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In this paper I will focus on the philosophical teaching in Neoplatonic schools in the 4"
century, after lamblichus’ death (ca. AD 325). This is certainly the least known phase in Ancient
Neoplatonism: almost no works survive and scholars are often inclined to regard it dismissively.
Some crucial details escape us: for example we would like to know more about how and when
Tamblichus’ teaching entered the philosophical school in Athens. As a matter of fact, from Karl
Praechter onwards scholars have regarded this phase in Neoplatonism (that of the so-called ‘School
of Pergamon’) as characterised by a markedly religious and theurgical trend that relegated rational
philosophical teaching in the background. Here I would like to suggest that such conclusions are
partial to say the least. The surviving evidence (e.g. Eunapius’ Vitae sophistarum; Julian’s and
Themistius’ orations, etc.) offers a different picture. Theurgical practices did not supplant
traditional teaching based on arguments and the exegesis of texts: theurgy was actually seen as part
of the traditional paideia. Furthermore, lamblichus’ immediate posterity was characterised by
different positions that coexisted even within the same intellectual circles. We should be aware,
then, that pagan philosophy during the 4™ century is remarkably more sophisticated and multi-faced
than scholars sometimes suggest.

As noted earlier, scholars are inclined to regard post-Iamblichean philosophers (among them
Julian’s teachers) as religious and charismatic figures, whose main (or rather sole) interest resided
in performing rituals and engaging in theurgical practices: G. Fowden’s expression ‘pagan holy
men’ is often used to describe their status. This general view can be traced back to Karl Praechter’s
classical outline of Neoplatonist schools. Praechter famously regarded Iamblichus’ disciples who
settled in Pergamon around Aedesius as forming a unique school (the ‘school of Pergamon’), which
was actually a religious and theurgical circle (T1). This, according to Praechter, was ‘die religios-
theurgische Richtung’ in Greek Neoplatonism. This view is sometimes connected to that which
regards these philosophers as forming an ideologically engaged pagan group threatened by
Christian persecution after Constantine (T2). At least some episodes seem to confirm such
conclusions. For example, Sopater of Apamea, Iamblichus’ student and possibly Iamblichus’
Maecenas in Apamea, came to acquire an influential position under Constantine, so much so that he

took part in the foundation rituals of Constantinople (328-339) as teheotig (T5). This and other
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facts suggest that pagan philosophers did not suffer from any kind of repression under Constantine.
Yet, despite his prestigious position, Sopater eventually fell into disgrace and Constantine put him
to death under the incitement of his Christian praetorian prefect Ablabius. Sopater was actually
convicted of impeding the provision of wheat in Constantinople through magical rituals (see
EUNAP. v. soph. VI, 13-18, pp. 21, 6-22, 10 Goulet). This is a well-known episode and is not
unparalleled in 4"-century history (cf. Maximus of Ephesus’ conviction to death under the Emperor
Valens). Yet, as we shall see in a moment, nothing really suggests that a widespread movement of
repression against pagan philosophers took place after Constantine. Their Neoplatonic and pagan
allegiance is not a sufficient explanation for Sopater’s and Maximus’ dramatic vicissitudes, which
rather point to their involvement in political court affairs. Apparently, Aedesius’ school in
Pergamon did not look like a quasi-clandestine circle: nothing really suggests that Neoplatonist
pagan philosophers had to go underground. Another common view demands further scrutiny.
Scholars sometimes argue that Iamblichus’ teaching represented a genuine turn in Neoplatonism
and that immediately after him all pagan philosophers became committed theurgists, thus
abandoning rational methods. Again, this looks like an oversimplification: as we shall see, 4"-
century pagan philosophy included different trends and Iamblichus’ teaching did not supplant other
tendencies. Furthermore, we can detect the presence of different views even among Iamblichus’
followers.

Our main source for reconstructing this phase of Neoplatonism are Eunapius’ Lives of
Philosophers and Sophists. Fortunately, this work is preserved and has been the focus of several
recent and important studies, first and foremost Richard Goulet’s masterly critical edition, with a
French translation and rich commentary, in the Collection Budé (Paris, 2014; T3). Unfortunately,
however, Eunapius is a notoriously tendentious source, with his own ideological anti-Christian and
hagiographical agenda and with little interest in philosophical technicalities (see e.g. M. Becker,
‘Depicting the Character of Philosophers: Traces of the Neoplatonic Scale of Virtues in Eunapius'
Collective Biography’, in Bios Philosophos. Philosophy in Ancient Greek Biography, ed. M.
Bonazzi and S. Schorn, Turnhout 2016, pp. 221-258). That said, it is worth focusing on some
passages in Eunapius that seem to offer a rather consistent picture of pagan philosophical teaching
during the 4" century. Eunapius provides some well-known remarks against Constantine, whom he
presents as the Emperor who demolished the most illustrious pagan sanctuaries and replaced them
with Christian buildings (v. soph. VI, 10, p. 19, 11-13 Goulet: see T6). Yet Eunapius does not
record any crisis of philosophical teaching under or after Constantine. He says that Iamblichus’
students formed a large crowd and that those who were eager to learn flocked to him from all parts
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philosophical teaching definitely did not go underground after 312 (see e.g. EUNAP. v. soph. VI, 38,
p- 26, 9-13 on Aedesius reputation in Pergamon). Scholars often regard Eunapius with scepticism. It
is indeed more than likely that his remarks contain some exaggeration, but his list of students

suffices to confirm the echo of lamblichus’ teaching (T4):

Sopater the Syrian was of their number, a man who was most eloquent both in his speeches and
writings; and Aedesius and Eustathius from Cappadocia; while from Greece came Theodorus and
Euphrasius, men of superlative virtue, and a crowd of other men not inferior in their powers of
oratory, so that it seemed marvellous that he could satisfy them all; and indeed in his devotion to
them all he never spared himself (v. soph. V, 5, p. 12, 14-20 Goulet; here and below I quote
Eunapius from W.C. Wright’s translation, with some slight changes) .

