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ABSTRACT 

This thesis examines the philosophical thought of the 4th century 

C.E. author Porphyry of Tyre. It is intended primarily as a biblio­

graphical status quaestionis. Since I consider reference material on 

Porphyry currently available in English to be only pa~tially satisfactory, 

I have thought it desirable to provide, for the student interested in 

Porphyry, information on what useful primary and secondary sources may be 

most profitably consulted, and in what editions Porphyry's own works may 

be found. 

Underlying the thesis is the conviction that the picture of Porphyry 

emerging from the few works in English which deal with him is one-sided. 

There he is portrayed as a derivative and uninteresting popularizer of 

Plotinus. I try to show that researches by continental European scholars 

must cause us to re-evaluate this view. Porphyry, besides being a pro­

lific scholar, is to be considered a creative ethicist and metaphysician, 

highly influential on the Medieval Latin West, and probably on the Islamic 

East as well. 

In Chapter One, I sketch Porphyry's life and times, giving data on 

the contents and composition of some of his more influential works. Chap­

ter Two deals with 20th-century Porphyrian scholarship. I attempt to 

describe the conflicting assessments of Porphyry's thought given by Anglo­

Saxon and Continental scholars. The one-sided portrayal given by the 

former is attributed to a positivistic methodology inadequate to deal with 

the subject at hand. Chapter Three sketches Porphyry's cosmology, ontology 

' 
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and metaphysics, as they have recently been reconstructed by European 

scholars, especially Hadot. Chapter Four discusses the conflicting 

interpretations given by modern scholars to Porphyry's influential doc­

trine of the soul : i ts descent from t he intelligible world through the 

celestial spheres to incarna tion on earth. The role played by the 

pneuma or as tral body during the soul ' s descent, its psychological func­

tion during terrestrial existence, and the decisive part it plays in the 

post-mortem destiny of the soul •, are discussed . 

A brief Conclusion discusses future prospects fo r Porphyrian s tudies. 

Finally, a Bibliography of Ancient Authors gives information on editions 

and translations of Porphyry ' s writings, as well as those of his contem­

poraries, and an Annotated Bibliography gives a critical evaluation of 

20th-century secondary literature relevant to Porphyry's life, thought 

and place in the history of ideas. 

Examiners : 
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Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

PREFACE 

In prefaces to theses of this nature, it is customary to outline 

the contents of the work, and to state the goals the author had hoped to 

achieve in writing it. I shall not break with this tradition, but I do 

feel that it is equally important that I state briefly at the outset 

what I have not set out to do, 

The last author to devote a book-length study to Porphyry in English1 

one of very few written on him in any language -- was criticised by a 

reviewer in the Tij dschrift voor Filo so fie that "the title of this book 

promises far more than it in fact delivers." I would not incur the same 

reproach, and would therefore like to emphasize that I have not set out to 

give a complete and exhaustive presentation of Porphyry's thought. When 

dealing with an author who wrote more than fifty works that we know of, 

touching on every aspect of ancient learning, from astronomy to Homeric 

criticism, chronology, geography, theurgy and comparative religion, as 

well as every branch of philosophy, I could not hope to touch on every 

aspect of Porphyry's literary activity. Such a task would be beyond the 

scope both of my learning and the acceptable dimensions of a Master's 

thesis. It is, moreover, an impossible task so long as we lack an edition 

of Porphyry's.fragments. If I accomplish no more in the present work than 

to add one more voice to the chorus of those calling for the publication 

of Porphyrii omnia quae supersunt, I shall be satisfied. 

Nor will the reader find in this thesis a critical presentation of 

2 
Porphyry's thought. No pronouncements will be made upon the validity, 
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truth, falsity, logical consequence or otherwise of a given Porphyrian 

idea. I believe that criticism presupposes understanding; an impossible 

ideal criticism would be based on a complete knowledge of every fact con­

ceming Porphyry's life, every book he ever read, every idea that in­

fluenced him. The best modern scholars can hope for is a distant approxi­

mation to that ideal understanding. I am conscious of my distance even 

from an adequate -- not to mention a hypothetical complete -- under­

standing of Porphyry, and at this stage of my studies, and probably for 

many years hence, I shall concentrate on trying to improve my understanding 

of Porphyry's thought, leavin·g critical assessments for some point in the 

future, when I shall have approximated my unattainable goal a good deal 

more closely. 

In the meantime, this thesis represents an attempt at "clearing out 

3 
the underbrush. 11

· • I believe that Porphyry has been given short shrift in 

standard English-language histories of philosophy, and that the treatment 

he has been accorded therein -- at best dismissal as "unimportant"; at 

worst contemptuous disdain and misrepresentation -- has hindered both the 

interest of potential students and the research of scholars on Porphyry in 

the English-speaking academic world. If I harp on what I feel are inade­

quacies in current and recent Porphyrian scholarship, it is because I feel 

the picture frequently presented of Porphyry, as a derivative pedant, 

fanatically superstitious opponent of Christianity and defender of Orien­

tal barbarism, or composer of "Cole's Notes" on Plotinus, depending on 

which modem authority one consults, is both inaccurate and unfair. It 

fails to take into account P. Courcelle's proof of the extent of Porphyry's 

influence on late Latin Antiquity and the Middle Ages, and ignores the 
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discoveries of P. Hadot, who, attributing to him a previously anonymous 

Commentary on the Parmenides, has shown Porphyry to have possessed a 

fascinatingly complex metaphysical system, which deserves its place 

alongside mankind's most creative intellectual constructions. Finally, 

the question of Porphyry's influence on Islamic thought has so far been 

merely raised, but n·ot pursued. Over the next few years, I hope to begin 

the investigation of the extent of this influence, which may lead, on the 

one. hand, to the recovery of Greek philosophical texts, lost in the ori­

ginal but preserved in Arabic, Persian or Syriac translations and adapta­

tions, and on the other, to an improved understanding of ancient and 

modern Islamic thought. 

For the moment, I have thought it useful to provide an initial 

orientation to this little-known thinker. Chapter One gives the outlines 

of Porphyry's life and times, with some discussion of his more important 

works. Chapter Two sketches the history of Porphyrian scholarship in this 

century; in line with the general bibliographical orientation, I have 

indicated which works I have found most helpful, and which deleterious, 

to an improved understanding of Porphyry's philosophy (the Annotated 

Bibliography and Bibliography of Ancient Authors are intended to provide 

fuller information along these lines). Chapters Three and Four provide 

brief sketches of Porphyry's metaphysics and ethics respectively. Much 

more could have been written, but I did not wish idly to repeat what has 

been so excellently stated elsewhere. The interested reader is again 

referred to the Annotated Bibliography. Finally, in a conclusion, some 

indications are given as to what possible directions Porphyrian studies 

may now take. 



The shortcomings and omissions of this thesis are due to lacunae in 

my own knowledge; over the next few years, with the help of a generous 

grant from the Social Sciences and Humanities Research Council of Canada, 

I hope to remedy these gaps at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes in Paris, 

under the direction of M. Philippe Hoffmann. I shall also benefit from 

the guidance of M. Pierre Hadot, the world's leading expert on Neoplato­

nism, who has already provided me with invaluable advice and information. 

To M. Hadot, to the learned Mme. Ilsetraut Hadot; to Alain-Philippe 

Segonds, Pere H.-D. Saffrey, and M.R. Goulet, I am indebted for valuable 

information, advice and orientation. May they find here the expression 

of my respectful gratitude. 

My principal.debt of gratitude is, however, to the Department of 

Classics of the University of Victoria, which allowed me to venture into 

this little-trodden field, and then stuck with me throughout the comple­

tion of this thesis, and especially to my Supervisor, Dr. Gordon Shrimpton, 

who, with long-suffering patience, has done all he could, and then some, 

to see this project through. My thanks go also to Mrs. A. Nancy Nasser, 

whose expert typing skills and unfailing obligingness made a tedious and 

difficult typing job seem easy. 

I owe more than I know how to express to Professors David Campbell 

and Peter Smith, my teachers, respectively, of Greek and Latin. I will 

do my best not to squander the priceless gift they have given me. 

This thesis would not have been possible without two years of 

generous financial support from the University of Victoria. The research 

that went into it was greatly facilitated by the always-cheerful and 

helpful staff of the Inter-Library Loans Department of the McPherson 
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Library; thanks go to Betty, Arlene, Cynthia, Cathie and Karen. 

A special debt of gratitude goes to my esteemed friend and teacher, 

Mr. Mo~ammed N. Aziz. ma taf' alu min khayran ya'lamtu-1-lahu. 
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Notes to Preface 

1. Smith (1974). 

2. Modern Western scholars have, especially in the study of non­
Western and pre-modern systems of belief, perhaps been too quick 
to criticize first and understand later. A reaction, to which I 
heartily subscribe, seems to be developing to this way of thinking; 
see Duerr (1985); Feyerabend (1987). 

3. The phrase is !dries Shah's: 
1969), Learning how to Learn 
(London 1971), etc. 

see his Wisdom of the Idiots (London 
(New York 1978), ~ Thinkers of the East 



Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

Chapter I 

(Porphyry) was an extraordinarily versatile erudite, but no independent 
thinker, and despite his numerous philosophical writings there exists 
no Porphyrian philosophy. 

Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer, "Plotinos," 
RE Bd. 4 (1953), col. 583. 

uO,n ot µev 'IT)V q,.:\oooq,Cav 11po1:q.wia~v, cli<; Tiopq,6p.o<; ,.xai TI:\o:n:'~vo<; xai 
/1,:\:\o. l!OAAOL (j)LA6ooq,o.• · ot 6e 't"TJV tepCl't"LXT]V, cli<; 'laµ~A.LXO<; XClL ~up.avo<; 
xai Tip6x:\o<; xat ot Lepa1:Lxot nav1:e<;. 

1 

that some prefer philosophy, as Porphyry and Plotinus and many other 
philosophers, others theology, as Iamblichus, Syrianus, Proclus and all 
the theologians. 

Damascius, In Phaed. 1.172.1-3 
Westerinkl 

It will be one of the principal goals of this thesis to try to show 

that Damascius writing c.500 C.E., had a more accurate view of Porphyry 

and his literary activity than did Schwyzer, one of the leading Neopla­

tonic scholars of our time. 

There have been as many definitions of philosophy as there have been 

philosophers -- rather more, in fact -- and even if someone had the re­

quisite learning and temerity to attempt one of his own, it could easily 

be shot down by a philosopher of differing views. I will therefore res­

trict myself to the observation that, throughout recorded western history, 

there have been certain questions which mankind seems repeatedly to have 

raised, with an urgency and insistence not usually accorded more mundane 

problems of everyday life. Some of the most frequently recurrent of these 

questions are: Why does there exist something, rather than nothing? Why 

is there so much suffering in human life, and what might be a possible 
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remedy to this suffering? (a co.r.ollary to this is the question: What is 

happiness and how are we to attain it?). Finally, what, if anything, 

happens to us after our death? Both those who have formulated these 

questions and those who have proposed solutions to them have generally 

regarded them as in some sense "philosophical. 112 

Every student begins his investigations already equipped with a 

considerable weight of methodological baggage: acknowledged or un­

acknowledged prejudices and preferences; personal tastes which made him 

consider this field, rather than another, worthy of study; assumptions 

and partis pris which make him accept some sources, authorities, and 

types of evidence as conclusive, and reject others. It is as a confes­

sion of my personal methodological preferences, then, rather than as a 

dogmatic assertion, that I propose the following definition of philo­

sophy.: An honest attempt to find answers for the above-mentioned ques­

tions, which, due to the frequency with.which they are raised, in all 

sorts of guises, and the urgency with which an answer to them is sought, 

must have their source in some constant and deep-seated recess in the 

human spirit. According to this admittedly arbitrary criterion, 3 then, 

anyone attempting to answer these questions would be a philosopher; it 

is neither a necessary nor a sufficient conQition that he commit his con­

clusions to writing and present them with a certain rigour and consis­

tency (philosophy so presented does, however, greatly facilitate the task 

of the historian of philosophy). 

Porphyry did have a philosophy in the sense outlined above: This 

paper's goal will be moreover to show that he had a fully developed cos­

mology, ontology, ethics and eschatology, in the sense modern philosophers 
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have defined these terms. The majority of Porphyry's philosophical out­

put is not extant. This is a contingent fact with which modern histo­

rians must deal, but which has nothing to do with the question of 

Porphyry's importance, influence, or lack. thereof. What is important is 

that in a period crucial for the development of Western and Near Eastern 

civilization -- the 3rd to 6th centuries of our era -- he was widely 

read, and his writings exercised a powerful influence on contemporary and 

subsequent thinkers. 

Of Porphyry's 77 or so works, only a portion has survived. Few of 

them have been edited, and of these only a fraction are available in ade­

quate English translations, while the secondary literature consists mainly 

in specialist material in French or German. 4 Faced with such a sparsity 

of material; the historian of philosophy can throw up his hands and con­

clude, using argumenta ex silentio, that Porphyry cannot have had anything 

interesting to say, or else he would have been better known. If, however, 

one seeks a fuller understanding of the causes of the current state of 

neglect of Porphyrian studies, one may be led, as I was, to find through 

a survey of Porphyry's available works and the relevant secondary litera­

ture that he did, indeed, have something worthwhile to say. 

There are few issues in Porphyrian studies upon which scholars have 

reached agreement; ·this will emerge from the next chapter, in which I 

sketch the history and present state of Porphyrian scholarship. Before 

going on, in subsequent chapters, to discuss Porphyry's metaphysics and 

doctrine of the soul, as they have been reconstructed by the modern 

scholars I find most convincing, it would be as well to resume the few 

facts about Porphyry which are more or less agreed upon by the scholarly 
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• . . 5 communis op1n10. 

Porphyry was born in Tyre, probably in 234 C.E. 6 If his reported 

Syrian name, Malchos, which the Greeks translated as ~acro\e6~, is any 

indication, he came from a rather well-off family, and we may assume he 

received the best education coastal Syria had to offer. This region had 

been a flourishing intellectual center for centuries, and the schools at 

Antioch, Edessa and Nisibis, inter alia, would constitute some of the 

foremost centers for the study, preservation and transmission of Greek 

learning right down to the Arab conquest,in the 7th century. Indeed, 

this area, left largely untouched by the violence attendant upon the fall 

of the Severan dynasty, was, along with Egypt and Asia Minor, one of the 

cultural capitals of the Roman Empire in Porphyry's time. 7 

Porphyry's native tongue will have been Aramaic, the. lingua franca 

of Near Eastern commercial and intellectual exchange which had, by this 

time, eclipsed koine Greek. It is likely that he knew-Classical Hebrew, 8 

and, in general, we may speak with Bidez 9 of "the encyclopaedic knowledge 

he had of the things of the Orient." At the library-school at Caesarea, 

he may have met and heard the great Christian theologian Origen (185.:_253), 10 

with whose teachings Porphyry's fully developed philosophy was to have a 

great deal in common. 

At some point before the age of thirty, a now-Hellenized Porphyry set 

off for Athens, then, as in Cicero's time, a ·university town attracti_ng 

the sons of the elite from all over the Empire. There he studied grammar 

under Apollonios, mathematics under Demetrios,. and rhetoric under Minu­

cianos.11 The teacher who had the strongest impact on the young Malchus 

was, however, undoubtedly the learned philologist and philosopher Cassius 
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Longinus (c.213-273), 12 with whom he would remain in contact until the 

latter's violent death. It was from Longinus that Porphyry obtained the 

expertise in.literary criticism, exegesis and allegorical interpretation 

which were to characterize such writings as the Homericae Quaestiones, 

De Antro Nympharum, and Contra Christianos. 13 And although Porphyry's 

future master Plotinus expressed a low opinion of Longinus' philosophical 

abilities ("q,L},.6},.oyoc; µev," ~Cjlr], [sc. o Il},.on'i'.voc;] "o /\oyyi:voc;, (j)LA6oocpoc; 

6e, o66aµooc;"; Plotinus apud Porphyry, Vita Plotini 14, p.15, 19-20 

(Brehier), it seems that it was from Longinus that Porphyry learned that 

form of pre-Plotinian Platonism the so-called Middle Platonism14 

to which he was to remain faithful in certain crucial respects in his 

philosophical thinking. Longinus seems to have taught that the Intelli­

gibles (voll1'a, the Platonic Forms or Ideas) subsisted outside the hypo-. 

stasis Nouc;·or Intelligence. He perhaps also held, as did Porphyry's 

future classmate Origen the pagan, 15 that there existed no.higher level of 

reality above the Nous: Both these doctrines were anathema·to Plotinus; 

yet it seems to have been on Longinus' recommendation that, in 263, 

Porphyry left Athens for Rome to seek entry into Plotinus' philosophical 

conventicule. 16 

No brief summary could do justice to the subtle complexity of the 

thought of Plotinus, the founder of Neoplatonism and one of the most 

b · 11 · . h · k · h · 17 ri iant creative tin ers in istory. In its barest outlines, the 

structure .of his system is as follows: 

From the ineffable, unthinkable One, characterized by complete 

simplicity and beyond motion and thought, there derives, by an effortless 

flow which does not diminish its source (just as the·outpouring of light 
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does not diminish a fire), a second level of reality, the Nous, containing 

the archetypes of all phenomenal reality, By further spontaneous emana­

tion, the hypostasis Soul is produced. More precisely, each hypostasis 

is characterized by two forms of activity, one inner and one outer. The 

inner activity consists in self-contemplation, and serves to maintain the 

respective hypostasis in existence. As a by-product (ncrpepyov) of its 

outer activity, each hypostasis produces a kind of "spiritual matter," 

which imparts Form to itself when it contemplates (9eropetv) the superior 

hypostasis which produced it. Thus it is the external activity of Soul 

which creates the universe; at the point where .the entire process of 

creative emanation is losing its substantiveness and impetus. As a result, 

Matter, the .end-point of the process, is endowed with only a kind of 

quasi-reality (each level of emanation represents a falling away from 

Unity and Simplicity, the highest desiderata, into multiplicity and• 

divisibility). Thus Plotinus often seems to consider Matter as the ulti­

mate Principle of Evil, bereft of participation in the Form of the Good. 

The same holds true for human bodies, unworthy containers of a portion of 

divine Notrs, which is the source of our higher contemplative faculties. 

Soul and Nature, meanwhile, are the origin of our lower mental and 

purely physiological functions, The philosopher's goal should be to seek 

real knowledge; that is, to ensure the re-ascent of the particle of Nous· 

within him to its primordial state of unity with the hypostasis Nous; 

where the distinction between subject and object disappears. 

Such, in truncated form, is the schema of reality that Porphyry and 

his contemporaries came to take for granted. 18 Whether Porphyry brought 

substantial modifications to this schema, or whether he was a simple 
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popularizer or even plagiarist of Plotinus' ideas is a matter of debate, 

and will have to occupy us later. 

Porphyry was to stay with Plotinus six years, attending public 

readings. and discussions of philosophical texts, composing his own 

refutations of opposing·Viewpoints, and generally imbuing himself with 

the Master's thought, as well as .with mathematics, music, and astronomy, 

in an atmosphere of highly~charged intellectual tension and excitement, 

until he had rendered himself, in Bidez's words, "the most intelligent 

and fervent adept" of Plotinus' ideas, and "united in himself all the 

learning (science) of his time."19 

Perhaps the atmosphere was a bit too highly-charged. We need not go 

as far as Bidez and claim that Plotinus' alleged "hatred for the body" 

was responsible; it was more likely a simple case .of depression caused 

by nervous exhaustion which led Porphyry to consider taking his life in 

268. 
20 

Plotinus, at any rate, saw·his star pupil'.s state less as a meta­

physical crisis than a psychological one, and prescribed tr.avel. The 

diagnosis seems to have been correct; Porphyry set sail for Lilybaeum in 

Sicily, and arrived later that year. He was 35 years old. 

Porphyry's literary activity continued unabated during his Sicilian 

period, even after news reached him in 270 of the death of his beloved 

master Plotinus in Campania. Indeed, it is from the Sicilian period that 

many ·of Porphyry's most influential works date: the Isagoge, 21 or Intro-

duction to Aristotle's Categories, which introduced Aristotle to the Neo-

platonic school curriculum and, in Latin translation, remained a student's 

first introduction to the Stagirite' s thought .right through the Middle 

Ages; h . f. f b k A . h Ch • · 22 1s 1 teen oo s gainst t e ristians; a devastating textual 
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and doctrinal critique of the upstart religion, the De regressu animae23 

(perhaps better entitled the Tiopc lnav65ou tuxn,), his treatise on the 

post-mortem destiny of the soul which so influenced Augustine and 

Macrobius, among others; his four books De Abstinentia ab esu animalium; 24 

a plea for vegetarianism and against animal sacrifice, which also con­

tains some of Porphyry's finest philosophical passages; and a number -­

as yet undetermined -- of commentaries on Plato, Aristotle and Ptolemy, 

f h . h h d · · · · 25 none o w 1c as come own to us in its entirety. 

From this point.on Porphyry's life is less well documented. It is 

likely he returned to Rome sometime after Plotinus' death, and that he 

assumed the leadership of the latter's school (Iamblichus may have been 

one of his students, but few other names of his disciples have been pre­

served), From this period date his Sententiae ad intelligibilia ducen­

tes,26 his most important ethico-metaphysical treatise of uncontested 

authenticity, extant only in fragments and textually a jungle of corrup-

tions; TI , - ~ , 27 TI , ethical treatises like the oP• ~ou rvw8• oomov and the oP• 

- 28 . 29 ~µ•v and the Ad Marcellam. This last work provides our last 

data about Porphyry's life: it presents itself as a letter written in 

consolation to his wife Marcella, a widowed mother of seven Porphyry had 

married in his old age, but whom he had been forced to leave after only 

ten months, when called away on official state business (xaAOOOYJs 

~ ~ 'E' ' ' 4 6 6 1 3o) TI)s ~wv ~'),_~vwv XPo•a,, Ad Marc. , p.10 , 15-1 Des Paces • It 

consists largely of edifying ethical maxims culled from various sources, 

and contains passages of great beauty and profundity. 

Also·from this final period of Porphyry's life (i.e. sometime after 

298) dates his supreme labour of love for his master Plotinus: his 



meticulous edition of the Enneads, whose 54 treatises he carefully 

divided into six groups of nine, 31 adding his own "commentaries and 

summaries,"
32 

and prefacing it with one of the finest biographies to 

have reached us from Antiquity, the Vita Plotini. 33 

9 

The last date mentioned by Porphyry is 301 C.E., when he was sixty­

eight years old. 34 The date and circumstances of his death are unknown.35 

Such are the outlines of Porphyry's life, as best we can now recon­

struct them. Before proceeding to give an account of his thought in 

later chapters, I shall, in a survey of the literature, try to gain some 

insight into the reasons for the widely divergent evaluations of 

Porphyry's philosophy held by modern scholars. 
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Notes to Chapter I 

1. Previously attributed to Olympiodorus (by e.g. Beutler [1953] col. 
280; Wallis [1972] 3 n.2; Smith [1974] xviii n.22), this quo­
tation, and the entire Commentary on Plato's Phaedo from which it 
is taken, now appears to be by Damascius, the 6th-century student 
of Proclus, teacher of Simplicius and last head of the Platonic 
Academy. On the attribution see Westerink's edition (1977) vol. 2, 
pp.15-17; Saffrey (1988) 20 n.48. On Damascius, ignored by Lloyd 
(1967), cf. J. Combes' Introduction to his Bude edition of Damascius' 
On First Principles (1986) ix-lxxii; I. Hadot, Le Probleme du Neo­
platonisme Alexandrin: Hierocles et Simplicius (Paris 1978) passim; 
L.G. Westerink, "Damascius commentateur de Platon" in Le Neoplato­
nisme (1971) 253-260; M.-c. Galperine, "Damascius et la theologie 
negative," Ibid 261:...263; "Le temps integral salon Damascius," 
Etudes Phil~hiques (1980) 325-34. 

