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Et haec una est de philosophiae virtutibus, quia cum orator
non aliter nisi orando probetur, philosophus non minus
tacendo pro tempore quam loquendo philosophatur.

‘In fact, this is one of philosophy’s virtues: whereas an orator is
tested only when he speaks, a philosopher practices his wisdom by
a timely silence no less than by his speech.’

Macrobius, Saturnalia VII 1.11 (Tt. Kaster 2011)
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INTRODUCTION

The End of a Sonorous Era?

‘Wer vermochte es, einfach vom Schweigen zu schweigen?’
Martin Heidegger, Unterwegs gur Sprache.!

I Meanings of Silence

The sudden silence in a conversation carries with it the enigma of the unspoken. Imagine a situation
in which one suddenly keeps silent. What does this mean?* It can be a form of reticence of someone
who is unsure what to say. Silence can be the evasion of language when the voice falters due to
emotion — whether it is sorrow or anger. Silence can be a punishment when one refuses to speak
any longer with the other, or it can be a sign of affection between two lovers who no longer need
words to express their feelings. Silence can emphasize a sense of boredom on the part of the
listener, but also a sign of deep concentration and attention. There is no such thing as #e meaning
of silence. It can mean anything that language could have expressed instead — or even more.

In his work Du Silence, cultural-anthropologist David Le Breton emphasizes the
polysemantic nature of silence and remarks that ‘silence takes on a meaning that cannot be
understood outside of the cultural uses of speech, outside of the participation status of the speakers,
outside of the circumstances and content of the exchange and the personal history of the
individuals involved. [...] No meaning pre-exists the silence, it does not embody any self-evident
truth.” Since silence’s meaning is versatile and thus has to be interpreted on the basis of its specific,
communicative, and cultural context, silence is a topic that has intrigued scholars from a variety of
fields, such as (cultural) anthropology, (socio)linguistics, literary studies, feminist and gender

studies, trauma studies, psychology and psychotherapy, and philosophy.*

! Heidegger (1985:144). Quoted by Knowles (2013:13).

2 While it is impossible to list all the possible meanings, Johanneson (1974) tried by giving a list of twenty types of
silences.

3 Le Breton (1997:78-79); my translations.

* Good overviews of the literature on silence are provided by Jaworski (1997), Kenny (2011), and Bindeman (2017).
Except for those already mentioned, important works on silence are Hall (1959), The Silent Language (cultural
anthropology), Hedges & Fisher Fishkind (1994), Listening to Silences: New Essays in Feminist Criticism (feminist studies),
Clair (1998), Organizing Silence: A World of Possibilities (communication), Glenn (2004), Unspoken: A Rhetoric of Silence
(interdisciplinary, but mostly literary studies, feminist studies, rhetoric), Santos (forthcoming), Cultures of Silence: The
Power of Untold Narratives (multidisciplinary, mainly cultural studies).
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This thesis deals with the theme of /teral/ silence in philosophical texts and dialogues of the
later Platonic tradition (from the first century AD to the sixth century AD). With literal silence’ 1
mean the phenomenon or act of silence that is explicitly indicated in a text. This is different from, for example,
the concept of ‘silencing’, which denotes the suppression of voice(s) of particular (marginalized)
groups, and can occur without any explicit reference to silence or speech. Before turning to
antiquity, I start with modern approaches to silence. Insights from other disciplines help to shape
a framework in which the meaning of silence can be examined. There is, after all, much more to
say about silence than only that its meaning depends on the context. These modern perspectives
on silence help to unravel the enigma of the unspoken and characterize the types of silent moments

that we will encounter in this thesis later on.

IT Grasping the Unspoken

In their influential work Perspectives on Silence, a bundle of essays from linguistic, anthropologic, and
psychologic perspectives, Deborah Tannen and Muriel Saville-Troike focus on ‘a relatively
neglected component of human communication — silence’.” In the opening chapter, Saville-Troike
remarks that ‘the significance of silence can usually be interpreted only in relation to sound, but
the reverse is also the case, with the significance of sound depending on the interpretation of
silence’. Sound and silence are interdependent, both in social spaces (e.g., the essence of the quiet
section in trains depends on the ever noisy character of public transport) as in language itself:
silence delimits the beginning and ending of words, sentences, and full speeches. For that reason,
Saville-Troike concludes that just as with speech, silence is not a simple unit of communication,
but is composed of complex dimensions and structures’.” She decomposes silence’s complex
structure by identifying several oppositions. Firstly, a distinction is made between silence that is
and is not part of communication.® Communicative silences can be merely structural and non-
propositional (i.e. pauses between words or sentences) or communicative acts in their own right
that convey propositional content (e.g., in some cultures you greet the other by keeping silent, or
questions like “Your name is ----- ?)). Furthermore, within communicative silent acts, a distinction

is made between verbal acts (writing, sign language) and nonverbal acts (kinesics, arts).”

> Tannen & Saville-Troike (1985:xi).

6 Saville-Troike (1985:3).

7 Eadem (1985:4).

8 Ibidem.

9 Saville-Troike also connects the meaning of silence to speech-act theory introduced by Austin (1962) and further
developed by Searle (1969) If silence is communicative, its locution (‘what is said?’, i.e. nothing) is always the same but
its illocutionary force (‘what is meant?’) and perlocutionary effect (the effect brought about on the other) differ. For
silence as speech-act, see Guillaume (2018), or Dauenhauer (1980) who defines silence as a ‘conscious performance’.
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Whereas Tannen and Saville-Troike are predominantly interested in what I call the speaker’s
silence, linguist Dennis Kurzon focuses on the listener’s silence in his work Discourse of Silence. In
this work, Kurzon develops a model to analyze an interlocuter’s silent response to another
interlocuter."” For this, Kurzon uses the Saussutian semiotics as starting point: language signs
consist of a ‘signifier’ (the expressive form) and a ‘signified’ (the content that is conveyed). Silence
is a zero-signifier because of its lack of a linguistic form, but often has a signified."" In order to
analyze those silences, Kurzon introduces the ‘modality of silence’ the signified content of silence
can be expressed by replacing it with the sentence ‘I [modal verb] not speak’. This results in
Kurzon’s model of silence."” He first makes a distinction between unintentional and intentional
silences: in the former case one cannot speak, and in the latter one caz but decides intentionally to
remain silent. Unintentional silences arise from psychological inhibitions, such as shyness or intense
emotions, or from physical disabilities, such as muteness. Intentional silences are alternatives to
speech and can, therefore, be expressed with modal vetbs as T will/ may/ must/ shall not speak’. This
category he divides into internally intentional silences (speaker decides not to speak; ‘I wil/ or shall
not speak) and externally intentional silences (another person or situation may not allow speech; 1
may or must not speak’).

Perhaps even more interest in the phenomenon of silence than linguists have had can be
found among philosophers, especially those from the nineteenth and twentieth century such as the
stillness in the work of Seren Kierkegaard (especially in his work Fear and Trembling of his
pseudonymous John de Silentio), Martin Heidegger’s ‘Sygetics’, and Maurice Merleau-Ponty’s
‘primordial silence beneath the noise of words’."”” Like linguists, they approach silence in relation
to language and sound; but unlike linguists, philosophers are interested in a type of silence that
does not serve a communicative goal in particular. This is the type that philosopher Bernard
Dauenhauer in his monograph on the ontology of silence calls ‘deep silence’; this philosophical
kind of silence ‘is ot correlated with a specific ntterance in a fashion which would permit reciprocal
mapping’,' but is still related to language."” The literary theorist and philosopher Roland Barthes

gives a useful frame for understanding two different types of relations between deep silence and

10 Kurzon (1998:25-50).

1 Kurzon (1998:7-9).

12 Kurzon (1988:45).

13 Quote from Metlau-Ponty is from Phenomenology of Perception, Landes’ translation (2012:190). For more on the theme
of silence with these philosophers, see Bindeman (1981; 2017) as starting point.