We actually do not know anything about Euphrasius, but the other three students mentioned by
Eunapius are well known figures. In his recent edition, R. Goulet offers an excellent presentation of
each of them and I can only refer to him for details. Here I will recall that Sopater of Syria is the
counsellor of Constantine mentioned above. His importance as a philosopher emerges from several
sources and not only from Eunapius. So Sozomenus says that Sopater was the head of ‘Plotinus’
succession’ and this information is confirmed in Suda, which mentions Sopater as one of the
members of Plotinus’ diadoché. In his letter 1389.13-14 Libanius calls Apamea the city ‘beloved by
Tamblichus and mother of Sopater’. Scholars suppose that Sopater received Iamblichus in Apamea
and that he was then head of a school in that city. His teaching is interestingly set in connection to
that of Plotinus. It is actually difficult to regard Sopater as the head of a school of philosophers
originating from Plotinus: Plotinus, Porphyry and Iamblichus can hardly be seen as forming a single
school, given their different views and the different geographical locations of their circles. Probably
the remarks in Sozomenus and Suda are meant to describe Sopater as the heir to a certain
philosophical tradition and this is not an isolated situation: the Neoplatonic taste for establishing
successions is well known.

We know Eustathius of Cappadocia from Eunapius’ Lives. His biography gives further
evidence of the high reputation gained by Iamblichus’ students. Constance II entrusted him with an
embassy to the King of Persia during an unplanned siege at Antioch. In reporting this episode
Eunapius expresses surprise at this decision, since Constance ‘was wrapped up in the books of the
Christians’ (v. soph. VI, 40, p. 26, 25 Goulet). And indeed Eunapius describes the gloomy situation
that affected people under Christian emperors (v. soph. XXIII, 54, p. 105, 20-22 Goulet). Yet
Eustathius’ embassy can be taken to reveal that pagan intellectuals did not loose power and

influence under Christian emperors: after all, there was no competing Christian élite capable of



replacing them at that time. Eustathius was a relative of Aedesius, the other student of Iamblichus.
He married Sosipatras and had three children, one of them being the philosopher Antoninus.

Aedesius studied in Greece (v. soph. VI, 1, p. 18, 17 Goulet) and then in Syria under
Iamblichus (v. soph. VI, 4, p. 19, 3-7 Goulet). He settled in a small estate and took up the life of a
goat-herd or cow-herd (v. soph. VI, 36, p. 25, 21-22 Goulet) before establishing a school in
Pergamon, probably at his house (v. soph. VI, 38, p. 26, 13 Goulet; VI, 81, p. 34, 20-21 Goulet:
T7). There came Julian to study under him, around 350, when Aedesius was an old man (v. soph.
VII, 15, p. 43, 18-19 Goulet = T8). The list of Aedesius’ students includes Chrysanthius of Sardis,
Eusebius of Mindus, Priscus of Thesprotia and Maximus of Ephesus. As is well known, Priscus and
Maximus were teachers and counsellors of Julian and remained with him until his death during the
Persian campaign (AMM MARC. XXV, 3, 23). Sosipatras, Eusthatius’ vidow, came to teach in
Pergamon too (v. soph. VI, 80-81, p. 34, 14-35, 2 Goulet). Finally, Ilamblichus’ student Theodorus,
who is mentioned by Eunapius, is probably to be identified with Theodorus of Asine (in Messenia),
a most interesting and revealing figure in the intellectual panorama of that time. While Eunapius
lists Theodorus among Iamblichus’ disciples, Damascius describes him as a student of Porphyry’s
(see DAM. V. Isidori, Epitoma Photiana 166, p. 230, 1-2 Zintzen). As a matter of fact, Proclus
confirms that Theodorus followed Porphyry on an exegetical issue regarding the Timaeus (PROCL.
in Tim., vol. II, p. 154, 7-9 Diehl). Furthermore, we know that Theodorus parted company with
Iamblichus’ views on the soul and endorsed an intellectualist kind of Platonism close to that of
Plotinus (PROCL. in Tim., vol. IlI, p. 333, 28-30 Diehl). As we shall see later, however, this fact
does not rule out that he had been a disciple of Iamblichus: Eusebius of Mindus further shows that
members of lamblichean circles could hold intellectualist and anti-theurgical views.

Eunapius’ Lives contain several anecdotes about the supernatural capacities of these figures,
about their ritual practices and so on. All this fits perfectly with the traditional outline of 4™ century
Neoplatonists as pagan holy men. Yet the situation is more complicated, as shows a famous page
about Sosipatras’ prodigious abilities. Here Eunapius describes Sosipatras’ teaching practice in

some detail (T11):

Once, for example, when they were all met at her house — Philometor however was not present but
was staying in the country — the theme under discussion and their inquiry was concerning the soul.
Several theories were propounded, and then Sosipatra began to speak, and gradually by her proofs
disposed of their arguments; then she fell to discoursing on the descent of the soul, and what part of
it is subject to punishment, what part immortal, when in the midst of her bacchic and frenzied flow
of speech she became silent, as though her voice had been cut off, and after letting a short interval
pass she cried aloud in their midst: "What is this?” (v. soph. VI, 90-91 pp. 36, 19-37, 1 Goulet) .