2. Kant would have claimed that these questions are illegimate, being 
transferals of the data obtained by the categories we use to per­
ceive the phenomenal world to a domain where these are not appli­
cable. Wittgenstein might have likened such questions to screws 
which are not part of a mechanism because they do not turn anything; 
they are statements which have only the appearance of real sentences, 
but are not really such, since no circumstances can be imagined in 
which they could be answered according to the "logical grammar" o·f our 
"language games." Gilbert Ryle, finally, would dismiss these ques­
tions as "category mistakes"; the goal of philosophy Jor him is not 
to answer such questions but to eliminate them, by showing that they 
are incorrectly formulated. This is not the place to discuss such 
objections, nor to investigate the question whether a smug positivism 
or "critical rationalism" in the Popperian vein still has the right 
to call itself "love of Wisdom." See Duerr (1985) esp. pp.89-103. 

3. My only consolation is that any other definition of philosophy is 
equally arbitrary. 

4. Bidez (1913, 65*-73*) had listed 77 works by Porphyry. Beutler 
(1953, coll. 278-301) arrived at a total of 72, of which he judged 
four to be doublets and eleven to be of doubtful authenticity, 
leaving a total of 57. J. Bouffartigue and M. Patillon (1977), 
listed 21 of these as having been "reproduced or reconstituted in 
part by editor~" (xiii:...xvii). I know of no significant additions to 
this list since that time, although E. Des Places' edition of the 
Life of Pythagoras and the Letter to Marcella constitutes. an advance 
on the previous 'texts of Nauck (1886) and Potscher (1969) respec­
tively. Work ha's recently begun at the CNRS in Paris on a badly­
needed new editipn of Porphyry's Sentent~ but will require five 
or six years for: publication. (I am grateful to Mme. Ilsetraut 
Hadot for this information.) 



5. We have two main sources for Porphyry's life: his own Life of 
Plotinus, prefaced to most modern editions of the Enneads, con­
taining much autobiographical material, and the Lives of the 
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Sophists by Eunapius (c.345-420). The latter's account of Porphyry's 
life, written a century after his death, must be used with caution 
(cf. Bidez (1913] 53 n.1; who nevertheless reproduces the relevant 
sections of Eunapius, following Boissonade's 1822 text, pp.47*-51*). 
The best modern edition of Eunapius is that of C. Giangrande, Rome 
1956). There is also a Loeb edition by W.C. Wright (1922). The only 
modern biography of Porphyry we possess is that of Bidez; it needs 
replacement, but is reliable for factual data. In what follows I 
shall be utilizing Bidez extensively. 

6. More precisely, October 5, 234, if, with 0. Neugebauer, in A History 
of Ancient Mathematical Astronomy, Pt. 2 (Berlin 1975) 944, we iden­
tify part of Porphyry's horoscope in Hephaestius, Apotelesmatica 2, 
10 (ed. Pingree, Leipzig 1973, vol. 1, p.112, 16-20), cited in 
Bouffartigue and Patillon (1977) xi n.3. 

7. On the state of the Empire in Porphyry's time, see Rostovtzeff (1957) 
1, Chap. 10, pp.433-468, "The Military Anarchy," Chap. 11, pp.469-
501, "The Empire during the Anarchy." 

8. Bidez (1913) 9; Wilken (1984) 128. As "the best scholar of his 
time," Porphyry "was equipped with a better knowledge of Hebrew than 
Origen had," Dodds (1965) 126. Cf. Wallis (1972) 101; Bidez (1913) 
9. 

9. Bidez (1913) 10; Beutler (1953) col. 276. We may wish to disagree 
with Bidez's nineteenth-century conception of a monolithic "Orient" 
sharing a set of identifiable characteristics that an intelligent 
scholar, like Porphyry, could assimilate. 

10. On this brilliant scholar, who composed some 800 works of which we 
know the titles (Jerome ascribed to him 2,000 works; Epiphanius 
6,000!), amongst which was a critical, comparative text of the Old 
Testament, see the bibliographical material in Patrology, vol. 2 
(1953) 37-101; add now Dodds (1965) 106f.; 134f.; 117-119; 127-
132; H. Chadwick in CHLGEMP 182-192, and Bibliography pp.675-676. 
Henri Crouzel, Bibliographie critique d'Origene (The Hague 1971; 
Supplement 1982) gives hundreds of pages of items on Origen, up to 
1980. 

11. Bidez (1913) 30; Bouffartigue and Patillon (1977) xii; Beutler 
(1953) col. 276, 53ff. 

12. Not, as was often thought in Antiquity, the author of On the Sublime, 
but the Longinus who, called to the court of Zenobia at Palmyra, 
died during the siege of that city when Aurelian crushed Zenobia's 
revolt. His thought deserves a monograph; meantime, we must be 
content with the accounts of his life and thought in Bidez (1913) 



12 

29ff.; Dorrie (1959) 4; 104-107; Lloyd (1967) 283-284; Wilken 
(1984) 130-31; Wallis (1972) 38-39. Smith (1974), and Dillon 
(1977) (except for pp.255-256) are oddly reticent about him. 
ginus' fragments are accessible in Toup's 1778 edition of the 
"Y,jr_ooc;; there is also an edition of his rhetorical fragments 

Lon­
flcpt 
by 

A.O. Prickard (OCT, 1908) 13. 

13. From this period of Porphyry's literary activity date his Homerika 
ZBt8mata, in which, among other observations, he uses his critical 
acumen to dispute some of the deletions carried out by Aristarchus 
on Book XI of the Odyssey; Porphyrii quaestionum homericarum ad 
Odysseam pertinentium·religuiae, ed. H. Schrader (Leipzig 1890) 
p.108, 5-10. The same editor collected Porphyry's comments on the 
Iliad: Porphyrii quaestionum homericarum ad Iliadem pertinentium 
reliquiae (Leipzig 1882). On these neglected sources of Homeric 
criticism see Bidez (1913) pp.3lff.; 71*; J. Pepin in Le Neopla­
tonisme, 167-192; Wilken (1984) 131. 

Porphyry's religio-philosphical works probably also date from 
this early period, viz. ITept 'AyaAµ.a~wv (text in Bidez [1913] l*-
23*); the Philosphiaex oraculis haurienda, ed. Gustavus Wolff 
(Berlin 1856; reprinted, Hildesheim 1962). These two works have 
not helped Porphyry's reputation among rationalistic modern scholars; 
for Bidez (1913, p.15) they are full of "Demonology, magic, astrology 
and Oriental superstitions," while Geffcken (1978, 57-59) speaks of 
"an extravagant quest after oracles and theurgy," "documents of the 
most rampant superstition," and is visibly shocked by the "almost 
incredible lack of discrimination" with which "a trained philologist 
such as Porphyry" could have collected these recipes for the animation 
of statues by gods, prayers, invocations, magical spells and oracles, 
into works which are "in an absolute sense ... unattractive composi­
tion(s)." Apart from the rampant ethnocentrism and latent racism 
evident in such pronouncements, however, perhaps some caution should 
be used. These works have been reconstructed on the basis of quota­
tions preserved in Church Fathers such as Eusebius, Augustine, Theo­
doretus, Lactantius, and Nicephorus Gregoras, whose purpose was pre­
cisely to scrounge about in Porphyry's works in order to cite pas­
sages which would cast the most discredit upon the hated arch-enemy 
of Christianity. Lloyd (1967) p.286 n.2, deduces from Eusebius, 
Praep. ev. IV 7.2 (I 77 Mras) that "what has survived of this work 
(i.e. the much-maligned Philosophy from Oracles) is misleading"; so 
Wallis (1972) 99, n.1. On the whole question see Pierre Hadot, 
"Citations de Porphyre dans Augustin," Revue des Btudes augusti­
niennes VI (1960) 205-244; Wilken (1984) 148ff. 

14. On Middle Platonism, the philosophical movement extending from the• 
death of Plato in 347 B.C.E. to the period of Plotinus' activity, 
there is a scarcity of material. The only survey of the period as a 
whole is Dillon (1977). The section on the period in the CHLGEMP 
43ff., by Philip Merlan, is sketchy, treating individual authors only 
inasmuch as they shed light on Plotinus. Editions of individual 
authors continue to appear in the Bude series (see· Bibliography of 



Ancient Authors). The so-called School of Tubingen, which has 
since the late 1950's revalorized the "Unwritten lloctrines" of 
Plato, has made important studies of Middle Platonic thinkers, 
who constitute their principal sources; see Kramer (1964). 
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15. Who was indeed a different person from the Christian Origen; see 
K.-0 Weber,. Origenes der Neuplatoniker (= Zetemata t. XXVII), 
Munchen, 1962. Whether or not they both studied under the mys­
terious Am.monius Saccas, teacher of Plotinus and Longinus, is a 
matter of ardent debate amongst learned adversaries which would 
take us too far afield here; for a concise and sober summary of 
the issues see E.R. Dodds, "Numenius and Ammonius" in EH 5" (1960). 
On the divergent views of· Plotinus. and Longinus see A.H. Armstrong, 
"The Background of the Doctrine 'That the Intelligibles are not 
Outside the Intellect,"' EH 5 (1960) 393-413. 

16. Beutler (1953) col. 277. 

17. The bibliography on Plotinus is enormous; for a first orientation 
see Hadot (19732); Armstrong (1940; 1979), and his excellent con­
tribution to the CHLGEMP (Part 3, pp.195-268; bibliography 676-
677). The editions cited in the Bibliography of Ancient Authors 
contain useful notes and bibliographies; there is rich parallel 
material in Bouillet (1857-1861). See also H.-R. Schwyzer, "Plo­
tinos," RE 21 (1951), col. 4 71-592; W. Theiler in R. Harder, R. 
Beutler and W. Theiler, Plot ins Schriften (Hamburg 1956-1971), vol. 
6, pp.103-175; Dodds (1965) 69-101; and "Tradition and Personal 
Achievement in the Philosophy of Plotinus," Journal of Roman Studies 
50 (1960) 1-7; Smith (1974) 2-80. On Plotinus' legacy in the his­
tory of western ideas see Arthur O. Lovejoy, The Great Chain of 
Being(= The William James Lectures, delivered at Harvard University 
1933, Cambridge and London, 19642). 

18. There is a lack of material on Plotinus' Neoplatonic successors 
available in English. The best survey is probably that of Wallis 
(1972); the CHLGEMP, envisioned as a continuation of Guthrie's 
History of Greek Philosophy, is inconsistent; first-rate sections 
(e.g. Armstrong's) are interspersed with decidedly slipshod ones. 
The most valuable material has been contributed by European scholars: 
see the papers collected in Le Neoplatonisme (1971), Etudes Neo­
platoniciennes (1973), and volumes 3 (1955), 5 (1960), 12 (1966) 
and 21 (1975) of EH, as well as in the Melanges Trouillard (1981). 
Collections of the papers of individual scholars have also appeared: 
see Festugiere (1967; 1971; 1972; 1975); Courcelle (1984, 
especially Bibliography 11-25); Hadot (1968a, bibliography vol. 2, 
pp.123-134; 19772); Theiler (1927; 1966); and Dorrie (1976; 
bibliography 525-527). On individual Neoplatonists, the respective 
articles in RE are to be consulted: R. Beutler on Numenius, Plutarch 
of Athens, Proclus and Olympiodorus; K. Praechter on Syrianus, 
Hierocl~s and Simplicius. Praechter's articles, however, as well as 
his influential article "Richtungen und Schulen im Neuplatonismus," 



in Genethliakon fur Carl Robert (Berlin 1910), have since been 
largely supplanted by the work of Ilsetraut Hadot, Le Probleme du 
Neoplatonisme Alexandrin: Hierocles et Simplicius (Paris 1978). 

19. Bidez (1913) 48. For a vivid account of life in Plotinus' inner 
circle see Hadot (19732); Armstrong in the CHLGEMP 195-221. 
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20. Bidez (1913) 52f.; Beutler (1953) col. 277. Franz __ Cumont (1919) 
gives a good account of his incident. Reports of Porphyry's 
"naturally hypochondriac disposition," "sombre and fanatical tem­
perament" [Encyclopedia of Religion and Ethics vol. 3 (1917) 317] 
or "caracter tetrico y atrabiliario" [Enciclopedia Universal vol. 
46 (1922), 515], seem greatly to have been exaggerated, As Bidez 
remarks (1913, p.52 n.1, "On peut passer par une periode de neuras­
thenie sans etre, dans l'etat normal, porte aux idees noires. Rien, 
dans le reste de la vie de Porphyre, n'indique un temperament triste 
et deprim8." 

21. Isagoge sive quinque voces, ed. A. Busse, in Commentaria in Aristo­
telem Graeca 4.1, Berlin 1887. See Bidez (1913), 58ff.; 138-139; 
Beutler (1953) col. 252-253. Commented by Ammonios Hermeiou, 
Johannes Philoponus, David, Elias, Theodoros Prodromos, Tzetzes and 
Boethius, it was translated into Syrian, Arabic, Armenian and Latin. 
The work was intended as a defence against the criticisms of Plotinus 
(e.g. Enn. 5, 2, 9, 7-27). See Courcelle (19482) 396f.; Wallis 
(1972)24. 

22. This important work deserves to be exhumed from the Abhandlungen der 
koeniglichen preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften, phil-hist. 
Klasse I (Berlin 1916), where Adolf von Harnack, having reconstructed 
it from fragments preserved in Macarius Magnes, had published it 
("Porphyrius Gegen die Christen, 15 Buecher, Zeugnisse und Referate"). 
with Bidez (1913) 52* 20; pp.77ff.; Beutler (1953) no. 52, col. 
298-299; see Wilken (1984) ch. VI: "Porphyry, the most Learned 
Critic of All"; Dodds (1965) 107-9; 112; 115; 118; 125-27; 
135; Geffcken (1978) 62-65; Wallis (1972) 101-105. 

Not only was it due to this work that Porphyry became persona 
non grata amongst early Christians (he was "refuted" by Methodius, 
Eusebius, Apollinarius of Laodicea and Philostorgius, among others) 
but his work was ordered burned by the emperors Valentinian III and 
Theodosius II in 448. [nope napa6L66o0aL Cod. Just. 1.1.3. The 
text of the decree is reproduced by Bidez (1913) 79 n.2; Courcelle 
(19482) 395 n.2.] All of this contributed to the state of ravaged 
dispersion in which Porphyry's works came down to us: Christians 
who admired and utilized his writings -- and there were many -- did 
not dare to cite him by name (he was considered so dangerous an 
enemy of the faith that the "refutations" written against him were 
consigned to the flames at the same time as his own writings). More­
over, questions as to the reliability of Macarius Magnes (5th cent.) 
are obstacles in the way of the publication of a new critical edi­
tion, with notes and translation; a prerequisite, of course, for 
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any eventual complete edition of Porphyry's fragments. See Goulet 
(1974). 

23. Fragments from Augustine's De civitate Dei reproduced· in Bidez 
(1913) 27*-44*; cf. pp.88ff.; Beutler (1953) col. 294; Courcelle 
(1948) 226ff. J.J. O'Meara's attempt (in Porphyry's Philosophy from 
Oracles in Augustine, Paris 1959), to identify this work with the 
Philosophy from Oracles has ·met with little acceptance; see Hadot 2 (1960); Wallis (1972) 99 n.1; Smith (1974) xiii. Courcelle (1948) 
25-28; 165-6 7; 225££., ar.gues that Bidez' s collection is incom­
plete, lacking extracts from Macrobius, Martianus Capella, and 
Claudianus Mamertius. 

24. Bidez no, 41 (cf. pp.98ff.). The need for a new edition of this work 
to replace that of Nauck (18862), described by Beutler (no. 40, col. 
29), as 11 dringend erforderlich," has been admirably, if as yet only 
partially, filled by the excellent edition of Jean Bouffartigue and 
Michel Patillon (1977-1979). 

The work has attracted most attention as a document of antique 
Vegetarianism [see Haussleiter (1935)], and for its utilization of an 
extended passage from Theophrastus' Peri Eusebeias, Bernays (1866); 
W. Potscher, Theophrastos Peri Eusebeias (Philosophia Antiqua 11, 
[Leyden 1964]). The De Abstinentia maintains its antiquarian value, 
but at the same time -- and this has been too often overlooked -- it 
constitutes one of the summits of the expression of Porphyry's mature 
religio-philosophical system, Cf. Sodano (1958) xxxv-xxxvi: 11 

L'anello e saldato: dalla Filosofia degli oracoli al De abstinentia, 
attraverso l'Epistola ad Anebo e il De regressu, il pensiero reli­
gioso di Porfirio e giunto alla sua definitiva sistematizione. 11 

25. Bidez and Beutler list commentaries by Porphyry on Plato's Cratylus, 
Parmenides, Phaedo, Philebus, Republic, Sophist, and Timaeus; on 
Aristotle's Categories, Physics; !Iept epµ17vefoc;, Ethics and book 12 
of the ·Metaphysics; on Theophrastus' !Iept l«ITa~paaewc; xat ano~aaewc;; 
on Ptolemy's Harmonika and Apotelesmatike, and on Euclid. Leaving 
aside, for the moment, the litigious case of the In Parmenidem, only 
three of these works have so far, to my knowledge, been reconstructed 
by editors: the Commentaries on Ptolemy (Harmonics, ed. I. During 
[Goteborg 1932]; Apotelesmatike, ed. Weinstock-Boer [Catal. Cod. 
Astral. Gr. 5.4, Bruxelles 1940] pp.187-228), and on the Timaeus 
(Sodano, Porphyrii in Platonis Timaeum commentariorum fragmenta 1964), 
in addition to the lsagoge (n.21, above). How many of the lost com­
mentaries may eventually be discovered in translation from as-yet­
unexamined Arabic, Syriac and Persian manuscripts is a tantalizing 
but as yet unanswerable question, The commentary on the Nicomachean 
Ethics is extant in Arabic; while that on the !Iept epµ17vCac; may be 
too. 

26. The edition of E. Lamberz (1975) has rendered obsolete the previous 
editions of Mommert (Leipzig: Teubner, 1907), Creuzer (Paris 1855), 
and Hols.tenius (Rome 16301; Cambridge2 1655) . But until the 
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appearance of the Bude edition (see above n.4), we are stuck with 
antiquated translations based on Creuzer's text. And while some 
scholars refer to the work as a vulgarization of or easy introduc­
tion to the thought of Porphyry (Bidez suggested for the title the 
disparaging translation "Tresor de pensees pour qui veut arriver a 
l'Intelligible" (1913) p.106, a translation is essential, since 
the Sententiae are composed in what must be some of the most diffi­
cult Greek ever written; see Lloyd (1967) 286ff.; Wallis (1972) 
98. I have used the translation made by a certain Thos. Davidson, 
and appearing in the Journal of Speculative Philosophy 3 (1869) 46-
73. Thomas Taylor's translation (1823) was the first into the ver­
nacular, followed by Leveque in vol. 1, pp.XLV-LXXVI of Bouillet 
(1857-1861). 

27. Bidez (1913) no. 40, pp.109f.; Beutler (1953) no. 39, col. 291. 
This work deals with self-knowledge as a prerequisite for the ascent 
of the soul in the Intelligible world. Fragments of the 1st and 4th 
Books are preserved in Stobaeus, vol. 3, p.579, 6-583, 4 Hense. See 
further Theiler (1933; = 1966, pp.218ff.), who proves extensive 
utilization of this work by Augustine in his De Trinitate. Dorrie 
(1966b) 183 proves Ambrosius' dependence on it in his De Isaac vel 
Anima. 

28. Bidez (1913) no. 39, p. 39; Beutler (1953) no. 38, col. 290-291. In 
the form of an exegesis of Plato's Myth of Er in the Republic, 
Porphyry here treats of the conflict between free will and predes­
tination. It also deals with the pre-existent soul's choice of in­
carnations; the souls first choose a constellation, on the basis of 
"Forms of life" (bioi), displayed for them on the dome of the fixed 
stars. According to this first choice, they then choose the "kind of 
life" they wish to live; i.e. in the first instance they may choose 
whether they wish to live as lions or men; in the second, assuming 
they have preferred a human life, whether they wish to be tyrants or 
sages. Fragments preserved in Stobaeus vol. 2, pp.163, 17-173, 2 
Wachsmuth. Mention should also be made here of Porphyry's influen­
tial work ITept ~1:oy6c; (Bidez no. 53-; Beutler no. 51, col. 298). 
Fragments apud Stobaeus, p.66, 26-70, 13; p.418, 9-429, 6; vol. 2, 
pp.14, 9-15, 3; ·vol. 2, p.873, 10-15; p.944, 4-9. In the ITept 1:rov 
'TT]<; tox~c; 6ov~µeoov [Bidez no. 35; Beutler no. 34] Porphyry sought 
to show that Plato's division of the soul into parts and Aristotle's 
into 6ov&µeLc; or functions were both correct, depending on the point 
of view from which the enquiry is conducted, and the goal envisaged. 
Two·Porphyrian characteristics are well in evidence here: his "per­
spectivism," or readiness to approach problems from different points 
of view, and his interest in showing the fundamental accord, despite 
surface differences, between Plato and Aristotle. 

29. Des Places' edition (1982, pp.104-127) takes its place alongside W. 
Potscher's text (Leyden 1969), both of them superseding that of Nauck 
(18862), while ___ h:j.,s ... ~.r\';.'?-,s.1_1lt_:ion stands comparison with that of A.-J. 
Festugiere (Trois "cievcits paiens, II: Porphyre, Lettre a Marcella 



[Paris 1944]) which has become hard to find. Festugiere (p.17) 
regarded the work as "The last word in ancient wisdom" and "the 
spiritual testament of pagnism." 
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30. It has been suggested by Des Places (1982, p.157), note complemen­
taire 2 ad p.106; cf. Bidez (1913, p.116) that Porphyry was en 
route to a conseil de guerre convoked by the Emperor Diocletian to 
decide the details of the Great Persecution unleashed:d.n:'303:C:.E. 
Dodds (1965, p.109) finds this unlikely, pointing out that in the 
Adv. Christ. Porphyry "does not call for persecution; indeed, he 
seems to have spoken with pity of the many Christians whom the 
teaching of their Church caused 'to be inhumanely punished'", 
citing Adv. Christ., fr. 36.9 Harnack. 

31. Pierre Hadot, EH 12 (1966) 127ff., has shown that this arrangement 
was not arbitrary, but corresponded to a precise pedagogic scheme: 
The 1st Ennead groups together ethical treatises, designed to pro­
cure for the student an initial purification; the 2nd and 3rd are 
devoted to physics, in an attempt to show the vanity and transience 
of things of the. phenomenal world; while Enneads 4, 5, and 6, dea­
ling with the Soul, Intelligence and the One, correspond to the 
"metaphysical, 11 "theological," or "epoptic, 11 stage; in which the 
supra-sensible spheres of the Forms and "veritablement etants" are 
revealed •. Here again Porphyry is faithful to a long tradition of 
Middle Platonism, as were the Church Fathers who adopted this 
"psychagogic" schema, substituting the Book of Proverbs for Ennead 
I, Ecclesiastes for Enn, 2 and 3, and the Song of Songs for Enn. 4, 
5, and 6; with exactly the same pedagogic goals in mind (Pierre 
Hadot, unpublished remark made at the conference "Les sagesses du 
Monde," held at Loches, France, July 18-23, 1988). 

32. linoµvfiµa·m ("commentaires"); KE;<j)a.Aa.cr. ("sommaires"); ln sxup-fiµa1:a 
("resumes de l'argumentation"). Plotini Vita 26, p.31 Brehier, 
using his translations. These "commentaries, summaries and resumes, 11 

which Bidez (1913, p.120) thought lost, are likely the basis of the 
pseudonymous Theology of Aristotle, which exercised a tremendous 
influence on the development of Islamic thought. It was published, 
along with other "Plotiniana Arabica," in G. Lewis' English trans­
lation in: Plotini Opera, tomus II: Enneades IV-V, ediderunt Paul 
Henry et Hans-Rudolf Schwyzer (Museum Lessianum series philosophica 
XXXIV) (Paris and Brussels 1959). See Praefatio 6, "De Plotinianis 
Arabicis," pp.xxvi-xxxvi. On the derivation from Porphyry see 
Walzer (1965); S. Pines in Le Neoplatonisme (1971); P. Thillet, 
Ibid pp.293-302; 315-317; Wallis (1972) 173. 

