claims [this] ...™ Yet both nevertheless
address Zeus as Father. The reason is that he anticipates the one and undivided
Causc of all creation he is prior to the Cronian triad and connector of the three
Fathers and encompasses from all sides the life-producing function ({woyovia)
of Hera. For this reason, while she ensouls the universe, he institutes, along with
everything else, the souls as well. It is therefore reasonable for us to claim that the
Demiurge in the Timaeus is the supreme Zeus. For it is he that introduces both
the encosmic intellects and the souls.™

Plethon could have reinterpreted this passage according his own views also
because in Proclus’ account Hera’s relation to Zeus is rather complex:

And though in one way she is separate from the Demiurge, in another she is
unified with him for in the Philebus ™ Zeus is said to have ‘a regal intellect’ because
Hera too is joined with him or is encompassed by him ... For Zeus uniformly
contains the paternal as well as the maternal cause of the cosmos, and the spring
of the souls is said to reside in Zeus, just as again the intellection (vénoic) of Zeus

is said to be participated in first by Hera.”

However, nowhere in this work of Proclus is it explicitly stated that Hera is
connected with matter, although we find some formulations which are close

7 Gantz 1996, pp. 62-3.

™ Homer's lliad IV.58-9 and XV.187, is quoted.

S Proclus, In Crat. 99.44-64, trans. Brian Duvick.

"¢ Plato, Philb. 30d.

7 Proclus, In Crat. 169.13-22, trans. Brian Duvick (altered).
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to it.”® In Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Republic Hera is connected with the
First Unlimitedness from which matter in the world is derived, whereas Zeus is
connected with Limit which is the forming principle.”

In Origen’s Against Celsus there is, nonetheless, an interesting passage which
may help to shed more light on this problem. The context is not foreign to
Plethon'’s reasoning since ancient Greek myths are criticized there:

Why need I enumcrate outrageous stories of the Greeks about the gods who are
obviously shameful even if they are to be interpreted allegorically? At any rate,
in one place Chrysippus of Soli ... expounds the meaning of a picture at Samos,
in which Hera is portrayed as performing unmentionable obscenities with
Zcus. This honourable philosopher says in his treatise that matter receives the
generative principles (onepparixoi Adyor) from God, and contains them in itself
for the ordering of the universe (eig xatakdopnowv t@v SAwv). For in the picture
at Samos Hera is matter and Zeus is God.*

This passage gives what seems a most clear presentation of an ancient Stoic
tradition of allegorical exegesis, which is hinted at also in Diogenes Laertius*
and which identifies Zeus with the formative cause while bestowing ‘generative
principles (onepparikoi Aéyor)’ on Hera, who symbolizes matter.

The identification of (3) Apollo with identity and (4) Artemis with difference
is probably derived from Plato’s Cratylus since there, too, Apollo is said to be
‘simple (anmAog)** and, similarly to Plethon, the name Artemis is there derived
from the ‘soundness (16 aprepéq)’ of the virgin goddess.®

In the same passage of Plato’s Cratylus, just after Apollo and Artemis, the
names of Dionysus, Athena and Hephaestus are also treated.* However, on
the basis of the Cratylus or Proclus’s Commentary on this dialogue, Plethon’s
association of (5) Hephaestus with rest is difficult to explain. It seems to be

" Cf. 'Hera provides procession (npdo8oc) and multiplication (roAanAaciaopéc) into

lower levels of being, and is the life-creating spring ({wono1d¢ nriyn) of the reason—principles
and mother of the generative powers. This is why she is also said to cooperate with the
demiurgic Zcus, since through their association she bears maternally what Zeus engenders
paternally ... Ibid. 139.4-9, trans. Brian Duvick.

™ Proclus, In Remp. 1,133.19-134.22.

8 Origen, Contra Cels. 1V,48.15-24 = SVF11,1074.

8 Diogenes Lacrtius, Vitae VI1,187.8-188.6 = SVF11,1071; f. SVF11,1072-1077.

8 Plato, Crar. 405c; however, a similar identification is carried out more fully in
Proclus, In Crat. 174.15-19, 176.27-37, or Plutarch, De Is. 381f, De E 388f, 393b-c.

8 Plato, Crat. 406b.

8 Ibid. 406b-407c.



The Forms as the Gods 117

derived from the mythological stories in which he immobilizes his mother
Hera® or catches his wife Aphrodite in flagrante with her lover Ares.*

Concerning (7) Athena, in Plato’s Cratylus her cpithet Pallas is connected
with dancing and is explained as ‘to make to sway (néAAewv)’ or ‘to be swayed
(nd@AAeoBan)’™ which is in accord with Plethon’s identification of her with the
motion by different things. The name Athena is then explained by Plato as ‘the
intellection of God (8g00 vénoig)’* The remaining two gods, Dionysus and
Hephaestus, are both connected with Athena in Proclus” hymn to this goddess,
which Plethon certainly studied.” Athena is invoked here as ‘you, who guarded
the unconquerable girdle of your virginity / by fleeing the desire of the amorous
Hephaestus.” This is an allusion to the famous mythological scene when Athena
pushed away a sexually aroused Hephaestus,” which may help to explain why, in
Plethon’s Laws, she is associated with pushing (®o16).