This is a most interesting passage. Eunapius says that Sosipatras taught where she lived (moQ’
ovtf), v. soph. V1,90, p. 36, 19), at her house (xota v £avtiic oiniav, v. soph. VI, 80, p. 34, 20)
in Pergamon, next to Aedesius. In all likelihood those Neoplatonist schools were private circles and
this situation is clearly different from that in Athens in the late 2" and early 3™ centuries, where
philosophers were appointed to ‘public’ Imperial chairs (the same holds for Alexandria in the late
5" and the early 6™ centuries where, as scholars generally suppose, philosophy teachers were
appointed to public chairs). The private Iamblichean circles usually attracted disciples of a high
social status and with an excellent school background, who sought to receive superior philosophical
training, culminating in the prodigious unification with the divine, as the final part of the anecdote
just quoted confirms. Here Sosipatras, after some kind of corybantic ecstasy, becomes aware of an
accident involving Philometor (v. soph. VI, 91-93, p. 37, 1-10). This is the most famous part of the
episode but we should definitely not overlook the steps which lead to this final and prodigious
outcome. Such steps are much less sensational than we would expect, for Eunapius presents the
prodigious ecstasy as the crowning result of a very traditional teaching method. Theurgy is, so to
speak, the final step and the complement of a process that includes traditional philosophical paideia
and is certainly not opposed to it. It is worth noting that Sosipatras’ lecture is about a famously
debated issue in Neoplatonic schools, that is the soul’s descent into bodies and its vicissitude after
death (eita €ig TOV meQL ®aBO6d0v Puyfic ®ol T& TO ®oAaLoOpeVOY %ol Tl TO AOAVaTOV ODTHC
gumintovoa AMOyov). From Plotinus onwards this topic had been the main focus of philosophical
discussions. Plotinus held that a part of us (that is, something of our soul or its intellectual
counterpart) remains in the intelligible realm and does not descend into the body: so our superior
self is alien to the extensional and temporal level of being (PLOT. enn. 1V, 8 [6], 8; V, 3 [49], 4; VI,
4 [22], 14). The superior self is characterised by a thought activity that is homogeneous to that of
the divine Intellect (V, 3 [49], 4, 29-30). Furthermore Plotinus claims that human beings are in
principle capable of ‘awakening to themselves’ (IV, 8 [6], 1). This entails that through intellectual
activity (and without supra-rational practices such as those of theurgy) each of us can join to the
highest (and ordinarily unconscious) part of his/her soul, so as to share its thought activity and
intelligible mode of life. Despite some slight changes, Porphyry apparently did not abandon
Plotinus’ intellectualist position The situation changed with Iamblichus, who criticized Plotinus’
view and held that the soul descends completely into the body so that it cannot ascend to divine
being without the help of demonic and divine powers. Iamblichus’ conclusions are, in this precise
sense, anti-intellectualist and anti-Plotinian: on his view, the ascent to principles cannot be achieved
through philosophy alone and requires the accomplishment of precise ritual practices. Yet, if we

carefully read Iamblichus’ theurgical magnum opus (that is his Response to Porphyry, generally



known under the title of De mysteriis Agyptiorum assigned to it by Ficino), we can immediately
detect that it is an extremely sophisticated treatise full of philosophical technicalities about, e.g.,
genera, categories and predication. As a matter of fact, lamblichus’ anti-intellectualist position is
based on a precise account of knowledge and the hierarchy of being, which Iamblichus opposes to
the views developed by Plotinus and Porphyry. Interestingly, the controversy about these issues
continued after lamblichus and involved some of his disciples. As noted earlier, Theodorus — whom
Eunapius lists among Iamblichus’ disciples — followed Plotinus’ views of the superior soul and
Eusebius of Mindus — one of Aedesius’ students — held a clearly intellectualist position. According

to Eunapius, Eusebius (T9)

At the close of his exposition [...] would add that these are the only true realities, whereas the
impostures of witchcraft and magic that cheat the senses are the works of conjurors who are insane
men led astray into the exercise of earthly and material powers. (v. soph. VII, 17, p. 45, 3-7 Goulet)

Eusebius represented an intellectualist trend within Aedesius’ school and his attitude was opposed
to that of another disciple of Aedesius, that is Maximus of Ephesus. With his speech Eusebius was
actually admonishing the young Julian against Maximus’ theurgical practices. Eusebius recalled the
prodigious acts that Maximus accomplished in the sanctuary of Hecates, described Maximus as a
kind of charlatan, and finally said that true purification is achieved through reason (cfr. v. soph. VII,
24, p. 46, 12-13 Goulet). Julian’s reply is famous ‘Nay, farewell and devote yourself to your books.
You have shown me the man I was in search of” (v. soph. VII, 26, p. 46, 14-15 Goulet)

We will come back later to the different attitudes of Aedesius’ students. For the time being,
it is worth setting Sosipatras’ episode against its philosophical background. Before reaching the
final corybantic trance, the philosopher tackles one of the principal issues in post-Plotinian doctrinal
debates, that is the status of the soul. Sosipatras possibly refuted views similar to those of Plotinus,
Theodorus and Eusebius. This is suggested by the words xatd uxQov toig dmodelEeot
dahovoa ta mooPairopeva (v. soph. VI, 91 pp. 36, 23-24 Goulet). By doing so, Sosipatras
probably held that intellectual capacities alone are insufficient to achieve unification with the
divine. It is only after this discussion based on arguments that Sosipatras came to the final trance
with her prodigious clairvoyance.

Sosipatras’ philosophical methods in the first part of her lecture were probably the same
methods used by those who had different views. We know that Eusebius blamed Maximus who,
because of his lofty genius and his superiority as a speaker, scorned all demonstrations based on
arguments (0wt péyebog Ploemwg xal AOYwvV VIEQOYNY %ATAGQOVNOAS TOV €V TOUTOLS

amoodeiEewv, v. soph. VII, 21, p. 45, 22-24 Goulet). Yet as we shall see in a moment Maximus was