4 Dauenhauer (1980:16), my italics. Dauenhauer (1980:6-25) distinguishes three types of silence: 1) intervening silences
between words; 2) fore-and-after silence that marks the silence before and after an utterance as a whole; 3) deep silence
that is not subordinate to an utterance.

15 Emphasized by Dauenhauer (1980) throughout his book, e.g. (4): ‘even though silence can occur in conjunction with
phenomena other than sounds, it is nonetheless essentially linked to one or more types of active human performances
which I will hereafter call, for brevity’s sake, utterances.’



language.'® In Neutral, he makes the linguistic distinction between the Latin verbs Zacere (‘silence of
speech’) and silere (‘stillness, the absence of movement and of noise’ or ‘silence of nature or of
divinity’)."” Barthes remarks that ‘siere would refer to a sort of timeless virginity of things, before
they are born or after they have disappeared (sientes = the dead)’ and ‘sifere in short [is a]
preparadigmatic condition, without sign’.'® Silere, thus, precedes language, whereas tacere is part of
language. Therefore, Thomas Gould summarizes Barthes by saying ‘sifere names a silence that
transcends language [...], facere names a silence that is immanent to language’.”

Both conceptualizations occur in the (modern) philosophical thoughts on silence. One —
highly debated — example of this is Ludwig Wittgenstein’s seventh and last proposition of his
Tractatus Logico-Philosophus: “Wovon man nicht sprechen kann, dariiber muss man schweigen’ ("Whereof one
cannot speak, thereof one must be silent’).”” The proposition is a metalinguistic negation and
imperative. The unsayable — the domain of szere — cannot be exposed by language, and therefore
one’s only proper response is the imperative act to remain silence: Zacere — which Wittgenstein
himself does, for his Tractatus ends with a black page. This is the struggle of silence.”’ Because it is
unable to speak of silere without putting it into language, Barthes remarked that silere and zacere
‘become synonyms, but to the benefit of Zacere: nature is so to speak sacrificed to speech: there is
no longer silence outside speech’.

Perhaps because of the uncanniness of speaking about the unspeakable, almost no
philosopher devoted a full work to the topic of silence. An enthralling exception to this is Max
Picard’s The World of Silence (originally Das Welt des Schweigens). Without the aim of being systematic
but rather with the aim of devoting himself hymnally to silence, Picard starts his first chapter with
a poetic description of silence: ‘Silence is nothing merely negative; it is not the mere absence of
speech. It is a positive, a complete world in itself. [...] There is no beginning to silence and no end:
it seems to have its origins in the time when everything was still pure Being. [...] In no other
phenomenon are distance and nearness, range and immediacy, the all-embracing and the particular,
so united as they are in silence.”* To Picard, silence is a positive, and not a negative defined as the
absence of speech or sound. He emphasizes that silence precedes speech: ‘silence is the firstborn

of the basic phenomena. [...] Speech came out of silence, out of the fullness of silence.” Also for

16 Barthes (2005:21-29)

17 Barthes (2005:21-22). The distinction in Latin between zacere vs. silere correspond with the Greek words ovydw vs.
ownéw. Montiglio (2000:11-12) argues that there is not a clear-cut distinction in usage, at least not in Greek.

18 Ibidem.

19 Gould (2019:8).

20 Ogden’s translation (1922).

21 Bataille (1988:13): ‘the word silence is still a sound.’

22 From the English translation (1964:1-2).

2 Idem (1964:5, 8).
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that reason, ‘speech must remain in relationship with the silence from which it raised itself up. It
belongs to human nature that speech should turn back to silence, for it belongs to human nature
to return to the place whence it has come.” For Picard, silence is the origin and the end.

At the end of his work, Picard laments that once silence existed ‘as a wor/d’ and that one
had to ‘break through the covering of silence’ before one could express a thought. Nowadays, there
are only ‘fragments, as the remains of a world’ of silence.” Because of that, ideas ‘are absorbed into
[a man’s] own emptiness, they rush at him, they swirl around him. Man no longer thinks, he has
his thinking done for him.” Maybe it is this loss of silence that has turned thinkers to silence again.
In the last years, many manifestos against noise are published that call for silence as the way to
“find one’s self”.”’ These mark the end of a sonorous era and the longing for #he world of silence.

Perhaps it is this theme of the last years that made me want to hear and understand the
silence of the past. From now on, this thesis will delve into the silence of antiquity, and the
philosophical silence of late antiquity in particular. The modern approaches briefly discussed in this
paragraph help to characterize the silent moments we will encounter. The oppositions of non-
communicative vs. communicative, nonverbal vs. verbal, (external vs. internal) unintentional vs.
intentional, and immanent vs. transcendent silence will recur throughout this thesis. In the
following paragraphs, we will see that antiquity was a sonorous era in its own right. Late antique
philosophers, in contrast, turn to silence, in a manner that is perhaps not very different from
modern philosophers. But unlike Picard, those ancient philosophers did not want to break

primordial silence with their thinking. They want their thinking to transcend into primordial silence.

IIT Sound and Silence in Archaic and Classical Greece

The ancient world was a logocentric world.”® The spoken word was central in politics, in court, and
in theatre. Reading was often done out loud.” Religious and ritual practices required words. Electra,
for instance, indignantly asks in Aeschylus’ Libation Bearers (96): ‘do I need to pour out libations

2230

dishonorably in silence (oty’ atipwe)?” And philosophy as well was a vocal act: the Socratic

dialogues are, for instance, about the exchange of words and falling silent in aporia is a sign of

24 1dem (1964:21).

% Idem (1964:221, 211).

20 Jdem (1964:222).

27 Examples of popular books about silence are Maitland’s (2008) A Book of Silence, Cain’s (2012) Quiet: The Power of
Introverts in a World That Can’t Stop Talking, and Kagge’s (2016) Silence: In the Age of Noise.

28 Mortley (1986a:11-60); Montiglio (2000:4-6).

2 It is often assumed that silent reading became normal in the fourth century AD. The article of Knox (1968) shows
that there is evidence for silent reading already from the fifth century BC onwards.

30 Quoted by Montiglio (2000:10). Translation Sommerstein (2008).
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philosophical failure.”’ Therefore, in his Apology (by Plato), Socrates asks why he does not ‘keep
silent and live a quiet life’ (Xryov 8¢ kat novyxiav aywv, 37¢), and answers that this would be ‘to
disobey the god [Apollo] and because of this it’s impossible to lead a quiet life’ (¢ Oeq ameBetv
00T ¢0Tiv KAl Ol TodT advVaTov fovxiav dyew, 38a).”* Socrates was the talking philosopher,
except maybe at two remarkable moments when Socrates stands still and contemplates in silence
(PLSymp.175¢, 220c). In the classical Greek petiod, /ogos, meaning both ‘speech/word’ and ‘reason’,
became the distinct characteristic of human nature: Adyov [...] pdévov avBowmog éxet tov Lwv
(‘man alone of all animals possesses speech’, Aristotle, Po/iteia 1253a2.11-12). For the Greeks, ‘[o]ral
mastery and control of language are the essential features that define humanity’, as John Heath
summarized in his book The Talking Greeks.”