33. The Plotini Vita is prefaced to almost all modern editions of the 
Enneads; see Bibliography. On its value, cf. the reserved praise 
of Bidez (1913) 120-121: "We can be assured that anyone other than 
Porphyry would have dealt with the same subject much worse," with 
that of A.H. Armstrong in the CHLGEMP, p.195: " ... generally recog­
nized as a work of quite unusual quality, with no parallel among 
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Ancient philosophical or literary biographies ••.. " 

34. Beutler, lac. cit .• , col. 278. It should be borne in mind that the 
lists of Porphyry's works by Bidez, Beutler, and Bouffartigue and 
Patillon deal only with the titles that we happen to know about; 
and that the Souda (ed. Adler, vol. 4, p.178, 29) ends its enumera­
tion of Porphyry's works with xat ~AAU nAe~cn:a. It is anyone's 
guess how many of his hitherto unknown writings may lie in the 
libraries of Middle- and Near Eastern mosques, containing as-yet­
undiscovered Persian, Syriac and Arabic translations and paraphrases 
of the works of o TIJV xa~a Xp,cn:,avoov l~6~pLITTOV yAOOcroov XLV~OO<; 
(Souda 30-31). 

Mention should also be made of Porphyry's Tiept ~ou µ[av elva, 
TIJV TIM;'tWvo<; xat 'Ap,cn:o~eAou<; atpecr,v s' (Bidez no. 31-32; Beutler 
no. 20-21). That there was only a surface difference between the 
teachings of Plato and Aristotle had been maintained by Antiochus of 
Ascalon; through the intermediary of Ammonias Saccas it had, by 
Porphyry's time, become "Schulprogram" (Beutler 19.53, col. 282). It 
was almost certainly through Porphyry, however, that the doctrine 
passed down to the great Islamic thinker al-Farabi (fl. 950). 

35. No more faith is to be accorded the story that Porphyry killed him­
self (Johannes Chrysostomus, In Johann. Hom. 66.65 [= PG 59, 370]), 
than to the assertion, common amongst Church Fathers,. that he was 
born and raised a Christian. 

I 
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Toute pens8e est neuve quand l'auteur l'exprime d'une maniere qui est 8 
lui. 

Il ya beaucoup de choses que nous savons mal et qu'il est tres.bonqu'on 
redise. 

Vauvenargues (1715-1747), Reflexions 
et maximes §§398, 399 

Ya se acepta que el rasgo esen_cial del genio no es la novedad u origina­
lidad absoluta •. ni puede consistir en la facultad, exclusiva de Dios, de 
crear de la nada asi la forma como la materia. 

Ozenam, Des Sources poetiques de la 
Divine Comedie, in Oeuvres compl8tes, 
vol. 5 (Paris 1859) p.498, quoted in 
Asin Palacios (1984) p.4. 

Porphyry's reputation has fluctuated more in this century than that 

of almost any other thinker of Antiquity. Opinion is sharply divided: 

some modern scholars, mostly Anglo-Saxon, consider him an unimportant, 

derivative pedant, a populariser of Plotinus and Aristotle but devoid of 

interest on his own account. Another group, however, made up largely of 

Continental scholars, consider that not only did Porphyry have a fully 

developed metaphysical system, alongside the ethical system evident in his 

extant works (those, that is, which the general consensus of scholarly 

opinion ascribes to him), but that his thought had, through its transla­

tion and adoption by Christian and pagan thinkers of the Latin West such 

as Marius Victorinus, Macrobius, Augustine, Boethius, Cassiodorus and 

Ambrosius, a decisive influence on the formation of some of the most 

fundamental philosophical tenets which went into the making of our con­

temporary Western world view. 
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In this chapter we will try, through a survey of the recent scholar­

ship on Porphyry, to discover how it came about that two groups of 

scholars, equally learned and capable, arrived at such completely contra­

dictory estimates of Porphyry's worth and significance for the history of 

philosophy. 

A contributory factor to this divergence of opinions is the fact 

that, to this date, no complete edition of the fragments of Porphyry 

exists. While the last generation has witnessed a proliferation of first-

1 rate critical texts and translations with commentary of Proclus and 

. Iamblichus,
2 

more editions and translations of Plotinus3 than one could 

shake a stick at, and even first-rate editions of obscure Middle Platonic 

·texts such as the Corpus Hermeticum, 4 the Chaldaean Oracles, 5 and the 

fragments of Numenius
6 

and Atticus, 7 we are still poorly served with re­

gard to Porphyry. Only a fraction of his literary output has been edited, 

8 few.works have been translated into.modern European languages, and, with 

the exception of the period of Thomas Taylor '.s enthusiastic activity 

9 (c.1820), virtually none into English. 

Bidez was the first to undertake the task of a Porphyriosausgabe, 10 

the completion of which his friend Franz Cumont announced as imminent in 

1919.
11 

Although Bidez had apparently collected a considerable amount of 

material [he speaks of a "volumineux ensemble de textes,"·(1913, p.iv) at 

his death the task remained incomplete, and Nilsson (1974, 436 n.4), 

writing probably in 1950, still lamented that "eine Gesamtausgabe .•• 

fehlt leider immer noch." At Vandoeuvres in 1965, the late Richard 

Walzer of Oxford was asked about "the present state of the work he had 

proposed with a view to publishing the fragments of Porphyry in their 
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entirety" ;12 
his response, unfortunately, is not recorded. E.R. Dodds 

2 
reported (OCD 865) that "a complete edition of the fragments by H. 

Dorrie is in preparation," but at Dorrie's death nothing had yet 

13 appeared. The latest scholar to announce in print his commitment to 

the project is Andrew Smith14 of Dublin. 

As matters now stand, however, we possess no complete edition·.c:if · 

Porphyry's surviving works and fragments. This entails an important con­

sequence, all too often overlooked in the specialist literature. Pending 

the publication of such an edition, all assessments of Porphyry's thought 

-- its coherence, "originality," place in the history of philosophy and 

relevance, or lack of same, to current thought -- must be provi~iona1. 15 

The details of his system must often be pieced together in more or less 

plausible reconstructions. More than in most others, in the field of 

Porphyrian studies caution must be the order of the day. Today's dogma­

tic assertion may be the laughing-stock of next month's philological 

journals. Throughout this paper, therefore, whenever a statement about 

the content, value or significance of Porphyry's thought is offered, the 

proviso "as far as we now know" is to be added if it is not explicitly 

stated. 

The lack of an undisputed Porphyrian corpus is, then, a partial 

explanation of the contrasting estimations of Porphyry's thought at which 

modern scholars have arrived. Depending on what writings one accepts as 

genuinely 11Porphyrian, t1 and what ancient testimonies one regards as 

trustworthy, one can piece together wholly different pictures of Porphyry's 

writings and beliefs. Classical Studies are no more immune to shifts in 

methodological fashion and underlying philosophical presuppositions than 
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any other discipline, and just as in linguistics, political theory and 

contemporary philosophy, certain positivistic tendencies have become 

dominant in the English-speaking Academic world, so these same tendencies 

are apparent in Classical Studies. This "positivistic" approach con­

sists in taking into account only such "evidence" as is solid, verifiable 

or otherwise "reliable"; it may be termed the "Just the facts, Ma'am" 

methodology, and tends to reject as "pure speculation" any assertions· 

which cannot be "proved11
•
16 For a doctrine to be ascribed to Porphyry, 

for example, it must either be explicitly and unambiguously stated in a 

work unanimously ascribed to Porphyry, or, more dubiously, must be 

deducib~e
17 

from such attested statements. This methodology tends to 

rely heavily on argumenta ex silentio: If an author does not mention a 

given doctrine in his extant works, then he probably did not hold it. 

It can be seen that in a discipline such as Classics, where the vast 

majority of the relevant -solid, documentary evidence is irreparably lost, 

the available quantity of data having the desired probative value is 

likely to be small. This is especially true in the cse of an author like 

Porphyry, where, in addition to the usual losses of material wrought by 

the ravages of time, historical accidents (his opposition to Christianity, 

for instance, and the consequent burning of his books and hostility felt 

towards him by Christians, who, after all, accounted for most of the 

transmission of texts from Antiquity down to the Renaissance in the West) 

have still further reduced the proportion.of his total output now avail­

able to us for study. If one thus reduces one's data base to eighteen or 

nineteen, out of a total of more than seventy, of Porphyry's works, it is 

easy to see how one could arrive at an image of Porphyry as an unoriginal, 
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pedantic commentator of Plotinus, Aristotle and Ptolemy, editor of 

Plotinus' Enneads, and author of a biography of his master. This is 

precisely the picture of Porphyry that emerges from most English-language 

reference works. The great E.R. Dodds, writing in the OCT
2 

article 

cited above, for example, pronounces Porphyry 11unoriginal and uncritical,'' 

adding that "as a thinker he is unimportant." In arriving at this 

appraisal, Dodds is but following the lead of Joseph Bidez, who sums up 

his judgment of Porphyry thus (1913, 132f.): 

Porphyry's work reveals to us a genius victimized by 
its curiosity and spoiled by too much suppleness. This 
Syrian polygraph is one of those whose extreme ease in 
assimilating the ideas of others greatly diminishes 
their originality •. he had the quick and rapid mind of 
an excellent publicist, an alert pen, skillful scissors 
•.• (but) in all that remains to us of his writings, 
there is not one thought, not one·image which one can 
confidently affirm belongs to him •.•. A personality of 
this type cannot exercise a first-rate influence on the 
progress of thought .•• 

Most English-language encyclopedia articles present the same picture of 

Porphyry as derivative and uninteresting. The Encyclopedia Britannica's 

unsigned article on Porphyry in the 1962 edition18 (vol. 18, p.246) is a 

reprint of the 1910 article, unaltered except for the addition of one 

bibliographical item (dating from 1849!) and several silly spelling mis­

takes. It devotes a grand total of 17 lines to Porphyry, and his philo­

sophical significance is stated to consist in his endeavour "to render 

the obscure doctrines of Plotinus ... intelligible to the average 

reader." We encounter this claim again and again19 in what I shall hence-

forth refer to, for convenience's sake, as the "positivistic" school of 

Porphyrian scholars; those, that is, who base their study of Porphyry on 

a (more or less careful) analysis of the traditional Porphyrian corpus. 
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It usually goes hand in hand with the claim that Porphyry, if he did not 

merely paraphrase the writings of Plotinus, certainly did not alter them 

20 to any significant degree. Were these claims true, they would largely 

justify the treatment of Porphyry as a philosophical non-entity. But both 

views are, I believe, untenable. 

The view of Porphyry as primarily a "populariser" goes back via Bidez 

(who harps repeatedly on Porphyry as "ne vulgarisateur" 1913, 60; cf. 80; 

106; 108; 121; 133), to a passage in the 5th-century historiographer 

Eunapius (reprinted in appendix in Bidez, 1319, 47*ff.), according to which 

Porphyry, ~o ~apµaxov ~~, oa.~~veCa, tna,vioa.,, (p.49*, llf. Bidez), acted 

as a heaven-sent clarifier of the teachings of Plotinus: 

For Plotinus, owing to the sublimity of his soul and 
the ambiguity and enigmatic nature of his words, came 
across as difficult and unpleasant to the ear, but 
Porphyry, like a kind of Chain of Hermes dangling down 
to mankind, expressed everything in a pure and easily 
intelligible way. (6lonep 'Epµa'~xfJ ~,, cre,pii xaL npo, 
dv9pwnoo, tn,veuoooa.i nav~a el, ~o e~YVWITTOV KUL 
xa9apov U;fiyye\\ev. 2 

Eunapius' testimony should be regarded with caut'ion; writing a century 

after the fact, in an attempt to produce a pagan competitor to the Chris­

tian hagiographies, Eunapius "ne se fait pas scrupule de denaturer comme 

a plaisir les details qu!il rapporte" (Bidez, 1913, p.2). At any rate, 

this one passage seems a shaky foundation on which to base such a wide­

spread topos, especially since it does not hold water when confronted with 

the facts. Porphyry is simply not, in his extant writings, a clearer or 

"easier" writer than Plotinus. The extreme density of his Sententiae has 

already been remarked upon, and the difficulty of the work is conceded 

even by some of the same scholars who elsewhere speak of Porphyry as a 
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"populariser11 •
22 

When the great Hellenist Festugiere came to translate 

Porphyry's Dept ~ou e~' ~µ1v; he found Porphyry's style more difficult 

than that of Proclus, and was forced to confess "je ne suis pas su.r 

d'avoir partout bien compris ce texte. 1123 Far from it being the case 

that "his simplification of his master's thought appealed to the practi­

cally-minded Romans' distrust of the subtleties of theoretical philosophy" 

(Wallis 1972, 96), it is much more likely·that, as Courcelle suggests 

(1948
2

, 394-395), Porphyry's thought gained more favour with the Romans 

' than that of Iamblichus, Julian or Plotinus because of its unique mixture 

of philosophical and religious elements. 

Nor is the often-held view that Porphyry plagiarises or only slightly 

modifies the thought of Plotinus tenable. As we shall see in the following 

two chapters, in which Porphyry's metaphysics and ethics are sketched, 

striking divergences from Plotinus are evident in Porphyry's thought, even 

if one restricts oneself, as do all the authors mentioned so far, to a 

study of the. "traditional" Porphyrian corpus. To anticipate our conclu­

sions, we will find that in ontology Porphyry devised a system at the 

same time more dynamic and monistic than that of Plotinus: monistic in 

the sense that, originally, all the hyptostases were contained without 

differentiation in the One, but dynamic in the sense that Nous·and Soul 

subsequently unfold themselves from the One .into autonomous existence, 

only to finally reintegrate themselves with it. We will also find Porphyry 

24 concerning himself more than his master with the fate of the common man; 

this causes him to place greater emphasis on soteriology, 25 the finding of 

a means of post·mortem salvation not just for philosophers, but for all 

mankind. To this end, Porphyry scrutinizes, much more than Plotinus, the 
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religions current in his time: traditional Greek mythology, Pythagorea­

nism, Christianity, Gnosticism, and, perhaps most intensely and influen­

tially, that mixture of Middle Platonic cosmology and theurgical pres­

criptions contained in the Chaldaean Oracles. 26 Indeed, we shall find 

that the central preoccupation of Porphyry's thought -- and one which he 

transmitted to his Neoplatonic successors down to Damascius in the 6th 

century -- was to reconcile the doctrines of Plato's dialogues with those 

contained in the Oracles. 

These final conclusions are largely the result of the researches of 

the "Continental" school of Porphyrian research, more specifically of the 

work of Pierre Hadot, his predecessors and colleagues (Theiler, Courcelle, 

etc., about whom more shortly). Those scholars who disregard the findings 

of this school, to whom we have referred as the "positivists", are forced 

to derive their picture of Porphyry's system from a few works the 

Sententiae, De abstinentia, De regressu animae, Ad Marcellam, Ad Anebonem, 

as well whatever fragments of his various Commentaries are preserved, in 

whole or in part, in later authors. A fair-minded appraisal of Porphyry's 

ethics can still be arrived at by using this approach; as an exampl_e we 

may choose F.H. Sandbach's article in the 1966 edition of Chambers' Encyc­

lopedia (Vol. 11, 62). The author mentions Porphyry as "being more con­

cerned with religion" than Plotinus, while according more importance to 

rationality than Iamblichus. Capitally, he draws on the·Sententiae and 

the De Abstinentia·to characterise Porphyry's central concern thus: "what 

he regar.ds as of prime importance is to withdraw the soul from contact with 

the sensible world and turn it to th~ contemplation of intelligible 

reality" (lac. cit.). This is true, as far as it goes, and already points 
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to an important area in which Porphyry differs fundamentally from 

Plotinus: his emphasis on the importance of asceticism and purification; 

his clear distinction between the intelligible and material planes of 

reality and the necessity of detachment from the latter and conversion to 

the former if salvation -- the goal of all Porphyry's philosophy -- is to 

be achieved. 

Not much progress is to be noted in the three major works on Porphyry 

in English to have appeared since Sandbach' s article: A. C. Lloyd's sec­

tion on "Porphyry and Iamblichus" in CHLGEMP (1967) ;· the relevant sec­

tions of R.T. Wallis' Neoplatonism (1972), and Andrew Smith's Porphyry's 

Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition (1974). All three authors restrict 

themselves to the traditional. Porphyrian corpus (with the exc.eption of 

Lloyd, -whose heavy reliance on suspect sources, combined with a question­

able methodology, has done much to cloud the issues of Porphyrian studies), 

and in consequence contribute little to modifying Bidez's portrait of a 

self-contradictory and unoriginal Porphyry mainly concerned to popularise, 

if not plagiarise, Plotinus. 

Meanwhile, another group of scholars, not content with the meager re­

sults obtained by the study of the traditional Porphyrian corpus, under­

took a bold reconstruction of his thought. Granted the mutilated state of 

Porphyry's legacy, and the fact that Christian authors, even if they wished 

to utilize his findings, could not have expressly quoted him by name, these 

scholars, mostly French and German, sought, by following strict methodo­

logical procedures, to discern Porphyrian doctrines in the writings of 

later authors. They arrived at the.conclusion that not only did Porphyry 

have a fully developed ethical system, evident in his extant work (those, 



28 

that is, that current scholarly opinion agrees in ascribing to him), but 

also a fully developed metaphysical doctrine, demonstrably highly in­

fluential on the Latin Medieval West, and which exercised a not-yet­

investigated, but probably equal influence on the philosophers, poets·and 

theologians of Islam. 

As long ago as 1933, Willy Theiler, having concluded from his re­

searches that Porphyry was "the missing star in the constellation, 1127 

the link explaining the transmission of ideas between Plotinus, Marius 

Victorinus and Augustine, formulated the following Arbeitssatz, or 

methodological principle: 28 

If a piece of doctrine (Lehrstiick) appears in a post­
Plotinian Neoplatonist, which can be compared with a 
similar one in Augustine as regards content, form, and 
context, but does not occur -- or not to so great an 
extent -- in Plotinus, that piece of doctrine can be 
taken to be Porphyrian. 

Armed with a methodological principle of such formidable range and power, 

Theiler proceeded, with almost overwhelming erudition, to ransack all of 

Augustine's opus, concluding that "almost everything philosophical in 

Augustine can be regarded as Porphyrian. 1129 Nor did he stop there; some 

of the other authors his Arbeitssatz mandated him to search for Porphyrian 

Gedankengut were Proclus, Olympiodorus, Dionysius the Pseudo-Areopagite, 

Hierocles, Aeneas of Gaza, Zacharias of Mytilene, Simplicius, Sallustius, 

Nemesius of Emesa, and, on the.Latin side, Marius Victorinus, Macrobius, 

Boethius, Cassiodorus, Ambrosius, Martianus Capella and Firmicus Maternus. 

Building on Theiler's conclusions (which he largely accepted, though 

finding he had sometimes taken them too far), the great Latinist Pierre 

Courcelle applied his profound knowledge of Late Antique civilization to 

amplify Theiler's results. In a work which remains unsurpassed, Courcelle 
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showed, by detailed philological analysis and comparison of texts, the 

extent of Porphyry's influence on Late Latin authors, concluding that he 

had exercised an unrivalled hold over Latin-speaking intellectuals from 

the 4th century on, 30 until, in the 9th century, Johannes Scotus 

Eriugena's translations of the pseudo-Dionysius re-introduced an Athenian­

school variety of Neoplatonism ultimately deriving from Proclus. 

The first Neoplatonic scholar to utilise these results in a well-

respected reference source was no doubt Rudolf Beutler, in his important 

article on Porphyry written for the RE in 1953. Beutler's work is a land­

mark in Porphyrian studies, and still indispensable for the student of 

31 Porphyry, not only for his painstaking ·catalogue of Porphyry's works, 

but because Beutler, one of the very few critics not to treat Porphyry as 

a simple populariser of Plotinus, also gave a careful,detailed and thorough 

account of his.thought. He too, however, restricted himself to a study of 

the traditional Porphyrian corpus -- he would not even concede that the Ad 

32 Gaurum was by Porphyry -- and as a result his overall picture of 

Porphyry's system ends up as a static, hierarchical structure. He drew 

many of his conclusions from a close analysis of the Sententiae (though 

the only text then available to him was the inferior one of B. Mommert), 

and, adhering to the traditional view of this work as a systematisation of 

Plotinus' teachings, departing from·the latter only slightly, 33 he tended 

to present Porphyry's doctrines as rigidly dogmatic, whereas more recent 

research has shown his thought to be more pluralistic, dynamic and open to 

modification. For.Beutler, then, everything in Porphyry's universe has its 

assigned place in a rigidly fixed Wertpyramide; everything is either 

valuable or damaging, according to its distance from the. One, principle of 
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11 h . 34 a t ings. Sin, in this vertical scale of values, consists in an en-

tity's directing its attention to the level of reality below it, thereby 

sinking to that level and disrupting the divinely-ordained order of 

things (Stufenreich). 35 Free will plays a decisive role: it is up to 

each soul, for example, to decide where it will direct its attention, 

whereupon it suffers the consequence"s of its choice: Elevation and 

eventual continuous bliss in the Noetic sphere, should it keep its atten­

tion directed to the Nous, loss of rank and reincarnation at a lower level 

should it sinfully look to what is beneath it, 36 

Thus Beutler was the first to point to the importance of some con­

stantly recurrent Porphyrian themes: The importance of asceticism and of 

"returning into oneself" for salvation, 37 and the theoretical basis for 

this: since "in the realm of the Spirit knowledge and possession are 

identical 11 

durch sein yvwa~~ erhalt der Mensch ••. sich selbst zuriick (Col. 307). 
· 38 Besides stressing this vital function of self-knowledge in Porphyry, 

he emphasised the important Porphyrian themes of the descent and nature of 

· 39 40 the soul; the role of the pneuma or ~av~aaCa both in psychology and 

eschatology,
41 

and the difference between the "inner" and "outer" man. 42 

On the question of historical influence, Beutler echoed Courcelle's high 

estimate of Porphyry's significance: "ist die Wirkung van Porphyries 

Philosophieren kaum hoch genug zu veranschlagen" (Col. 312). 

Yet Beutler was troubled, like his _predecessors, by Porphyry's 

apparent inconsequence and contradictoriness. He could see no solution 

but to have recourse to the hypothesis of "two Porphyries": when writing 

as an expositor of the Chaldaean Oracles, Beutler found, Porphyry equated 

his Highest Principle with the ITa'TT)p of the Chaldaean triad ITa'TT)p -
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66vaµ~c; - vooc;. When, however, Porphyry writes "in den Schriften zu 

Plotin" (i.e. in the Sententiae), he seems to place that same Highest 

Principle far higher than anything else, so that it is ineffable, incon­

ceivable, indescribable and incapable of relation to anything else. 
43 

This seemingly insoluble contradiction, which had puzzled students of 

Porphyry since Antiquity, could not, in fact, be resolved as long as a 

purely static view was taken of Porphyry's system, and the dynamic, dia­

lectic character of his thought remained unrecognized. This recognition, 

in turn, would have to await the researches of Pierre Hadot, and his 

proof of the ascription to Porphyry of the Turin Commentary on the Par­

menides. First in an article appearing in 1961, and then, more extensively 

and to my mind conclusively, in Porphyre et Victorinus (1968), Hadot 

showed, by detailed comparison with doctrines preserved in Marius Victo­

rinus, that this Commentary, previously described as anonymous or attributed 

to Plutarch of Athens, was indeed by Porphyry. The In Parmenidem contains 

a complete metaphysics, including developments on negative theology as a 

means of access to the One; on the One as the Idea or Form of Being; and 

on its equation with Existence, from which Life emerges by procession, and 

to which Intelligence (Nous) returns by conversion. None of these ideas 

occurs in Plotinus, but they do, as Hadot has shown, in Marius Victorinus. 44 

If the Commentary is indeed by Porphyry, it is no longer admissible 

to regard him as an unimportant, pedantic scrivener; he must be accorded 

his place as a creative metaphysician of the first importance. This much 

is conceded even by Positivistic writers like Lloyd, Wallis and Smith. 