certainly not alien to the study of logic and of argumentative methods. Be that as it may, it is
interesting that ‘demonstrations’ (GmodetEelg) are mentioned both in Sosipatras’ anecdote and in
Eusebius’ discourse. Eunapius describes Eusebius’ course as an £Efynows (to be understood as
‘exposition’ rather than ‘commentary’) ending with an émihoyog Tfic €Enynoewg or an
gmpwvnua, that is a ‘conclusion’ (v. soph. VII, 17, p. 45, 4 Goulet; VII, 18, p. 45, 11 Goulet; VII,
18, p. 45, 8 Goulet). Some information about the canon of texts used in these lectures is given in
Eunapius’ remarks about Chrysanthius. Eunapius explains that Chrysanthius first adequately
learned the doctrines of Plato and Aristotle (t®v te TTAGtwvog ®ai TV AQLototéhovg Aoywv
UETAOYMV rovig, v. soph. XXIII, 8, p. 97, 12-13 Goulet = T10); next he applied himself to
grasping the nature of the gods and the wisdom to which Pythagoras had devoted his mind, as had
his disciples Archytas and Apollonius of Tyana, men who only seemed to possess a body and to be
mortal (see v. soph. XXIII, 8, p. 97, 19-23 Goulet). Chrysanthius aims then to acquire a divinely
inspired wisdom, but this does not rule out the study of Plato’s and Aristotle’s works. We find the
same programme in a passage from Julian, who replaces Pythagoras with the Chaldean Oracles.
Julian here criticizes the position of the Peripatetic philosopher Xenarchus and, in connection to this

criticism, describes his own attitude to the philosophical tradition (T16):

Now whether what he [Xenarchus] says is correct or not, let us leave to the extreme Peripatetics to
refine upon. But that his view is not agreeable to me is, I think, clear to everyone. For I hold that the
theories of Aristotle himself are incomplete unless they are brought into harmony with those of
Plato, or rather we must make these also agree with the oracles that have been vouchsafed to us by
the gods (Ad Matrem deorum 162 cd, tr.. Wright).

In a few words, this is Iamblichus’ philosophical programme as represented by the theurgical trend
of his school. This programme does not dismiss the study of Aristotle at all: quite the contrary. For
example, we know that Julian was familiar with Aristotle and acted as arbiter in a dispute that
opposed Themistius and Maximus of Ephesus concerning Aristotle’s syllogistic (more on this
below). These aspects of Julian’s philosophical method should in no way be underestimated. Still,
according to Julian Aristotle is clearly subordinated to Plato and both of them are subordinated to
the supernatural teaching of the Chaldaean Oracles. We find a similar situation in Julian’s Letter 12
to Priscus: again, Julian’s enthusiasm for theurgy and for the Chaldaic Oracles, and his hostility
towards the ‘Theodorean’ trend of philosophy, do not prevent him from admiring Priscus’ works on
Aristotle.

From the texts discussed thus far a slightly different picture emerges from the one that is
often drawn by scholars. Interestingly, no Neoplatonist philosopher rejected argumentative methods

and the exegesis of Plato’s and Aristotle’s normative texts (see Goulet’s judicious assessment in
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T3). So we can safely assume that different attitudes rested on a common basis. For people such as
Maximus of Ephesus, Sosipatras and Chrysanthius, philosophy culminated in a supra-rational
wisdom connected to ritual practices and prodigious capacities. People such as Theodorus and
Eusebius, instead, had an attitude closer to that of Plotinus and — as far as we can tell — were
inclined to reject theurgical and magical practices. That said, we should not forget that Eusebius
was a member of Aedesius’ school as much as Maximus. So it is wrong to regard Aedesius’ school
as some kind of religious circle with no internal debate, based on orthodoxy and ritual practices.
This would be a mere caricature of historical reality. Our extant sources suggest instead that
members of the same school could hold different views about the same issues, while all sharing a
common background of normative texts and argumentative methods. We can also infer that even
members of lamblichean circles did not accept lamblichus’ theurgical teaching unanimously.

This general outline can help explain some interesting festimonia about Julian’s master
Maximus of Ephesus. We are very well informed about Maximus’ charismatic figure, about his
prodigious capacities, about the influence he exerted on Julian and, finally, on his conviction to
death under the Emperor Valens in the winter of 371/372 (Maximus was involved in the so-called
‘Theodorus affair’). These pieces of information, however, do no exhaust Maximus’ multi-faced
personality. In some recent contributions N. Zito has offered a complete analysis of the astrological
poem Ilegl xataoy®v (On initiatives), which Suda ascribe to Maximus with the additional
information that Maximus had dedicated this work to Julian. Zito persuasively shows that the
attribution to Maximus is plausible (see N. Zito, Maxime: Des Initiatives, ed. and comm., Paris: Les
Belles Lettres, 2016). Furthermore we know that Maximus was familiar with Aristotelian logic.
Simplicius informs us that he wrote a commentary on Aristotle’s Categories closely dependent on
Alexander of Aphrodisias. In his commentary on Aristotle’s Prior Analytics, Ammonius says that
Maximus held a view on the perfection of syllogistic figures close to that of the Peripatetic
commentator Boethus of Sidon (and of Porphyry and Iamblichus after Boethus): so he regarded as
perfect not only syllogisms of the first figure, but also those of the second and the third (T12).
Themistius maintained the contrasting view that only first figure syllogisms are perfect and Julian
acted as an arbiter in their controversy, approving Maximus’ position. This interesting information
is further confirmed by Themistius’ treatise Reply to Maximus and Boethus about the Reduction of
the Second and Third Figure to the First preserved in an Arabic translation (recently edited in M.
Rashed, L’Heéritage aristotélicien: Textes inédits de I’Antiquité, Paris: Les Belles Lettres, 2016),
which makes it possible to reconstruct this debate and the logical views held by Maximus.
Maximus’ interest in the technical aspects of Aristotelian logic might seem to contrast with the

theurgical and charismatic aspects of his intellectual figure that emerge from Eunapius; therefore,



some specialists are cautious in assessing these festimonia. Yet it is very unlikely (to say the least)
that Ammonius, Themistius and Simplicius are all unreliable on these issues. We would have no
doubts at all about Porphyry’s and Iamblichus’ philosophical views and arguments, if we merely
had Eunapius biographies of these authors. So Eunapius’ portrait of Maximus should be regarded
with caution: it certainly captures part of Maximus’ intellectual figure, but not the whole of it.
Because of our intellectual attitude, we tend to regard theurgy and magic as incompatible with logic
and argumentation: but this radical separation reflects our own outlook and not that of 4" -century
philosophers. Being surprised at Maximus’ logical knowledge reveals a naive and a-historical
approach, similar to that of someone who is surprised at Julian’s military skills, given his interest in
theurgy and mystic.