As for (6) Dionysus, Plethon identifies him with self-motion. In the Cratylus,
Plato claims that he is ‘the giver of wine (6 5i180Ug tov oivov)’ ‘making many
drinkers think to possess intellect although they do not’”? Proclus explains this
passage in his Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus as follows:

In the same way he [Socrates] glorifies the limits of Dionysus and Aphrodite
which produce spiritual delight, as he everywhere purifies our conceptions of the
gods and prepares us to think that all things, of whatever sort they may be, look
toward the best end ... Now referring to that, Socrates calls the god ‘Didoinysos,
deriving the name from wine (oivog), which, as we have stated, reveals all the
powers of God, just as in the Phaedrus he calls the great Eros indiscriminately
both divine and a lover of the body. So wine, as commonly used in the vernacular,
provides us with the property of the particular intellect (voic) ... Thus wine
operates analogously at the various levels of being - in the body it operates like
an image through belief and false imagination, while in the intellectual realm

% Plato, Resp. 11 378d, Pausanias, Graec. Descript. 1,20,3, Gantz 1996, pp. 75-6.

% Homer, Od. VI11.266-366.

¥ Plato, Crat. 406d-407a.

% Ibid. 407a-c.

% van den Berg 2001, pp. 5-8.

% Proclus, Hymni VI1.9-10, trans. Robbert M. van den Berg. Plethon, nonetheless,
omits these two verses in his edition of Proclus’ Hymns; cf. Vogt's editorial commentary on
Proclus, Hymni, p. 10. The reason might be his overall strategy of avoiding scandalous stories
about the ancient Greek gods, something already criticized by Plato, and so in his eyes the
two deities could be still considered as connected.

’l Gantz 1996, p. 77.

%2 Plato, Cras. 406c.
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activity and creation take place intellectually; which is why, when the Titans tore
Dionysus apart, only his heart is said to have remained undivided, that is, the

indivisible essence of his intellect.”

Such an explanation is at least reconcilable with Plethon’s description of
Dionysus who is supposed to pull things towards the good. Furthermore, in his
Hymn to Athena, just after mentioning the incident with Hephaestus, Proclus
exploits the ancient Orphic story of Dionysus being torn apart by the Titans
and says that it was Athena who saved his heart ‘as yet unchopped’™ We have
seen above, that in the passage of book X of his Laws, which seems to be the
source of Plethon’s distinction of these two kinds of motion, Plato claims that
the higher self-motion is in fact the source of all other motion. That means, it
is passed over to the second, lower kind of motion which is caused by different
things. Similarly, Plethon could have made Athena (motion by different things)
to receive the motion from above, that is, from Dionysus (self-motion).

(8) Atdlas who is supposed to be the Form of stars in general, is said by
Hesiod ‘to hold the broad heaven ... by his head and tireless hands’>* The god
who sustains the celestial vault is thus a natural candidate for the Form of the
heavens. (9) Tithonus, who, according to Plethon, is the Form of the planets,
is in Greek mythology a mortal who had been abducted by Eos, the goddess of
dawn. The goddess managed to obtain immortality for him, but she failed to
get also for him eternal youth.* Plethon may have had Plato’s Timaeus in mind
here, where we are told about the creation of the planets, including the Moon,
the Sun, ‘the star of Hermes’ (Mercury) and the Morning star (éwo@dpog) by
the Demiurge, who promised them that, even though they are connected to
bodies and existing in time, they would never perish since he had decided so.
Furthermore, they are supposed to help him in creating other mortal creatures.”
Similarly in Plethon’s philosophy, the planets are not eternal, but everlasting and,
furthermore, their participation in the creation of mortal beings is also similar
to what Plato says about this problem. Plethon thus could have thought that the
mortal Tithonus, the Form of the planets, is immortalized by Eos, the goddess of
dawn who is naturally connected with the regular alternation of day and night.
The identification of (10) Dione with the Form of fixed stars is really puzzling.
Dione is the mother of the Common Aphrodite.” Could it thus be that she is

% Proclus, In Crat. 181.14-17, 182.11-17, 32-7, trans. Brian Duvick.

»*  Proclus, Hymni VI1.11-15, trans. Robbert M. van den Berg,

% Hesiod, Theog. 517-20.

% Gantz 1996, pp. 36-7; cf. Hesiod, Theog. 984-5.