Against the vocal background of antiquity, moments of silence may easily escape our
attention. The topic of silence, therefore, remains relatively unnoticed in classical scholarship — at
least when we compare it to other fields. Not differently from other fields, silence is defined in
various ways and is studied by classical scholars from a variety of perspectives. In recent years,
scholars have studied silence in the archaic and classical periods from cultural and literary
perspectives. Two major works that explore /ieral silence in /Jiterary texts are the works of Silvia
Montiglio, Silence in the Land of Logos (2000), and the volume The Regions of Silence (1987) edited by
Maria Grazia Ciana. More recently, the edited volumes Le Funzioni del Silenzio nella Grecia Antica
(2015) by Paola Bernardini, and Faces of Silence in Ancient Greek Literature (2020) by Efi Papadodima,
focus on a broader concept of silence, such as silencing in relation to othering, rhetorical silences
as the praeteritio, and ‘silence’ as the omission of certain words or names (e.g., in the case of
damnatio memoriae).*

These works show that — despite the diversity of silent moments and their meanings — there
was a ‘code of silence’, at least in archaic and classical Athenian thinking.” Montiglio points out
that in a world where speech (/ogos) was the organizing principle, appearances of silence denoted
often a specific sentiment, which she calls ‘horror of the void’.** Homeric heroes stand out for their

mighty speeches (koategov [...] nobov, I1£1.25), they constantly fight verbally, and even do not die

31 Heath (2005:259-314) analyzes silence in Plato’s dialogues, and shows how Socrates imposes silence on the other
interlocuters and how silence is a sign of failure (‘the shame of silence’, 296).

% Translation Emlyn-Parry. Libanius (314-394AD), a pagan rhetor, has written a defense speech for Socrates in which
he states: own@v Y& oV Lwiodtng ¢otiv ‘when he is silent, he is not Socrates’ (Dec/. 2.31; tr. Crosby & Calder 1960).

33 Heath (2005:171). Cf. Gera (2003)

3 <Silencing’ is a concept of much interest to literary theorists. For classical literature, see e.g. Lardinois and
McClure(2001).

% Montiglio (2000:9): “The very existence in Greece of a “code of silence” that involves the body and pervades cultural
manifestations as diverse as religious rituals, Homeric epic, drama, and medical texts, point to a shared tendency to
associate an absence of words with specific gestures and postures’ an association, in turn, which suggests that for the
Greeks silence was a highly formalized behavior, much more so than it is for us.’

36 Montiglio (2000:289).
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in silence.” Instead, they speak till the very last end, as is the case with Hector: ‘thus he spoke, and
the end of death covered him’ (1/22.361).” If a Greek hero fell silent, that oftentimes was because
of an intense emotion,” such as fear (Chryses for Agamemnon, 1.1.33-34), grief (Antilochus
becomes speechless after hearing about Patroclus’ death, [.17.695), or awe after a compelling
speech: “all remained quietly in silence’ (019’ doa vteg dxnv éyévovto owwr)).” In Greek drama
as well, silence signifies often a strong emotion, but is also a way to cover what may evoke these
emotions. In Oedipus Tyrannus for instance, Teiresias is introduced by the chorus (v.300) as him
‘who dispose([s] all things, those that can be explained and those unspeakable’ (dwaxta te doonta
©)."" Oedipus asks Teiresias to reveal the truth, but Teiresias refuses (v.330). Teiresias wishes to
remain silent: ‘things will come of themselves, even if I veil it in silence (ovyn) otéyw, v.341)’.
Oedipus forces him to speak up and then hears what he no longer wants to hear: the unspeakable
truth (&oont’ dgoftwv v.465).*

Also the democratic society was marked by the importance of the spoken and free word
(parrhesia), or as Socrates remarks ‘Athens, where there’s the greatest right to speak’ (PL. Gor.461e).
Restrictions to (free) speech were imposed on women and slaves, who were believed to be ‘outside
the community of rational discourse’.* In Xenophon’s Oeconomicus, for example, Ischomachus
explains that he ‘domesticated’ his wife to carry a conversation (xewondng fv kati étetbaoevto
wote dAéyeoBar, VII10), implying that without help his wife would not have fully mastered
speech.” In a similar vein, Aristotle remarks that the enslaved can apprehend /sgos but do not
possess it (0 KOWWVAOV Adyov TocoDToV B0V aioO&vecOat dAAX un éxewv, Pol. 1254b.22)." For the
Athenians, the absence or misuse of speech, therefore, is a characteristic of ‘the other’. Most
exemplary is perhaps the Spartan society as the ultimate other that was known for its aversion to
talkativeness, as Plato, for instance, remarks: ‘our city, Athens, is, in the general opinion of the
Greeks, both fond of talk (@uA6Aoydc) and full of talk (moAvAoyoc), but Lacedaemon is scant of
talk (BoaxvAoyov)’ (Laws 641¢€).%

37 Also Achilles is described as ‘a speaker of words and a doer of deeds’ (IZ 1X.944). For silence in Homer, e.g.,
Montiglio (2000:46-81,267-275), Catenacci (2015), Lardinois (2020).

3 Montiglio (2000:80). Translations of the I/ad from Wyatt (2003).

% See Lardinois (2020:9-12) for the emotions that silence expresses in the Homeric epics.

40 See Foley (1995) for this recurring phrase in Homer.

4 Translation Lloyd-Jones (1997).

42 For this passage, see also Montiglio (2000:197-198). The deeds of Oedipus are called unspeakable because they are
taboos (patricide and incest). Montiglio (2000:38) describes dgonrog as ‘something charged with a religious force that
suppresses speech’.

 Gera (2003:207-212).

#Women and slaves in classical Greece were caught between the conviction of talking too little and talking too much;
see Heath’s (2005) fourth chapter.

4 Both examples I owe to Gera (2003:207).

4 David (2009:118) refers to this; translation Bury (1928). See his chapter for the Spartans’ taciturnity. For the ‘othering’
result of silence in Greek culture and literature, see Heath (2005:171-212).
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In this ‘land of logos’, as Silvia Montiglio calls the Greek civilization in the archaic and
classical period, ‘silence [is] an abnormal phenomenon while sound seems to be the norm”.* In her
rich analysis of different instances of silence in Greek culture, Montiglio notices that in the archaic
Greek language silence was originally defined ‘as a state, a condition, rather than as act’ by the
adverbs dvew, arfv, and owmi) — conversely, the verb cwmndw was not often used.” In ancient
Greek thinking, ‘silence is a token of marginality’; it often denotes a sentiment of passivity, and

must be ended by and through speech.”” Silence was the inglotious failure of speech.

IV Silence in Ancient Philosophy

As the classical period transitioned into late antiquity, an awareness of and interest in the limits of
logos gradually arose.” From the Hellenistic period onwatds, the Greco-Roman world cannot be
called the ‘land of logos” any longer,” although the soundscapes of the ancient world remained
noisy in Roman times.” The Hellenistic schools of philosophy were all more or less aimed at
reaching a state of afaraxia (‘free from trouble’). For the Sceptics, reason was inefficient since it can
produce opposing results. Hence, any judgment should be suspended (epoche), which creates a state
of tranquility in the end: afaraxia.”® On the way to afaraxia, one first has to reach the state of aphasia
(‘non-assertion’), ‘a mental condition of ours because of which we refuse either to affirm or to deny
anything’ (Sex. Emp. PH.1.192).>* Epicurus, in turn, calls in his fourteenth proposition of his Kuria
Doxai (DL. X.139-154) for ‘the security of a quiet private life (¢éx g novxiag) withdrawn from the
multitude’.”” Also the Stoics emphasize the importance of silence. According to Sextus Empiricus,
the Stoics redefined Aristotle’s description of man possessing logos alone: ‘they assert that Man
does not differ in respect of uttered reason (t@ Moo Adyw) from the irrational animals (tv
AAdYwv Lwwv) [...], but in respect of internal reason (1@ évdadétw)’.”* We are distinct from (other)
animals for we are capable of thinking in silence. Many Stoics, for that reason, call for silence;”
Epictetus, for instance, says in his Encheiridion (33.2): ‘be silent (owwm) for the most part, or else

make only the most necessary remarks, and express these in few words’.”®

47 Montiglio (2000:6).

48 Hadem (2000:46-48)

4 Ibidem.

0 See Mortley (1986a:110, 159-161).

51 As Montiglio (2000:4) notes.

52 See Laurence (2017) for the soundscape of the Roman world.

53 Cf. Sex.Emp. Outlines of Pyrrhonism 1.12.For Sceptisicm and silence, Mortley (1986a:33-38).
> Translation Bury (1933). See also Bett (2000:16, 37-39), whete he discusses a testimonium of Timon (DC53) who
calls for aphasia.