Themistius’ work fits well with this outline. Certainly, he was different from Eunapius’
heroes and this fact is sufficiently confirmed by Eunapius’ very telling silence about him (we can
detect here a sort of ‘strategy of exclusion’). That said, we should note again that Themistius and
his opponents shared common methods and normative texts, and this even though this common
basis led to totally different approaches and conclusions. What separates Julian’s teachers and
Themistius is not their canon of authorities, but rather the way in which they rely on the same
normative texts (see on this S. Elm, Sons of Hellenism, Fathers of the Church: Emperor Julian,
Gregory of Nazianzus, and the Vision of Rome. Los Angeles; Oxford: University of California
Press, 2012). It is extremely interesting to focus on Themistius’ speech 20, the epitaphium for his
father Eugenius. Here Themistius describes his father’s attitude to philosophy in a way that actually
adumbrates Themistius’ own attitude to philosophy (this epitaphium has aptly been described as a

kind of self-advertisement) (T13):

To be sure, the visage and shape impressed upon these sacred mysteries were almost entirely those
of Aristotle. Nevertheless, my father helped to open up all the shrines of the sages. He was one of
those who were fully initiated in the sacred knowledge that Pythagoras of Samos brought back to
Greece from Egypt and in what Zeno of Citium later taught in the Painted Stoa. He always
displayed the works of the great Plato right at the door and in the very temple precinct. When
passing to the Academy from the Lyceum, he did not change his clothes; he would often first make
a sacrifice to Aristotle and then end by worshipping Plato (Or. 20, 235 c, trad. Penella with some
alterations).

The traditional interpretation of Themistius as an Aristotelian and anti-Platonic philosopher has not
much to commend itself and this passage aptly shows that Themistius actually shares a crucial idea
held by Neoplatonic philosophers, that is that of the harmony between Plato and Aristotle, whereby
Plato’s philosophy is seen as crowning the philosophical curriculum. Pythagoras is also included in

the canon of normative authors and so are the Stoics. Finally, Themistius makes use of vocabulary
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pertaining to the celebration of ‘Mysteries’ in order to express the agreement of Plato and Aristotle:
celebrating the Aristotelian Mysteries is seen as propaedeutic to the celebration of the Platonic
mysteries. All this is well-known to scholars familiar with Neoplatonic exegesis. From this
perspective, Themistius’ canon of authorities could well be shared by a follower of Iamblichus such
as Julian. And, indeed, scholars have aptly remarked that Themistius’ canon of philosophical
authorities is more or less that same as Julian’s canon of authorities, as this emerges, e.g., from his
letter 89b to Theodorus. That said, Themistius’ Platonism is profoundly different from that of
Maximus and Julian. Themistius’ use of vocabulary related to the mysteries does not point to any
special religious reading of the philosophical tradition; ultimately, it is nothing but a well-known
Platonic reminiscence (Symp. 210 a-211 b). Secondly, while Pythagoras is included in Themistius’
canon of normative philosophers, he has certainly no eminent position and Themistius does not
argue in favour of a Pythagorising reading of the Greek philosophical tradition. I will come back to
this issue in a moment. Finally, Themistius does not mention the Chaldaean Oracles and theurgy at
all. In sum: his harmonising reading of Greek philosophy leaves aside two crucial features of
Tamblichus’ distinctive exegetical method, that is the Pythagorean reading of Plato and Aristotle and
the role played by theurgy and Chaldaean Oracles. If we set Themistius’ approach in parallel to
that of Chrysanthius, we can easily note that both rely on a common basis formed by Plato and
Aristotle. Yet Chrysanthius’ philosophical knowledge culminated in some kind of superior and
divinely inspired wisdom represented by super-human figures such as Pythagoras, Apollonius and
Archytas: herein lies the difference from Themistius. As Boethius reports (see In Cat., P.L. 64, 162
a = T15), Themistius regarded Archytas’ treatise on the categories as spurious and argued that the
author was not a Pythagorean at all. This is a crucial piece of evidence and I think we should be
well aware of its anti-lamblichean implications. By regarding Archytas’ work as spurious
Themistius actually removes the main support to Iamblichus’ Pythagorean and metaphysical
reading of Aristotle’s Categories. After all, lamblichus held that Aristotle had derived his theory
from Archytas (see SIMP. In Cat., p. 2, 15-25 Kalbfleisch). Therefore, Themistius’ remark seems to
be inspired not by any philological scruple, but rather by philosophical polemics.

A very interesting passage from Themistius’ speech n. 23 (= T14) confirms this outline.
Here Themistius recalls his early writings, where he had followed the teaching of his ‘elders’ (his
grandfather and father had been philosophers) and had attempted to explain Aristotle’s doctrines for
his own personal use (some of his paraphrases have been transmitted to us). Against Themistius’
will, some of these writings began to circulate and some copies reached Sycion. There, Simplicius
informs us, lived a man who had originally been ‘a disciple of the man of Chalcis [i.e., [amblichus]

when the latter was elderly’. He was, however, ‘not a devotee of the new song [i.e. of the new kind
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of theurgical philosophy established by Iamblichus], but of the ancestral and ancient song of the
Academy and the Lyceum represented by Themistius (or. 23, 295 B tr. Penella). With his typical
taste for self-advertisement, Simplicius says that this philosopher from Sycion became enthusiastic
about Themistius’ works and behaved just like three famous figures of the past: Axiothea, who
came to Athens after reading Plato’s Republic in order to attend the Academy — she had to conceal
her feminine identity in order to be admitted to Plato’s school; the Corinthian farmer who after
reading Plato’s Gorgias left his vines and ‘submitted his soul to Plato’; and, finally, Zeno of Citium
who after reading the Apology of Socrates left Phoenicia and came to Athens where he founded the
Stoa. In the same way the philosopher from Sycion came with his students to the Bosphorus (that is
to Costantinople, where Themistius taught philosophy). And since his students were reluctant at
first, he sent them to the temple of Apollo to ask if the god knew of a better master. Themistius adds
that the god delivered the same judgement that he had delivered long before about Socrates,
meaning: no one was a better philosopher than Themistius. This passage is irritatingly self-
celebratory and might indeed reveal Themistius’ lack of good taste. Yet, in addition to this, it also
reveals his philosophical models: Aristotle, Plato, and Socrates.