" Plato, Tim. 38b-40d, 41a~d; cf. Tambrun 2006, p. 148. Sec below p. 131-2.
*  Plato, Symp. 180d-¢; cf. Homer, I/. V.370-71, Gantz 1996, p. 12.
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identified with the higher, Celestial (Obpavia) Aphrodite here? In his own copy
of the Platonic text, Plethon nonetheless erased just this information about the
mother of Aphrodite.”

It is quite easy to understand why (11) Hermes, the messenger of the gods
in Greek mythology, is associated here with daemons. According to the famous
statement of Plato in the Symposium, daemons are intermediary beings between
the gods and mortal beings.'® As for (12) Pluto, we have seen above the role
he is given in Plethon’s mythology and the possible reasons for it, Proclus’
Commentary on Platos Timaeus being the probable source.™

It is convenient to treat the following five goddesses together. These are
(13) Rhea, who is the Platonic Form of the elements in general, Leto presiding
over acther, Hecate over air, Tethys over water and Hestia over earth. In Plato’s
Cratylus Hestia, Tethys and Rhea appear together in one passage. The name Rhea
is connected there with the Heraclitean flux (peiv) of all things. In the very same
passages the name of Tethys is also explained by using a similar idea - Plethon
characterizes her as ‘dissolving (81dpputov)’'®* This corresponds very well with
the nature of the elements which, according to Plethon, although everlasting
as elementary masses, continuously change. What is perhaps confusing is the
fact that, according to Hesiod, Rhea is not an Olympian goddess, but one of
the Titans and the spouse of Cronus.'* But, after all, in Plethon’s mythological
account she, too, is close to Cronus, being — together with the other four
goddesses of the elements — the lowest of the Olympians. Furthermore, the
elements are transitional entities which are both everlasting and constantly
changing at the same time.

It is more difficult to explain the presence of the two remaining goddesses
of the elements. (14) Leto is associated with the Form of aether. Proclus in his
Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus interprets her in the following way:

This goddess sends forth all life-bearing light, illuminating both the intellective
essences of the gods and the orders of souls, and ultimately lights around the
cosmos, and established its cause in her children, Apollo and Artemis, and flashes
like lightning her intellective and life-bearing light into all things.'™

#  Pagani 2009, p. 178.

1% Plato, Symp. 202d-c.

0 Proclus, In Crat. 152.

192 Plato, Crat. 401b-402d.

198 Hesiod, Theog. 453-62, Gantz 1996, p. 41.

194 Proclus, In Crat. 178.4-9, trans. Brian Duvick (altered).
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Light naturally corresponds well with acther. As for (15) Hecate, associated with
air, it is interesting to note that according to Hesiod she and Leto are relatives.
The latter is a daughter of Phoebe, ‘the bright one) and Coeus.' Her sister is
Asteria, ‘the starry one, who gave birth to Hecate, who has a share in the carth,
sea and heaven."® In Proclus’ Commentary on Platos Cratylus Hecate is made a
daughter of Leto on the basis of an Orphic fragment.'” The reason why Hecate
is connected with air thus may be due to her family relationship with her aunt
Leto after whom she immediately follows.

In contrast, the association of (16) Tethys with the Form of water is much
more obvious since she is the spouse of Oceanus, giving birth primarily to
rivers.'® We may note that in Plethon’s thought water cannot be associated with
Oceanus or Poseidon because due to its nature as an element it is closer to matter
than to a form presided over by male gods. In contrast to Tethys, who is said to
be ‘dissolving), Plethon describes (17) Hestia, the Form of earth, as ‘fixing. In
Plato's Phaedrus she is the only Olympian goddess who remains ‘in the house of
the gods’ when the others travel above the celestial vault. In the Cratylus she is
also the goddess associated with stability, namely, essence (ovoia).'”

We now arrive at the Titans. The lead position of (18) Cronus is certainly no
surprise, nor is the fact that Cronus, by analogy with Poseidon, is supposed to be
the Platonic Form of form, but being a Titan, only the mortal one. Plethon may
also be using a traditional allegorical explanation of Cronus as time (xp6vog)
since everything created by Cronus is temporal, that is, it originates and perishes
in time. Such an allegory of Cronus may be found for instance in Plutarch’s
Isis and Osiris,"° a treatise Plethon certainly knew, or, alternatively, in Proclus’
Commentary on Platos Cratylus.""' (19) Aphrodite, who is supposed to be the
spouse of Cronus, is logically made the Form of mortal matter by Plethon. In
Greek mythology such a connection is very unusual since the spouse of Cronus
is traditionally Rhea, who is one of the lowest Olympians in Plethon’s scheme.
However, in Hesiod Aphrodite is somehow associated with Cronus, who
is indirectly responsible for her birth by castrating Uranus."? Furthermore,
Plethon could have drawn similar information from the same treatise of Plutarch
where we learn that according to Theopompus people living in the West call

19 Hesiod, Theog. 404-8.

106 Ibid. 409-20.

197 Proclus, In Crat. 179.37-44, Orpheus, Fr. 188 Kern = 317 F Bernabé.
1% Hesiod, Theog. 337-70.

199 Plato, Phaedr. 2472-247b, Crat. 401c-d.

10 Plutarch, De Is. 363d.

" Proclus, In Crat. 109.

