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INCORPOREALS IN THE ONTOLOGY OF CREATED
BEINGS IN THE BYZANTINE PHILOSOPHY
OF MICHAEL PSELLOS

DENIS WALTER!

ABSTRACT. In this contribution I tried to show that Psellos has a complex
understanding of the ontology of the being of incorporeal entities that is shaped
mainly from a Christian position but also supplemented by the methodological
use of positions from ancient philosophy. There is surely a lot more to say about
this problem, but I think the classical notions of soul or forms cannot be very
easily included into Psellos philosophical framework. His discussion with the
pagan philosophy is not only complex but depends also on the circumstance
and context of the problems he is discussing in specific texts. Regarding incorporeal
beings, he seems to advocate the existence of angels and souls while forms do
not seem to have an own ontological realm between God and sensible cosmos.
The question of Platonic forms as the thoughts of gods is tricky. On the one side
Psellos points to God as direct cause of creation, on the other side he holds back
on characterizing God’s thoughts.

Keywords: forms, incorporeals, creation, ontology, Platonism.

I.Introduction

Several interpreters of Psellos pointed out that the relationship
between pagan Platonism and Christianity cannot always be clearly determined
in his works. Sometimes he seems to identify the two with each other,
sometimes he seems to assert the superiority of the Christian position.2 This
lead at times to a divided reading of Psellos, separating the Christian Psellos
from the Neoplatonic Psellos.3 I would like to take this problem as a general
basis for my argument, in which [ want to look at an aspect of the ontology of

1 Post-Doc, Institut fiir Philosophie, Rheinische Friedrich-Wilhelms-Universitdt Bonn, Deutschland.
Email: dwalter@uni-bonn.de.

2 cf. O’'Meara 1998, 438-439; Lauritzen 2010, 288

3 e.g. Miles 2017, 84
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created being as he presents it in different writings* - more precisely | want to
investigate what position he has regarding incorporeal objects. This question is
crucial for the evaluation of Psellos’ philosophical position and his relation to
pagan writers, since it comprises the key problem of how he understands and
uses Platonic forms in his thought. We will see that he takes up the question in
different argumentative contexts that recommend a synoptic reading of different
passages. I will thus collect relevant texts and try to extract a coherent position
from them as far as it is possible.

II. The creation as cuvapu@otepov?

From the many statements Psellos uses to describe creation, one of the
most explicit can be found in Psell. Theol. 1.6, 57-64 Gautier. Psellos says regarding
the status of the cosmos:

¢uol 82 k6opog oUTe 1) VAN SoKel, TO dpop@ov 1806, TO dSlaTiTWTOV AioYOG,
olite 10 €8og (o0 yap memoikAtal TODTO 0V8E kekdopnTal), GAAX TO
ouVaUEOTEPOV TiTol TO £§ VANG Kal €{6oug ouveaTnKoG. TO Yap ToD KOOHOU
dvopa dmotéAecpa 010V £0TL SUETY, KOGHOTVTOG KAl KOGHOUPEVOU- KOGHET PEV
Yép 16 €1806, KoopeTtal 82 1) UAN- kOop0G 82 00SETEPOV, GAAX TO GUVAPATEPOV.
Kot du@dTEPR 0DV 6 PIAGG0POG KaTopBoT, kKal TOV oVPavOV KOG OV Aéywv Kal
TO GmO T®V otolelwv oVvykpla: duew yap €8 Umokewévou kal e{doug
ovveatikatov. (Psell. Theol 1.6.57-64 Gautier)

But it seems to me that the cosmos is neither matter, the formless form, the
unformed ugliness, nor the form (for this is neither ornamented nor ordered),
but the cuvap@otepov, which is unified from matter and form. For the name
cosmos is a result, as it were, of two, the ordering and that which is ordered:
For the form orders, but matter is ordered. Cosmos, however, is neither of the two,
but the cuvap@otepov. According to both, therefore, the philosopher proceeds
correctly by calling also heaven cosmos and the composite whole of the
elements. For it is composed of both the underlying and the form.