We should recall that Themistius, Maximus, Sosipatras and Eusebius were all pagan
philosophers. All of them shared a common philosophical education based on school discussions,
argumentative methods, and Plato’s and Aristotle’s normative texts. Yet their views were not
unanimous; debates and controversies were vibrant. Their opinions about philosophy and their own
‘Hellenic’ intellectual identity were profoundly different. It would be a mistake, then, to regard
Neoplatonic pagan philosophers in the 4" century as forming a common anti-Christian front. Their
approach to political issues confirms this multi-faced situation. After all, Julian’s project was not
unanimously regarded with enthusiasm by pagan intellectuals. Themistius was frosty and even
Chrysanthius did not accept Julian’s invitation to Constantinople (v. soph. VII, 38, p. 49, 20-23;
XXIII, p. 15, p. 99, 1-3 Goulet). Finally, we should recall that lamblichus’ theurgical teaching was
not approved by everybody and that even some members of Iamblichean circles were cautious on
these issues. Theurgy was definitely not the common background of 4"-century philosophers. Their
common background was instead formed by doctrinal discussion, normative texts, and exegetical

and argumentative methods (see T3).

Texts and references
T1: Dieser Sachverhalt verbietet, [amblich als Theologen aus der philosophischen Entwicklung des

Neuplatonismus herausfallen su lassen. [...] In Iamblichs Bahnen bewegt sich Theodoros von
Asine. Anders freilich scheint es mit dem Teile der geistigen Nachkommenschaft Iamblichs zu
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stehen, der sich um Pergamon gruppiert. Der Charakter, den Zeller zu Unrecht Iamblich und der
Gesamtheit seiner Anhiinger zuschreibt, eignet, wenn nicht alles tduscht, disem Zweige in der Tat.
K. Praechter, Richtungen und Schulen im Neuplatonismus, in Genethliakon fui- Carl Robert, Berlin
1910, pp. 105-156 (rist. in K. Praechter, Kleine Schriften, Olms, Hildesheim-New York 1973, pp.
165-216: 176-177)

T2: Sopater met a violent death by getting mixed up in Imperial politics, and it was left to Aedesius
to carry on the School after the master’s death, in a period of repression, during which the School
had to go underground. He moved the school to Pergamon, and was succeeded on his death by
Eustathius.

J. Dillon, lamblichus of Chalcis, ANRW, 11.36.2, de Gruyter, Berlin-New York 1987, pp. 862-909:
871

T3: Bien qu’il soit toujours avare de détails historiques précis, Eunape nous confirme en tout cas
que la philosophie restait bien vivante dans plusieurs régions de I’Empire. L’image générale qu’il
donne du philosophe est d’ailleurs tout a fait traditionnelle. Etre philosophe, c’est comme étre
médecin ou sophiste. Ce n’est pas uniquement avoir recu une formation philosophique et partager
des convictions : il y a apparemment une activité (¢mtndevua, 2, 12) propre au philosophe, un
statut identifiable dans la société, peut-&tre un vétement caractéristique : le philosophe porte un petit
manteau grossier (Tolpmviov), du moins lorsqu’il ne fait pas étalage de luxe a la cour comme
Maxime qui revét « un habit plus élégant qu’il ne sied a un philosophe », il possede des écrits des
anciens philosophes, il lit les Anciens, notamment Platon et Aristote, apprend par coeur les
classiques, il écrit ou n’écrit pas des traités ou des commentaires, discute avec d’autres philosophes
dans des débats publics] ou des échanges privés, tient école, enseigne a des disciples, se promene
avec eux en ville tout en discutant, prend méme des vacances avec eux. Il lui arrive de conseiller les
princes, il fréquente volontiers les gouverneurs, participe a des ambassades, et se fait le porte-parole
de ses concitoyens. A plusieurs reprises Eunape mentionne des discours d’apparat de philosophes
en public. Manifestement, dans son esprit, philosophie et rhétorique sont difficilement dissociables.
On a vu que lui-méme enseignait la rhétorique le matin, tout en étudiant la philosophie aupres de
Chrysanthe I’apres-midi.

R. Goulet, Eunape de Sardes: Vies de philosophes et de sophistes, t. 1. Introduction et
prosopographie, Les Belles Lettres, Paris 2014, pp. 159-162.

T4: Eunapius, VS, V 4-5 =p. 12.11-20 Goulet:

Awarootvny 8¢ doxfoag, eomrolag Etvye Oedv Tooattng Mote mAOog pev Moav oi
owhodvreg, mavtaydOev 8¢ Epoitwv ol maudeiog émOuuodvieg - Nv 6& &v avrToig TO
#OAMMOTOV dDORELTOV. SHOTATEOC YA NV O &% Svplag, Avio eimelv e nal Yyodpon devoTaToc,
Aidéoog te woi Evotdbiog éxn Kammadoxiog, éx 0¢ tiic EALMGOOg Oebddwog te %l
Evdpdolog, oi nat’ dgetnv vmeéyovtes, dAloL Te TA00G, OV TOAD AEWTOUEVOL ROTA TNV €V
AMoyolg dtvamy, Hote BauuaoTtov NV OTL ALY £TNEEL - %Ol VG NV TEOS dmavTag dddovoc.