12 Hesiod, Theog. 188-200.
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winter Cronus and summer Aphrodite, while Persephone is identified with
spring, and they think that ‘from Cronus and Aphrodite everything is born’''3
We may note that in Plethon's conception of the Forms, Kore (or Persephone)
is also placed among the Titans as the Form of the human body. In a famous
passage of Plato’s Symposium two Aphrodites are distinguished, the first being
elder and born without a mother as a daughter of Uranus and for this reason
is called Celestial (OVpavia). In contrast, the younger one is born from Zeus
and Dione and is called the Common (Mévdnpog). This Common Aphrodite is
said to be oriented more toward bodies than toward the souls.!* We know that
Plethon was interested in this passage since in his own copy of the Platonic text
he erased the information about the parents of the two Aphrodites (‘a daughter
of Uranus, without a mother, Zeus and Dione).""" However, he kept the
distinction between the Celestial and Common Aphrodite. It is thus possible
that Plethon may have had the second, the Common Aphrodite, in mind here.
According to Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus the Common Aphrodite,
born from Dione, ‘administers all the coordinations in the Uranian cosmos and
earth, binds them to one another, and perfects their generative processions with
a common intelligible conjunction’'*

(20) Pan and (21) Demeter are the best and most understandable candidates
for the Forms of non-rational animals and plants respectively.!”” Finally, the
reasons why (22) Kore is the Form of the human body is clear from the story of
her abduction by Pluto found in Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus, as we
have been able to see above.

To conclude, we see that out of the traditional Greek Olympian gods,
Plethon managed to locate almost all of them (Zeus, Poseidon, Hera, Apollo,
Artemis, Hephaestus, Dionysus, Athena, Dione, Hermes, Pluto, Leto, Dione,
Hestia, Aphrodite, Demeter, Kore) into his philosophical pantheon. The most
obvious exception is Ares, the god of war. This seems to be because in Plethon’s
version of Platonism there is no room for any antagonistic principle, with
all the gods acting in harmony.""* We have seen that in his account there are
some surprising alterations in comparison with ancient Greck mythology, the
most notable ones being his making Poseidon the husband of Hera, grouping
together Atlas, Tithonus, and Dione, as well as Leto and Hecate, and placing
Demeter, Aphrodite, and Kore in Tartarus. Among Plethon’s sources there

113 Plutarch, De Is. 378¢~f; cf. Tambrun 2006, p. 151.

113 Plato, Symp. 180d-181c; cf. Homer, I V.370-71.

'S Pagani 2009, p. 178.

16 Proclus, In Crat. 183.43-6, trans. Brian Duvick.

7 Cf. Gantz 1996, pp. 62-70, 110-11.

8 Tambrun 2006, p. 148; Arcs, however, appears in Plethon’s On Homer.
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were naturally the traditional accounts of Greek religion found in Homer and
Hesiod. But in his eyes the poets, who are the source of the traditional Greek
mythology, are mistaken when telling some of their myths since nothing evil
may come from the gods. Thus even more important inspiration is for him Plato
and especially his dialoguc Cratylus. The most unusual features of Plethon’s
pantheon make better sense, however, when collated with Plutarch’s On Isis and
Osiris, Proclus’ Hymns, which Plethon certainly knew, and most importantly,
Proclus’ Commentary on Plato’s Cratylus, whose presence seems to be so massive
that one may conclude that Plethon used it when studying Plato’s Cratylus. Even
if this assumption is true, it is, nonetheless, obvious that Plethon did not follow
this commentary slavishly and did not take into account all the details contained
in it and especially the whole complex structure of Proclus’ metaphysics. Rather,
he focused on details he considered to be important for his work.