This clearly formulated passage with reference to Aristotle immediately
raises several questions: Does Psellos really mean here by cosmos the entire
creation or only the kdouo¢ aiocntioc? And are there no other ontological levels

4 Psell. Theol. I 6; Theol. I 10; Theol. I 11; Theol. I 20; Theol. I 32; Theol. I 49; Theol. I 51; Theol. I
52; Theol. 1 53; Theol. I 56; Theol. I 75; Theol. I 76; Theol. I 79, Theol. I 90; Theol. I 107 Gautier
Phil. Min. 1 7 Duffy; Psell. Phil. Min. 2.4; Phil. Min. 11 5, Phil. Min. Il 35 O’'Meara; De omnifaria
doctrina chapters 21-29, 84 Westerink.
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between xdouog aioOntdc and God, which he indicates here by the term £{80¢?5
Psell. Theol. 1.6 Gautier does not give us any satisfactory answer to this problem.
But a look at e.g. Psell. Phil. Min. 2.4, 2.5 and 2.35 Duffy immediately allows the
assumption that Psellos could have regarded at least the voiic and the world-
soul as independent levels of being that stand between xdouog¢ and God. And
since Psellos in Psell. Theol. 1.49, 26-27 Gautier, for instance divides being into
the corporeal and incorporeal we can safely ask the rhetorical question: What
else could incorporeal mean besides the classical concept of kéouog vontog? It
thus seems that the passage from Psell. Theol 1.6 Gautier mentioned above
takes into account only a part of creation, namely the sensible world, leaving out
the higher realm of being. Such an interpretation could emphasise the Neoplatonic
continuity in Byzantine - or for that matter Psellian - thought by further reference
to De omnifaria doctrina chapters 21-29 Ilept vod Westerink, where Psellos
frequently makes use of Proclus’ ET or for that matter to chapter 84, where he
talks about Platonic forms. His reassurance, recurring in different occasions,
that in general some of the Hellenic theology is useful for the Christian faithé, may
consolidate the assumption that he was not averse to the Neoplatonic ontology and,
overtly or covertly, integrated it into his so called Christian-Neoplatonic philosophy.
However, there is also another side of the problem: a clear statement about
what incorporeal beings could exactly be has not been formulated by him in the
passages mentioned. The references to the voii¢ and the world-soul are always
portrayed as Greek or Platonic beliefs, but never praised by statements of
approval. Let us thus take a look at other passages in order to formulate a more
comprehensive view of his position regarding incorporeal entities.

III. Incorporeal entities
a. Angles as incorporeal entities

I want to start with a remark we find in Psell. Theol. 1.52, 16-20 Gautier.
In addressing the question of whether God is corporeal or incorporeal, Psellos
makes a distinction that informs us also about creation. Psellos writes:

‘Emtel yd&p, @notv, ‘00 odpa 0 Bgdg, Asimetal 81 dowpatov UToAapavery’,
dvtipdoet yap #olke TadTa, TO oHUA Kal TO doDUATOV, BV PécoV 0V8EV, BoTe
el TL pn o®dua, tolto Aocwuatov UToAAUBavely xpewv, OAAN Emi p&v tdV
YEVWWNT®V €xeL xwpav 0 §e0TEPOG AdY0G, £mi 8¢ Beol Kevo@wvia TiG £0TWV 1)
avtigaots. (Psell. Theol. 1.52, 16-20 Gautier).

5 A first approach to the passage in Walter (2017, 54ft.)
6 e.g. Phil. Min. 1I 35, pp. 118,17-19 Duffy
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He [Gregory of Nazianzus, DW] says “God is not body, and it consequently remains
to assume that he is incorporeal” and this seems to resemble a contradiction:
the body and the incorporeal have no middle, so that it follows that if something
isnotabody, itis necessary to assume itas incorporeal. But this second thought
has place with things that have come into being, but with God the logical
contradiction is a kind of empty talk.”

Although Psellos here criticises the attempt to apply logical methodology
to God, his statement contains an important piece of information about
creation: both, he writes, belong to the things that have become, the corporeal
and the incorporeal. The fact that the incorporeal is counted among the yevvnta
does not necessarily have any further implications, about its perishability or the
like. But this statement calls again into question the assumption about our opening
passage from Psell. Theol. 1.6, 57-64 Gautier, that the cosmos as cuvau@otepov
could mean the whole of creation, in that the incorporeal is also explicitly
singled out as an independent realm of creation. Just a little later in Psell. Theol.
1.52 Gautier, we find a second remark that helps us narrow down Psellos’
position, i.e. a reference to the taxonomy of creation where he writes that God
is above the incorporeal’, emphasizing thereby also the higher status of the
incorporeal compared to the corporeal.