These last-mentioned writers simply reply to Hadot's discoveries that 

"there is no proof," and continue to present the same hackneyed picture of 
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Porphyry as derivative and not very interesting. The present writer 

finds Hadot's arguments entirely convincing, and the following chapters, 

in which I sketch Porphyry's metaphysics and ethics, will take Hadot's 

attribution of the Comm. in Parm. as proven, and will rely heavily on the 

results of this fine scholar's research. 

In response to the oft-repeated charge of Porphyry's "inconstancy" 

and "fluctuations," it is possible to maintain, with recent editors like 

Sodano and Bouffartigue, 45 that Porphyry went through a clear, traceable 

evolution in his thought, from the naive acceptance of crude superstitions 

in the Philosophia ex oraculis, through the doubts expressed in the Letter 

to Anebo, to the mature systematisation of the De Abstinentia, Sententiae, 

and De Regressu animae. Given such an evolution, it becomes illegitimate 

to extract phrases from works pertaining to different phases of Porphyry's 

development, compare them, and point triumphantly to contradictions between 

them, without taking into account their context (which, due to the uncer­

tainty of the ~hronology of Porphyry's writings, and their mutilated 

state, is not always easy to determine). 

Alternatively, we may take the view that Porphyry approached each 

issue he dealt with in an entirely different way, conforming in this, 

46 according to some modern scholars, to the practice of antique philosophy 

since Plato. Even Aristotle, that most "systematic" of thinkers, had no 

philosophical system, 47 according to this view. 'Rather, in each of his 

surviving works, he approached a particular problem with the methodology 

and from the point of view appropriate to that problem, and to it alone. 

The conclusions of these various separate investigations may or may not 

accord with one another in every detail; this was not Aristotle's concern. 48 
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Here again, Porphyry may have remained true to ancient practice, consi­

dering several different approaches to a given problem even within a 

single work, and rejecting .nothing a priori. This method is the very 

antithesis of scholastic dogmatism, and·we must question the adequacy of 

such characterizations of Porphyry as "the first Scholastic." 

The final reproach often made against Porphyry, supposedly justifying 

his neglect, is his "unoriginality." We must again beware of anachronism 

in applying categories like these to the study of ancient thinkers. It 

could be argued that the very concept of "originality" is a quite recent 

invention, and that it would.never have entered the mind of a Greek or 

Roman philosopher to ask himself, "Am I ,being original enough?" His .pri­

mary concern would certainly have been: "Is what I am writing.true or 

not?" By Porphyry's time, he may also have wondered -- and this question 

is fundamentally identical with the preceding -- "Does what I say accord 

with what Plato (and/or the Chaldaean Oracles) has said?" But that there 

was such a thing as "originality," and, if there was, that it was desirable, 

are concepts foreign to the intellectual climate of Porphyry and his con­

temporaries. As for the Classical Greeks, so for the Neoplatonists: veo~ 

is a derogatory word when used to qualify an idea or doctrine, and rival 

thinkers, Pagan and Christian alike, outdid one another in attempting to 

prove their teaching was "more ancient" than that of their opponents. The 

further inference, that if it was more ancient it was more likely to be 

true, was so self-evident it did not need to be stated. A thinker in the 

pursuit of truth, such as Porphyry, would not hesitate to use whatever 

doctrines, from whatever source, he thought would approximate that truth, 

and he would likely only state his source, or acknowledge the fact that he 
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was quoting, in a polemical writing, or in order to back up a statement 

with an appeal to authority (which would be equivalent to proving the 

doctrine's antiquity). Porphyry's willingness to revise his own views in 

the light of criticism or new discoveries, his openness to consider and 

adopt viewpoints, whatever their origin, that might contribute to his 

search; in short, his readiness to admit he had been wrong, are qualities 

that bespeak intellectual courage and integrity. For Porphyry, every con­

sideration -- including, ultimately, consistency -- is subordinate to his 

overriding concern: the quest for truth. Rather than classify this 

attitude as the sloppy syncretism characteristic of a degenerate epoch, 

we moderns would do well to emulate Porphyry's dedicated, disinterested 

search .for truth, as an example of "doing philosophy" in the only true 

sense of the term. 



35 

Notes to Chapter II 

1. By Festugiere, Saffrey, Westerink, Segonds and others; see Biblio­
graphy of Ancient authors and, on the activity of the "chantier 
Proclus" in Paris in the 1950 1s and 1960's, supervised by Festugiere, 
the "Preface" of Saffrey and Westerink to their edition of Proclus, 

', Theologie Platonicienne, vol. 5 (Paris 1987), pp.vii-viii. 

2. To Des Places (1966) and Dillon (1973) one may add recent Teubner 
reprints of the De Vita Pythagorica, ed. L. Deubner; the Protrep­
ticus, ed. H. Pistelli; De Communi Mathematica Scientia Liber, ed. 
N. Festa; In.Nicomachi. Arithmeticam Introductionem Liber, ed. N. 
Festa; Theologoumena Arithmeticae, ed. V. De Falco. 

3. To the editions listed in the Bibliography.: of Ancient Authors, add 
V. Cilento, Plotino, Enneadi, versione italiana e commentario critico, 
3 vols. (Bari 1947-1949); R. Harder, R. Beutler and W. Theiler, 
Plotin's Schriften (Hamburg 1956-1971); P. Henry and H.-R. Schwyzer, 
Plotini Opera (OCT) 3 vols, (1964-1978). 

4. Edd. Nock and Festugiere (Bude) 4 vols; (reprinted, 1972-1983). 

5. Ed. Des Places (Bude 1971). See Annotated Bibliography. 

6. Ed. Des Places (Bude 1973). See Annotated Bibliography. 

7. Ed. Des Places (Bude 19 77) . 

8. See Chapter 2, n.4, above. 

9. On the flamboyant Taylor, see, with the literature cited in the 
Annotated Bibliography, G.M. Harper, The Neoplatonism of William 
Blake (Chapel Hill 1961) 17-33 and passim. 

10. Bidez (1913) p.iv. 

11. Cumont (1919) 117. 

12. EH 12 (1966) 298. 

13. It appears that the material Bidez had amassed came into the posses­
sion of Dorrie at the former's death. They may therefore be amongst 
the mass of papers that scholars at Munster plan to publish over the 
next few years as Dorrie's Nachlass (see Annotated Bibliography). My 
thanks go to M. Richard Goulet, of the CNRS .in Paris, and to Herr 
Theodor Heinze of Munster, for this information. 

14. Smith (1974), Preface. 

15, Smith (1974), p.xii begins his study by enjoining caution in drawing 
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final conclusions about Porphyry, "because little is left of his 
massive output." As his work progresses, however, he seems to 
forget this caveat and ventures sweeping generalizations and judge­
ments. 

16. See, as an example, the judgement of Smith (1974) xii on Hadot's 
ascription of the Commentary on the Parmenides to Porphyry: "the 
arguments are persuasive and as certain as the evidence allows. 
But they are not absolutely certain." What kind of assertion, one 
wonders, besides logical tautologies, is ever "absolutely certain?" 
Is this not rather too strict a criterion to apply to the study of 
Antiquity? 

17. This methodology lends itself easily to abuses, of which Dorrie 
(1959; 1966b) and Lloyd (1967) are among the most frequent prac­
ticioners. It consists of taking a piece of Porphyrian doctrine, 
usually out of context and often based on paraphrased and textually 
uncertain passages (Dorrie ba.sed himself largely on an antiquated 
text of Nemesius, who paraphrased freely; Lloyd often chooses his 
exempla from doxographic reports preserved by Porphyry's rival 
Iamblichus, often preserved only in textually corrupt passages in 
Sto.baeus), and then arriving, via a series of more or less plausible 
inferences, at the desired conclusion. It is thus that these two 
authors concluded that Porphyry viewed the embodiment of soul as an 
illusion; that he "telescoped," or made no distinction between, the 
hypostases, and that he regarded the individual soul as impassible. 
None of these views occurs elsewhere in Porphyry or in reports about 
him, and indeed they are in direct conflict with the rest of his 
attested writings. 

18. In the 1985 edition (vol. 26, p.616) we read with some astonishment 
of Porphyry's "On Abstinentia (1965 translated by T. Taylor)." That 
Thomas Taylor, who flourished c.1830, should have been still trans­
lating in the 1960's is unlikely even for the energetic Taylor. The 
work in question is, of course, the p:Lrated Centaur Press edition of 
Taylor's translation, which bears the copyright date 1965, and is the 
only widely available text of the work in English (the University of 
British Columbia, for example, possesses two very frequently used 
copies). 

19. See Wallis (1972) 96; 111; Lloyd (196 7) 283; Nilsson (19743) 437. 

20. Smith (1974) 19; cf. Beutler (1953) col. 302; 303. 

21. Bidez (1913), p.49*, 12-17. 

22. Lloyd (1967) 286; Wallis (1972) 98. 

23. Festugiere (1970) vol. 3, p.349 n.2. 

24. Smith (1974) 21; Wallis (1972) 3· , 108; Dorrie (1966b) 191. 
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25. Dorrie (1966b) 182. 

26. Cf. Beutler (1953) col. 247. The fundamental work on the Oracles is 
Lewy (1978); see also Theiler (1942; = 1966, pp.252ff.; Wallis 
(1972) 105-106; Dillon (1877) 312-396. Hadot in Tardieu (1987) 13-
34; and the editions cited in the Bibliography of Ancient Authors. 

27. Theiler (1934) 495. 

28. Theiler (1333) 4. 

29. Theiler (1933) 3. 

30. Courcelle (1948
2

) 394ff. 

31 Beutler (1953) col. 278-301. 

32. Beutler (1953) col. 290. 

33. Beutler (1953) col. 302; 303. 

34. Beutler (1953) col. 306; a thing's worth (as(a) is determined by 
its distance from the Highest Being (col. 305, following Theiler 
[1933] llff.). 

35. Beutler (1953) col. 306; 308. 

36. Beutler (1953) col. 306. 

37. Beutler (1953) col. 307, citing Porphyry, Sententia 32. 

38. Beutler (1953) col. 291; 312. In both the Ilep~ ~oo fvro8~ oau~ov 
and the Sententiae, self-knowledge is the first stage on the road 
to salvation·. 

39. Beutler (1953) col. 310. 

40. Beutler (1953) col. 308-309; quoting Synesius, De insomniis 134A 
to 142D Terzaghi; Sententiae 36; 41; 5. 

41. At death the nveoµa either drags the soul down to the Underworld (De 
Antro Nympharum p.64, 19ff. Nauck2), or, if it has been dried out by 
theurgical practices or, preferably, philosophical living, dissolves 
itself back into the planetary spheres whence it was collected. 
Porphyry in Proclus, In Timaeum 3, 234f. Diehl.; De Regressu Animae 
fragment 2, Bidez. 

42. Beutler (1953) col. 311; 312, citing Sententia 32. 
C 

43. Beutler (1953) col. 297. 

44. Hadot (1968a) passim; "Conversion" in (1977
2

) 181-182. 
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45. Sodano (1958) xxxv-xxxvi; Bouffartigue and Patillon (1977) 
xxxviii: "L' evolution de la pensee porphyrienne a ete coh8rente. Tl 

46. In particular I. During, Aristoteles (Heidelberg 1966), quoted in 
Hadot, "Exercices spirituels," (19772, 64-66). 

47. I. During, "Von Aristoteles bis Leibniz," ·in Aristoteles in der 
neueren Forschung (Darmstadt 1968), p.259 [quoted in Hadot 19772, 
p.65 n.166 " ••. der Gedanke, ein geschlossenes System zu erschaffen, 
hat ihm gewiss nicht einmal vorgeschwebt. "] 

48. "Chaque.)\.6yoc; est un <<systeme>>, mais l'ensemble des )\.6yo~ ecrits 
par un auteur ne forme pas un systeme." Hadot (19772) 64. 



Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

Chapter III 

The origin of all motivation is the movement of the Cosmos 
out of its state of nonexistence in which it was latently 
until its existence, it being, so to speak, a stirmng:' from 
immobility. The movement that is the coming into existence 
of the Cosmos is a movement of love. This is shown by the 
Apostle of God in the saying, "I was an unknown treasure, 
and longed to be known," so that, but for this longing, the 
Cosmos would not have become manifest ... the Cosmos longs 
to behold itself in existence as it did in its latency, so 
that, in every respect, its movement from the latency of 
nonexistence into existence is a movement of love by the 
Reality and the Cosmos. 

Mu~yi 'al-Din ibn 'al-'Arabi (c.1165-
1240), Fusus al-~ikam, (trans. Austin 
(1980] p.257). 

n6repov 660 eLcrcv at npon-ac apxal rrpo 'TTJs VOT)'TT)s TifJOOTI'ls rpCaBo,, 
~ re nav'TT] ~ppry,;o, l<CLL ~ dcruvraxro, npo, 'TT]V rpca6a, xa8anep 
~sCwcrev o µcya, 'laµ~ACXOs .•• ~ ro, ot TIAecoroi roov µer' ain:ov 
l6oxCµaoov, µe-ro 'TT]V ~pp~v aLrCav xac µCav eLvac r~v TIPOO'TIJV 
rpCaoo roov vory.wv ~ xac ra6't"1], OTIO~vo6µe8a 'tT)s ono8ccrew,,~ 
xara Be rov Tiop~6pcov lpooµev 'TT]V µCav roov navrwv apx~v eLvac 
rov narcpa r~, VOT)'TT)s rpCaBo,; 
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Damascius, Dubitationes et solutiones de 
primis principiis, ed. Ch. Ruelle, §43, 
vol. 2, p.86, 3-10. 1 

••• are there, prior to the First Intelligible Triad, two first 
principles, viz., (first) the absolutely ineffable principle and 
(secondly) the principle which is not coordinated with the 
Triad, as the great Iamblichus esteemed? Or, as most of his 
successors believe, does only the first Triad of the Intelligibles 
come after the ineffable Cause? Or, finally, must we go beyond 
this hypothesis as well, and say along with Porphyry that the 
Father of the Intelligible Triad is the unique Principle of all 
things? 

Damascius continues indignantly: 

How could the uncoordinated, absolutely ineffable Cause be co­
numerated with the Intelligibles and be called Father of the 
First Triad? For the Triad is only the summit of existants, 
whereas the ineffable Cause surpasses them all. 2 
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What Damascius is complaining about here -- and he is not alone (see 

Proclus, In Platonis Parmenidem 6, p.1070, 15 Cousin3) -- is that 

Porphyry, by identifying the Ground of all Being,the ineffable One, with 

the first term of the Intelligible Triad proclaimed in the Chaldaean 

4 Oracles (lh'ITJP, 66vaµc~, vou~; fr. 4 Des Places), has lowered its 

dignity. The One, protested Damascius, is beyond all human conception; 

we cannot ascribe to it any predicate at all (or, with equal justification, 

we can ascribe to it all predicates, even contradictory ones simulta­

neously).5 We cannot, however, ascribe to it a relation to anything else. 6 

The One is the ground or principle of all qualities and relations; its 

omnipotence cannot be circumscribed by any predicate, for all predication 

is limitation and circumscription7 (if I say the One is black, then it can­

not be white. But there•is nothing that it is not; it is the maximum of 

all qualities at the same time as it is the maximum of indetermination; 8 

in short it is the site of the coincidentia oppositorum). 

What is more, Porphyry himself elsewhere insists on the absolute 

transcendence of the One. In his Philosophos Historia, fr. XVIII, p.15, 

2 9 8-12 Nauck, he writes of the One: 

And just as the First God is always alone, although all 
beings come from him, because of his mode of existence 
he cannot be counted among them or coordinated with them 
insofar as his value is concerned •.. (µ~ ~omoc~ auvapc0-
µe~o0a, µ~6e 'ITJV d~Gav auvxa=~d~~eo0ac 't'lJ exeGvou 
onap~ec x~A). 

Moreover, the first part of Porphyry's Commentary on the Parmenides is a 

virtual text-book on negative theology, continually insisting on the 

One's lack of relation to anything else (cf. In Parmenidem III, 7; VI, 

19). Here we would seem to have a flagrant example of that inconsistency 
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and self-contradictoriness with which critics both ancient and modern have 

charged Porphyry. There could hardly be a more fundamental point in a 

philosopher's system than his conception of the Principle of Principles; 

indeed, Pierre Hadot has gone so far as to write that "le probleme fonda­

mental de la metaphysique de Porphyre consiste dans l'opposition entre 

'incoordonne' et 'coordonne'."lO 

Hadot's solution to the contradiction is that it is only apparent. 

Rather than giving two contradictory accounts of the same state of the 

same object, viz., the One, Porphyry is giving two viewpoints, or ways of 

considering the One, at two different stages in a process of development 

it undergoes. On the one hand, the One exists in a state of initial im­

mobility, as pure being or existence (~naps~~); 11 at this stage it is 

absolute and uncoordinated with anything else, prior to any determination 

l 'f. . 12 or qua 1 1.cat1.on. From this initial viewpoint, the Father can be con-

sidered the Form of Being. But it cannot stay 'in this state of complete 

isolation. In its pure simplicity, the One or the Father lacks self­

consciousness, since no distinction between subject and object yet exists. 

In a sense it is an empty concept; a Platonic Form without anything 

"participating" in it. To attain consciousness of itself, and substan­

tialisation, then, the One must unfold itself, develop its latent poten­

tialities.13 Intelligence, existing in a latent state within the One, must 

emerge from its indistinction, 11sortir de soi pour se connai.tre," according 

to the principle thus formulated by Hadot: 14 

..• thought cannot apprehend Being immediately: it 
must emerge from it, distinguish itself from it, be­
come Life and Otherness, in order to know it (i.e. 
Being) by returning to it. 
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From a second viewpoint, then, the Father -- the One or transcendent 

Being -- is in relation to something else; indeed it is identical with 

15 Intelligence in the first moment of its three-stage process, consis-

ting of Existence, Life and Thought, of the "autoposition of the 

Intelligence."16 

Intelligence, too, as Hadot remarks, can be regarded from two aspects: 

first, one in which it is still identical with the One, pre-existent and 

1 17 pre-eterna; secondly, it can be seen as passing from a state of non-

manifestation to one of manifestation, of self~generation and -constitu­

tion.18 This movement of Intelligence away from its intuitive union with 

the One is one from unity to multiplicity, and is experienced as an 

abandonment of wholeness and an entry into Life, otherness and infinity, 

under the irresistible desire for self-expression. 19 The Porphyrian 

Odyssey of the Intelligence resembles many an adolescent's life-story; 

abandonment of the comforts of the parental home under the imperative of 

the need to 11 find oneself, 11 to "express" or "realise" oneself,. followed 

by an experience of solitude, confusion and fear, as the recognition 

emerges that independence involves, along with freedom, dangers, hard­

ships and painful separation. Nor would Porphyry, I feel, have found this 

parallel odd or unsettling: since Reality is one and each of its levels 

reflects all the others, there would be nothing surprising in the fact 

that pre-cosmic events involving metaphysical entities are mirrored by 

events in the lives of ordinary human beings. 

At any rate, the wanderings of the Intelligence in this realm or 

stage of Life are finally brought to an end by Thought, a limiting, cir­

cumscribing force which induces Intelligence to undertake the return back 
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. . . h th O ZO to integration wit e ne. Having "become itself," through the ex-

perience of alienated wanderings in Life and otherness, Intelligence re­

turns to the One. In so doing, it contributes to the latter not only 

its hard-won self-consciousness, but an actual increase in reality. The 

One, prior to the self-generation of the Intelligence, had been, as we 

have remarked, merely an empty Form. But the passage from its state of 

uncoordination to coordination is also a process of concretisation and 

particularisation: the Form 11Horse" becomes in a sense more real, as well 

as more concrete and particular, when the individual horse ''Mr. Ed" comes 

to participate in it. The unparticipated One was mere Existence; now, 

via the traumatic process of the self-generation and return of Intelli­

gence, it has been given content. From Existence it has become Substance, 

endowed with the invaluable attribute of self-consciousness. 21 

The best summary of this difficult doctrine is provided by its dis­

Pierre Hadot: 22 coverer, 

"coordinated" Being is derived from 11 uncoordinated" 
Being.... "coordinated" Being distinguishes itself by 
its own movement from "uncoordinated" Being, it comes 
out of the state of uncoordination and indetermination 
in which it finds itself at the origin, and enters into 
relation with itself •.. this entering into relation 
with itself is nothing other than knowledge; it is 
realised in the movement of emerging from itself (sortie 
de soi) and of return to self which constitutes Intel­
ligence. 

These two characteristic Porphyrian tenets: (1) that the One is the same 

as the Father, and that (2) it is Being, containing within itself, in a 

latent unity, Life and Thought, are radical departures from anything 

Plotinus taught. Hadot, using a modified version of. Theiler's Arbeits­

satz, found the same schema in the Commentary on the Parmenides23 and in 
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24 

of Marius Victorinus Afer. In the systematisa­

tion of his results he published in 1968, Hadot described Porphyry's 

25 metaphysics as follows: 

(the) substantialisation of the One takes place 
through a setting in motion (mise en mouvement), 
by an actualization which passes through three 
moments: rest, procession and conversion, or else 
existence, 'life and thought; the motive force of 
which is the desire of the Intelligence, still 
undistinguished (confondue) from Being, to see 
itself. 
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This triad of Being, Life and Thought, then, produces Universal Soul, in 

a manner similar to that by which a mirror reflects images of objects; 

the same procedure, in turn, accounts for the production of individual 

26 
souls by the Universal Soul. The triadic structure of the Intelligible 

World (Being, Life and Thought) is reflected in that Intellectual Triad 

which is the Universal Sou1
27 

(it is Intellectual -- voepa -- rather than 

Intelligible -- var,,;~ -- because it is the subject of intellectual acti­

vity, specifically contemplation, whereas the vor,i;a are the proper objects 

of contemplation).
28 

The now-independent Soul, having separated itself 

out from the Intellect just as the latter did from the One, continues to 

exercise the same functions of Being, Life, and Thought, only on a lower 

level corresponding to its diminished degree of reality. It is the uni­

versal Soul, then, which subsequently creates the inferior levels of 

reality, according to the direction of its attention. 29 It first engen­

ders the level of reality consisting in "seulement intellectuels," or in-

dividual souls, and then goes on to create the levels of sensible, material 

1 . 30 rea i.ty. · Remaining imobile themselves, the divine realities produce 

the lower levels in the hierarchy of Being "en laissant se rBaliser, par 

A 31 
un acte derive, des reflets d'elles-memes." Every level of reality 
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(on601:ao~<;) pre-exists in the immediately superior level in a transcen-

dent form, so that "la gBn8ration n'est ... que la manifestation d'une 

, , , ,,. , • 11 32 
realite preexistante, done elle est une autogeneration. 

By the Universal Soul's directing its attention to different levels, 

then, we wind up with the following Porphyrian hierarchy of levels of 

Being, along with their designations in Marius Victorinus (Ad Candidum 

6,Sff., vol. 1, p.138f. Henry/Hadot); in Proclus (In Timaeum vol. 1, 

233; 2, 127, 33; 129, 5 Diehl), and in the discoverer of these paral­

lels, Pierre Hadot. 33 

Degress of Reality Victorinus Proclus Hadot 
(beneath the One) 

Intelligibles quae vere sunt 8v-rroc; civ-ra ve.ritablement 
Btants 

Souls quae sunt c!v-ra Btants 

Phenomenal World quae non vere µY) civ-rroc; non-veritable-
non sunt µYJ 8v-ra ment non-etants 

Matter quae non sunt µYJ civ-ra Ilon-Btants 

This scheme of reality bears little resemblance to Plotinus' teachings. 