Chapter 10
Sensible Cosmos

Gods of the Third Order

As previously discussed the sensible cosmos was created as an image of the
intelligible order of the Forms under the leadership of Poseidon. Imitating
the first principle and forming this heaven, Poseidon made the cosmos that is
as beautiful as possible ‘for Zeus. He has thus produced the gods of ‘the third
nature’ and placed them inside the heaven.' Having been created by the Forms
that are themselves, in turn, created by the first principle, the heavenly bodies
are called ‘the children of the children of Zeus (oi 8¢ naidwv te naidec)’ and ‘the
works of his works (£pya £€pywv)’? These gods of the third, who ‘by observing
closely [the heaven] sustain and at the same time order it. They are ‘already
composed of body and soul’* Because of the adjoining bodies these gods are
determined by place and position.* Nevertheless, in another passage Plethon
further distinguishes the intellect (vo0g) inside the soul of the Sun and he
apparently applies this distinction to all souls in general. The soul is said to have
been created by Zeus and transmitted down to the highest star with the help of
Poseidon, who is himself the creator of the soul of the Sun, whereas Hera is the
producer of its body. We have apparently to do here with an idea that intellect
must have been created by the same principle (Zeus) as were the Forms, that
are not only intelligible entities, but themselves also intellects. Poseidon next
subordinated the solar body to the soul and the soul to intellect.

Because of its double nature the Sun thus serves as the common boundary
(8pog or, alternatively, népag) as well as a bond (oUv8eopog) between the Forms
and the sensible world. Its position is thus similar to a certain extent to that
of Poseidon, who is the first in the intelligible order, the ruler (fyepwv) of the

' Leg 174 [111,34]: 0016 [sc. Mooe1dav] oot [sc. Ati] t6vde textaivopevog tov ovpavov,
0f T€ WIHOVHEVOS, Kal HNXavwuevog, Smwg oot wg kdAAiota avtov €fovra dnepydoaito,
Kai Tpitnv €T Be@v TIva @UoIv YEyevvnKwG avT® éykabiotnat ... .

* Ibid. 46 [,5); cf. Plato, Tim. 40b-41d.

Y Leg 174 [I11,34): ... Yuxii fidn xai owpat ovpmennydtwy, iva 8n éyydlev avrov
0wlo1év t€ OUVOVTEG, Kal GPA KOGHOTEV.

v Ibid. 56 [1,5): Kai ténw & 1in Béav Exovrr Tolg Beots Tovtoug meptAnmrovg Sa ta
ouVOVTa o@iol yeyovéval owyara.
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whole heaven, and the creator of all the mortal nature contained in it.* As we
shall see later on, the intellect of the Sun is no more separated from the sensible
world than are the intelligible Forms, which are, for Plethon, at the same time
also intellects, but participated (peBektoc) by the Sun. The difference between
these two types of intellect consists in the fact that the participated one cannot
act upon something different without the mediation of a body.* As it seems, the
same is truc also for the other intellects participated by the souls in the sensible
world, including the human intellect.

If the Sun is such a bond between these two levels of reality, it must naturally
be corporeal, in a way similar to the other gods of the third order. As the gods,
however, the latter differ from other sensible things by their permanent existence.
In order to create the heaven of the sensible cosmos, Poseidon, the Form itself,
‘uses’ himself together with the rest of the intelligible essence, which is ‘in every
respect and altogether separated from matter; as a model for sensible things.
Inside heaven he thus creates the forms of sensible things and composes heaven
from them. However, these forms are not entirely separated, but grounded in
matter. They are images of the Forms contained in the intelligible order and
made to resemble to them. The matter is provided by the Olympian Hera, the
source of the matter for everlasting things and the Titan Aphrodite, the Form
of the matter for the perishable ones. Two kinds of sensible things are thus
produced. The lower one is entirely inseparable and tied to matter and equal to
all the non-rational species. The higher one is ‘not any more’ tied to matter, but,
on the contrary, ‘it has matter tied to itself . Although it is not actually separated,
it is separated and can exist ‘as itself” potentially. For this reason it is also more
akin to the essence that exists by itself, that is, to the essence of the supracelestial
Forms. In contrast to non-rational beings, all these properties belong to the
rational soul.”

5 Ibid. 136, 164-6, 178 (111,34], Add. 120.1-4, below, p. 313. Plethon probably derives
his conception of the middle position of the Sun from Julian, Or. Sol. 132d-133a, 135¢,
138c-142b; f. Lacombradc’s introduction, pp. 84-7.

¢ Leg. 110 [II1,15]; cf. 178 [111,34], De diff- X 341.30-32.