While in Psell. Theol. 1.52 Gautier he does not explain in more detail
what the incorporeal could exactly be, we can find in Psell. Theol. 1.51 Gautier a
reference to the ontological status of angels. He writes that they neither consist
of ethers, nor do they have shapes® or soul chariots??, but are simply incorporeal.
The reason he gives is not immediately clear since his position seems to be
formed only by rhetorical questions (18-20, 27-29, 51-52) and assertions (67-
70). However, in the following lines!! he gives us a clue in his argument against
Proclus and Porphyry: Angels, he writes in his critique of the pagan philosophers,
are without matter; but what exists without matter is by definition also without
body, for matter always (Tavt®g) occurs as formed (eiomomOeioaa): ergo as
body. Those who want to attribute bodies to angels must therefore also claim
that they have matter in the sense of mpwtn UAn, which Psellos in turn positions
ontologically at the lower end of creation, most distant from God.12 Since angels
are positioned immediately (dpéowc) around the divine!3 they cannot have a
share in matter and must thus be incorporeal. So not only do we have a first

7 oVUtw 87 kal uTEp TO dowpatov Gv, Psell. Theol. 1.52. 26-27 Gautier

8 Psell. Theol. 1.51, 12 Gautier

9 morphas, Psell. Theol. 1.51, 17 Gautier, tropos ... schématén, Psell. Theol. 1.51, 19 Gautier
10 ochémata, Psell. Theol. 1.51, 22 Gautier

11 Psell. Theol. 1.51, 22-27 Gautier

12 cf. Psell. Theol. 1.56, 26-33 Gautier

13 cf. Psell. Theol. 1.51, 62-64 Gautier
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category of entities that are incorporeal, we find also an explanation for their
incorporeality - however unsatisfactory it may be for the moment - namely
their proximity to God.

This quite short argument finds a complement in a difficult passage of
Psell. Theol. 1.10, 30-40 Gautier, where Psellos goes on to explain the hierarchies
in creation and where he states better what it means to be close to or distant
from God - both in the incorporeal and in the corporeal realm:

A coplag Tolvuv T pEv vonTa TpdTa, Ta 8¢ alobnta Sevtepa memoinkey O
Bedg, OTL TA péEv oVVBeTq, Ta 8¢ AMAG- SevTépa 8¢ 1) CVVOEDLS THG ATAGTNTOG.
51 todto yolv 1 amlovotepa TV ouvBeTWTEPWY TIPoTjABe. oAV &¢ Babog
KAV TalG AmMAOTNOL KAV TATS cuvBéceaty: 60ev oUTe T& AMAG TAVTA OUOTIUX
oUte T@ oVVBeT, GAX doa £yyilel Be®d TV AMA®Y, EkEVA TAV ATWTEPW
oVowwdéotepa kal kpeittovar doa § adbIg TGV aioBnT@V mANcLdlel Toig
VO TOTG, EKEVA THV KATWTEPW AETTOUEPETTATA TE Kal Kabapwtepa, HoTeP 61
oVpavog pév Tol VO oeAvNV TUPAG, €kelvo 8¢ ToD peT’ avTO dépog Kal anp
U8atog kal To Véwp Tiig Yiig alI Ydp TOV GAAWV OTOLXEIWY TaXVTEPA Kol
SuopetdBAnTOoG Kl pAAov dvamemAnouevn T UAnG. (Psell. Theol. 1.10, 30-40
Gautier)

Out of wisdom God made the intelligible things first, but the perceivable things
second, because the ones are composite, the others simple: but composite is
subordinate to simple. Therefore, the simpler preceded the more composite.
But there is much depth both among the simple and the compound: Since
neither the simple are all equally venerable, nor the composite, all those of the
simple who come close to God are in a stronger sense being and more powerful
than the more remote: all those again of the perceptible who approach the
intelligible are made up of very small parts, and are very clean in comparison
with those further down, as certainly the sky in comparison with the sublunary
fire, and that with the air which comes after it, and the air with the water, and
the water with the earth. For the latter is thicker than the other elements and
difficult to change and filled with matter.

What is important for our investigation of incorporeal objects here is
how he expands on the reason for the hierarchies: It does not result from an
increasing simplicity or unity of the incorporeal entities - for everything
incorporeal is simple per se. Proximity and distance from God must, of course,
not be understood in spatial terms, as he says on another occasion!4, but finds
its explanation with reference to virtue. The notion Psellos uses here in Psell.
Theol. 1.10 is “¢yyileL Be®” and it goes back to Gen. 18, 23. It is understood in
older interpretations as effect of virtue: Gregory of Nazianzus and also by Basil

14 ol 82 éyyvTnTeg abTO 00 KATA TOTIKNYV GUVEAEVGLY YivovTal.., Psell. Theol. 1.32, 109-110
Gautier
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the Great refer to Moses stating in resembling wording that one approaches God
by good deeds (di'.. praxeis agathas eggus ginetai tou Theoul®). Psellos now
takes up exactly this train of thought in Psell. Theol. 1.11, 36-41 Gautier where