5 Translation by Hicks (1931).

50 _Against the Logicians 11.275-276. Translation Bury (1935). Referred to by Mortley (1986a:32).
57 This inspires also modern-day stoics, e.g., Holiday’s S#/lness is the Key (2019).

58 Translation Oldfather (1928).
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The idea of silent thinking is not specific to the Hellenistic thinkers — it was after all a minor
theme in their philosophies. Although silence as a topic is largely absent from classical philosophy,”
Plato already remarked that the dialectical process of doing philosophy and the process of thinking
resemble each other, and that thinking is just silent speech (S9ph.263e; cf. Theaet.189e-190a):
‘thought (duavowx) and speech (Adyoc) are the same; only the former, which is an inner conversation
without voice (dukAoyog avev pwvnc) of the soul with itself, has been given the special name of
thought.” In Parmenides, Plato arrives at the conclusion that the Parmenidean one cannot be named
or thought of (142a), and in Timaeuns, he states that speaking about the demiurge-god is almost
impossible (28c). Even more famous has become ‘Plato’s silence’ the idea that Plato had alleged
secret doctrines that he did not uncover in his writings.(’O In Phaedrus, Socrates claims that oral
teaching is superior to written teachings (276a), and what is written down runs the risk of being
misunderstood (275d). In the Seventh Letter, which authenticity is highly debated, “Plato” states he
did not write down the subjects about which he was serious and nor will he do (431c).” This, in
combination with Aristotle’ one-off remark about Plato’s T Aeyopeva ayoapa ddyparta (Physics
209b.14-15), has inspired a long tradition of exegesis of Plato’s works. Later Platonists bring these
ideas, silent thinking, and unspoken doctrines, into fruition and make silence a major theme.”* For
later Platonists, contemplating the higher hypostases is accompanied by the gradual silencing of the
individual (see CHAPTER 1II).

Several monographs have been written on the theme of philosophical silence (i.e. silence
that is philosophically meaningful). The century-old monograph of the Benedictine monk Odo
Casel, De Philosophorum Graecornm Silentio Mpystico, lists several ‘silent’ passages from Greek
philosophy showing the importance of the theme to Greek philosophers, Neoplatonists in
particular, and argued that silence of the mystery cults was transformed by later philosophers.”
Casel focuses mainly on what is called apophatic discourse, the method of understanding the divine
by using negations (also known as the vz negativa or negative theology). Seven decades later, Raoul

Mortley argues in his From Word to Silence: The Rise and Fall of Logos that Greek philosophical thinking

% Mortley (1986a:124, cf.110-118): “In the classical period, language is not questioned, nor is silence advocated. The
discovery of logos was too recent an achievement, and too successful a tool for it to be challenged in such way.’

%0 Especially the Tibingen School was (in)famous for their exegesis of Plato’s unwritten doctrines. For some recent
interpretations of Plato’s silence, see Rhodes (2003:25-31, 40-112) and Lamberton (2018). Lamberton (2018:151)
argues that the exegesis of Plato’s silence is nothing more than hermeneutically interpreting the unclear meanings of
Plato’s works.

1 Butti di Lima (2021) on composition of the Seventh Letter and its possible author(s).

02 Mortley (1986a:118-124, 154-158) states that the intellectual milieu in the first centuries AD, where philosophy
merged with theology/theosophy, such as in the wotks of Philo and the Gnostics, may have catalyzed the interest in
silence.

03 Casel (1919:2): “silentinm mysticum a mysteriis ad philosgphiam transierit’. His concept of silence is rather static and not
much theorized upon. As I will show, silence is a dynamic concept. Nonetheless, Casel’s monograph is a good point
of departure.
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developed from /Jogos to sige: after the rise of /ogos as human rational power in the classical period, a
distrust arose of this all-encompassing power resulting in reflections on the limits of language and
reason, and thus also on the virtue of silence. In his second volume, The Negative Way, Christian and
Greek, Mortley follows the development of the via negativa in Christian theology and later pagan
philosophy, like Casel but more extensively. Nicholas Banner’s Philosophic Silence and the ‘One’ in
Plotinus (2018) examines the ineffability of the One and the rhetoric of apophatic discourse that is
the only way to talk about the highest metaphysical hypostasis.”* The interest of these scholars lies
primarily in the conceptualization of silence as apophatic discourse and the linguistic strategies to
speak about the unspeakable, and thus not in the phenomenon of silence itself. When they mention
literal silence is remains a rather static concept.

Nevertheless, literal silence is an important theme in later ancient philosophies as well, as
this thesis aims to show. At the end of his two-volume monograph, Mortley clarifies the difference
between silence and the via negativa: ‘Silence is the absence of speech. [...] The negative way is
always part of language: it is a linguistic manoeuvre.|...] The way of silence is just this total absence
of concepts: it is the way of silence which constitutes the complete annulment, which the negative
fails to achieve.”” Whereas apophatic discourse is part of language, (literal) silence is external to
language — and has, therefore, a power that language is lacking. Mortley’s description of silence is,
however, limited; as modern philosophers as Picard emphasized, silence itself is not a negative
(‘total absence of concepts’ or ‘a complete annulment’) but a positive, a presence. Is this also true

for the late antique philosophers? And what is their ‘way of silence’ that Mortley touches upon?

V Aim, Focus, and Structure of This Thesis

This thesis focuses on /ieral silence in the later Platonic philosophy (first to sixth century AD). As
we have seen, there is a gradually growing intellectual interest in silence in later times. The meaning
of silence is no longer merely cultural (as holds for the classical period), but silence becomes
philosophically meaningful as well in this period. This holds true especially for philosophical
thinkers in the Platonic tradition, with their interest in silent thinking and unspeakable doctrines.
To date, apophatic discourse in the Platonic tradition has interested scholars quite extensively, but

a synoptic perspective on literal silence is still lacking. This thesis aims to show the rich treatment

%4 Banner (2018:19-20) defines his topic of philosophic silence as: ‘a speech act which combines rhetorics of hiding
and revealing when dealing with the philosophic truth event’. Even though I focus on a different concept, namely
literal silence (and not apophatic discourse), his work was useful for me to get an overview of silence in the works of
philosophers before Plotinus. The same holds for Mortley (1986a-b).

6 Mortley (1986b:250-252).
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of literal silence in the later Platonic tradition, how it is a dynamic concept transformed over time,
and how it relates to and transcends apophatic discourse.

We must be aware that silence and discourse cannot be understood separately when dealing
with philosophical texts: the moments of silence handed over to us are conveyed and reflected on
through the medium of language. Therefore, the research in this thesis revolves around the relation
between silence and discourse, and examines how the meaning of literal silence develops against

66

the background of (dialogic) discourse in later Platonic philosophy.” This is conducted by focusing
on explicit mentions of silence or the limits of discourse in the studied texts, and by analyzing them
within the frame of the opposites distinguished above. In her study on the cultural conception of
silence, Montiglio remarked that the ‘meanings [of silence] may be expected to change not only
from civilization to civilization, but also within the same civilization across time’.” Comparably, in
this thesis, I argue that philosophic silence was transformed from a contradiction of discourse to a
substitute and transcendence of discourse. Or to use the earlier-mentioned dichotomies:
philosophic silence developed from communicative (and sometimes even verbal) to non-
communicative and non-verbal silence, from immanent to transcendent silence.