For one thing, there can be no question for Plotinus of the pre-existence 

of diverse levels of reality in the One; the latter is absolutely one 

and simple, and produces further emanations by sheer superabundance of 

Power. For Plotinus it is rather the lower part of each h~postasis which 

produces, by its external activity, a shapeless mass of 11spiritual matter," 

34 which then enforms itself by contemplating its generator. Whereas for 

Porphyry the Highest Principle is Being or Existence itself, for Plotinus 

Being was identical with the Intelligible and therefore the Intellect, 

and consequently a potential object of knowledge, while the One, elevated 
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and privileged moments of ecstasy, 

One of the main points that divided Plotinus from his Middle 
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Platonic predecessors was precisely the assertion of an ineffable One 

above the hypostasis of Intelligence. Porphyry, who had learned Middle 

Platonism from his Athenian master Longinus, required extensive and re­

peated convincing by Plotinus' senior disciple Amelius before he would 

accept this doctrine, when he first arrived as a prospective student at 

Rome. It is possible that he was never, in fact, quite convinced. 

Throughout his career, Porphyry was concerned to reconcile Plotinus' 

teachings with those of the Chaldaean Oracles, which proclaimed the co­

extensiveness of the Father and his Powers; the solution he appears to 

have found was to look at Intelligence from different perspectives, From 

the Plotinian perspective, Intelligence can be considered, in its as-yet­

unmanifest first moment, as identical with the One, and as such it is as 

sublime, transcendent and unapproachable as the most ardent negative theo­

logian could wish to see it described. At the same time, however, viewed 

from the religio-philosophical perspective of the Chaldaean Oracles, 

Intelligence is that which unfolds itself into manifestation in the forms 

of Existence, Life and Thought. 

Porphyry's successors, especially Iamblichus, 36 reacted strongly to 

his perceived diminution of the transcendence of the Highest Principle, 

They harped incessantly on its remoteness and elevation, finding them­

selves obliged, in consequence, to multiply intermediary levels of 

reality and divine entities, in order to ensure that some form of rela­

tionship remained possible between the sublime One and the phenomenal 
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world. This Iamblichean/Proclan version of Neoplatonism would triumph 

in the Eastern parts of the Roman Empire, where it survives in the liturgy 

and mystical theologies of the Greek and Russian Orthodox Churches, and 

would resurface in the West in the 9th century, when the writings of the 

Pseudo-Dionysius, 37 with their rank upon rank of Celestial Hierarchies, 

Christianized under the form of Seraphim, Cherubim, Thrones, Powers and 

Dominions, became popular. 

Porphyry's brand of Neoplatonism, representing as it did a branch 

between Plotinian rationalism and Chaldaean religiosity, was more 

appealing to the Latin-speaking West, where it held uncontested sway be­

tween the 4th and the 9th centuries. Easily adaptable due to its "per­

spectival" approach, moreover, it quickly caught on in the lands which 

were to become Islamic, where Porphyry's view according to which all 

reality could be viewed as the multi-staged manifestation of a single 

divine Reality was eminently suited to a strictly Monotheistic system of 

beliefs. Thus Porphyry, more perhaps than any other thinker, came to 

exercise a fundamental influence both on the Christian West and the 

Islamic East, and the study of his thought cannot help but contribute to 

an enriched understanding of both cultural traditions, seemingly so ir­

reconcilably diverse, 
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Notes to Chapter III 

1. Only the first volume of Damascius' On First Principles has so far 
appeared (see Bibliography of Ancient Authors), and it breaks off 
at 1.86. 2 Ruelle. Pending the imminent publication of Volume 2, 
then, we must rely on the text of Ch.-E. Ruelle, ed. Damascii suc­
cessoris Dubitationes et Solutiones de primis principiis in 
Platonis Parmenidem, 2 vols. (Paris 1889-1899; reprinted, Brussels 
1964). There is a new French translation by M.-Cl. Galperine: 
Damascius Des Premiers Principes. Apories et resolutions (Paris 1987). 
On the passage cited, see Combes' and Westerink's Bude edition of 
vol. 1 (Paris 1986), p.137 n.3; p.173 n.2. For other translations 
of this passage see Hadot (1966) 132; (1968a) 1, p.96). 

2. Translation after Hadot (1966) 136. 

3. Quoted in Hadot (1966) 136. 

4. On the importance of this fragment in Chaldaean and later Neoplatonic 
cosmology, see Dodds (19632) 253; Lewy (1978) 78ff.; 79 n.47; 
Festugiere (1966-1968), vol. 2, n.5 to pp.256-57. 

5. In Sententia 28, p.17, 2-10 Lamberz, Porphyry intentionally applies 
contradictory epithets to spiritual entities, "afin de nous faire 
renoncer aux idees d'origine corporelle [Hadot (1966, 134)]. In the 
Commentary on the Parmenides 14, 26-29, vol. 2, p.113 Hadot (1968) 
Porphyry, following Plato, Parmenides 145b-146a, applies similar 
incompatible predicates to the Intelligence, as well as to the One 
(cf. I, 6; II, 10-14). 

6. "Le Pere, tout en ~tant le premier terme de la triade 
fait pas nombre avec elle, il n 'y pas de ouvapC0µY)crLc; 
cette triade transcende le nombre" (Hadot 1968a, vol. 

7. Hadot (1968a) vol. 1, 280-281. 

8. Hadot (1968a) vol. 1, 282. 

9. Cf. Segonds (1982) p.144 n.5; 190 n.5, and n.6 above. 

10. Hadot (1966), 131. 

' supreme, ne 
parce que 
2, p.93 n.3). 

11. In this sense, ~nap/;;Lc; no longer has its usual meaning of "subsis­
tence, existence, substance" (LSJ). It rather serves to designate 
"l' etre pur, encore indetermin~n I ayant pas encore res,u les· .deter­
minations qui constitueront sa substance" (Hadot 1968a, 1, 268ff., 
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Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

Chapter IV 

Hoch au£ strebte mein Geist, aber die Liebe zag 
Schon ihn nieder; das Laid beugt ihn gewaltiger; 

So durchlauf ich des Lebens 
Bogen und kehre, woher ich kam. 

High my spirit aspired, truly, however, love 
Pulled it earthward; and grief still lower bows it down. 

So I follow the arc of 
Life and return to my starting-place . 

• . . Holderlin, "Lebenslauf"l 

0 falcon of lofty vision 
Sitting on the sidra-tree 
Not thy nest is this corner of the world 
Full of woe. 
From highest heaven's pinnacle 
They utter a cry for thee 
In this snared place. 
:[ know not what hath befallen thee 
That with it thou art fascinated . 

..• Shams al-Din ~afi~ Shirazi 
(c.1325-1389).2 · 

'EoCxaµev yap ~o"~ et~ a\\6~UAOV ~evo~ ~ axourrLV ~.ixourr,v 
arreA~Au86rrL xat µ~ µ6vov -roiv olxeCrov lsOPL~O"~, aAAa xat 
ex 'IT}~ slv~~ lµrr\~o8e"rrL na8oov ~e xat t8oov xat voµCµrov 
lx~6\rov xat npo~ ~au~a pon~v tax~x6rrcv. 

We are like people who have emigrated to an alien land, 
willingly or unwillingly; not only have we been banned 
from our own homes and possessions, but, under the in­
fluence of this foreign land, we have become filled with 
alien passions, ways and customs, and have taken a 
liking to them. 
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3 
... Porphyry, De Abstinentia, 1, 30, 2. 

At least since Plato's Phaedrus, thinkers in the Platonic tradition 

had taken the doctrine of the pre-existence of the soul for granted. A 

main source of the Neoplatonist's disagreement with Christianity was that 

the latter, while admitting an unlimited duration of the disembodied soul 
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after death, would not allow its existence prior to incarnation. 4 For 

the Neoplatonists, the question was not whether, but how and why the indi­

vidual soul left the Intelligible world for existence in a material world 

they regarded as, if not postively evil, certainly a far cry from the 

beauty and perfection of the Neot,ic world. For the Gnostics the solution 

was simple: Incarnation was an unmitigated evil, the work oJ a malevolent 

demiurge or'the result of a series of tragic sins and errors in the supra­

celestial pleroma of mythological figures. For Neoplatonists, wishing as 

they did to preserve the belief in a benevolent and omniscient Providence, 

the question was more difficult: How could a good and all-powerful God 

permit such an apparent evil as the soul's incarnation? As Jalal'~d-Din 

R~i (1207-1273) has the "Ambassador of R~m" ask the Kaliph 'Omar: 

0 Commander of the faithful, how did the soul come down 
to the earth from above? 

5 How can so noble a bird be confined in a cage? 

Porphyry's doctrine of the soul has been perhaps the most widely in­

fluential aspect of his philosophy. It is also one of the most debated 

points in contemporary Porphyrian research. Different scholars present, 

with equal authoritativeness, accounts of Porphyry's doctrine of the soul 

which are mutually exclusive and irreconcilable. For H. Dorrie, Porphyry 

teaches that the soul, being an immutable vo-rytTJ ouoCa, 6 cannot be in any 

way damaged or altered in its embodied state. It then becomes incomprehen­

sible that Porphyry should have written his longest extant work, the De 

Abstinentia, .precisely to warn against the eating of meat because of the 

harm it does to the soul. A.C. Lloyd comes to a still more paradoxical 

conclusion. Porphyry, he finds, "regarded the embodiment of soul as an 

illusion of thought. 117 Space precludes an extensive discussion of Lloyd's 



53 

argument, as well of his article as a whole, which, appearing in such an 

authoritative work of reference as the CHLGEMP, is one of the few standard 

sources to which the English-speaking student curious about Porphyry would 

turn. Here it must suffice to say that it is inadequate and misleading, 

consisting of a series of discussions of :arbitrarily-chosen aspects of 

Porphyry's thought, in which, by a series of dubious inferences from ob­

scure, often textually corrupt and frequently utterly irrelevant texts 

(few by Porphyry himself) Lloyd arrives at a picture of Porphyry's thought 

which -- where it is not incomprehensible -- is distorted beyond recogni-

. 8 tion. 

Wallis, normally a sober and sympathetic analyst of Porphyry's 

thought, becomes oddly vague and difficult when attempting to defend 

9 Lloyd's view of the embodiment of soul as an illusion of thought. His 

argument, as best I can follow it, runs like this: 

1. Soul has kinship with the Intelligible world. 

2. Therefore, union with the body is a mistake. 

3. Dualism is unacceptable to Neoplatonists. 

4. Therefore, the lower levels of existence are mere illusion. 

This argument would be admissible only if 1, 2, and 3, besides being true, 

added up to a contradiction which required 4 to resolve it. But this is 

not the case. 2 does not follow from 1, and is simply not true; nowhere 

does Porphyry state it, and there is no reason to believe he may have done 

so in some lost writing. Without premise no. 2, Wallis' a_rgument col­

lapses, and it will be up to someone else to undertake the Quixotic task 

of defending Lloyd's odd assertions. 

Not that the matter is simple; the question of the causes of the 
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insoluble: he wrote, 

In the final analysis, it cannot be explained what 
exactly caused the soul to forsake its individuality 
---~o xa0' ~autjv -- and to venture into the state 
of relationship to a body -- axeaL~ -- which poses 
such a danger to it. 

It is more likely the case that Porphyry proposed several different 
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answers to the problem, which may or may not be ultimately reconcilable. 

The best solution seems to be that suggested by Andrew Smith: 11 

the first descent of the soul from the celestial regions into the body is 

inevitable, because willed by God. From then on, however, depending on 

the person's behaviour during this first incarnation, it may either re­

turn to celestial beatitude, or-be sent back down to earth for a further 

incarnate existence. 12 The deciding factor is the individual's behaviour: 

whether, during his terrestrial existence, he has more or less continuous 

regard for the Intelligible realm, or whether, seduced by the false charms 

of matter,
13 

his soul becomes so engrossed in material life as to forget 

its celestial origin. It then is guilty of breaking the universal law 

that a hypostasis -- in this case Soul, must have regard only to the level 

of reality above it -- i.e. Nous, but never to the one below it (i.e.) 

14 matter. Should the soul, in the exercise of its free will, choose to 

break this law, it cannot expect to escape paying the penalty of a rein­

carnation lower down on the Scale of Being (one of the expressions recur­

ring most frequently in Porphyry is 6Cx~v dno~Cvvua0a,). 15 

Porphyry seems to have given different reasons for the divine deci­

sion to ordain the soul's first descent. 16 

1. In the De Regressu animae, frr. 391,, 4 and 41>~, 2 Bidez, the soul 
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is said to have been sent into this world so that it might have the 

salutary and edifying experience of contact with evil and matter, which 

often seem for Porphyry, as they were for the Middle Platonists, to be 

11 h h
. 17 virtua y t e same ting. 

Wachsmuth), the soul, prior to incarnation, freely chooses the type of 

existence it wishes to lead, but is subsequently forced to live out that 

life with the body and character appropriate to its initial choice. These 

accounts, together with two others which Bouffartigue and Patillon adduce, 

but which I have not reproduced because they are based on textually 

dubious passages, seem reconcilable with Smith's reconstruction. The soul 

originally inhabits the .realm of Forms. By divine Providence it is thence 

dispatched to Earth, partly because, in accordance with standard Platonic 

doctrine (cf. Phaedr. 246c; Soph. 246eff.), all matter needs a soul to 

animate it, govern it and enable it to move itself; partly, or viewed 

from another perspective, because it is an educative and perhaps correc­

tive experience for the soul. 

In the Tiept ~oo l~' ~µ1y; 18 the process is described by which the 

soul makes its choice of its first terrestrial existence. From its 

dwelling-place in the Heaven of the Fixed Stars, the soul chooses one of 

the constellations which the revolving heavens constantly present it. It 

moves to the constellation it has chosen, and from this vantage point the 

soul sees the different. j3foq or types of existence it has the possibility 

of leadi_ng, inscribed on the sky. It selects one, thereby committing it­

self to a particular body and character, and, waiting for its horoscope 

to indicate to it the correct moment, plunges itself into the world of 
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generation through the gate of the constellation of Cancer (it will use 

the gate of Capricorn to re-ascend). Now begins for the soul its down­

ward journey, through the spheres of the seven planets, towards Matter 

and embodiment. 

Here,we encounter the Neoplatonic concept of the astral body (rrvsuµa 

or 8X17µa), which plays so central a role in Neoplatonic anthropology. 19 

It was a Platonic school-truism that two entities·so different as incor-

poreal soul and material body could not possible exercise any action upon 

one another. Since Aristotle, the existence of a fifth element, besides 

the traditional earth, air, fire, and water, had been postulated, and by 

the 1st century BCE, the nvsuµa/8X17µa, a tertium quid composed of this 

substance and possessing both material and immaterial qualities, had been 

assumed to act as intermediary between soul and body. For Porphyry (apud 

Proclus In Remp. 3.192.22ff. Diels) the World Soul had an 8xriµa of luminous 

substance, which had been the first entity to come into existence. And 

just as the World Soul needed an intermediary medium to impart motion to 

the x6oµo~, so too did the individual or partial (µspox~) soui.
20 

The topos of the descent of the soul was well-established by Porphyry's 

time; it went back at least to Numenius if not to Antiochus of Ascalon 

and Posidonius. In Porphyry's version,
21 

the soul in its descent must 

pass through the seven planetary spheres, before it reaches Earth. As it 

does so, its 5xriµa, originally of the ~ame substance (although "plus 

grossieie et moins subtile"),
22 

as the 5xriµa of the World Soul, progres­

sively accumulates elements from each of the spheres, causing it to become 

heavier and more moist. For example, from the sphere of Mars there accrues 

to the soul its irascible element; from the sphere of Venus its concupis-
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cent element, etc. By the time it reaches the earth, the soul's primor­

dial purity has been obfuscated by layer upon layer of these astral ac­

cretions and excrescences; until it all but loses its identity. 

As we have seen in the previous chapter, Pierre Hadot has arrived at 

a seemingly different picture of the soul's descent. Once the World Soul 

has been derived, by way of reflection, from the Intelligence, it may 

descend to the point of creating the sphere of the Fixed Stars.
23 

This is 

as it should be; up to this point the notions of moral choice or culpnhi­

lity do not seem to come into play. But unlike other hypostases, the soul 

has the freedom to direct its attention (npoaox~) wherever it pleases, and 

this is a moral choice. For Porphyry, as for Plotinus, the direction of 

the attention is creative. The World-Soul, for example, when it first de­

taches itself from its original intuitive unity with the Nous, creates the 

Intellectual-and-Intelligible level of reality to which it then descends.
24 

Moreover, once it has fulfilled its mission of creating the celestial 

sphere, the soul can and should return to the Intelligible realm from 

which it came. Being endowed with free will, however, the soul can also 

make the blameworthy moral choice of looking below itself to an inferior 

level of reality, that of the material world. When it does so, it may be 

seized by a desire to descend to this world and communicate life to it. 26 

The danger here is that the soul may be seduced by matter to the point of 

forgetting its celestial origin. Should this happen, its only hope is the 

spark of Intelligence (oq,Cv0~p v6ou Synesius Hymn 1, 561, p.57 Lacombrade) 

which the soul took with it when it separated itself from the Intelligible 

world. For the soul to be saved, it must be awakened from its forgetful 

slumber, reminded of its celestial origins and thereby freed from the 
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loathsome swamp of matter. The spark of Nous, incorruptible beneath its 

mapylayersof alien accretions, must be made to blaze up (elsewhere it 

is pictured as a seed which must be allowed to sprout and grow). Accor­

ding to Hadot, then, it is the soul's pre-ordained descent to create the 

celestial sphere which is "natural," "une 8preuve et surtout une mission 

et un serivce, 1127 while the real fall -- the one freely chosen and hence 

culpable -- is that in which the soul continues its descent to the 

material world. This second fall is brought about by the dizziness and 

"fougue indiscrete" which the soul experiences upon glimpsing matter, 

here, as often in Middle Platonism, conceived of as a semi-independent 

entity, thoroughly evil, but endowed with seductive charms and the power 

to give off exhalations which cause the soul to forget its origin, 

Rather than two irreconcilable accounts of Porphyry's thought, we may 

here have a prime instance of what has been referred to as Porphyry's 

"perspectivism." From one point of view, the World-Soul's detachment from its 

intuitive unity with the Nous and its subsequent disaggregation into the 

multitude of individual souls, is "its fault"; brought about by its 

illegitimate direction of its attention and by its desire "to be itself, 

in itself. 1128 From another viewpoint the process is inevitable and even 

desirable: The World-Soul's emergence from the Nous is a necessary stage in 

the self-manifestation of the One, whereby It attains self-consciousness. 29 

Moreover, other modern scholars have reconstructed different amounts of 

Porphyry's doctrine of the soul, and it is entirely likely that Porphyry 

himself expressed conflicting views in different parts of his opus. But 

this method may not have seemed as perplexing or objectionable to Porphyry 

as it does to many modern readers. In Hadot's terms, Porphyry's method 



is "pluraliste":
30 

..• it studies each portion of the text it is 
connnenting and deals with it on its own, without 
seeking to unify its interpretation; it proposes 
several explanations of one single text, without 
aspiring to coherence, 

Hadot is here speaking about Porphyry's activity as a commentator, but 

the observation applies, I believe, to all his philosophic/literary 

activity. 

59 

Such a stance is, of course, anathema to modern positivists, for whom 

every statement is either 11 true 11 or "false"; every interpretation 11 the 

correct one" or "incorrect." Yet some modern philosophers, referred to 

by their opponents as "relativists," have advocated a remarkably similar 

"pluralistic methodology, 11 having as its goal just such a proliferation of 

seemingly contradictory viewpoints. 31 Here again, as with his textual 

criticism of Christianity, Porphyry may yet turn out to have used a 

methodology about 1700 years ahead of its time. 

To return to Porphyry's Seelenlehre: when, from its supracelestial 

vantage point, the soul sees pass before it a "horoscope of conception, 1132 

the soul, already encrusted in its "abominables excroissances1133 comes in­

stantaneously to animate a body. As Porphyry describes the process in the 

Ad Gaurum, 34 this pneumatic soul comes to lodge itself in the body of the 

foetus once the latter has separated itself from its mother's body (the 

soul together with its ~x~µa is variously designated by Porphyry as the 

"pneumatic," 11 irrational," 11 lower" or 11 inferior" soul; after its embodi­

ment, it may properly be termed the "vegetative" soul (Aristotle's 

0pen~sxo, vou,; De Anima 2.2.413b etc.), in accordance with the func­

tion it will fulfill in the newly-constituted soul-body compound we call 
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a "person"). The body, in turn, has attracted to itself its particular 

soul as the one best suited to its stage of development. Just as the 

soul and its ~x~µ.a are united by a kind of sympathy or pre-ordained har­

mony, so does this harmony obtain between body and soul. "It is by virtue 

of an affinity (xa-ra. CJ1.l')"Y€V6LCLV (jl1J06<0<;"}," says Porphyry (Ad Gaurum lL 2, 

48. 29-49, 2 Kalbfleisch), "that the body predisposed to be directed by a 

soul attracts the soul to the body thus predisposed"( •.. 1:0 apµoo0ev rrpo~ 

larly, by virtue of this same harmony, the now-embodied vegetative soul 

attracts (~;\.xu) the appropriate "logical soul" -- the divine spark of 

Nous·-- willingly to enter into it as its "pilot" (xu~6pvfrr-rl~). 

Once the soul has thus become embodied -- it should be kept in mind 

that the entire process just described takes place "instantaneously" 

(isal(Jlv~~ ~ rrapouota Porphyry Ad Gaurum 3, p.49, 9f. Kalbfleisch) -- the 

soul remains in some sense joined to the body until the natural death of 

the organism. The exact nature of this connection has been, however, a 

subject for prolonged debate among scholars. As indicated above, Heinrich 

Dorrie was the most influential advocate of the view of Porphyry as holding 

an "extremistische Seelenlehre. 1135 Basing his conclusions on his recon­

struction of Porphyry's Z6µµcx-ro; sT'(TTJµCL'l:CL from fragments and paraphrases 

culled from Nemesios of Emesa (fl. 400) and Priscianus (early 6th cent.), 

he presented his portrait of Porphyry's doctrine of the soul in a series 

of books and articles, most influentially in 1959 1s Porphyries' Summikta 

Zetemata and his 1966 presentation at Vandoeuvres, "Die Lehre von der 

Seele." Here we learn that Porphyry made practically no distinction be-

36 
tween Nous and Soul, that the soul, being a VOT]TI) ooaCa, cannot possibly 
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be affected by what happens to the body ("jedes In-Mitleidenschaft­

Gezogen-Sein der Seele ausgeschlossen wird"; 37 and, perhaps most as<tmrm­

dingly, that all perception is self-perception on the part of the sou138 

(these ideas are perhaps at the origin of Lloyd's even more radical con­

clusions as to the "telescoping of hypostases" and "illusory" nature of 

the embodiment of soul). 

We have alluded to the contradictions this interpretation of Porphyry's 

thought involves: The same thinker who preaches the soul's impassibility 

writes, in the De Abstinentia, some of the most appalling portraits of the 

soul's depraved condition when man gives in to moral excesses and vices. 

Dorrie39 attributes this "auf~llige Diskrepanz" to the conflict between 

theory and practice: As a theoretician, Porphyry wishes to preach the 

identity of the One, Nous, and Soul, and the impassibility he believes is 

entailed by this view. When he looks at lived practice, though, Porphyry 

is led to prescribe the strictest adherence to ascetic/cathartic practices 

as the only hope for the soul's salvation. 

It is more likely, however, that the inconsistency is attributable to 

.. . 40 
Dorrie than to Porphyry. Refusing to accept Hadot's ascription of the 

Commentary on the Parmenides, Dorrie is left with the hierarchical, dua-

listic view of Porphyry's thought bequeathed by Beutler's researches. 

Thus, although he insists on the importance of viewing Porphyry's system 

as dynamic, he arrives at the same static results as had Beutler. 

By failing to recognize that Porphyry is describing different stages 

in the dialectical develop~ent of the same entity in this case the 

soul rather than giving contradictory accounts of a self-identical 

object, Dorrie fails to take into account the fundamental distinction he 



62 

himself emphasized, between the soul xa0' SUIYTTJV and the soul in axea.~. 

In the former state, it is indeed a pure noetic essence, to which the 

categories of space and time do not apply, and which is unalterable. 