~n

he describes “¢yyieL 0e®” as follows:

GAX oo pev £€yyilel T® Be®, tadta On kal kabBapwtépag tod Belov TG
Eupdoelg éupaivel, Gomep O T kab’ MUdS xepoufip kal 1 ocvpmaco TOV
ayyéAwv tadig, doa 8¢ dnpkiotal, év TovTtolg apudpotépols eideot o Belov
éteikoviCetat. (Psell. Theol. 1.11, 36-41 Gautier)

All those things which are come close to God, these of course also show the
purer reflections of God, as Our cherubim and the whole order of angels; butall
those which are remotely situated: The divine is delineated in these weaker
forms.

With the contrast between reflections (¢pu@aoeig) and things delineated
(¢€ewcoviletal) - a possible reference to the Platonic allegory of the cave from
the Republic book 7 - Psellos means that the different intensity of God's
reflection in incorporeal things finds its explanation in a kind of strength and
permanence in them. It is given in a stronger degree to angels and in a lesser
degree to human beings?6:

Kol MUEG pev dmd tod Suvapel karol eig T évepyela poxwpoluev: Kav
amoméowpevy ToD kKot évépyelav  ayaBol, TAEAwv gl TV Svvau
dvtimeplaydueda, do’ Hig avBig 1y mdvodog yivetal: 1} yap SOvauig 686 éott
mpog évépyelav. dyyehog 8¢, £180¢ OV TO KABAPMOTATOV Kol aVTOSVVALOG
€vépyela, paAdov 8¢ Evépyela GxpavTog...

And we do progress from the potentially good to the actively; but if we fall away
from the good in activity, we are, on the other hand, brought back into potentiality,
from which the ascent begins again. The potentiality is a road to the activity. But
the form of an angel is a very clean and self-empowering activity, even more an
immaculate activity...

[ take the ovowwdéotepa kal kpeittova in Psell. Theol 1.10, 33-35
Gauthier thus not to refer to Platonic forms, but to the hierarchy of angels. And
it seems, then, that Psellos truly distinguishes a corporeal part of creation from
an incorporeal part and that the first entities that belong to the incorporeal part
are the angels. The taxonomy of their ranks is described according to the

traditional interpretation of “¢yyileL 8e®” by the virtue and constancy of their
activity.

15 Basilios the Great Homiliae super Psalmos 29, p. 380, 14 Migne
16 Psell. Theol. 1.29,113-117 Gautier
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b. The incorporeality of the soul

Having found that for Psellos angels have a prominent position in the
category of the incorporeal part of creation and having found a preliminary
answer to our question whether by cosmos in Psell. Theol. 1.6, 57-64 Gautier
Psellos means the whole of creation or also assumes a k660G vontdg we now
also have to pursue the question whether he does integrate also other presumably
incorporeal entities into his understanding of creation.

The soul has an interesting double mode of being, at times incorporeal
at times corporeal, a difference that gives the explanation to why it is not always
called psyché but is also at times called mveiua.l? In Psell. Theol. 1.34, 6-10
Gautier Psellos explains:

Emeldn yap 1 Puxn katd tov dxpli] Adyov adidotatog £ott TV @UoLY Kal
Apepns, &v NUIv 8¢ yevopévn pepéplotal, ok avtn Slaotdoa kal peplobeioa,
G toD Umodetapévou adTNV COUATOG KATX TNV OlKElay @UOLY UEPLOTRS
gxelvnv AaBovtog, S Talitd nov 6 TPoPNTNG ‘0Tt TveDpa SiABeV év aOT®'.
(Psell. Theol. 1.34, 6-10 Gautier)

For since the soul, according to the precise concept, is nature without extension
and undivided, but divided when it came into being in us, without being
extended and divided, but because the body receiving it, according to its proper
nature, received it divided, therefore the Prophet said that “the soul extended in it”.18

This position reminds us of different other passages where Psellos
distinguishes the conditions of the soul, living by itself and living with the
body.19 However, the well-known passage from the Chronographia2® does, to