Even with the scope of merely literal silence in later Platonist thought, it is impossible to
be exhaustive in this thesis. Therefore, I structure my thesis thematically and (dia)chronologically
to touch upon the — in my eyes (or ears) — texts most crucial for the development of philosophical
silence. In CHAPTER I, I focus on the silent philosopher trope in the (Neo)Pythagorean tradition
(that often was synonymous with the Platonic tradition). The treatments of these silent
philosophers show that silence was seen as a philosophic virtue and a (better) alternative to
language. CHAPTER II focuses on quietness as a characteristic of the first principle and as an
ontological posture to reach the supreme principle in Middle Platonic and Neoplatonic thought.
This chapter involves the inevitable vzz negativa and searches for the limits of discourse — and the
silence beyond. Speech turns out to be deficient and their silence becomes non-communicative and
transcendent. In CHAPTER 111, I examine how the thoughts language’s limits impact the dialectical
method. The focus here is on how the literary form can convey silence. I show how the silent
listeners and monologic ends of the Platonic dialogues of Gregory of Nyssa, Augustine, and
Boethius represent the transcendence of language and discursive thinking. This is their ‘way of

silence’.

% With this research question, I echo Montiglio’s (2000:3): ‘How does silence resonate against this vocal background
[of ancient Greece]?’

7 Montiglio (2000:4).
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CHAPTERI

Silence as a Statement

PYTHAGOREAN SILENCES AS ALTERNATIVE FORMS OF DISCOURSE

‘Sometimes I regret to have spoken, but I never regret to have remained silent.’
Xenocrates (c.396-c.314 BC).68

Silence and philosophy are related. This may hold for modern philosophy, but it certainly does for
(post-classical) ancient philosophy. This chapter traces the silent philosopher trope in the
(Neo)Pythagorean tradition.” The Neopythagoreans are not a unified group of philosophers, but
a group of philosophers from several centuries who were explicitly said to be indebted to
Pythagoras’ philosophy, often combined with or based on Platonism.” This chapter statts off in
the first century AD, with the essay of the Middle Platonist (but also Neopythagorean)” Plutarch
‘On Talkativeness’ — and on its opposite, silence. This essay is exemplary of the idea that silence is
a philosophical virtue. The second paragraph searches for the roots of this connection between
silence and philosophy by delving into the mystical silence of Pythagoreans and their secret
doctrines. This culminates into the last paragraph which examines two examples of
Neopythagorean silent philosophers in Late Antique texts. All the silences in this chapter contrast
with speech and discourse; silence is a choice to make a good appearance, to keep outsiders out,

or to make a statement.

I. Silence as a Philosophic Virtue
One of the essays in the Moralia of the prolific writer Plutarch (46-c.119AD) is called ITeoi

adoleoayiog, ‘On Talkativeness’® In this essay, the voonua g Puxfg ‘soul’s sickness’(502C; cf.

%8 Testimonium by Valerius Maximus, Factorum et Dictorum Memorabilinm V1.2, ext.6: ‘dixisse me |...| aliquando paenituit,
tacuisse numquan? . My translation.

% Banner (2018:78-81) briefly discusses silent philosophers as trope.

70 Dillon (2014:250) defines Neopythagoreanism as: ‘Neopythagoreanism is a branch of Platonism that emphasizes the
role of number in the cosmos and which regards Pythagoreanism as the origin of this emphasis. Neopythagoreans thus
show devotion to what they chose to regard as the basic principles of the Pythagorean philosophical system, the One
and the Indefinite Dyad, although these principles are, in fact, Platonic.”

71 Dillon (2014:266-268) and Joost-Gaugier (2018:105-1006) call Plutarch a ‘Neopythagorean’, since he shows a interest
in and knowledge of Pythagoreanism, e.g. in De Genio Socratis or Life of Numa.

72 The Greek is from Pohlenz (1929).
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510C) that is called adoAeoxia is attacked, and the virtue of silence is eulogized.” In the opening
line, Plutarch sketches what the problem is with garrulous persons, and what the possible cure is

(502B-C; tr. Hembold):

AvokoAov pév avarappaver Bepamevua kat It is a troublesome and difficult task that
XOAETOV 1) PLAoco@ia v adoAeoxiav. 10 yao philosophy has in hand when it undertakes to
@aopakov avtg, 6 Adyog, akovdvtwy éotiv, ot cure garrulousness. For the remedy, words of
O’ adOAeoxoL 0VdeVOG GkovOLOLY del YaQ reason, requires listeners; but the garrulous listen
AaAovot. to nobody, for they are always talking.

Talkativeness needs to be cured. Philosophy offers this cure (paoparov avtg), and Adyog is the
medicine.” Plutarch is the first to make loquacity not only a social but also a serious philosophical
problem.” The structure of Plutarch’s essay is similar to a medical treatment:" it first gives a
diagnosis of why talkativeness is problematic (502B-504E), followed by examples of the bad
consequences of excessive talking and the benefits of remaining silent (504E-510C), and by
possible treatments of the talking-disorder in the end (510C-514A).”" Talkativeness is problematic
because the inability to keep silent results in the inability to listen (kai tovt’ €xet MooV KaKOV 1|
aotynoia, v avnroiav, 502C).” For this reason, oi Adyot (‘speeches’ or ‘words’) cannot take root in
loquacious persons (502D-E): ‘one might think that babbler’s ears have no passage bored through to
the soul, but only to the tongue.’

This is why the task of philosophy in curing garrulity is so difficult: philosophy works through
Adyor that appeal to one’s Adyog (reason) and requires therefore listeners, but the talkative person
cannot listen at all.” Therefore, the talkative should learn how to be silent. Plutarch cites a verse
by Sophocles to illustrate this (502E): @& mati, owdnar moOAA™ Exet ouyr) kaAd (thush, child: in silence
many virtues lie’).* The two greatest virtues of silence are ‘hearing and being heard” (to dxovoat
kat akovodnvai, 502E). The garrulous person fails to achieve either: he is unable to listen and his
so-desired listeners run away or refuse to pay attention to his excessive talking (502F-503D). This

makes talkativeness even worse than drunkenness: for the drunk is only loquacious when

73 Good discussions of this essay in Beardslee (1978), Van Hoof (2010), Nikolaidis (2011), and Burns (2015).

74 Plutarch here plays with Plato’s description of writing as a pharmakon in Phaedrus.

7> Beardslee (1978:265): ‘Plutarch’s essay lifts the notion of &doAeoyia from the level of popular ethics to the level of
serious philosophical ethics.”

76 Edmons’ translation (1967).

77 See Ingenkamp (1971), for the pattern of kpioi and dGoknoig in Plutarch’s ethical essays. Cf. Burns (2015:44-55). See
Beardslee (1978:269-270) for an elaborate overview of the essay. The medical language in this essay cannot be missed:
next to xoloc (510C) and aoxknowc (510C, 515A), we find Oeodamevpa (502A), pdopaxov (502B, 509C, 509E, 510D),
iapa (510D) and iatgeiav (510C).

78 Hembold (1939:397) notes that the words &orynoia and avnkoia are ‘pseudo-medical terms’.

7 Beardslee (1978:267). Plutarch also wrote an essay on proper listening, ITeot To0 dkovewv T@V @LA00OQwYV, in which the
silence of the student is mentioned (394, 39B, 42A).

80 Radt (1977), Sophocles fr.81.
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inebriated, while the talkative always talks too much, drunk or sober (504B).” This also contrasts
drunkenness to silence: ‘silence is something profound and mystical and sober, but drunkenness is
a babbler, for it is foolish and witless, and therefore loquacious also’ (OUtw Tt BaBV kat pvotneuwdeg
1 oyt k&l veaAov, 1) 8¢ pédn AdAov: Gvouv Yo kat 0ALyd@Eov, dix tovTo kai moAv@wvov, 504A-
B). The description of silence as something padv ‘deep’ and pvotowwdeg ‘like mysteries’, and later
also as something oepvov ‘holy’ and dyov ‘sacred’ (510E), points to the divine nature of silence
(ouyn) — which is something to which I return in the next paragraph.”