Once, however, it enters the world of generation, it undergoes the process 

of envelopment by the 5mµo: we have described above, and due to this 

5x~µo:, point of contact between corporeal and incorporeal nature, the em-

bodied soul cannot by any stretch of the imagination be said to be impas-

sible. 

1. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

Dorrie's argument may be schematized as follows: 

Soul embraces (umfasst) all beings. 

Therefore, soul embraces Reality. 

Reality is unchanging. 

41 

Therefore, Soul's knowledge of Reality is unchanging. 

Hence the soul is unchangeable. 

This argument falls flat, because 3 is false. As Dorrie himself elsewhere 

h . 42 f p h emp asizes, or orp yry 

in allem und jedem·die Entfaltung des Einen zum 
Vielen, oder umgekehrt die Einung des Vielen var 
sich geht. 

Reality is not unchanging for Porphyry; this view of the Porphyrian uni­

verse as a static hierarchy has been rendered obsolete by Hadot's proof of 

its complex, constantly dynamic and dialectic structure. 

Dorrie's contribution to the advancement of Porphyrian studies was far 

from entirely negative. He made essential advances over his predecessors 

in his studies of Porphyry's ethics and psychology. His view of the 

nature of the soul's connection to body as one of axea.~, relation or 

"inclination towards," is important, and borne out by Hadot's researches. 

The soul, by its own freely-willed choice, permeates the entire body in a 
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mixture which is neither napa0eaL,, the mere juxtaposition of elements, 

nor a6yxuaL,, the inseparable fusion of parts. Rather it is implicated 

in .a mixture that combines the separability of napa0eaLs with the thorough 

intermingling of a6yxuaL, (we are here in the presence of another instance 

where Porphyry has taken categories from Stoic physics and applied them to 

the metaphysical domain). 43 Dorrie also rightly stressed Porphyry's close­

ness to Middle Platonism. 44 Most importantly, he stressed the importance 

for Porphyry's ethics of self-knowledge, the withdrawal into oneself to 

contact the deeply-buried kernel of divine Intelligence which constitutes 

our real Self, and the necessity to maintain a strict asceticism 

abstinence from consumption of meat and wine, as far as possible from sex, 

and even from attendance at public games. All Porphyry's ethical injunc­

tions are aimed at restricting to an absolute minimum our contact with 

matter, portrayed as a nopv~ anxious to seduce us into forgetting our 

supracelestial origins. 

From another perspective, Porphyry's ethical exhortations have as 

their goal the proper care and tending of our 8x~µa/nveoµa. This nveoµa, 

which during our incarnate life plays the psychological role of imagina­

tion, indispensable intermediary between the corporeal and incorporeal 

which accompanies all our thoughts, remains as an outer coating of the 

soul throughout our life. 45 This nveoµ.a, constituted of a half-corporeal, 

half-incorporeal substance, is variable in volume. Any thought showing 

concern for matter, whether sexual titillation, greed, anger or fear; 

anything leading to the excitement and stimulation of the senses, is sus­

ceptible of thickening our nveoµa, 46 rendering it still heavier and more 

moist, while a life of asceticism can "dry it ·out" (Sent. 29, p. 20, 4; 
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6. Lamberz), reduce its volume and make it lighter. Upon the death of 

the organism, when the soul leaves the body it is still encased in its 

nveuµa. If it has led a moral life -- consorting with the Intelligibles 

by withdrawing into itself, there to seek the spark of divine Nous; 

striving to bring its spiritual members back from their current state of 

dispersion throughout the body to its previous unity (Ad Marcellam 10), 

maintaining an ascetic dietary regime and paying a homage of pure thoughts 

and prayers to the Intelligible God, its nveuµa will be sufficiently light 

and dry to allow it to ascend immediately back to the Intelligible world, 

shedding each layer of pneumatic/astral accretions as it arrives at the 

planetary sphere where it first gathered them up (Proclus In Timaeum 

3.234.20ff. Diehl). These accretions will dissolve back into the elements 

from which they were constituted, and the soul, reduced now to its pri­

mordial purity, will enjoy an uninterrupted beatific communing with.its 

fellow noetic essences, never more to be forced to undergo the traumatic 

process of incarnation. 

If, however, the soul's nveuµa is wet and heavy upon the farmer's 

separation from the body, its weight will tend to drag it, together with 

its soul, down to the subterranean regions. Alternatively, depending on 

the extent of the perversity of its earthly existence, the soul may be 

given a sun- or moon-shaped 5x~µa. 47 In any case the impure soul is doomed 

to reincarnation, and an indefinite postponement of the goal to which all 

Porphyry's philosophy is designed to exhort mankind: "eternal life in the 

world which is akin to us," where the distinction between subject and ob­

ject has vanished, and where "rien ne pourra plus interrompre l' union 

D. ,,48 avec ieu. 
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To obtain this blissful homecoming after our long terrestrial exile, 

writes Porphyry (De Abstinenta 1, 30. 4-6; vol. 1, p.65 Bouffartigue and 

Patillon): "We must accomplish two distinct exercises .••• First, we 

must abandon everyth~ng that is material and mortal. Secondly, we must 

try to accomplish our return and our survival, by elevating ourselves to 

the upper world by a movement in the opposite direction to that of our 

descent." 
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Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

Conclusion 

Even had Porphyry written nothing but the "traditional" body of 

writings usually ascribed to him, he would remain a far from insignifi­

cant figure in the history of thought. His vast learning has always been 

recognised:
1 

Much of the information in the Homeric scholia, 2 most of 

our doxographic notices on Middle Platonists, 3 as well as innumerable 

details of religious ritual, both Greek and otherwise, 4 have been pre­

served for us only by Porphyry's careful scholarship. It was also no 

mean accomplishment to have re-introduced Aristotle into the Neoplatonic 

school-curriculum, 5 and to have provided with the Isagoge a work that 

would serve, in Boethius' Latin translation, as the most widely-used 

introduction to Aristotelian logic in the West throughout the Middle Ages 

and into the Modern Age. In Arabic translation, the work was still ful­

filling this purpose in Egyptian universities until as late as a genera-

6 tion ago, 

Porphyry's ethical treatises, while perhaps too rigorous and ascetic 

for modern western taste, are penetrated by a deeply genuine religiosity. 

Whereas Plotinus and his predecessors the Middle Platonists had been 

little concerned with the non-philosophical "man in the street," Porphyry 

made room for the average Joe, 7 allowing that at least a partial redemption 

of the soul could be obtained through theurgical practices. He seems 

genuinely to have wished to find a way of universal salvation (universalem 

. , , viam animae liberandae, Augustine De Civitate Dei 10. 32 = De Regressu 

Animae fr. 12, p.42*, 8-9 Bidez), which would include all races and 
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classes, regardless of their philosophical aptitude. Less anti-Semitic 

and nationalistic than, for example, Celsus, Porphyry strove all the same 

to bolster the traditional Greco-Roman religion against what he correctly 

foresaw as the destructive onslaught of revolutionary, upstart Christia­

nity. He was a moralist of the first order, and his teachings, as appli­

cable today as when he formulated them, should alone suffice to preserve 

him from oblivion: 9 

Man must, so to speak, every day and every hour 
renounce the µepLoµ.6~10 (fragmentation;· dispersion; 
distraction) which threatens him •••. He is in constant 
progress. Ever anew must that which has fortunately 
been achieved be defended. All standing still, or 
resting on one's laurels, would already constitute a 
step backwards. 

It should now be clear, however, that Porphyry's ethical exhorta­

tions were not his only contribution to philosophy. Most scholars now 

accept Hadot's ascription to Porphyry of the Commentary on the Parme­

nides,11 as well as the complex metaphysical system Hadot reconstructed 

on the basis of it. This being the case, it is, as we saw, no longer 

admissible to regard Porphyry as a mere populariser of Plotinus. 

Porphyry's newly-discovered system departs in several important respects 

from that of Plotinus. Not only are there differences in emphasis or 

11point of view" between the two thinkers, but important doctrinal opposi­

tions: Porphyry's equation of the One or Ultimate Ground with Being, his 

doctrine of the pre-existence of all the hypostases or levels of reality 

in the One, and their eventual re-integration into it; his preference 

for Negative Theology and interest in the Chaldaean Oracles mark impor­

tant departures from Plotinus, as do his greater interest in popular 

religious forms,
12 

stress on asceticism13 and the distinction between the 



72 

Intelligible and phenomenal planes of reality,
14 

and his concern for 

15 eschatology. It is perhaps no exaggeration to state with Dorrie that, 

in the final analysis, Porphyry was closer to Middle Platonism than he 

was to Plotinus. 16 

The researches of Theiler, Courcelle and Hadot have shown the 

extent of Porphyry's influence on the Latin-speaking West. Nor was it 

confined to the Middle Ages; it has long been known that the Platonism 

which permeated the Florentine Renais~ance, 17 and inspired German 

Idealism18 and English Romanticism, 19 was derived as much from Plato's 

Neoplatonic interpreters as from Plato himself. It now appears that 

Porphyry constituted a major channel for the transmission of this Neopla­

tonic interpretation. The full extent of his influence remains to be 

determined; researches such as those of J. Pepin20 on the historical 

legacy of Porphyry's methods of allegorical literary interpretation, for 

example, continue to produce fascinating results. 

The casual reader is struck by the parallels, both textual and con­

ceptual, between Porphyry's writings and those of such Islamic, mainly 

Iranian Sufis and Shi'ites as Hafiz, Rumi, 'Ibn'Arabi, Alaoddawleh Semnani 

and Najmoddin Kobra. We know that Porphyry's works were read in the 

Islamic world in Arabic and Syriac translations, but what little research 

has so far been done has largely been confined to the influence of his 

A I A A r., 

logical works on the Hellenized Sunni philosophers such as al-Farabi, Ibn 

21 Rushd. No work has yet been undertaken on Porphyry's possible influence 

on esoteric Islamic thought; now that, thanks to the researches of P. 

Hadot on Porphyry, and of H. Corbin22 on Iranian philosophy, the founda­

tions have been laid for such an enquiry, a wholly new field of research 
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Much work remains to be done on the sources of Porphyry's thought. 

Bouffartigue and. Patillon (1977, xxii) make the interesting suggestion 

that Porphyry may have belonged to some kind of "closed Collectivity" of 

Neo-Pythagoreans. The history of this shadowy movement, however, remains 

to be written. Likewise, the results of the investigations of the School 

of Tubingen have not yet been systematised; it remains to be shown to 

what extent the Unwritten Doctrines of Plato if they can be usefully 

differentiated from Neo-Pythagoranism -- may have influenced Porphyry and 

the other Late Neo-Platonists. 

Before much further progress in Porphyrian studies can be made, how­

ever, an edition of Porphyry's complete fragments is badly needed. It is 

to be feared that, if Andrew Smith is indeed in charge of this project, 

and if his criterion for ascribing a work to Porphyry is still "absolute 

certainty, 1123 then so fundamental a work as the Commentary on the Parme­

nides may be omitted from an eventual edition of Porphyry. 

The issues at hand are complex. 24 When an ancient author comes down 

to us in so fragmented and mutilated a state as Porphyry, some kind of 

method is required to reconstruct his lost writings. But if, using a 

method such as Theiler's, we reconstruct Porphyry's philosophy mainly on 

the basis of the views attributed to him by Proclus in his Commentary on 

the Timaeus, we must first equip ourselves.with a thorough and minute 

knowle.dge of Proclus' thought, style and vocabulary, so as to be able to 

distinguish what stems authentically from Porphyry, and what represents 

the views of Proclus himself. If we are to base our reconstruction on 

Porphyry's Sententiae, we must have a similarly complete familiarity with 
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Plotinus. A like situation occurs when we scrutinize Eusebius, Nemesius, 

Cyril of Alexandria or any other ancient compiler, with a view to dis­

interring from.them lost Porphyrian Gedankengut. But every time a new 

critical edition appears of an author known· to have preserved Porphyry's 

writings -- Stobaeus, Cyril and Alexander of Aphrodisias are overdue for 

such editions -- we are afforded new possibilities of recovering from 

them more scraps of Porphyry's shipwrecked opus. Technological advances 

in lexicography and the treatment of texts may be of assistance in this 

process. Of equal and perhaps greater importance are, I feel, the studies 

currently being carried out by Pierre and Ilsetraut Hadot and their col­

leagues on the nature, structure and function of philosophical schools in 

late Antiquity, their teaching activity, and the philosophical commen­

taries they produced during the course of the latter. 25 We are now more 

and more able to discern, in a given Late Neoplatonic philosophical com­

mentary, what elements are mere rhetorical or polemical topoi, what passage 

might be a more or less veiled allusion to a piece of Porphyrian doctrine, 

and what might be a verbatim quotation from the Tyrian philosopher himself. 

At the outset of this thesis, I spoke of a hypothetical complete 

understanding of Porphyry, making possible a perfectly adequate criticism. 

The fact that such an understanding is impossible to attain need not pre­

vent us from using it as a goal in our researches on Porphyry. In Stoic 

ethics, man's moral goal was thought to consist in modelling his behaviour 

on that of the Ideal Sage, even though it was admitted as possible that no 

such Sage ever had existed, or ever would. The concept of the Sage acted 

as a transcendent norm: impossible to attain, one could nevertheless 

approximate closer and closer to the goal of imitating the Sage's 
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behaviour. In a similar way, it is possible to aim at a completeness in 

our understanding of Porphyry, and an accuracy in the establishment of a 

critical edition of his fragments, which we know can never be attained in 

practice, but towards which we can progress ad infinitum, by the slow but 

constant augmentation of our knowledge. I am convinced, at any rate, 

that the method of careful, detailed comparison of texts, as proposed by 

Theiler, improved by Courcelle, and brought nearer and nearer to unat­

tainable perfection by M. and Mme. Hadot, is the most fruitful and 

promising avenue of progress in the study of the philosophy of Porphyry. 

\ 
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Notes to Conclusion 

1. ~LAoµae~, o ~otvLs, writes David c.550 (ed. Busse,~18.2, p.92. 3), 
Quoted in Smith (1974) p.xviii n.22. 

2. See references in note 13 to Chapter One, above. 

3. Dorrie (1966a) 9, n.2 gives a list of sources on Middle Platonism 
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ter One, notes 13 and 24. 

5. Beutler (1953) col. 282. 

6. References in Chapter One, n.21. At Cairo's 'al-'Azhar university 
in the 1950 1 s; students read an introductory textbook on logic written 
by a certain '"Isajoji." This is, of course, Porphyry's Isagoge, the 
title of which had been understood as the name of the author. (My 
thanks go to Mr. M.N. Aziz for this information.) 
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Wallis (1972) 3; 108; Smith (1974) 21. 

8. Wilken (1984) 126. 

9. After Dorrie (1966b) 185. 
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from dispersion (µepu,µ6,) to unity" (Bouffartigue and Patillon (1977) 
LV), see Porphyry, De Abstinentia 1. 29ff.; Sententia 32, p.32, 3-8 
Lamberz, Ad Marcellam 10, p.16, 16-19 Des Places and n.l, p.111; Ad 
Gaurum 4.9, p.40, 15-16 Kalbfleisch (cf. Chrysippus in SVF, 3, nos; 
462; 467). Modern literature: Beutler (1953) col. 312; Theiler 
(1933) 48ff.; Hadot (1968a), 1. 91 n.l; 327 n.5. 

·11. G.J.P. O'Daly in Classical Review N.S. 28 (1978) 93, speaks of "the 
'unoriginal ••• uncritical' (OcD2, p.864) fiction of some earlier 
scholarship." 

12. Wallis (1972) 97. 

13. Smith (1974) 20. 

14. Oo yap ~µet~·o vou,; says Plotinus (Ennead 5, 3, 3, 31); Ao~o, oe 
~v=, o vou,; Porphyry De Abstinentia 1.29.4 [quoted in Bouffartigue 
and Patillon (1977) p.L]. 

15. Hadot (1968a), 2, 89 n.2; Bouffartigue and Patillon (1977) liii-liv; 
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and Smith (1974) 145 remark on the frequent recurrence of the words 
c,on-~p(a, c,on-~pco~, <m,sELV £ao~6v, ~pCa ~~~ tox~~ in Porphyry's 
writings, while the last-named author argues that Porphyry's primary 
concern was for the release of the soul from the cycle of repeated 
incarnations ((1974) 35; 40; 70]. 

16. Dorrie (1959) p. vii. 

17. See, for example, Nesca A. Robb, Neoplatonism of the Italian Renais­
sance (New York 1935; reprinted, 1968). 

18. Ernst Benz, Marius Victorinus und die Entwicklung der abendlandischen 
Willensmetaphysik (Stuttgart 1932), makes Plotinus directly respon­
sible for the development of German Idealism; but see Theiler (1934); 
Hadot (1968a) 1, 16-20. 

19. To the references given on Thomas Taylor in the Annotated Biblio­
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Hill 1961). 

20. 

21. 
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Philon d'Alexandrie a Dante (Paris-=-:1~9~8~7~)~.==.::....=-=--=-====.....:::.::. 
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Bibliography. 

in the Annotated 

22. For an orientation to the work of Corbin see the volume of Cahiers 
de l'Herne devoted to him (Paris 1981). 

23. See above, p.36 n.16. 

24. They are outlined by Sodano (1966). 

25. Of capital importance in this regard is Mme. Hadot's contribution to 
Tardieu (ed., 1987): "Les introductions aux commentaires exegetiques 
chez le auteurs neoplatoniciens et les auteurs chretiens," pp.99-122. 
The results of P. Hadot's ongoing researches are published annually 
in the Annuaire du College de France. 
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Davies (= Records of Civilization, Sources and Studies 79, New York 
and London 1969). 

Nemesius of Emesa. Nemesii Emeseni de Natura hominis, ed. Marani 
(Leipzig 1987). See Annotated Bibliography. 

English translation by W. Telfer in Cyril of Jerusalem and Nemesius 
of Emesa, ed. W. Telfer(= Library of Christian Classics vol. 4, 
Philadelphia 1955) 224-453. 

Numenius. Fragments, ed. E. Des Places (Paris 1973). See Annotated 
Bibliography. 

Studie over den Wijsgeer Numenius van Apamea met Uitgabe der Frag­
menten, ed. E.-A. Leemans (= Academie Royale de Belgique, Classe 
de Lettres, 8.37.2, Brussels 1937). 



Origen. PG 11-17, ed. C. de la Rue, (Paris 1733-1759). 

GCS, ed. P. Koetschau, E. Klostermann, et al., 12 vols. (Leipzig 
1899-1941). 

English translation: F. Crombie in ANF 4 (1885) 223-696. 
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Plato. Platonis Opera (OCT), ed. J. Burnet, 5 vols. (Oxford 1900-1907). 

Platen: Oeuvres completes (Bude), edd. M. Croiset, A. Dies et al. 
14 vols. in 27, (1920-1969; reprinted, 1956--). 

English translation: The Collected Diaiogues of Plato, including 
the Letters, edd. E. Hamilton and H. Cairns (Princeton 1963). 

Plotinus. Plotini Opera2 (OCT), edd. P. Henry and H.-R. Schwyzer, 3 
vols. (1964-1982). 

Plotin: Enneades (Bude), 
6 vols. (vol. 13, 1960; 
2, reprinted, 1963). 

texte etabli et traduit par Emile Brehier, 
22 , 1956; 3-5, 1956; vol. 6, pts. 1 and 

Plotinus with an English Translation (LCL), ed. and trans. A.H. 
Armstrong, 6 vols. (1966-1988). 

Porphyry, De Philosophia ex oraculis haurienda librorum reliquiae, ed. 
G. Wolff (Berlin 1856; reprinted, Hildesheim 1962). 

Ad Gaurum ([Ipo~ ,aupov lhp1. -i;o'i, noo~ tµ,/1tJxou1:a, -,;a, ~µ~poo) ed. K. 
Kalblfleisch, Abhandlungen der preussischen Akademie der Wissen­
schaften, phil-hist. kl., Berlin 1895) 33-62. French translation: 
Rev. 3.265-305. 

Historia Philosophica; Vita Pythagorae, De Antro Nympharum, De 
Abstinentia, Ad Marcellam, ed. A. Nauck (Leipzig 18862). French 
translation of Hist. Phil. by A.-Ph. Segonds in Des Places (1982) 
163-197. See Annotated Bibliography. 

ITcpt· 'Aya\µa-,;wv, De Regressu Animae, ed. Bidez (1913), pp.l*-23* 
and 27*-44*. See Annotated Bibliography. 

The Cave of the Nymphs in the Odyssey(= De Antro Nympharum). A 
revised text with translation by Classics Seminar 609, State 
University of New York at Buffalo (= Arethusa Mono·graphs 1, 
Buffalo 1969). 

De Abstinentia, ed. and trans. Bouffartigue and Patillon (Paris 
1977-1979). See Annotated Bibliography. 

Porphyries' ITPO~ MAPKE/1/IAN, edited, translated, with intro'duction 
and notes by Walter Potscher (Leiden 1969). 



Lettera ad Anebo, ed. and trans. A.R. Sodano (Napoli 1964). See 
Annotated Bibliography. 

Porphyrii in Platonis Timaeum commentariorum fragmenta, ed. and 
trans. A.R. Sodano (Napoli 1958). See Annotated Bibliography. 
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Sententiae ad Intelligibilia ducentes, ed. Lamberz (Leipzig 1975). 
English translation by Thomas Davidson in Journal of Speculative 
Philosophy 3 (1869) 46-73. See Annotated Bibliography . 

. . Porphyries' "Symmikta Zetemata," ed. H. Dorrie (Miinchen 1959). See 
Annotated Bibliography. 

Isagoge sive Quinque voces (el~ ~a~ 'Apcm;o~eAOU~ xa~~yopca~), ed. 
A. Busse, CAG 4.1 (Berlin 1887). French translation: Porphyre, 
Isagoge. Traduction et notes par J. Tricot (Paris 1947). English 
trans. Porphyry the Phoenician: Isagoge, translation, Introduction 
and Notes by Edward W. Warren (Toronto 1979). 

Porphyries. Kommentar zur Harmonienlehre des Ptolemaios, heraus­
gegeben von Ingemar During(= Gi:iteborgs Hogskolas Arsskrift 38, 
Gi:iteborg_1932; reprinted, Hildesheim 1978). 

Sur le libr.; arbitre (= Tiept ~ou e<p' T)µcv), in Stobaeus 2.8.39-42 
= vol. 2, p.163.17-172.7 Wachsmuth. French translation in Festu­
giere (1970), vol. 3, pp.349-357. See Annotated Bibliography. 

Porphyrii Quaestionum Homericarum reliquiae (Teubner) ed. H. 
Schrader, vol. 1: Ad Iliadem pertinentium (Leipzig 1882); vol. 2: 
Ad 0dysseam pertinentium (Leipzig 1890). 

Porphyre, Vie de Pythagore, Lettre a Marcella, ed. and trans. E. 
Des Places (Paris 1982). See Annotated Bibliography. 

Anonymus- Taurinensis (= Commentary on the Parmenides), ed. and trans. 
P. Hadot (1968a, vol. 2, pp.61-113). See Annotated Bibliography. 

Ed. W. Kroll, Rheinisches Museum 47 (1892) 599-627. See Annotated 
Bibliography. 

Vita Plotini, see Plotinus (editions). 

Proclus, Theologie Platonicienne (Bude), texte etabli et traduit par 
H.D. Saffrey et L.G. Westerink, 5 vols. (1968-1987). 

2 The Elements of Theology, ed. E.R. Dodds (1963). See Annotated 
Bibliography. 

In Platonis Timaeum Commentarii (Teubner) ed. E. Diehl, 3 vols. 
(1903-1906); reprinted, Amsterdam 1965). French translation in 
5 vols. in Festugiere (1966-1968). See Annotated Bibliography. 
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In Platonis Rempublicam Commentarii (Teubner) ed. W. Kroll, 2 vols. 
(1899-1901; reprinted, Amsterdam 1965). French translation in 3 
vols. in Festugiere (1970). See Annotated Bibliography. 