7 Leg. 174-6 [111,34]: AbtdG [sc. Mooerdv] yap éavtd te kai oupndon tfj kad' éautdv
ovaiq, Tfj UAng mdvin te Kai mAvTwg xwproth, napadeiypatt xpdpevog, £i0n pév xai TG
EVeENoiEl T() 0Upav®, kai SUVETIBeL €€ €18V aUTOV, OVUKETI péVTol TavTn XWPIoT@V Tivwy, GAN
é¢’ UAng, nonep “Hpa abrd adeAer te 8n dpa xai Sduap xopnydg Av, Bepnxdtwy, ékeivwv ye
uAv eikévwy, Kai Tpog EXEIVA GPWHOIWHEVWY. Qv Sittdv 10 yévog dnepyalduevog, T pév
navn axprotév Tt Tig UAng énoier kai tavmng énppévov, o &Aoyov 8n eidog abumav, td
8" obkéntt avtiig E&nppévov, GAAG tobvavriov avtd Exov abthv éEnuuévny, kai Epyw pév ov
Xwpiotov, tij 8¢ duvaper xwprotdv té 11 kai avtd dv, kai tfj kad’ éautdv oboiq Tfi Unepovpaviy
tavtn ovyyevéotepov, thv Yuxav 81 TRV Aoyikniv. Cf. Proclus’ distinction berween two series
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Beings possessinga rational soul are further divided into threc kinds according
to the precision of their knowledge.* The first one has the proper knowledge of
everything and this is the legitimate celestial genus of stars. The second kind has
the right opinion about everything while ‘not being able to attain the proper
knowledge of it} and this is the illegitimate and terrestrial genus of daemons.
It represents the lowest genus of the gods, which serves to the higher ones
according to their needs. Finally, in the third and lowest place, immediately after
daemons, is placed the fallible kind, being not a ‘proper offspring’ of Zeus; this is
our human soul.’ This hierarchy is further strengthened by the fact that human
souls are ordered by the superior, divine ones, proceeding, nonetheless, from the
same source and sharing with them an everlasting essence.

Table S The degrees of knowledge of rational souls

1 stars proper knowledge
2 daemons right opinion
human soul fallible

The genus of non-rational beings (&\oyov €1806) is constituted out of the
four ‘eldest’ kinds of bodies, that is, out of the four elements, fire, air, water and
earth, that together form the whole ‘body’ of the visible world." In section VI of
the Differences Plethon argues against Aristotle and in support of the Platonists,
claiming that there exist only the four elements and not five (the fifth one is
supposed to be aether). Fire and earth are located at extreme opposite places,
fire being the lightest because of the tenuousness of its texture, and thus rising
up. Earth, in contrast, is the heaviest because of its density and therefore sinking
down. Air and water are in the middle of these two, because their tenuousness

of the created substances, ‘complete in themselves (abroteAeic)’ and ‘incomplete (dreAeic),
El theol. X1V 60.20-62.12, with Dodds’ commentary, pp. 234-5.

®  Sece the tide of lost chapter I1,12: Kown tig anéderfig t@v tig Puxiq tIdv eiddv.
‘General proof of the three kinds of the soul’ Leg. 10, trans. Woodhouse 1986, p. 323
(altered).

® Ibid. 176 [111,34]: sec Appendix X1,2, below, p. 307. Cf. 52 [L,5]. Cf. similar three
types of the soul as described by Proclus, EL theol. CLXXXIV-CLXXXVI 160.21-162.23,
with Dodds’ commentary, pp. 294-6.

1 Leg 104 [IIL,15]: Afia &' eioi kai Yuxai af ye fipétepar Ono YPoxdv T@V autdv
TPoLXOVOGV BEiwv KOoUOVHEVaL, OUK &V Kai IO TdV avt@v rapaydpeval, GAN £xelev, 88ev
Ep KaKeivay, £1 ye 81 xai g abrTijg adrai ovaiag Gidiov kai abrai giowv.

" Ibid. 176 [111,34].
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and density is middling in comparison with them. A similar disposition holds
true for their motion, locomotion and rest. Being at the opposite extremes,
earth is thus immovable, whereas fire is in perpetual motion. Water is even more
movable than earth and air more than water, but less than fire. However, because
of its perpetual motion, it can move only in a circle, since everything that moves
straight must necessarily sometimes stop. Acther is thus made of this element, as
is everything that is the upper body and that is properly called heaven."? Plethon
then rejects Aristotle’s possible objection, according to which fire can move only
in a straight line (similarly to the otherwise motionless earth). As he argues, it
may happen solely when it is moving back to its proper place (oikeiog témnog)."?
In the same passage of the Differences Plethon also claims (once again to refute
an argument found in Aristotle) that, because the elements are destructible in
their parts, the Platonists deny that there is any body, even that of stars, which is
by itself indestructible, since every body is divisible, dispersible and dissoluble.
However, there are bodies considered to be indestructible even by the Platonists.
They are not, nevertheless, indestructible by themselves, but because of the
presence of the soul, by which they are ‘immortalized’'* We may wonder why the
elements have their Forms placed among the Olympians who produce only the