Because of his excessive talking, the garrulous person causes many problems. Plutarch
illustrates this with examples of how the revealing of a secret has led to the ruination of men, cities,
and empires (504E-505D, 506E-510B). In contrast, the virtue of remaining silent is praised as a
heroic deed (505D-506E). Leaena, for example, a courtesan belonging to the conspiracy of the
tyrannicides Harmodius and Aristogeiton, was questioned after the partly failed assassination of
the Athenian tyrants and was commanded to reveal the names of the co-conspirators. She kept
silent, a heroic deed for which she was honored by the Athenians later with a bronze statue of a
tongueless lioness set up in the vestibule of the Acropolis (505E-F). Plutarch concludes with the
adagio: ‘No spoken word, it is true, has ever done such service as have in many instances words
unspoken; for it is possible at some later time to tell what you have kept silent, but never to keep
silent what once has been spoken’ (Ovdeis yap o0tw Adyog wpéAnoe ondeis ws ToAAoL orwnnOévTes:
£oTLydQ elmeiv mote TO orynO£v, ob uny owmnioal ye T Aex0év, 505F).* Talkativeness can only bring
danger to the talker: it results in hatred, annoyance, scorn, squandering, or destruction (510D).

The cause of talkativeness is a psychological failure of one’s Adyog (reason) controlling the
body. Plutarch explains this by the example of Odysseus (506A), whom he calls ‘most eloquent’
(Aoywdtatov) and ‘most silent’ (owwrmAdtatov) — indicating that being versed in speech and being
reticent are no opposites. When Odysseus did not reveal himself to Penelope yet, his reason (Adyoc),
according to Plutarch, ‘ordered his eyes not to weep, his tongue not to utter a sound (i) YAt un

@OéyyeoBau), his heart not to tremble or bark’ (506A).* Hence the cure of garrulity is to be found in

81 Plutarch compares the abuse of speech more often with the abuse of food and wine, e.g. (504E, 509C, 512E, 513D,
515A); see also Hoof (2010:165 n.42).

82 Cf. 505F: owmnav Beotg [...] Exopev ‘being silent we have gods’. For the religious nature of silence in Plutarch, see
Beardslee (1978:274-275), who also connects this work of Plutarch with the theme of silence and talkativeness in early
Christian literature. For the mystical nature of silence, see Casel (1919: esp. 87-88) Van Nuffelen (2007). Van Nuffelen
argues that mystical silence is associated with the truth (2007:29): ‘Because of this structural link between mysteries
and truth, mystical silence becomes a sign of truth. Without having to reveal it, it points to the place where the truth
can be found. Because of this unique quality - it points to the highest truth but does not have to reveal it - mystical
silence becomes a very powerful tool of truth-suggestion. It allows the intetlocutor to claim the truth without having
to offer a proof for it as demanded by philosophy.’

8 Interestingly, Plutarch in the last two cola does not make a distinction between ‘being still” (orydw) and ‘keeping
silent’ (owwmndw). See n.17 supra.

8 Beardslee (1978:277) discusses this passage.
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using Adyog in a proper way (thus in philosophy as the opening line of this essay stated). Plutarch
gives his readers a medicine (p&opakov) in two steps: firstly a talkative person has ‘by the application
of reason (¢mAoyioude) to discover the shameful and painful effects that result from it’ (510D), and
secondly he ‘must apply [his] reasoning powers (xonotéov émAoyiopu@) to the effects of the opposite
behavior, always hearing and remembering and keeping close at hand the praises bestowed on
reticence (tfg éxepvbinc® éykwuix), and the solemn, holy, and mysterious character of silence’ (to
OEUVOV Kal TO &Y10V KAl TO puotoudeg s owwrnng, 510E). These are made concrete by six tips for
training (doknoig): do not rush to answer questions, pay attention to the content of answers, do not
talk about your favorite subjects, turn to writing — as Plutarch himself with this quite loquacious
essay” —, talk mostly with your supetiors to get accustomed to silence, and ask yourself whether a
remark is really necessary (511F-514F).

What do we learn about speech and silence from Plutarch’s essay? It contains a moralistic
lesson: speech can become harmful when used irrationally, whereas silence is dAvmov kai avwdvvov
(‘without pain and without suffering’, 515A), as Plutarch summarizes in his very last sentence.
Learning how and when to be silent is part of social etiquette but is also a philosophical exercise. The
two main benefits of silence, ‘hearing and being heard’, can make one a good philosopher.”’
Becoming an eager listener and thoughtful speaker can only be achieved by the proper application of
logos. Silence is here associated with virtue, reason, and philosophy. The type of silence discussed by
Plutarch is mainly a form of immanent silence and of intentional silence (a deliberate choice to keep
silent).” However, Plutarch also transiently touches upon the divine and mystical nature of silence
(504A-B, 510E). In the next paragraph, I elaborate on the idea of the mystical roots of philosophic

silence by focusing on the first ‘silent’ philosopher: Pythagoras.

II. Mystically Closed Mouths of the Pythagoreans
“The historical figure of Pythagoras has almost vanished behind the cloud of legend gathered
around his name’, as Charles Kahn describes the Nachleben of Pythagoras (c.570-490 BC), a

mysterious sage and wonder-worker that is described as a philosopher, religious leader, or even

8 This is a rare word (lit. ‘keeping the word (secret)’). Plutarch uses it twice in relation to Pythagoras (Life of Numa 8.6;
De Curiositate 519C). It is also used five times by Iamblichus in his De Iita Pythagorica, and by some other authors. See
Burkert (1972:179n.101) and Banner (2018:60): ‘Tamblichus seems to indicate that the term ‘taciturnity’ (¢xepv6ix) is a
piece of specifically Pythagorean jargon.” The word denotes the silence of the initiates in the presence of profanes, see
my next paragraph.

86 Hembold (1939:395) and Beardslee (1978:273) note the irony that Plutarch’s essay is quite lengthy.

87 Bias (503F) and Zeno of Elea (504A) are praised for their silence, Socrates (512B) for his manner of asking questions,
and Plato (510E) for preferring brevity — according to Plutarch.

8 In the text we find 29 instances of words derived from cwnn and just 9 from ovyn, which also points to the focus
on ‘silence in speech’ instead of a transcendent silence. See n.17 supra.
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charlatan in modern scholarship.”” The theme of (mystical) silence is one of the aspects of the
‘legend of Pythagoras’.™ In his Oz the Pythagorean way of Life (meot tod TTuBaryogukod Biov, or De 1ita
Pythagorica) chapter XVII, Iamblichus (c.245-325 AD) describes how Pythagoras examined novices
before they were initiated into his circle.”” One of the most remarkable aspects of this ‘inquiry’ is

the following (XVII.72.5-8; tr. Dillon & Hershbell):”

TOIG TEOCLOVOL MEoTétatte oV mevtaetn, [Pythagoras] ordered a five-year silence for those
ATIOTEQWEVOS TG €yKkQateing éxovoty, wg coming to him, testing how they were disposed
XOAETTEQOV TV  &AAWV  éykoatevpdtwv to self-control, since more difficult than other
TOUTO, TO YADOOTS kQaTely, kaba kat Vo twv  forms of self-control is mastery of the tongue, as
T puotiow  vopoBemodvtwv  eugaivetar is revealed to us by those who instituted the
NUv. mysteries.

According to Iamblichus, amongst all things that Pythagoras brought to light, such as the best
politeia, legislation, and paideia, was also ‘silence’ (éxepv0ia, I7P. VI.32). It is hard to say something
about the ‘original’ Pythagoras and the Pythagorean silence since almost all knowledge on
Pythagoras leans on much later sources — centuries later in the case of the most comprehensive
biographies by Diogenes Laertius (Lives of Eminent Philosophers VIII) Porphyry (177ta Pythagorae) and
Iamblichus.” These later authors deal more with the legendary ‘image’ than with the historical
figure of Pythagoras, making them the most comprehensive but perhaps also the least authentic.
The importance of silence to Pythagoras and his circle is, however, mentioned by the
earliest sources we have, and became a major theme in these later sources.” The quinquennial
silence mentioned by Iamblichus, for example, was meant to test self-control (¢ykoatewx) of the
candidate-disciples.” After the silent years, only those candidates who passed Pythagoras’ test were

admitted: ‘For five whole years they had to keep silence (mevtaetiav te novxalov), merely listening

8 About the historical Pythagoras exists much debate. Guthrie (1962) argued Pythagoras was a philosopher and
scientist, while Burkert (1972 [1962]) argued that Pythagoras was more like a religious sage. Lloyd (2014) discusses the
scholarly debate.