Stobaeus, Johannes. Anthologium, 5 vols. Vols. 1-2: Ioannis Stobaei 
Anthologii libri duo priores qui inscribi solent Eclogae Ph~sicae 
et Ethicae, ed. K. Wachsmuth (Berlin 1884; reprinted, 1974 ). 
Vols; 3-5: Florilegium. Ioannis Stobaei Anthologii libri duo 
posteriores, ed. O. Hense (Berlin 1894-1909; reprinted, 19742). 

Suidas.(Souda). Suidae Lexicon, ed. A. Adler, 5 vols. (Leipzig 1928-
1938; reprinted, Stuttgart 1971). 

Synesius. Hymni, ed. N. Terzaghi (Rome 1939). 

Opuscula, ed. N. Terzaghi (Rome 1944). 

Synesios de Cyrene, vol. 1 Hymnes (Bude), texte etabli et traduit 
par Christian Lacombrade (Paris 1978). 

English translation: A. Fitzgerald, The Essays and Hymns of 
Synesius, Including the Address to the Emperor Arcadius and the 
Political Speeches, 2 vols. (London 1930). 

Victorinus. PL 8.993-1310. 

Traites theologigues sur la Trinite, edd. P. Henry and P. Hadot 
(1960). See Annotated Bibliography. 

Explanationes in rhetoricam Ciceronis, ed. O. Halm (Rhetores Latini 
minores, Leipzig 1863) 153-304. 



Introduction to the Philosophy of Porphyry 

Annotated Bibliography 
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Altheim, France, and Stiehl, Ruth. Porphyrios und Empedokles (Tiibingen 
1954). An investigation of Porphyry's influence. on Islamic thought, 
not merely via his Aristotelian commentaries, but also through some 
works now lost in Greek. Notably, a long extract in ·the 12th~ 
Century Iranian author ash-Sharastini derives ·from an otherwise 
lost section of Porphyry's Philosophos historia. Cf. Hadot (1968a) 
vol. 1, 89n.3; 243n.4; Segonds (1982) 172-176). 

/ 

Armstrong, Arthur Hilary, The Architecture of the Intelligible Universe 
in the Philosophy of Plotinus (Cambridge 1940, reprinted Amsterdam 
1964). 

Asin 

Ed., CHLGEMP (Cambridge 1967). Together with the preceding item, 
Armstrong's Part 3 of this collective· work (195-268); Bibliography 
(6 76-6 77), constitute the best short accounts in English of· the 
thought of Porphyry's master. 

"The Background of the Doctrine 'That the Intelligibles.are not· 
Outside· the Intellect'," EH 5 (1960) 391-424. A discussion of 
Plotinus' sources for thisdoctrine, of the truth of which Porphyry 
required much convincing when he entered Plotinus' school (Porphyry 
Vita Plotini 18, p.19, 8ff. Brehier). 

Plotinian and Christian Studies (London 1979). A-collection of 24 
articles, written between 1936 and 1978. While none deals exclu­
sively with Porphyry, these studies by the leading English-speaking 
expert on Neoplatonism are invaluable for their insights on the man_ 
and his milieu. 

"Negative Theology, Myth and Incarnation," in Melanges Trouillard 
(1981) 47-62. An examination in continuance of articles 23 and 24 
of the preceding item, of Negative Theology in· its historical de­
velopment and. its relevance for modern thought. Contains. (49; 
58n.4) an appreciative discussion of the Turin Commentary on the 
Parmenides, although the author there disputes Hadot's ascription 
of it to Porphyry. He has since revised his views and accepted 
Hadot's attribution (letter dated Jan. 13, 1989). 

Palac:ios; Miguel. 
seguida de Historia 
ed. 1919). 

La escatol:ogia musulmana .en 
y critica de una polBmica. 

4 la Divina Comedia., 
(Madrid, 1984; 1st· 

Austin, R.W.J. Ibn·'al-'Arabi: The Bezels ·of Wisdom, translated with 
introduction by R.W.J/ Austin, preface.by ~itus Burckhardt (New York 
1980). The. only translation of this 12th-century Islamic thinker's 



most important metaphysical treatise. In his excellent Intro­
duction (1-41),· in which.Austin sketches lbn 'Arabi's philosophy, 
it becomes clear that the latter bears striking resemblances to 
that of Porphyry, from which it may ultimately derive. 
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Badawi, AbdurraJ.lman. La .Transmission de la philosophie greque au monde 
· arabe2 (= Etudes de philosophie medievale 56, Paris, 1987). Gives 

(120~121) a. list of ten of Porphyry's w~rks known in translation 
(usually via the Syriac) to.Medieval·Arabic ·authors. The list is 
no doubt incomplete, ·and the author's work in general to be used 
with caution; but for the.moment it is one of few studies of a 
little~explored field available to the student. 

Bidez, Joseph. Vie de Porphyre, le philosophe Neo-Platonicien, avec les 
fragments de traites Ilept 'Aya),µa-i;oov et ·ne Regressu .Animae (Gand, 
Leipzig 1913; reprinted Hildesheim 1980). Still the only bio­
graphy of Porphyry, Bidez's work combines the best and worst fea­
tures of 19th-century scholarship: massive ·erudition and careful 
philology, on the one hand, and on the •Other a positivistic­
rationalistic disdain for "superstitions" and ill-concealed contempt 
for the supposedly effeminate and sub-rational IIOrient .. " · It has 
been greatly influential and, since it remains unique, is still 
indispensable for the student. The origin of the view of Porphyry 
as an unoriginal scrivener, Bidez's work must now be supplemented 
and corrected by those of Hadot (1968a, b; 1981, 19872) on origi­
nality in Antiquity,·and by that of Said (1978) on "Orientalism." 
Bidez's work is perhaps most valuable for its Appendices: No. I, 
1*-23(: the only edition of Porphyry's Ilept 'Aya)..µa,;rov, Greek· text, 
mainly from Eusebius, with ample textual parallels; II, only 
edition of the De Regressu Animae, · Latin text, mainly from Augustine, 
27*-44*; III, Extracts from Eunap·ius, The. Suda, Ibn Nadim, 'al­
Qif~i, Ibn Sina etc. on Porphyry's life and works, 47*-65*, and, 
most importantly, a list (65*-73*) of the 77 works Bidez considered 
authentically by Porphyry, grouped according to subject-matter with 
bibliographical data. Along with the lists given by Beutler (1953), 
Bouffartigue-Patillon (1977) and Badawi (1987), Bidez's careful 
enumeration remains a useful research tool. 

Beutler, Rudolf. Article "Porphyries," RE 22 .1, (1953), col. -275-313. 
Among the first works to take Porphyry seriously as a philosopher· 
in his own right (Hadot·1968a, 1. p.27), Beutler's article is equally 
valuable· for its list of Porphyry's works (col. 279-301; he .counts 
.57) and for its methodical, scholarly discussion of his thought 
(30h312). On neither account is the work beyond reproach: Beutler 
has been accused of excessive conservatism in his attributions of 
works to Porphyry [see. Altheim, Stiehl (1954) 7 for his neglect of 
Arabic sources]; while as regards doctrine, Beutler, writing before 
Hadot's discovery (1960; 1968a) of the dynamic character of 
Porphyry's system, gave a static, rigidly hierarchical picture of 
his thought which proved to require modification. Nevertheless, to 
Beutler goes the credit for having removed Porphyry definitively from 
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the· limbo of. philosophic.al insignific.anc.e, _therel;,y paving the way 
for the work of Dorrie, Hadot et al. 

Bouc.he-Lec.lerq. L' Astrologie grec.que, (l'aris 1898). • 

Bouffartigue·, Jean, and Patillon, -Michel. Porphyre:· De l'Abstinenc.e 1, 
Livre I, texte etabli et traduit par Jean Bouffar.tigue (Paris 
1977) ;· 2, Livres II et III, ·texte. etabli et traduit par Jean 
Bouffartigue et Mic.hel.Patillon (Paris, 1979). A.fine edition. 
The "Introduc.ti.on" (l.xi-lxxxii) contains, xxxviii-lx; a section on 
"La Philosophie de Porphyre" which is probably the best short 
ace.aunt .of the subject. '.'Notices" 1. pp.1-42; 2. ,pp.3-71 and pp. 
127-151) thoroughly cover the sources; analysis and textual history 
of the D.A., while the accompanying notes are judicious and infor-· 
mative.1.xiv-xvii, gives a list of the 21 works by.Porphyry which 
had been wholly or partially edited by 1977. Livre IV by Alain­
Philippe Segonds, is slated for publication in the same Bude series 
in the near future. 

Bouillet , .. M. -N. Les Enneades de Plotin, c.hef de 1 1 1foole Neoplatonic.ienne, 
traduites .pour la premi~re fois en fransais, ac.c.ompagnees de som­
maires, de notes et d'ec.lairc.issements ;et prec.edees de la Vie de 
Plotin et des princ.ipes de la·theorie des Intelligibles de Porphyre 
(3 vols., Paris 1857-1861; reprinted Frankfurt' 1968) • ' A neglected 
translation,. now valuable primarily for its notes and illustrative 
material, including several elsewhere untranslated works by Porphyry, 
by Eugene -Leveque. 1.1.i-lxxxiii: translation of Porphyry's 
Sentehtiae; lxxxvii-xc.iii: On the Faculties of the Soul. 2. 615:1:f. : 

· Porphyry I s t_reatise On· the Precept; 'Know Thyself 1 
; On the Soul. 

3.622ff.: Life of Plotinus; 626ff.: Philosophy from Oracles and 
Life of Pythagoras (extracts). 

, ' .. 4 Brehier, -Emile. -La Theorie des Inc.orporels dans 1 anc.ien stoic.isme 
(Paris 1970); Chrysippe et l 'anc.ien stoic.isme2 (Paris 1951). T_hese 
two works, written with admirable clarity, constitute an excellent 
presentation of the thought.of the Stoa, which so deeply influenced 
Porphyry. · 

Brown, Peter ... The .World of Late Antiquity· from Marc.us Aurelius· to Muhammed. 
(London 1971) •. A good brief survey, with useful selective biblio­
graphy. 

Courcelle, Pierre. Les.lettres grec.ques en ·Oc.c.ident, de Mac.robe a Cassio­
dore2 (Paris 1948); An epoch-making study of Greek literary­
philosophic.al culture in the late Roman Empire, and its influence on 
late and Medieval -Latin authors. Following and expanding ·upon Theiler 
(1933), Courcelle showed the previously unsuspected extent to which 
Porphyry had influenced Mac.robius, Boethius, Servius, Cassiodorus, 
even through treatises. now classed .. as "minor" (On the Sun; ·an the 
Styx; his Commentaries on Plato and Aristotle, etc..) The breadth 
and depth ofCourc.elle''s knowledge. both of Greek and of Latin 



literature caused a shock in France when the book first appeared, 
·and has,.perhaps, hindered its being as influential as it should 
have been (Hadot 19872). 

Opuscula Selecta (Paris 1984), contains 11-25, a bibliography of· 
204· items, published- between 1938 and 198_0,. many of which deal 
extensively with Porphyry. 
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Cumont, Franz. "Comment· Plotin detourna Porphyre du suicide,." Revue des 
Etudes Grecques 32 (1919) _113ff. A reconstruction of the arguments 
Plotinus used to dissuade his star pupil from suicide [Bidez (1913) 
52~53], and their possible preservation by Macrobi~s. 

Lux Perpetua (Paris 1949) •.. The posthumous work of the great Belgian 
scholar, summing up a lifetime I s research on Hellenistic religiosity.· 
The pages on Porphyry (Chap. 8, II, 36lff. : "De Porphyre a la · 
decheance du paganisme") are,· unfortunately, s.ullied by· the same 
rationalistic, anti-"Oriental" bias to be found in the works of his 
contemporaries- Bidez, Geffcken and even to some extent Nilsson. 

Des ·Places., Edouard. Jamblique: Les 
traduit par E. Des ·Places, S.J .• 

mysteres d'Egypte. Texte ~tabli. et 
(Bude, Paris 1966). 

Oracles Chalda:Lques, avec un choix de commentaires anciens. Texte 
etabli et traduit par E. Des Places, S.J. (Bude, Paris 1971). 

Numenius: ·Fragments. Texte etabli et traduit par E •. Des Places, 
S.J. (Bude, Paris 1973). 

Porphyre: Vie· de Pythagore; Lettre a Marcella. Texte etabli et 
traduit par E •. Des Places, .S.J., ·avec un appendice d'A;-Ph. Segonds. 
(Bude, Paris 1982). The highly prolific.Des Places tends to work 
quickly; with the occasional carelessness tliis. implies. His -texts 
thus are usually no great advance over their predecessors (Parthey, 
Kroll, Leemans and Nauck respectively), but his translations are 
often the first into the.vernacular, and are characterized by exten­
sive notes, ·useful Greek·word indices and good bibliographical. 
notices.· This is especially true of.his 1982 publication, ·which 
benefitted from the observations of Alain-Philippe Segonds. A good 
bibliography is given (31-32) and the notes and indices are unusually 
thorough. · 

Dillon, John. tamblichi Chalcidensis .in Platonis dialogos commentariorum 
fragmenta, edited with translation and commentary by John M. Dillon 
(=·Philosophia antiqua, 23, Leiden 1973). Although not primarily 
co_ncerned ·with Porphyry, Dillon's work, one of very few consecrated 
to Iamblichus, inclu.des many references to Porphyry, Iamblichu·s 1 

teacher, especially in his excellent Introduction (3-68). 

The. Middle Platonists: .A Study of Platonism 80 B;c. to A.D. 220. 
(London 1977). The only comprehensive work in -English dedicated to 
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this'movement [See Theiler (1927), Kramer (1967) and Richard (1986) 
for European contributions] which provided the background .in oppo~. 
sition to which, to a large extent, Plotinus reacted. [EH 5. (1960) 
passim], and of which Porphyry was, in crucial respects, the con­
tinuer [Dorri~ (1966a)]:. . 

Dodds, E.R. "The Parmenides of Plato and the Origin of the Neoplatonic 
'One'," Classical Quarterly 22 (1928) 129-142. ;\nearly.study ~n , 
the history of Neoplatonic exegeses of· ·the Parmeriides, .focusing on 
the 1st-century(?) Nee-Pythagorean Moderatus of Gades, a· figure 
influential on both Plotinus and Porphyry·,. who preserves passages 

· from his. Lectures· on Pythagcireanism in the Vita Pythagorae 48.-:-53-
(p. 58. 21-p. 62. l, Des Places) and in book 2 of Ori.Matter [preserved 
in Simplicius, In Phys. p.230, 34ff. Diels (CAG 9), Dillon (1977) 
344-351].. 

The .Greeks;an:d· the irrational (= Sather Classical Lectures, vol. 25; 
Berkeley and London l,951). A highly ._influential .classic, though 
one,may take issue with some of Dodds' Freudianizing and Shamanizing 
explanations. Mainly deals with the Classical Greek per:!,od, but · 
Chi,:>s .. · 7 ("Plato, the Irrational Soul, and the Inherited Conglomerate," 
207ff.); 8 ("The Fear o·f Freedom,". 236ff.) and Appendix II ("'):'lieurgy," 
283ff.) are relevant to Porphyry's epoch. 

"Numenius and Ammonius," EH 5 (1960) 1-60. Contains g~od.expose of 
the doctrin.e of Numenius (2nd cent. A:D.), a thin.ker highly influen­
tial on Porphyry, and a masterly debunk:l;c;g.of some of· .the wilder . 
hypotheses about the identity of Plotinus' teacher Ammonius Saccas. 

. . . 2 . . . . 
Proclus.: The Elements .of Theology , revised text ·.with· Translation, 
Introduction and Commentary by E.R. Dodds (Oxford, 1963;. 1st ed •. · 
.1933). Remains the single most important work oh Neoplatonism in 
English. · Section 3 of the Introduction ("Proclus and his Predeces­
sors"; xviii-xxvi) ·sketches the history of Neoplatonism.: Appendix 
II, "The Astral Body in Neoplatonism" (313-321), i_s the. locus .. 
classicus for this doctrine, which plays .such a central.role ·iri 
Porphyry's thought. Cf. especially 3187 319, "the Astral Body· in 

· Plotinus and Porphyry." 

·Pagan and Christian. in an Age of Anxiety.· Some Aspects.of Religious 
Experience from Marcus Aurelius to Constantine (New York .. and London 
1965). A socio-psychological panorama of Late Antiquity. Again, 
some of Dodds' interpretations· are debatable, but the erudition and. 
humanistic religiosity make the work highly suggestive. Contains 
valuable pages on. the."mysticism" of Plotinus: 78ff; · 

Dorrie, Heinrich. Porphyries' "SUMMIKTA ZETEMATA;" ihre Stellung in System 
· und Geschichte des Neuplatonismus, nebst · einem Kommentar zu den Frag­
menten (= Zetemata, Mo11ographien zur kl.assischen Altert:umsw:1.ssen­
schaft, Heft 20, Miinchen 1959). Originally planned as·the· first 
installment in .an- edition .of Porphyry's collected fragments,. this 
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work has been influential in its own right. Based on extracts 
.from the De Natura hominis of Nemesius of Emesa -- for which he had 
to rely on Matthaeis' inferior 1801 text~- Dorrie attempted to 
reconstruct a lost writing of Porphyry, t:o which he appended a com­
mentary explaining the latter's philosophy, in.particular regarding 
the soul~body problem. But through over-reliance on the wording of 
paraphrased, out-of-context fragments, based on an unreliable text, 
Dorrie was led to conclusions, e.g. about the immutability of the. 
embodied soul, which are inconsistent with Porphyry's other writings· 
and not home .out by other testimony. i:n this· respect, the work had 
a deleterious effect on Porphyrian scholarship, especially when its 
conclusions were carried even· farther ·by, e.g. , . Lloyd_ (1967). Yet it. 
performed the important service of drawing attention to Porphyry's 
debt to Stoic physics (the doctrine of various types of "mixtures", 
24-73), and the importance of the distinction between the soul xa0' 
l;at.n:6 ·and lv axeae~. 

"Die Schultradition im Mittelplatonismus und Porphyrios;" _EH 12 
· (1966a) 1-32. Presents Porphyry's relation to his .Middle Platonic 
predecessors. To prov_e the continuity of the Logos, Porphyry wishes 
to show the agreement of all representatives of the Platonic tradi­
tion; all apparent discrepancies and differences must be.only verbal 
misun<jerstanilings. ·Porphyry, in one s.ense "the .last Middle Platonist" 
(3) in another- sense "prepares the transition from Middle-· to Neo-_ 
platonisin by philological means" (8). Dor;rie emphasizes (9ff.) that 
Porphyry is by far our single most important source fo"r Middle 
Platonic doctrines •. 

"Die Lehre von der Seele;" (= 1966b), 165-192. Represents Porphyry 
as torn between his theoretical beliefs -- the soul, as a vorrrrrooaCa 
virtually identical with the Nous. is impeccable and cannot be al·tered 

.-- and his practical observance of the facts of everyday existence, 
which teach him that· only a strict asceticism can lead to the soul's 
salvation. The inconsistency is more likely Do-rrie' s than Porphyry's·; 
the former deduces ·Porphyry's metaphysical principles' from a few 
statements in the Sententiae and Suminikta Zetemata, and fails to take 
into account the ensemble of his writings. He rightly puts emphas_is 
on the necessity, for Porphyry, of constant ethical striving, and·the 
ever-present dange of backsliding. 

N.B. Many of Dorrie's papers on Middle Platonism, Plotinus and Neoplatonism 
are.collected in Platonica Minora (Studia et Testimonia Antiqua 8, 
Munchen 1976);. cf. _·especially his •important "Bibliographischer Be­
richt zum Stand der Forschung zum Mittleren und zum Neueren Plato­
nismus", 524-527. More volumes can be expected to foliow; the .team 
of.scholars at the University of Munster currently at·work on Dorrie'ij 
unpublished Nachlass project some fifteen in total. 

Duerr, Hans Peter. Dreamtime: Conceming the Boundary between Wilderness 
and Civilization .(London and New York 1986). A translation by 
Felicitas Goodman of the author's Traumzeit, first published 1978. 



A thought-provoking critique of Western ethnocentrism in the sup­
posedly 11 objective 11 ~soci~l sciences. 
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EH 5 (1980). Les Sources de Plotin. Contains exposes by E.R. Dodds 
(q.v.), W. Theiler, P. Hadot, H.-C. Puech, H. Dorrie, V. Cilento, 
R. Harder, R.R. Schwyzer, A.H. Armstrong (.9...:..':'..), P. Henry. 

EH 12 (1966). Porphyre. Contains exposes by H. Dorrie (a and b), 
J.-H. Waszink, P. Hadot, R. Walzer (q.q.v.), W. Theiler, A.R. Sodano, 
J. Pepin. 

EH 21 (1975). Contains exposes by B.D. Larsen, R.E. Witt, E. Des 
Places, J.M. Rist, H.J. Blumenthal, W. Beierwaltes, J. Trouillard, 
H. Dorrie and J. Whittaker (.9...:..':'..) 

Etudes Neoplatoniciennes (Collection "Languages"; Lausanne, 1973). 
A republication of n°2 (1973) of the Revue de Theologie et de 
Philosophie, which in turn had published the lectures given at the 
University of Neuchatel, Switzerland, during 1971-1972, by J. Trouil­
lard, P. Hadot, H. Dorrie, F. Brunner, M. de Gandillac and S. Breton. 
Each contribution is followed by a select Bibliography of the author's 
works to 1971 (but see, for Trouillard, Melanges Trouillard (1981) 
313-316, and for Hadot, Hadot (1981) 15-22). 

Festugiere, Andre-Jean (O.P.). La Revelation d'Hermes Trismegiste, 
(Etudes Bibliques, 4 vols., Paris 1949-1954; reprinted in 3 vols. 
Paris, 1986). The classic reference work on Hellenistic to Late 
Antique spirituality, still unsurpassed. Covers every aspect of 
thought in the period, from Hermetism and Astrology to ,Plato; magi­
cal papyri to Philo, Gnosticism, Neopythagoreanism and Neoplatonism. 
Of particular value are the Appendices to vol. 3: I, pp.177-264, a 
richly annotated translation of Iamblichus, De Anima (preserved in 
Stobaeus 1, p.362, 23ff. Wachsmuth), containing many doxographic 
notices on Porphyry; and II, pp.265-302, a translation of Porphyry's 
On the Animation of the Embryo (after the Greek text of K. Kalb­
fleisch, in the Abhandkingen Berliner Akademie [1895] 33-62). 

Hermetisme et mystique paienne (Paris 1967). 

Etudes de Philosophie grecque (Paris 1971). 

Etudes de Religion grecque et hellenistigue (Paris 1972). 

Etudes d'histoire et de philologie (Paris 1975). 

The last three items represent journal articles by the great Domini­
can scholar, all of whose work is characterized by vast erudition 
joined to razor-sharp philological acumen. All the studies they con­
tain are valuable contributions to classical scholarship; two of par­
ticulat·relevance to Porphyry are "Les trois Vies" (1971) 117-156, a 
thorough survey of Greek conceptions of happiness, which sheds light 
on Porphyry De Abstinentia 1, 28, 3ff. Bouffartigue, Patillon; and 



' "Une source hermetique de Porphyre?" (1975) 141-150, on De 
Abstinentia 2, 47. 

Proclus: Commentaire sur le Timee, traduction et notes par A.-J. 
Festugiere, 5 vols. (Paris 1966-1968). 

Proclus: Commentaire sur la Republique, traduction et notes par 
A.-J. Festugiere, 3 vols. (Paris 1970). 
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These are important research tools; Festugiere· gives a clear, 
lucid translation of the 5th-century Neoplatonist's Commentaries, 
after the text of E. Diehl (1903-06) and W. Kroll (1899-1901) 
respectively, together with his inimitably acute philological and 
philosophical notes. Both works are completed by valuable indices 
(Auctorum, Nominum, Verborum), compiled by A.-Ph. Segonds. In 3 
(1970) 349-357, the author gives a fully annotated French trans­
lation of Porphyry's IT~pl. 1:00 [q,' -l)µ°tv (under the title "Sur le 
libre arbitre"), preserved in Stobaeus II 8, 39-42, 2, p.163, 
17ff. Wachsmuth, the only translation, to my knowledge, of this 
difficult text. 