2 De difff V1 330.7-25: Tétrapa ta npeoPitata tdv €v e 1 obpavy) owpdTwv

of te dvwBev navreg cooi kai ol nepi NMAdrwva @aoci, top aépa Gdwp yiv. Tovtwv ndp pEV
Kai yijv évavuiwtata £xetv npog aARAw, nop pév kovdtardv te dv fid pavétnta kai naowv
emnoAalov, yAv 8¢ Baputdtnv té did nukvéTnra kai ndov grotapévny dépa 8¢ kai Hdwp
év péow tovtoty Sid 10 Kai pavétTdg te kai mukvéTNTog HEowe Exetv avtoly. Tadty 8n kai
nepi kivnoiv te TV katd v Popav kai otdotv, mp pEV ab kai yiv tpoq dAARAw évavridtata
£xerv, dépa 8¢ kai Ldwp Ev péow todtorv: £i 8n N yA dxivnrog, T ndp av €in deixivnrov, kai &0t
€l i pév yi dkivnrog, 10 8' G8wp KivnTdv pév, Tod 8 dépog MoAL Tfj Kivrcer Aetndpevov, anp &'
Gdatog moAAD t@ KiveioBar OnepBarAwy, kv ndp aépog té UnepPAAAn nOAAD €Tt paAhov Td
KiveioBai, kai aewkivnrov ein €i 8" aeikivnrov, kv kOKAW Kivoito. En’ e0BL yap xivoOpevov
oUx 01V te 00SEV derkivnTov eivar nadoacdar ydp mote dvdykn td €’ 0BV Kivoupevov. Tovtov
0D owpatog eival Tév te aibépa kai mav 16 AvWTdTW oWHa, ovpavév Tt idiwc kahodpevov. The
summary of the passage is based partly on the translation in Woodhouse 1986, p. 201. Cf.
Aristotle, De caelo 1,2 2692914, 11,4 287229 (the reference is taken from Woodhouse 1986,
p- 201, n.50, based on Lagarde 1976).

3 Dediff V1330.25-331.2; cf. Contra Schol. XX1X 472.1-4.

" Dediff: VI 331.2-11: AA\G t@V tettdpwv, @noi [sc. ApiototéAng], Tovtwy cwpdrwy
anavtwv Kata pépn @Oelpopévwy, kai ovd’ dtovodv abtdv navrn deddpatov dvrog, avaykn
eivai T kai ndvtn dpBaprov odpa, Kai ToOT’ eival TOV obpavév. TodtT' ok £Ti AploToTéAet o
nepi MAdtwva ouyxwpodotv- eivat yap 8n ol @actv kad’ adtd ovdtv dpBaprov oipa. MGG yap
v kai olov T’ ein &pBaprov kad' adTd eival 1O pePIoTéV Te Kai oxedaotdv, kai doa tfj Eautod
@Uoet Sralvtdv; Ta §' dpBapta kakeivorg Soxodvta T6kv owpdrwy ol kad’ abta dpbapra eival,
aAAa Sa Yuyhg napovsiav, On’ adtii¢ ékeivng anabavarileodat.
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things that are everlasting and not subject to destruction. The elemental masses
are indeed ‘indestructible as a whole; their number and character being fixed for
ever. However, they change as the things composed of them are generated and
perish, and for this reason they are ‘destructible in parts. Providing matter for
sensible things, they are administered by the goddesses who are the patrons of
matter and passivity.'s

Because, despite their everlasting being, the gods of the third order (stars and
daemons) as well as the human soul belong to the sensible cosmos, they have
to be placed in an appropriate body. Their souls are thus put into ‘the vehicles
(ta 6xrparta),'® made of the element that is the most beautiful and ‘contains
the tiniest matter in the biggest mass, that is, fire. Stars are thus made of the fire
which is bright and fiery, whereas the ‘vehicles’ of daemons and the human souls
are constituted of the one that is invisible and aethereal.” We are told that ‘the
vehicles’ of the stars are ontologically higher and bright because of the amount
of active potentiality in them." This theory helps to explain how bodies are
connected to the souls of ‘the three genera of immortal and rational things, the
‘eldest’ ones of those created. Their bodies are also called ‘unageing (aynpea)’

5 In the Reply to Scholarios Plethon also admits that the elements as a whole are
indestructible (1@ pév 6Aw avwAedpov), although destructible in their parts (toi¢ 8¢ pépea
@Baptdv). At the same time, however, he claims that even if stars are virtually indestructible,
this is not because of their peculiar fiery matter, but because their bodies are entirely
‘immortalized’ ‘by the Forms that are much more divine than the form of fire} apparently
those immanent in them, Contra Schol. XXIX 472.6-12. The Forms that are meant here
are obviously the five lowest Olympians from the Laws - Rhea (responsible for the elements
in general), Leto, Hecate, Tethys and Hestia (responsible for aether, air, water and earth
respectively), Leg 160 [111,34]. There is thus no special matter out of which the everlasting
part of the world would be formed and even in stars matter circulates, flowing in and out,
Contra Schol. XXIX 472.12-474.20, Ad quaes. 58-88. It is not also entirely clear why in the
former passage the soul is the cause of the indestructibility of stars, whereas in the latter it is
their immanent form. Plethon may have just wanted to emphasize a different aspect of the
same problem - stars are ‘immortalized’ by their souls, whose immortality is in turn secured
by the corresponding Form. Ct. Contra Schol. XX1X 474.25-30, and the discussion below.