% For silence and secrecy with Pythagoras and the Pythagoreans, Casel (1919:29-35), Burkert (1972:178-179, 185, 191-
192), Bremmer (1995:65-70), Petit (1997), Montiglio (2000:27-28), Riedweg (2005:101-103), Knowles (2013:104-107),
Gemelli Marciano (2014:144-145), and Banner (2018:56-61).

°l Dillon & Hershbell (1991:27-29) and Lurtje (2002:238-242) give an overview of the work. Iamblichus’ De 1ita
Pythagorica was part of a ten-volume work about Pythagoreanism, meant as an introduction for the pupils of his
philosophical schools. Only the first four books sutrvived, which ate called On the Pythagorean Way of Life (see O’Meara
1990:30-52).

92 Greek is from Klein (1975).

93 The chapters of Laks, Mactis, and O’Meara in the book A History of Pythagoreanism (2014) form a good introduction
to these texts. The texts of Diogenes Laertius and Porphyry seem to deal mostly with the same sources, whereas
Iamblichus also used other sources.

% Burket (1972:178-179). The sources are (in chronological order) Isocrates, Busiris 29; the comical poet Alexis fr. 197
(= Por. P 19); Aristotle fr. 192 (= lam. P 31), Aristoxenus fr. 43 (= D.L. 8.15). For the earlier sources on Pythagoras,
see Lloyd (2014).

% Not all soutces agtee on the duration. Aulus Gellius, for instance, says that it consisted of two years (N4 1.9.4).
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to his discourses without seeing him, until they passed an examination, and thenceforward they
were admitted to his house and allowed to see him’ (D.L.. VIIL.10; cf. Tamb. P 17.72).”°

Members of the Pythagorean circle were called opdkoou ‘fellow hearers” (Iamb. 17P.
XVIL.73), and came together in the opaxoeiov ‘place to hear together’ (Iamb. [P. VI.30, XVIL.74;
Porph. 17P.20; cf. Philolaus fr.1a).” After their admission and their initiatory silence, the
Pythagorean disciples were faced (literally, since they were then allowed to see Pythagoras) with
another type of silence. What they heard within the Pythagorean circle had to remain a secret.”
Among these secret doctrines (the andgonta ‘things-not-spoken’) were for instance the prohibition
to eat beans, to pick up crumbs that fell off the table, and to eat white roosters and sacred fish
(D.L. VIIL.34-35 = Aristotle fr.195), or even to eat meat at all.” Living by these precepts is called
the Pythagorean way of life. The more philosophical doctrines consisted of the belief in an
immortal soul, metempsychosis (Pythagoras was said to be a reincarnation of the Trojan hero
Euphorbus; D.L. VIIL.4-5, Porph.[”P.28, Iamb.["P. XIV.63), and the circularity of time (Porph.
17P.19). We know about all these doctrines, for they did not remain secret and were revealed by
later (non-Pythagorean) authors. Aristotle, for instance, is said to have disclosed some of the secret
doctrines: ‘“And Aristotle records, in his writings on the Pythagorean philosophy On the Pythagoric
Philosophy [which are lost], that the following division was preserved by these men in their very
secret doctrines (¢v toic avv amogentoig): that of rational, living beings one kind is divine, another
human, and another such as Pythagoras’ (fr.192 Rose = Iamb.]”P V1.31).

The Pythagorean doctrines were for Pythagoreans’ ears only, however, as Aristotle’s pupil
Aristoxenus explained when he wrote that ‘not all his doctrines were for all men to hear’ (un etvau
TEOG Tavtag mavta onta&; fr.43 Wehrli = D.L. VIIL.15; cf. Porph.1"P.19). Pythagoras, lecturing
these doctrines to his disciples, urged them to keep the doctrines secrets (Iamb. P XX.94; cf.
XXIV.2406; tr. Dillon & Hershbell):

[Towtov pév odv &v 1@ AauPavewv v First, then, in testing (those who came to him)

ddmepav  éokdmer el duvavtar €xepvbetv  he considered whether they were have to “hold

(tovt yap o1 kai éxonto T oviouaty) kai their talk” (for this is the term he used). And he

kaBepa el pavBavovteg doa av akovowowv  observed whether they were able to keep silent

olol T¢ €101 OLWTAV KAl dAPULAATTELY. and to preserve carefully whatever they heard
while learning.

% Translation Hicks (1931). Passages are also quoted by Montiglio (2000:27-28).

97 Jamblichus (I”P.81) says, basing himself on Aristotle, that there were two rival schools of Pythagoreanism: the
acousmatici and the mathematici, both claiming to be the followers of Pythagoras. On this, see Burkert (1972:193ff.)

% Petit (1995:288) argues that there are three types of Pythagorean silence: ‘un silence préparatoire, lié au “noviciat”
pythagoricien, un silence ritnal (euphémia), et un silence observé en présence des profanes (ekbemmuthia)’. His second type
of silence is not specific to the Pythagoreans, see Montiglio (2000:16) who characterizes edgnuia as ‘speech and silence

at the same time: well-omened speech and the silencing of ill-omened words’.
9 This is debated, see Burkert (1972:182).
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The word used here, éxepvbetv (in §246 also the hapax legomenon éxeponuoovvn), literally means
‘keeping the word (secret)’.'” This secrecy about their doctrines resulted in a clear in-group
(esoteric) and out-group (exoteric), which makes their silence a way of othering outsiders. Their
vow for éxepvBia went far. lamblichus, in a chapter on the Pythagorean virtue of owggoavvn, tells
us the story about the fourth century BC Pythagorean ‘martyrs’ Myllias and Timychia (1P
XXXI.188-194), a story he took over from eatlier sources.'”! When their Pythagorean group was
on the move, they were chased by the troops of Dionysus II, tyrant of Syracuse, after they refused
a friendship with this ‘philosopher-king’. They would have escaped but encountered a field full of
beans that they could not cross because of their Pythagorean precept. Although Dionysus’ plan
was to catch them all alive, all Pythagoreans were killed (§191), except for the couple Myllias and
the pregnant Timychia who strayed apart from the group (§192). Dionysus offered them to
ovpPacirevoatout of respect for their philosophy; they refused. Dionysus promised to release the
pair only if they would tell him why their fellow Pythagoreans would not tread on the beans. Myllias
responded that he would rather tread on beans than tell the tyrant the reason. Consequently, the
pregnant Timychia was tortured to reveal the reason. She, however, bit off her tongue and spit it
out in front of Dionysus, showing that her fear to reveal the Pythagorean secrets was greater than
her fear of a tyrant.'” Biting off one’s own tongue shows of how strict the Pythagorean secrecy
was thought to be.

The quinquennial silence of the Pythagoreans was meant as a test for the candidates to
examine whether they could be reticent about the Pythagorean doctrines to which they would be
initiated: ‘T erschweigen presupposes the ability of Schweigen’ as Jan Bremmer put it."” In his article,
Bremmer speculates about the question why the Pythagoreans would have had such secrecy about
their doctrines. A reason could be the connection with the mystery cults of that time, a connection
that we already saw in the quotes of Plutarch (510E) and Iamblichus above (XVIL.72.5-8)."”* Since
it was said by ancient sources that there was a connection between Pythagoras and Demeter,
Burkert and Montiglio argue that the Pythagorean silence is indebted to the Eleusinian Mysteries."”