17 Cf. Psell. Theol. I 76, 26-27 Gautier; cf. Walter (2017, 70-74).

18 Cf. Psell. Theol. 1.34, 19-20 Gautier

19 Cf. O’Meara 2012, 155

20 Psell. Chron. 6a8 Reinsch in Sewter’s Translation: “According to my observations, I distinguish
three kinds of soul, each having a character of its own. The first type is that which lives in
isolation, by itself, freed from the body, unbending and altogether incapable of compromise;
the other two I have examined in the light of their co-existence with the body. For instance, if
the soul, despite the deep and numerous emotions to which it is subject, chooses to live the
life of moderation, as though it were the exact centre of a circle, then it brings into being the
man who plays his part in public affairs. Such a soul is neither really divine nor entirely
concerned with the apprehension of spiritual things, nor yet overprone to indulge the body,
nor subject to passion. On the other hand, if the soul turns aside from this middle course and
marches on the path that leads to low, base passions, then it produces the voluptuous and the
sensual man. Suppose then that someone were able to step outside the bounds of all things
pertaining to the body, and take up his position at the height of spiritual perfection, what
would he have in common with the world around him? ‘I have put off my tunic,” says the
Scripture, ‘and how shall I put it on again?’ By all means let him go up his high and lofty
mountain: let him stand with the angels, so that unearthly light may be shed upon him: let him
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my mind, not contain a Neoplatonic position even if the wording might suggest
so. It is true that Psellos distinguishes there the different ways of existence of
the soul, but he does not evaluate them according to the Neoplatonic hierarchy
of virtues; the details point to a different direction: As F. Lauritzen (2013)
rightly shows, the passage is a long critique of the ardfeia as a way of life. And
it is also true that Psellos discusses the political man here living a life between
the two extremes. However, [ don’t think the passage advocates the Damascian
position of a “mixed life”. Damascius explains that intellectual activity is not
without pleasure. Speaking about the mixture of intellect and pleasure, he points
at the pleasure of cognition, not at bodily pleasure.?! Psellos instead clearly
speaks about a political activity that is firmly rooted in the sensible world,
requiring and believing it possible for this sensible world. It is a mildness that
Leo Paraspondylos does not provide. His argument is in my view thus basically
an ontological one, not an ethical one. The life separated from the body is neither
desirable, nor possible:22

€L &’ 0U8Elg TOV TTAVTWV Tii§ PUOEWS TOOOTTOV KATEKAUXT|ONATO,
No one on earth has ever triumphed over the force of nature to such an extent
[...]- (Sewter)

Rather Psellos understands the life separated from the body in the light
of Psell. Theol. 1.34 Gautier as the time after bodily death, as he says only shortly
before in the passage from Chronographia 6a7.9-12 Reinsch:

"Eywy’ o0V TV oTtd0umv Tiig Totad G yveung Bavpudlw pév, aidot pév dAN ov
xpovolg mpoo@opov Hynuay, kal Biw t@ péAAovTL GAX 00 TR £@ECTNKOTL
(Chronographia 6a7.9-12 Reinsch)

I myself admire the inflexibility of such a mind, but its proper place, in my
opinion, lies not in time, but in eternity: not in this present life, but in the
existence hereafter. (Sewter)

In research literature the position is found that Psellos here integrates
the Neoplatonic doctrine of the levels of virtue with the Aristotelian position
about the ethical virtues as middles. In the Neoplatonic theory the different

separate himself from men and avoid their society. No one on earth has ever triumphed over
the force of nature to such an extent, but if this imaginary person were by chance entrusted
with the direction of state affairs, I would counsel him to take matters in hand like a man
dealing with his fellow-men, not to pretend that he was endowed with the unerring
straightness of a ruler, for not all have been made equally perfect. If he renounces all deviation
from the path of moral rectitude, it naturally follows that he at once rejects also those who
traverse the crooked path.”

21 cf. van Riel 2000, 149-155; and 165 about mild and violent pleasure.

22 Cf. also Reinsch (2015, book VI FN 256)
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levels can be reached by virtuousness. But Psellos here denies the possibility to
achieve the highest step, detaching the soul from the body. Thus, I understand
it as disconnected from the classical ethical discussion in Neoplatonism about
virtue, because it refers only to the time after death where soul and body are
separated until resurrection. Thus, in my opinion the passage cannot be supported
by further references to e.g. Psell. De omnifaria doctrina 66-81 Westerink that
reproduce more clearly Neoplatonic positions.

c. Platonic Forms

In Psell. Theol. 1.79 Gautier, Psellos comments on Maximus Confessor's
Adyot theory and criticises it23 as follows:

£0T18¢ 6 noLToloTTOoV. TIPO TV ATOHWV £(8N TVA TIBN OV, 00 TTdVL TLévTabOa
1016 €€ PLA00OOLG AVTIKEILEVOG: EKAGTOV € TGV £i8@DV AmA0TDV Te Sidwaot kal
£auTd BoloV, OTTOTOV £0TL Kal TO £180G TO &VBPWTLVOV, TTPd TMV KATH PEPOG
avBpwTwv voolpevov Kol év amAotntL yvwpllopevov: (Psell. Theol 1.79
Gautier)

But such is what he says: Before the individuals he placed some forms, not
entirely opposed to those of the pagan philosophers. But he gave each form as
simple and similar to itself, in which way also the human form is intelligible
before the individual human beings and is recognised in simplicity.