' For the origin and later usage of the so-called astral body see Dodds 1933, Sorabji
2005, pp. 221-9, Chlup 2012, pp. 104-5; for Plethon's variant of this traditional Neoplatonic
doctrine sec Nikolaou 1982.

1" Leg 176 [111,34]: dv 10D kaAAioTov te Kai éAaxiotnv év peyioTw Sykw KEKTNUEVOL
BAnv, o nupde, kai taig ye Yuxaig a dxripata aroAapPdvwy Oneledyvu, Tod pev Aapmpod te
avt@dVv kai pAoywSous, Tav datpwv, Tod §’ dopdrou kai aibepiov, TV te Sapdvwv kai Yuxdv
TV NUETEPWV.

% Or. mag. 11.14-16 [on XIV ]: tét 8¢ tidv dotpwv moAd Ett kai avtév Tédv ye Sarpoviwv
Kpeitroug oboac, kpeitroot kai dxripact xpiiobat, Toig obtw S péyeBog Spactikiic Suvdpews
Aapnrpoig toutolg owpaot.
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and ‘undefiled (axrjpata);” the second characteristic being obviously derived
from the fact that they are made of the pure fire. What is remarkable is the claim
(required by the nced to explain the obvious phenomena) that the matter in
stars, being of the higher quality than that of daemons and the human souls, is
in fact more visible. Perhaps it is so because, for Plethon, the fire of stars is both
bright and warm, whereas that of daemons and humans is just warm (as it is, for
instance, evident in the case of breath) and it is not visible any more. However,
as we shall observe later on, the case of the human souls is still more complicated,
since, unlike the gods of the third order, they cannot fully profit from the pure
existence. We may notice that the doctrine of vehicles contained in Plethon’s
commentaries on the Magian Oracles was taken over by Marsilio Ficino.?

Such is a basic outline of the sensible cosmos as presented by Plethon in
the main text of the Laws. In the appendix to the book, the ensuing Epinomis,
Plethon supplies few other important features. The cosmos must be, first,
‘everlasting together with Zeus'* Second, it is the most beautiful possible, that
is, it remains forever in the same state and it cannot change the shape that has
been once assigned to it. This is because it is impossible that the god who is
the best either does not produce his work at some moment or does not create
anything well. For Plethon, something that is itself the best must always, as much
as possible, give a share of its own good to other things. This is the traditional
Platonic concept of bonum diffusivum sui, according to which the supreme
good, because of its goodness, cannot refrain from creating something different
and yet similar to itself.?

Plethon develops this train of thought further. If it is really so that God
‘creates and produces well, it means that he can never create something with
a limited potentiality. Nor can he originate such a work that is worse than the
best possible. Given this, if Zeus makes a change among things established by
him, he would thus, sooner or later, make also the whole universe worse. Even if
only a particle of the cosmos changes, it is impossible that the whole shape of the
universe does not change together with this particle.”” Further on, Plethon goes

9 Leg 52(LS).

¥ Tambrun-Krasker 1999, 2006, pp. 241-59.

?'In the Differences as well as in the Reply to Scholarios, while criticising Aristotle,
Plethon distinguishes between creation in time (1@ xpévw) and creation by cause (tjj aitig).
The universe is claimed to be created by a higher cause, even though it is everlasting and did
not originate at a particular moment of time, De diff. 1 322.8-19, Contra Schol. V11-VIII
386.15-392.9, X 392.18-398.15.

2 Cf. already Plato, Tim. 29d7-30a2.

B Leg 242-4 (11143: Epinomis): ... &\Aa te fpiv 1@V KaA@g éxévrwv Soypdrwv
anodeikvutay, kai wg T0 n@v dpa pEv Gidiov te Al yéyovev, dpa 8¢ kai 6 T1 1) kdAAiotov £k TV
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even as far as to claim that in the eternal cosmos similar periods as well as ‘lives’
and ‘actions’ repeat again and again, and that nothing new can happen.*

For Plethon, it is thus impossible to keep the universe whole if all its
particles do not remain in the same state.?® This naturally does not mean that
change is completely excluded from his universe. In his argument against the
possibility of a change of the world to a worse state than before the key term
is apparently the word ‘usual (€iw80). The universe may change, bur as far as
we presuppose that its producer is good, it cannot happen in the way that is
not ‘usual’ That means - it cannot divert from the natural laws determining the
regular processes in it just because of pure chance. This idea opens the way for
Plethon’s doctrine of fate, which ensures th<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>