But because he practised justice he gained an easy access to the ears of the gods; so much so that he
had a multitude of disciples, and those who desired learning flocked to him from all parts. And it is
hard to decide who among them was the most distinguished, for Sopater the Syrian was of their
number, a man who was most eloquent both in his speeches and writings; and Aedesius and
Eustathius from Cappadocia; while from Greece came Theodorus and Euphrasius, men of
superlative virtue, and a crowd of other men not inferior in their powers of oratory, so that it seemed
marvellous that he could satisfy them all; and indeed in his devotion to them all he never spared
himself. (tr. Wright)
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TS: Eunapius, VS, VI 7 =p. 19.21-27 Goulet:

TouPAiyov 8¢ natalummdvrog 10 dvOpdmelov, dAlol pev dhhayf Sieomdonoay, ®ol ovdELS TV
EEw ONUNG %ol AyvwoTog. ZMOTATQOS 08 0 TAVTWV OevOTEQOG, OLd Te dpLoEMWS VYog %ol
Yuyns péyebog oln éveyrmv Tolg dAholg avOommolg Ophelv, €m Tag Poothxrds aUAAS
£€dgapev 0Evg, mg v Kovotavtivov mpddaciv te nal ¢poeav TUQAVVIIOmV ROl UETOOTIOWV
TQ MOY®.

When Iamblichus had departed from this world, his disciples were dispersed in different directions,
and not one of them failed to win fame and reputation. Sopater more eloquent than the rest because
of his lofty nature and greatness of soul, would not condescend to associate with ordinary men and
went in haste to the imperial court, hoping to dominate and convert by his arguments the purpose
and headlong policy of Constantine. (tr. Wright)

T6: Eunapius, VS, VI 5 =p. 19.7-16 Goulet

Tovtwv Yo oVdev elyouev avayoddetv, 0Tl TO pev éméxngumrev omg Aidéolog avtog did
TOVG Y00vous — Kwvotavtivog yap éfaociieve, Td 18 TOV leQdV €mdavEéoTATA ROTAOTREGMV
2Ol TO TOV YOLOTILVDV AVEYEIQWV olxnuoto —, Ta 8¢ {0mg %Al TO TOV OWUANTOV AQLOTOV
TOC LVOTNELDOT TLVA LIV %Ol 1EQOPUVTIXTY ExepVOiOV EMOEQEEMES NV %Ol CUVERERMTO.

On this head I had nothing to record, partly perhaps because Aedesius himself kept it secret owing
to the times (for Constantine was emperor and was pulling down the most celebrated temples and
building Christian churches); but perhaps it was partly because all his most distinguished disciples
leaned towards and inclined to a silence appropriate to the mysteries, and a reserve worthy of a
hierophant. (tr. Wright)

T7: Eunapius, VS, VI 38 = p. 26.9-13 Goulet:

AVTOg 0¢ eig TV Aolov dwafdg, OMg Aoclog mEoTeEVOoNG oTH YelRAS, €V TG TOAULD
IMeQyduw xabdQ1ON, xal o’ éxelvov pev "EAMNVES te €édoltmv xal ol OOy mEOL, ®al 1)
00E0 TV GOTEMV EYavev.

while he himself passed into the province of Asia; for all Asia was holding out her arms in
welcome. He [Aedesius] settled in ancient Pergamon, and his school was attended by Greeks and by
the neighbouring people, so that his fame touched the stars. (tr. Wright)

T8: Eunapius, VS, VII 8-11 = p. 43.9-44.2 Goulet:

Qg 8¢ olte éxelvol moudedewv eiyov, obte Tovhavog pavBdavewy, EEfTnoev TOV AvePov
gt val ol xol ONToErdV Axodoacdal xai dprhocddmv Aoywv. O 8¢, Beod veboavtog,
gmétoepev, meol Ta Ppiio mhavaobor fovlopevog aiTOV xol AQYElV HOALOV 1) TOD Yévoug
nal TS Paotheiog vmopvnoxreoBot. Todto 8¢ émrpamev avTt®, maviayod Pabéwv xol
Bagutdtov vmoreWEVOV RTNUATOV, HeTO Paothxiis Vmovolag xol doQudogiag megledoita,
nal diéotelyev Omm Povhotto. Kal o1 nat eig 1o ITépyapov ddinveltar natd #héog Tig
Aideoiov codiag. O 0¢ NON pev eig poxEoV T YRoag Adinto, xal TO odua Exapve - Thg 08
Ohiag abTod mMEOEOTHXECOV %Ol AVA TOVS MEMTOVS £hpé0ovto MAEOS Te, VI oU Thde
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¢PolAeto ywoiteoBat, GAL’, MomeQ Ol xoTA TOV LDBOV VIO THG dLpddog dNyBévTeg, xovOOV
2Ol APVOTL TOV poONUATmV EAxery EBoUAETO, nal dDQEA Ve L TOUTOLS PACLAXA OLETEUTTEY.

Now since they had nothing to teach him and Julian had nothing to learn from them, he begged his
cousin’s permission to attend the schools of the sophists and lectures on philosophy. He
[Constance], as the god so willed, permitted this, because he wished Julian to browse among books
and to have leisure for them, rather than leave him to reflect on his own family and his claim to
empire. After he had obtained this permission, since ample and abundant wealth from many sources
was at his disposal,” he used to travel about accompanied by the emperor’s suspicions and a
bodyguard, and went where he pleased. Thus it was that he came to Pergamon, following on the
report of the wisdom of Aedesius. But the latter was by this time far on in years, and his bodily
strength was failing. First and foremost of all his students were Maximus, about whom I am now
writing, Chrysanthius of Sardis, Priscus the Thesprotian or Molossian, and Eusebius who came
from Myndus, a city of Caria. On being allowed to study under Aedesius, Julian, who was old for
his boyish years, in amazement and admiration of his vigour and the divine qualities of his soul,
refused to leave him, but like those who had been bitten by the snake 'n the story he longed to drink
down learning open-mouthed and at a gulp, and to win his end used to send Aedesius gifts worthy
of an emperor. (tr. Wright)

T9: Eunapius, VS, VII 17 = p. 45.3-7 Goulet:

[MpooetiBer 8¢ peta v €ENynowv 6 Evoéflog mg tadta ein ta Oviwg dvra, ai 0¢ v
aioOnoLv dmatdoot poyyovetol ol yontetovool Boupatomoldv £0yo ®ot TQOG VAMAXAS TLVALG
OUVAELS TTOQOTTOLOVTMV ROL LEUNVOTWV.