Only a little later, however, he distances himself from this position; in
Psell. Theol 1.79, 115-124 Gautier writes:

& 82 po TH§ ToT TavTOG VTEPEEWS £BedpNTEY, AVTEH v T SHAX TD pOVe BED.
évdyel 8¢ pe mpog tOv Adyov kol O péyag Baoidewog, ‘mpeofutépav Tva
KATAOTAGY TOD TAPAVTOG KOGHOU ATO@AIVOUEVOS, &V 1) SedNoVpYTicBal Tag
umepkelpEvag Tatelg Beoloyel. kv Todtov 8¢ TIg dvalpoin Tov Adyov, dAAX TO
Y& TOUG A0Y0UG EXElV TOV HEAAOVTWV GLUOTIVAL ‘“TOV €L TTAVTWY BEOV’ OUK (v
TI§ avtelmol voiv €xwv, To0to 8 &vtikplg €0TL TO Bewpelv: 00 Yap MOoTEP 1)
@UOLG TOUG AOYOUG £xel T@V Yvopévwy avemaontwg, oltw 87 kal Bg0g
AVEVWONTOG TGV €00pévwy £0Tlv, GAAQ TPoBewpdv TAVTA GppNTwS Kal
VTEpovGiwg, oldev év Tiv pépel xpovov Tade fi T¢de yeviioetat (Psell. Theol.
1.79, 115-124 Gautier)

What he thought before the existence of the universe is clear only to God
himself. But the great Basilios convinced me of this thought when he set forth
that before the present cosmos there was “an older institution” in which he
says that the higher orders were created. And even if someone were to do away

23 £otL 8¢ 0 Adyog doa@ng pev kai Svoeikaotog...; 75
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with the thought, no one in his right mind could contradict that “God who is
above all” made that the things to come have reasons; but this is contrary to
thought. For he does not have the reasons like the nature of things coming to
be in an unnoticed way - God, therefore, is not ignorant of things to come, but
knows them all in advance in an ineffable and in a supernatural way; he knows
at what time this and that will happen.

With Basil the Great, Psellos here hints at an “older institution” known
only to God. The difference to the Middle-Platonic position is that Psellos does
not speak of ideas “in” God, nor does he separate the voiic in a Neoplatonic
manner, putting it at a lower level between God (the One) and sensible being,
but he remains quite vague about the content of this “older institution” and God’s
knowledge. The only thing we can learn from this passage is that God is the
cause of creation and providence; the ultimate determinable cause of creation
is however the divine will BovAnoig.24

While these two passages speak against a kdouog vontdg of the Middle-
or Neoplatonic kind in Psellos writings, the third text that | want to present
seems to assert the opposite and opens up another possibility of interpretation:
in Psell. Theol. 1.90, 29-31 Gautier for example, Psellos declares that everything,
both thinkable and perceptible, was present “in” God, but neither separate, nor
mixed - a reminiscence of the Calcedonian formula; Psellos further writes
affirmatively that God is full of true wisdom, philanthropy and goodness and is
himself paradigm for the world. So we might suppose that at least here
references to Platonic forms might be meant by these attributes of God; A closer
look however shows that none of these expressions are about Platonic forms,
but discuss the way we can talk about God. In Psell. Theol. 1.76, 80-83 Gautier
Psellos retreats to the position that all such designations are ultimately due only
to the defectiveness of our language and do not set forth the “content” of God's
thoughts. To a similar enumeration that has its roots in Plato's Sophist, he writes
thus:

KOW®G T voUv eV TNV TPLada tpocayopeVopey kal {wnVv kail oboiav Kal §v,
oUy 0TLvoT¢ £aTLy, 008’ OTLKUPILWG BV, GAN OTL undev €xopev TOUTWY TP’ UV
TIHLOTEPOV, V' EKETVO TNV aUTOT (PUCLV KATOVOUACWLEV.

Together we call the Trinity intellect and life and essence and being, neither
because it is intellect nor because it is being in the proper sense, but because
we have nothing more valuable than this with us to call its nature with.