Feyerabend, Paul. K. Philosophical Papers. 1: Reason, Revolution and 
the Scientific Method. 2: Problems of Empiricism (New York 1981). 

Farewell to Reason (London and New York 1987). Representative works 
of a leading contemporary philosophical trend, termed "relativism" 
by its opponents; the spiritual heirs of Pyrrho.nian Scepticism. 
Following on 1975's Against Method, where the author had proclaimed 
(23) that "The only principle that does not inhibit progress is: 
anything goes," the author went on to formulate the principle: 1987, 
"For every proposition, there is evidence justifying the claim that 
its opposite is true." 

Geffcken, Johannes. The Last Days of Greco-Roman Paganism(= Europe in 
the Middle Ages: Selected Studies, 8, Amsterdam, New York and Oxford 
1978). A translation with references updated to 1976, by Sabine 
Maccormack of the 1929 revised edition of Geffcken's Ausgang des 
griechisch-romischen Heidentums. Further revised by Richard Vaughan. 
Despite all its revisions and updatings, one could still say of this 
work, as Geffcken said of Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles, (58): 
"In an absolute sense, it is an unattractive composition. 11 Although 
useful on some aspects of Porphyry's thought (his discussion of the 
Contra Christianos (62-65) is dispassionate and thorough), there is 
throughout the work, besides the positivistic horror of "supersti­
tions" the author shares with his contemporary Bidez (1913), a rather 
unpleasant undercurrent of anti-Semitism in Geffcken's frequent 
references to Porphyry as an "Oriental" (e.g. 57) and "the spirit­
conjuror of Tyre" (58). The portrait of Porphyry which emerges here 
is of a neurotic, superstitious bookworm, honest but unworldly, who 
"misrfapresented his own time" (67) and "almost invariably followed 
along an. erroneous path." This attitude, based on a partial acquain-
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tance with only some of Porphyry's works -- even these viewed 
through the Orientalistic prejudices so well analysed by Said 
(1978), has, unfortunately, not been demolished by the recent dis­
coveries of more disinterested scholars; we find it repeated by 
Dodds in the OCD2 (864-865), and it perhaps underlies the enigmatic 
connnent of the Plotinian scholar V. Cilento (in Le Neoplatonisme 
[1971]): "Porphyre est un Phenicien plein de choses di verses." 

Goldschmidt, Victor. Le Systeme stoicien et l'idee de temps (Paris 
1985). A philosophically dense and allusive exposition of Stoic 
doctrine. Often merely restates in abstruse terminology what 
Brehier (1951; 1970) had stated more clearly. Good, however, on 
Stoic doctrine of mixtures (44-45; 207) which Porphyry adapted from 
Stoic physics to explain the relation between soul and body [Dorrie 
(1959) 45; 54ff.; 160; Hadot (1968a) 1, 225-246; 486-488, etc.]. 

Goulet, Richard. Makarios Magnes: Monogenes (Apocriticus). Introduction 
generale 2 edition, traduction et commentaire du Livre III, ainsi que 
des Fragments des livres IV et V, 4 vols. (These de troisieme cycle, 
Universite de Paris I, Paris 1974). Highly sceptical as to whether 
Porphyr~ is really Makarios' pagan interlocutor, as Harnack had 
assumed when he relied heavily upon this work to reconstruct Porphyry's 
Adversus Christianos. (Abhandlungen der preussischen Akademie der 
Wissenschaften, phil.-hist. Kl., 1916; Sitzungsberichte, Ibid., 1921, 
1. 266-284; 2. 834ff.). If Goulet is correct, the publication of 
this extremely important document for Early Christian-Pagan relations 
may be indefinitely postponed. I am unqualified to pronounce judge­
ment; the author informs me he will enlarge upon the reasons for his 
scepticism in his forthcoming edition of Makarios for SC. 

Hadot, Pierre. "Heidegger et Plot in", Critique 145 (1959) 539-556. An 
early attempt by the author to show the relevance to modern life of 
Antique philosophers. Includes reviews of works on Plotinus which 
have remained fundamental on Plotinus, by G. Huber, J. Trouillard, 
M. de Gandillac. 

Marius Victorinus, Traites theologiques sur la Trinite, texte etabli 
par Paul Henry, introduction, traduction et notes par Pierre Hadot 
(= ~ 68-69 [Paris 1960]). 

"Fragments d'un commentaire de Porphyre sur le Parmenide. 11 Revue des 
Etudes grecques 74 (1961) 410-468. The first paper in which Hadot 
suggested his attribution to Porphyry of the previously anonymous 
palimpsest manuscript F. VI. 1, from the Library of the University 
of Turin, containing a total of seven pages, each of which with 
recto and verso containing a commentary, written in 5th-century 
Greek uncial, of Plato's Parmenides 137a-143a [for complete biblio­
graphical data and textual history of the ms. see also Kroll (1892), 
Hadot (1968a, 2, 61-62); Saffrey (1988) 1-3]. Hadot later incor­
porated and greatly expanded his discussion of the Commentary (1968a). 
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"La Meta physique de Porphyre," EH 12- (1966) 12 7-163. Rado t' s first, 
brilliant study on this subject, the existence of which had been 
largely unrecognized; Hadot himself had been led to the discovery 
of the extent of Porphyry's philosophical activity through his de­
tailed analysis of their utilisation by Victorinus (see above). In 
his 1966 paper, Hadot set forth for the first time Porphyry's doc­
trine of the self-constitution of the Intelligence, with its three 
phases Being, Life and Thought (136); a doctrine Hadot was to 
elaborate, with the aid of massively thorough documentation, in 
1968a. 

"Neoplatonism," New Catholic Encyclopedia 10 (1967), 334-336. 

Porphyre et Victorinus, 2 vols. (= 1968a) (these de doctorates 
lettres, Paris 1968). Hadot's magnum opus and the definitive work 
on the philosophy of Porphyry. Utilising the results of his previous 
researches on Marius Victorinus (1960) and the Turin Commentary on 
the Parmenides (1961), Hadot here describes, with vast erudition 
(his "Index des textes cites," for example, covers pp.133-156 of 
vol 2), every aspect of Porphyry's thought. After an important 
Introduction (1.11-41) where the history of Porphyrian studies is 
critically surveyed, the author goes on, in Part Two (1.147-451) to 
discuss "Les Themes porphyriens11

: his conception of God as the "non­
etant au-dessus de l'etant" (173-178); identified with the Father 
of the Chaldaean Oracles (258-259) and described as "un agir pur" 
(283-297); the autogeneration and conversion of the Second One, 
i.e. Intelligence (317; 326-330); his distinction of the hierar­
chies of Being (225-226; 237-239); his doctrine of the soul (320-
344), etc. A thought-provoking section on the impact of the revised 
image we must now form of Porphyry's place in the Neoplatonic tradi­
tion closes the first volume (485-492). Volume 2 contains (14-55) a 
selection of 93 Latin texts from Marius Victorinus, and, most 
valuably (61-113), the Greek text, with introduction, French trans­
lation, commentary and textual notes, of the Turin Commentary on the 
Parmenides (whose contents are also summarized and commented 1.102-
143). A full "Index bibliographique" (2 .123-131) and a valuable 
Greek word-index to the Commentary (2.159-165) complete this master­
piece of exhilarating scholarship. 

• 

Hadot's major contention in this work, on which his reconstruc­
tion of Porphyry's thought rests, is his attribution of the Commentary 
to Porphyry. Most Neoplatonic scholars have been convinced by the 
rigour of Hadot's reasoning and the astonishing breadth and quantity 
of the evidence he so painstakingly gathered (when he wrote, Hadot 
did not have the benefit of the large number of improved texts and 
translations of Neoplatonic works which have since appeared). W. 
Theiler, W. Beierwaltes, H.D. Saffrey, A.-Ph. Segonds, and, most 
recently, A.H. Armstrong, have all indicated their agreement. Those 
few scholars -- A.C. Lloyd and Andrew Smith are the only ones who 
come to mind -- who still hesitate, give as their reasons that 
"there is no proof." One wonders, if Hadot's masterful, exhaustive 
arguments have not convinced them, what further proof they require. 



"Philosophie, Exegese et contresens," Akten des XIV. interna­
tionalen Kongresses filr Philosophie 1 (Vienne 1968), 333-339 
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(= 1968b). A brief examination of how, in both Pagan and Christian 
milieux, from late Antiquity until today, philosophy has been con­
ceived of as the extraction of sense, by allegorical and other 
methods of exegesis, from a small number of texts considered funda­
mental and authoritative. This procedure necessarily leads to 
entire systems of thought being based on misunderstandings, wrong 
translations and discoveries of meanings where none were intended 
in the original texts, bht such a procedure, though "wrong,"may· 
lead to extremely fruitful results. Profound truths may be based 

I • 
on what -- at least to us -- seem laughably false premises. 
Porphyry is adduced as an example of "les incomprehensions et les 
contre-sens qui ... ant provoque une evolution importante dans 
1 1histoire de la philosophie" (337-338). 

"Porphyre," Encyclopedia Universalis 13 (1972), 356. 

Plotin ou la simplicite du regard
2 

(Paris 1973; 1st ed. 1963). 
A splendid, lyrical introduction to the thought of Porphyry's 
master. Chapter 1, "Portrait" (11-19) gives an evocative picture 
of Plotinus' school at Rome as it was when Porphyry arrived there 
in 263 A.D. The author's "Bibliographie Analytique" of editions 
(165-171) and secondary literatute on Plotinus (171-173) provide 
an invaluable first orientation in the study of this complex and 
seminally important figure. See now the author's Ecrits de Plotin, 
Traite 38 (= Enn. VI, 7), Introduction, traduction et notes par 
Pierre Hadot (Paris 1987), the first instalment in a projected 
translation and commentary of the whole of Plotinus' Enneads. 

Titres et Travaux de Pierre Hadot (Vesoul 1981). The Curriculum 
Vitae the author submitted upon his election to the Chair of Roman 
and Hellenistic Thought of the College de France in 1983. Contains, 
under the rubric "Publications" (15-22), a Bibliography of 85 items, 
dating from between 1953 and 1981. Includes (7-14) a retrospective 
discussion of the author's main concerns, areas of interest and 
methodology, and (23-30) a sketch of the themes that guide his cur­
rent investigations: On the one hand, the study of "the rules, 
forms and models of discourse" which determined the form, and often 
the content, of ancient philosophical texts; and on the other the 
intense study of how these rules were put into practice, especially 
in the writings of Marcus Aurelius, Plotinus and Augustine. In addi­
tion to the items listed in this work's bibliography, the following, 
published since 1981, should be mentioned: 

"Preface" to Richard, Enseignement oral (1986) 7-15. Important con­
siderations on the book in Antiquity, as well as the primarily oral 
and public nature of Philosophical instruction in Antiquity. 

Exercices spirituels et philosophie antigue2 (Paris 1987a; 1st ed. 
1981). A collection of Hadot's articles on ancient philosophy, some 
previously unpublished. Those on "conversion," "negative theology," 



and "exercises spirituels" aie especially relevant to Porphyry's 
epoch. 
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"Theologie, exegese, revelation, ecriture dans la philosophie 
grecque, 11 in Tardieu, Michel, ed., Les regles de !'interpretation 
(Paris 1987b) 13-34. Concentrates on the effort made by the later 
Neoplatonic philosophers to reconcile the theosophical poetry of 
the Chaldaean Oracles with the philosophy of Plato and Plotinus. 

Hahm, David M. The Origins of Stoic Cosmology (Columbus, Ohio 1977). 
Useful on the Stoic doctrine of the elements. 

Haussleiter, Johannes. Der Vegetarismus in der Antike (= Religionsges­
chichtliche Versuche und Vorarbeiten 24, Berlin 1935). As the title 
indicates, mainly concerned with Porphyry's defense of Vegetarianism 
in the De Abstinentia; see Chap. 32 (316-337), "Der Neuplatoniker 
Porphyrios." 

Holderlin, Friedrich. Friedrich Holderlin, Poems and Fragments, trans­
lated by Michael Hamburger, Bilingual edition with a preface, intro­
duction and notes (London 1966). 

Jones, A.H.M. The Decline of the Ancient World (London 1966). An abrid­
ged version, minus notes and appendices, of the author's 3-volurne 
Later Roman Empire (Oxford 1964). 

Kramer, Hans Joachim. Der Ursprung der Geistmetaphysik, Untersuchungen 
zur Geschichte des Platonismus zwischen Platon und Plotin, von Hans 
Joachim Kramer (Amsterdam 1964). Contains valuable discussions of 
Numenius (63-91), Neo-Pythagoreanism (45-82), and Plotinus (292ff. 
et passim). With K. Gaiser's Platons Ungeschriebene Lehre (Stuttgart 
1963), this work was at the origin of the so-called "School of 
Tiibingen"'s work on Plato's unwritten doctrines. Their research, 
pursued fruitfully up to this day, has tended to show the Neopla­
tonists' ontology of multiple hypostases existed in nuce in the 
Platonic Academy, where it was transmitted orally. The picture 
emerges of an uninterrupted continuity of Greek philosophical thought, 
from the pre-Socratics to the sixth century A.D. See now Richard 
(1986) for a survey of their findings. 

Kroll, Wilhelm. 11 Ein neuplatonischer Parmenideskommentar in einem Turiner 
Palimpsest," Rheinisches Museum 47 (1892) 599-627. The first publi­
cation and description of the anonymous Commentary, which Hadot was 
to ascribe to Porphyry (1961;, 1968a); Saffrey (1988) 1-3. 

De Oraculis Chaldaicis, ed. W. Kroll (Breslau 1894; reprinted 
Hildesheim 1962). The first edition of the Chaldaean Oracles, which 
exercised so great an influence on the philosophy of Porphyry, and 
through him on all subsequent Neoplatonists (Hadot 1968a passim). 
Still useful to consult as a supplement to Des Places' edition (1971). 
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Lamberz, Erich. Porphyrii Sententiae ad Intelligibilia ducentes, edidit 
Erich Lamberz (Teubner, Leipzig 1975). Totally replaces the ina­
dequate edition of B. Mommert (Leipzig 1907), from which scholars 
had hitherto been forced to work; on its imperfections see Lamberz' 
Praefatio LVIII-LIX. The author gives a lengthy, informative Intro­
duction, (V-LXXVIII) discussing textual history and previous edi­
tions and translations (esp. pp. LIV-LXIV). Each of the 44 
Sententiae is accompanied by extensive textual parallels and refe­
rences ··to the rich bibliography given pp. LXXII-LXXV. Valuable 
Greek word index 69-88. An important contribution to Porphyrian 
studies. 

Lewy, Hans. Chaldaean Oracles and Theurgy: Mysticism, Magic and Plato­
nism in the Later Roman Empire. Nouvelle edition par Michel 
Tardieu (Paris 1978; 1st edition Cairo 1956). An important, if 
quirky, study of a murky subject by a brilliant, idiosyncratic 
scholar. Lewy attempts to systematize the teachings of these dif­
ficult hexameters, which have been characterized [by Hadot in Tardieu 
(1987)] as "half pre-Plotinian cosmology, half theurgical prescrip­
tions," and by Dodds, more succinctly but less sympathetically, as a 
"theosophical farrago" (1965, p.57). Of the work's 12 Excursuses, 
No. II (449-456), on "Porphyry and the Chaldaeans," and No. XI (503-
512), on "Origen the Pagan" as the source for Porphyry's demonology 
in the De Abstinentia, are most directly relevant for our purposes. 
The Prefaces, Indices, Concordance, Notice, and Bibliography of Hans 
Lewy, by Michel Tardieu, plus contributions by P. Hadot and E.R. 
Dodds, make of this re-edition an impressive monument to scholarship. 

Lloyd, A.G. "The Later Neoplatonists" in Armstrong, ed., CHLGEMP, Part 4 
(1967), 272-330. A lengthy review would be required to enumerate 
the shortcomings of this article, which, appearing in such a pro­
minent and often-consulted reference work, has done much to dis­
courage the study of Porphyry in the English-speaking world. At the 
outset Lloyd announces his methodology (272-273): he will "select," 
from the Neoplatonists' writings, "what is likely ... to be of philo­
sophical interest in some currently accepted sense of philosophy." 
One wonders how an accurate, non-anachronistic historical study could 
possibly be carried out in such a way. At the term of a sloppily 
written, hard-to-follow exposition, full of inaccuracies [Proclus, 
In Tim. III, p.334 is criticising Theodore of Asine, not Porphyry 
(290n.3); Sent, 27 has nothing to do with the announced topic of 
virtues (293-294); Proclus In Remp. II p.307, 14-23 does not report 
Porphyry's views, but Proclus' (285), etc,], the author comes to the 
conclusions that Porphyry made no distinction between Nous and the 
Soul, but rather "telescoped" the hypostases (288; 290); that all 
the hypostases are, for him, mere appearances of the One without 
substantial reality (291), and that the embodiment of the Soul is an 
illusion of thought (288; 293). It will have to suffice here to 
sta~e that these assertions are simply false; nowhere does Porphyry 
say them; we have no testimonies stating he does; and Lloyd's 
faulty reasoning based on false premises is inadequate to infer 
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anything about Porphyry's thought. Lloyd's views have been criti­
cised by Smith (1977) Sf.; 47n.10). The last word shall be that 
of Lloyd's friend and editor, A.H. Armstrong (1979, XXIV p.180 n.4): 
"If the Neoplatonists had thought like Professor Lloyd, they ought, 
no doubt, to have been strict monists in his sense. But I do not 
think they did, or were." 

"Porphyry," Encyclopedia of Philosophy vol. 6 (1967) 411-412. Dis­
p·lays the same condescending lack of comprehension as the previous 
item; e.g. 412 ad fin. "while respectable in their day as philo­
sophy, (Porphyry's writings) are of small philosophical interest in 
the modern sense." 

Long, A.A. 
1986). 

Hellenistic Philosophy: Stoics, Epicureans, Sceptics
2 

(London 
The best brief survey of Porphyry's philosophical predeces-

sors . 

. Melanges Trouillard. Neoplatonisme: melanges offerts a Jean Trouillard 
(= Les Cahiers de Fontenay, Nos. 19-22; Fontenay aux Roses 1981). 
Contains 19 articles by eminent Neoplatonic scholars. Of particular 
interest for Porphyrian studies are the contributions of A.H. Arm­
strong(~.), H. Dorrie (141-159); P. Hadot (205-214); J. Pepin 
(275-290). 

Merlan, Philippe. Part I, "Greek Philosophy from Plato to Plotinus," 
CHLGEMP (1967) 14-132. Contains interesting discussions on Alexander 
of Aphrodisias and Numenius, but the author's treatment of the perio'd 
as a whole is curiously sketchy. He has elsewhere produced valuable 
contributions to Middle- and Neoplatonic studies: see From Platonism 
to Neoplatonism2 (the Hague 1960). 

Marani, Moreno. Nemesii Emeseni de natura hominis, ed. Moreno Marani 
(Teubner, Leipzig 1987). Replaces the 1802 edition of C.H. Matthaeus, 
on which e.g. Dorrie (1959) was forced to rely. Useful Greek word 
index (146-193), but one could have wished for fuller textual paral­
lels, Bibliography and Introductory material. 

Nauck, Augustus. Porphyrii Philosophi Platonici opuscula 
(Teubner, Leipzig 1886, reprinted Hildesheim 1977). 
the only accessible text of the Philosophos•historia 
the De Abstinentia. 

2 
selecta 
Still contains 
and Book IV of 

Le Neoplatonisme. Colloques Internationaux du Centre National de la 
Recherche Scientifique, sciences humaines, Royaumont 9-13 juin 1969 
(Paris 1971). Contains text of 41 communications on various aspects 
of Neoplatonism, by eminent international scholars. Of most imme­
diate relevance to the study of Porphyry are the studies of P. 
Courcelle (153-165); J. Pepin (167-191); and G. Rocca-Serra (193-
201). The studies of P. Thillet (293-301) and S. Pines (303-317, 
q.v.) on Arabic Neoplatonism are particularly suggestive. 



Nilsson, Martin P. Geschichte der griechischen Religion(= Handbucher 
der Altertumswissenschaft, funfte Abteilung) zweiter Band: Die 
Hellenistische und romische Zeit3 (Munchen 1974). At pp.436ff. 
the author gives detailed analyses of Porphyry's De Abstinentia, 
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Ad Anebonem, IT~pc 'AyaAµa~wv, Philosophy from Oracles and De Regressu 
Animae. He relies heavily for his interpretation, however; on 
Geffcken and Bidez. To be used with caution. 

Pines, Salomon. "Les textes arabes dits plotiniens et le courant 
'porphyrien' dans le Neoplatonisme grec," in Le Neoplatonisme (1971) 
303-313. A stimulating comparison of the so-called Plotiniana 
arabica (The Theology of Aristotle, Epistle of Divine Science, and 
Sayings of the Greek Sage [accessible in G. Lewis' English transla­
tion· in Plotini Opera, 3 vols., edd, P. Henry et H.-R. Schwyzer 2 
(Museum Lessianum, series philosophica, 34, Paris-Brussels 1959)], 
and Porphyry's Commentary on the Parmenides, ed. Hadot (1968a, Vol, 
2). Many authorities now concur that these highly influential Arabic 
writings derive from Porphyry. 

Richard, Marie-Dominique. L'Enseignement oral de Platon: une nouvelle 
interpretation du platonisme (Paris 1986). A thorough, well­
documented survey of the findings of the "School of Tubingen" (see 
above, Kramer 1964). As a highly valuable appendix, the author has 
added a selection of Testimonia Platonica (243-381): 94 passages, 
reproduced from Gaiser's Platas Ungeschriebene Lehre, with Greek and 
facing French translation, illustrative of Plato's oral teaching. 

Rostovtzeff, M. 
2nd edition 

The Social and Economic History of the Roman Empire, 
revised by P.M. Fraser, 2 vols. (Oxford 1957). 

Sa1d, Edward. Orientalism (New York 1978). An illuminating study of how 
economic interests influenced the West's conception of the Orient 
(the very concept of which is, for the author, a misleading fabrica­
tion). Even the most "objective" academic studies have been, and 
still are today, tainted by ready-made cliches of the "Oriental" as 
effeminate, lazy, sensual, intellectually inferior, irrational, etc. 
Sa1d denotes this conglomeration of preconceptions, usually held 
unconsciously, as "Orientalism, 11 and it is in this sense that I would 
refer to the above-mentioned works of Bidez, Geffecken, Nilsson et 
al. as to greater or lesser degrees "Orientalist." 

Saffrey, H.D. "Connaissance et inconnaissance de Dieu: Porphyre et la 
Theosophie de Tubingen," in Gonimos: Neoplatonic and Byzantine 
Studies presented to Leendert G. Westerink at 75 (Buffalo 1988), 1-
20. An attempt by an eminent Dominican Neoplatonic scholar to prove, 
via comparison with the late fifth-century Theosophy of Tubingen, 
that the Commentary on the Parmenides is indeed, as Hadot first 
cla.imed (1961; 1968a etc.), by Porphyry. 

Sambursky, Salomon. The Physics of the Stoics (London 1959). 
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Segonds, Alain-Philippe. "Les Fragments de l'Histoire de la Philosophie," 
Appendice to Des Places (1982) 163-197. A French translation, with 
extensive and important notes, of Porphyry's Philosophos Historia 
(text in Nauck2 (1886 4-16). A valuable contribution, especially 
for its learned discussion of the work's possible influence on the 
Islamic world. 

Smith, Andrew. Porphyry's Place in the Neoplatonic Tradition: A Study in 
Post-Plotinian Neoplatonism (The Hague 1974). Part I, I-80, contains 
a detailed, if somewhat pedestrian, account of Porphyry's doctrine 
of the soul, relying heavily upon the findings of Heinrich Dorrie. 
(Part II, 81-141, deals with theurgy and is less directly concerned 
with Porphyry). While useful for carefully-delimited discussions of 
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