At the close of his exposition Eusebius would add that these are the only true realities, whereas the
impostures of witchcraft and magic that cheat the senses are the works of conjurors who are insane
men led astray into the exercise of earthly and material powers. (tr. Wright)

T10: Eunapius, VS, XXIII 8 = p. 97.11-24 Goulet

0 8¢ tov 1e ITAMATmVOg %0l TOV AQLOTOTEAOVS MOYWV PETAOYDV IXaVDS, %Ol TEOS ALY £100C
dLhooodtag TEEPOC TV YuyiV, ®ol OV EIO0C AVOLEYOUEVOS, DG TEQL TV YVAOLY TOV £V TOIg
AoyoLg Uylowvev nat €0omwTo, ®al Tf) ouveyel (O1OEL TOOS TNV YT oLV aUTMOV ETOLUOG VITHOYEY,
rnal OGS EmidelEy €0dpoel ToD notwebwuévou, Ta eV elmely, Ta 08 ouwmool OVVANEVOGS,
ral, mOg 1O dUvaoHan roately, el mov Praobein, Tuyydvmv TopumnmdTeQOS, EvieDOev Adfrev
abToV £m Oedv yvdow xal codlav 1g MTvbaydpag e £hppovtilev »al dool TTvbaydeay
etnhwoav, Agyitag te 6 mohowog ®oi O €éx Tuadvov ATTOAADOVIOS %Ol Ol TTQOOKVVIOOVTES
AmoADVIOV, oiTiveg odud Te E00Eav Eyewv xai elval dvOowaoL.

When he had been sufficiently imbued with the doctrines of Plato and Aristotle, he turned his
attention to every other school of philosophy and read deeply in every branch. Then when he had a
sure and firm hold on the science of oratory, and by constant practice was fully equipped to exercise
instant judgement in this field, he confidently displayed in public his well-trained talents, since he
knew what to say and what to leave unsaid, while he was endowed with splendid and impressive
rhetoric which helped him to win when he was hard pressed. Next he applied himself wholly to
comprehending the nature of the gods and that wisdom to which Pythagoras devoted his mind, as
did the disciples of Pythagoras such as Archytas of old, and Apollonius of Tyana, and those who
worshipped Apollonius as a god, all of them beings who only seemed to possess a body and to be
mortal men. (tr. Wright)
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T11: Eunapius, VS, VI, 90-91 = p. 36.19-37.1 Goulet

ITote yodv ovuveAnAvOOTOWV Amtdvtwy ma’ avti) — Prhoptwe d¢ ol magfv, GAL™ &v Ayod
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E0LMTNOEV, ®al POayV EMAMITODON XQOVOV « Tl TODTO ;» AvePONOEV €ig HEGOUG HTA.

Once, for example, when they were all met at her house — Philometor however was not present but
was staying in the country----the theme under discussion and their inquiry was concerning the soul.
Several theories were propounded, and then Sosipatra began to speak, and gradually by her proofs
disposed of their arguments; then she fell to discoursing on the descent of the soul, and what part of
it is subject to punishment, what part immortal, when in the midst of her bacchie and frenzied flow
of speech she became silent, as though her voice had been cut off, and after letting a short interval
pass she cried aloud in their midst: "What is this?” (tr. Wright)

T12: Ammonius, In An. Pr.,p. 31, 11-23 Wallies
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T13: Themistius, Or. 20, 235¢
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To be sure, the visage and shape impressed upon these sacred mysteries were almost entirely those
of Aristotle. Nevertheless, my father helped to open up all the shrines of the sages. He was one of
those who were fully initiated in the sacred knowledge that Pythagoras of Samos brought back to
Greece from Egypt and in what Zeno of Citium later taught in the Painted Stoa. He always
displayed the works of the great Plato right at the door and in the very temple precinct. When
passing to the Academy from the Lyceum, he did not change his clothes; he would often first make
a sacrifice to Aristotle and then end by worshipping Plato. (tr. Penella)

T14: Themistius, Or. 23, 295b
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At that time there lived in Sicyon a man who, of all the Greeks of my time, I would say was most
truly and genuinely in possession of philosophy. He had been a disciple of the man of Chalcis [i.e.,
Iamblichus] when the latter was elderly. He was not, however, a devotee of the new song, but of the
ancestral and ancient song of the Academy and the Lyceum. (tr. Penella)

T15: Boethius, In Cat., PL 64, 162 A

Archites autem duos composuit libros quos katholous logous inscripsit, quorum in primo haec
decem praedicamenta disposuit. Unde posteriores quidam Aristotelem non esse huius divisionis
inventorem suspicati sunt eo quod Pythagoricus vir eadem conscripsisset, in qua sententia
Tamblichus philosophus est non ignobilis, cui non consentit Themistius neque concedit eum fuisse
Architem, qui Pythagoreus Tarentinusque esset, quique cum Platone aliquantulum uixisset, sed
Peripateticum aliquem Architem, qui nouo operi auctoritatem uetustate nominis conderet.

T16: Iul., Ad Matrem deorum, 162 cd
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Now whether what he [Xenarchus] says is correct or not, let us leave to the extreme Peripatetics to
refine upon. But that his view is not agreeable to me is, I think, clear to everyone. For I hold that the
theories of Aristotle himself are incomplete unless they are brought into harmony with those of
Plato, or rather we must make these also agree with the oracles that have been vouchsafed to us by
the gods (tr. Wright).
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