24 Psell. Theol. 1.53, 82-85 Gautier
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There are, however, also passages that seem much more Platonic in
character. In Psell. Theol. 1.107, 100-104 Gautier, for example, Psellos explicitly
speaks of separate forms above or beside the individuals.

@not yap o 0Tt TI§ Kal Tap’ Uiy ovoia (8og dvopaopévn, dvBpwmeloy 88
toUTo 1] (mtmelov 1 BogLov, 1| GAA0 TL TolouToOTPOTIOV VTIEP TATTA | TTApA TadTA-
V@’ Ekaotov 8¢ T®V l6@®V dtopa TOAAX Smpibunvtay &vBpwmoy, itrol, Bosg,
Kot T& Tapadsiypata TV ei8®V, OpLopdg 8¢ TioL Tolg LTS TO £180G ATOOLG
eig. (Psell. Theol. 1.107, 100-104 Gautier)

For he says that there is also among us a being called form; but this is a human,
equine, bovine, or some other such thing above or beside them. Under each
form are divided many things according to the models of the forms, men,
horses, cattle, but the definition is one for all individuals under the form.

This particularly dense passage is, according to Psellos, based on the
statement of Gregory of Nyssa. A close reading reveals its rich and presuppositional
content; for Psellos here distinguishes not only individuals (&topa) from forms
(€16m), but also forms from definitions (0piopot) and Adyot - forms and beings
(oVoia) he in turn identifies with each other. A look at the description of the
term logos (111) further shows that it is dependent on the eidos together with
the shape (nop@n) and the definition (6plopog, 116-117). The form (popen)
depends on the €{80g either kupiwg or dpwvupds (115-116). The second type,
i.e. ouwvvudc , occurs, for example, in the case of images, where shape and
definition differ: The drawn human being, for example, is modelled on the
sensual human being in terms of form, while the definition “rational”, “mortal”
etc. does not apply to him (116-117).

In addition to this complex ontological and epistemological dependencies,
it is also striking that Psellos at one point describes forms by adjectives as if
they were qualities (100-101) and refers to individual human beings as human
beings in the proper sense (kupiwg GvBpwmot, 110-111). It seems as if Psellos
in this passage first processes all three main positions regarding forms (ante
rem, in re and post rem) in order to then take a position himself and return to
the real question of the text, that of the nature of God:

“Qomep o0V MUV TOTG Katd pépog &vOpmTolS Kal adBIg Tolg Katd pépog
ayyélotg pia tig €idikn ovola cupumé@ukey, oUTw O kal €ml TV TPLGOV
UTOOTACEWV, TIATPOG PN Kol viod kal dylov mvedpatog, pin T ovola kol
@UOoLG €0Tl Be0TNTOG Kal KATjoLG. (118-121)

Just as we, the individual human beings, and in turn also the individual angels,
are endowed with a form-like being, so also with the three hypostases; I mean
of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. There is a being of some kind, a
nature and name of the deity.
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MUV yap pia Bedtng T agfdpevov, fiv 61 kai ovoiav kail @Uov kal popEnv ot
Belol TaTépeg KaTWVOHAoHY, ATUNTOV, GUEPLOTOV, ASLAGTATOV, KAV £mvolalg
Tiol Stapovpévats ouvdiatpiital kal ta évoparta. (136-138)
For us, the worshipped is a deity that truly the divine fathers called being and
nature and form, indivisible, undivided, unexpanded, yet through divided
considerations the names were also divided in the process.

Despite the modes of €i6n enumerated before, it can be seen that Psellos
here also describes an Aristotelian-like position of universalia in re, as we saw
inthe lines 110-111. The main message of this extremely complicated text, however,
is that Psellos, rejects a “form” of God separated and above the trinity (118-121).

IV. Proclus‘role in Psellos‘ ontology

Already Zervos (1919, 153) drew on the text, now edited as Phil. Min. 11
5 Duffy, to explain Psellos' ontological position. What is presented there is a
collage of Proclus' interpretation of Plato's Timaeus, explaining the world-soul
through the circles of the same and the different and their movements. Only a
little before?s, Psellos also offers the mathematical interpretation of the Platonic
passage, incorporating the Proclean Commentary on the Timaeus. For Zervos,
Psellos thus presents a position strongly influenced by Proclean neoplatonism,
although sometimes supplemented by references to Jamblich or other pagan
thinkers. Robinson has shown, however, that many of Psellos’ uses of Proclus
are merely methodological and should not be overstated.2¢

There is a lot to say about the connection between Proclus and Psellos
as is also reflected in the growing contributions in research litterature to this
problem. But if we return to the initial text Psell. Theol. 1.10 Gautier, for which
we noted that Psellos could refer to angels as incorporeal entities, we will see
that he surprisingly draws on Neoplatonic material not for the incorporeals but
for the description of the corporeal world.2” The physical world seems to be
structured by the following principles: On the one hand, by the existence of the

25 Phil. Min. 2.4 Duffy

26 Robinson 2020, 59

27 See the passage again in its entirety: At co@iag tolvuv T pev vontd mpdTa, Ta 8¢ alcbnta
Sevtepa memoinkev O BgdG, OTL T pEv ovvBeTa, T 8¢ AMAG: Seutépa 8¢ 1) oUVOEDLS TG
ATMAGTNTOG. 81 ToUTO YOOV T AmAoVoTEPA TV CUVOETWTEPWY TIPOTiABE. TOAV 8¢ BdB0g KAV
TG AMAOTNOL KAV TATG cuVBETeTLY: 6Bev 0UTe TA ATAR TTAvTa OpdTIHA 0UTE TX oUVOETA, GAN
boa éyyilel 82¢y T®V ATAGY, £kelva TRV ATWwTéPw 0VCoLWSEoTEPA Kal kpeitTova: Soa 8’ adBig
TOV aioONT®OV TANOLAleL TOTG VONTOLG, EKEWVA TAOV KATWTEPW AETTOUEPESTATA TE Kal
kaBapwtepa, Motep 61 0VPavOs puev Tos LTO ceA vV TVPAG, EkeETvo & TOU PeT’ aUTO AEPOG
Kal anp V8atog kai TO VSwp THG Yijg: alTn yap TV GAAWV oTolXelwv ToyUTEPA Kol
SuopetafAntog kai pdAAov avamemAnopévn T VANG.
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elements, which in a certain sense can be called simple, and on the other hand,
by the additional features of the decreasing size of these elements and their
purity when they are particularly “close” to incorporeal things. Now the
arguments for the corporeal world are taken from Proclus’ Commentary on
Timaeus, which in 2.40, 3-10 asserts the proximity of fire to heaven as well as
the low position of the element earth; on the other hand, it refers to the passage
2.51, 20-28 of the Commentary on Timaeus which asserts a mixture and thus
impurity of low-level elements. In the direct confrontation between Proclus and
Dionysius Areopagites in Psell. Theol. 1.10 Gautier the latter seems to have the
authority regarding incorporeal beings. I want to suggest that this arrangement is
to a certain extent also reflected in the Chronographia 6.38 and 42, where Psellos
says:

"EvtedBev oDy OpmBelg avbig omep mepi o8ov éxmAnpdv &g Mwtivous kai
[Moppupilovg kat TapufAlyovs kamew, ped’ ovg 06& mpofaivwv gl TOV
Bovpaoiwtatov TMpdkAov w¢ €Ml Aéva pEYLOTOV KaTaoxwyv, ooy EKelBev
£MOTNUNV TE KAl VoNoewv akpifelav €éomaca: peAAwY 8¢ petd tadta £mi v
TPWMV avaPaively @oco@iav kal v kabapdv émotnunv pugicbal, v mept
T@V dowpdtwy Bewpiov mpovdafov €v Tolg Agyouévolg padnpacty, & 61 péonv
TWVA TEELWV TETAYATAL, THG TE TIEPL TX CWHATA PVOEWS KAl TG AoXETOU TIPOG TaTTOL
VO1|0£WG,

Starting from here, I went in circles, as it were, to thinkers like Plotinus,
Porphyrios and Jamblich. After these, proceeding methodically, [ anchored with
the admirable Proclus as in a vast harbour and from there absorbed every kind
of knowledge and accuracy of thought. But since I then wanted to ascend to the
first philosophy and be initiated into pure knowledge, I first acquainted myself
with the doctrine of immaterial things in the so-called sciences (which occupy
an intermediate position between the nature of the bodies and the knowledge
independent of them, of the entities themselves, to which pure thinking
corresponds) [...] (transl. on the basis of Reinsch 2015).

"Emeldn 8¢ €oTi TI§ Kal Umep taitny £TEPA PLA0GO@Ia, TV TO ToD Kb’ Mudg Adyou
HUOTIPLOV CUNTIAN PO, (Kot ToTTo 8¢ SIMAODV Kal (pUoELKAL XPOVW HEPEPLOPEVOV |...]

But since there is another philosophy that stands above this one, which has as
its content the mystery of our [i.e. Christian] Logos [...] (transl. on the basis of
Reinsch 2015).
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