Montiglio points out that the Pythagorean doctrines were called punjoec Ypoxng (‘initiations of the

100 See n.85 supra.

101 Tamblichus (189) mentions Hippobotus and Neanthes as sources (both ca. third century BC), but Porphyry’s VP.61
mentions Aristoxenus (fourth century BC).

102 This story also cited by Banner (2018:79).

103 Bremmer (1995:69).

104 Bremmer (1995:68-70) suggests three possible reasons: a connection with the mysteries, secrecy as liaison between
the members, or secrecy to deal with other competing philosophical circles.

105 Burkert (1972:178) and Montiglio (2000:27-28), on the connection between Pythagoreanism and mystery cults, the
Eleusinian in particular. Ancient sources suggest that Pythagoras’ house was called “Temple of Demeter’ (DL. itae
VIIL.15 and Porph.T"P 4 (= f1.78 of Timacus)). Pythagoras was also associated with the god Apollo, for his name (and
that of his mother’s) may refer to the Pythia, and Pythagoras would have called himself ‘Hyperborean Apollo’. On this,
see Riedweg (2005:72ff), Rowett (2014:112-117). There is also a connection with Orphic mysteries, see Betegh (2014).
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soul’, Jamb.[”"P.XVIL.74). According to her, the word punoeic, ‘mysteries’, is likely related to or

derived from the verb uvw ‘closing one’s eyes or mouth’, since ‘the initiates close and lock their
mouth (uvewv kai kAelewv 0 oTOpA TOLG pepvnuévoug) nor do they repeat those things to anyone
who is not initiated’ (scholion to Aristophanes, Frogs 456a).'"

Already in the Hymn to Demeter (c.650-550 BC), the aetiological myth in which the Eleusinian
Mysteries are introduced, the importance of silence is emphasized."” The Hymn is filled with silence
when Demeter comes into the house of Eleusis’ king Celeus and sits there still and silently
(aacéovoa, [...] a@Boyyog [...] ovdé Tv’ ot émel mpoomtvooeto vv.192-199). To this epiphany
Celeus’ daughter responds with venerable silence (trv 8’ adwg te 0éPag te & XAwEov déog eldev
v.190) and the epiphany leaves her awestruck for a long time afterward (&@Boyyog yéveto xoovov,
vv.281-282)."" At the end of the Hymn, Demeter ‘tevealed the conduct of her rites and taught her
Mysteries’” (donopoovvnyv 0’ tepv kat émépoadev doywa, v.4706), and these doywn ‘are not to be
transgressed, nor pried into, nor divulged; for a great awe of the gods stops the voice’ (oepva, ta
T oUnwg €otL magelipev oVte mMuOEoOalL / ovT’ dxéewv: péya yao t Oev oéfag loxavel avdnyv,
vv.478-479)."” The mysteries thus had to be kept secret: an exoteric should not hear about these
(muBécBat), and an esoteric should not speak about these (&yxéewv).'"

In the Hymn to Demeter, we encounter two different types of (human) silence. There is
reverent quietude or even muteness (&pBoyyoc) during and after the encounter with the goddess.
This is an (externally) unintentional type of silence imposed by the divine: one cannot speak due to
the epiphany.'! The other type of silence, the secrecy about the rites and mysteries, is in the Hyzmn
partly unintentional (it is explicitly imposed by Demeter), but also partly (internally) intentional:
one knows that the rituals should be kept secret, and chooses not to talk about them. It is the latter
that underlies the Pythagorean silences. The quinquennial test and the secrecy about the

Pythagorean doctrines are intentional silences as well; it is a deliberate choice to cwmnav or

éxepvOely, ‘to remain silent’.

106 Scholion by Tzetzes, quoted in Montiglio (2000:25). Ibidem the etymology of purjoec. Cf. Mortley (1986a:113).
107 On this Hymn and the Eleusinian Mysteries, see Foley (2013), or Mylonas (2015:224-286). For silence in the
Eleusinian Mysteries, Casel (1919:3-27), Montliglio (2000:23-38).

108 Scarpi (1987:23-33) analyzes silence in the Hymmn to Demeter.

109 Text and translation from Foley (2013).

10 Point made by Casel (1919:4): ‘Ergo neque zvbéolar (andire) neque dyéew (loqui) licet de mysteriis.” 1f one did speak about
the mysteries, one was punished, as we learn from Plutarch’s Life of Aleibiades XXI1.4.

11 Scarpi (1987:24) distinguishes silence by choice or by imposition; the muteness here is an example of imposition.
See also Casel (1919:23): ‘In hymno Homerico o oéfac disertis verbis rationem silentii exhiberi supra exposuimus.’. cf. Montiglio

(2000:33-38).
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III Silent Neopythagoreans

Whether he was a true philosopher, a mathematician, or rather a religious sage, Pythagoras has had
a significant influence on later philosophy in antiquity. Especially the Academic school of
philosophy admired Pythagoras as the ‘father’ of philosophy.'” That Pythagoreanism influenced
the works of Plato is indisputable but the degree of influence Pythagoreanism had is much debated
in recent scholarship.'” Nonetheless, the pupils and successors of Plato paint a clear Pythagorean
picture of Plato. Aristotle, for example, says in his Metaphysica, that Plato’s philosophy was the
successor of Pythagorean (numerological) philosophy “in most respects” (moAAa tovTOIG
dcoAovBovoa, 587a).'* Also Plato’s direct successors as the head of the Academy, Speusippus and
Xenocrates in particular, saw Pythagoras as the predecessor of Platonic philosophy.'” They start
to ‘Pythagoreanize’ Platonic metaphysics, and especially his “unwritten doctrine”: Speusippus, for
instance, ascribed the principle of the One and the Indefinite Dyad to Pythagorean philosophers,
although it was, in fact, Platonic."® From the eatliest reception of Plato’s philosophy, there was a
tendency of Pythagoreanizing Plato and of Platonizing Pythagoreanism.

After a decline in the interest for Pythagoreanism for some centuries, Pythagoreanism
flourished again from the first century BC, and reached its peak in late antiquity.'"” Those
philosophers who see the divinely inspired Pythagoras (e.g. Iamb. [”P.1) and his philosophy as a
central element in the development of Greek philosophy, are called ‘Neopythagoreans’ in modern
scholarship.'® The Neopythagoreans were not interested in a historically accurate presentation of
Pythagoras and Pythagoreanism. Rather, they create an eclectic construct of Pythagoras to make
him the source of their own (often Platonic and sometimes Aristotelian) philosophical views. This
tendency of Pythagoreanizing occurred in particular amongst Middle Platonists and Neoplatonists,

continuing the eatlier fusion of Pythagoreanism and Platonism.'"”

112 Kahn (2001:12-15) argues that Pythagoras’ reception changed from satirical into admiration among Platonists.

113 Plato mentions Pythagoras and his followers once (Rep.600b). Several intetlocuters in Plato’s dialogues were
Pythagorean philosophers (e.g. Echecrates, Simmias, and Cebes in Phaedo, and Timaeus in the eponymous dialogue)
and there are several Pythagorean traces (such as reincarnation in Phaedo, Gorgias and Republic; cosmology and
metaphysics in Timaens and Philebus). The Pyrrhonian philosopher Timon even suggests that Plato plagiatized Timaens
from a Pythagorean source (Timon fr.828 SH; see Riedweg (2005:116-118)). Recent scholars as Huffman (2013) and
Palmer (2014) argue that there are the Pythagorean influences in Plato, but urged that they are not pervasive. Others,
however, argue that Plato was deeply indebted to Pythagoras, e.g. Guthrie (1962), and more recently Horky (2013).
114 Riedweg (2005:117-118).

115 Dillon (2014) on the Pythagoreanizing tendency of Plato’s successors.

16 Testimonium in Proclus” Commentary on the Parmenides Book 7 38.32-40.7 Klibansky/Labowsky), quoted in Dillon
(2014:251). Xenocrates kept one hour of silent meditation daily (DL. Lzfes IV.11).

7 Nigidius Figulus, a contemporary of Cicero, allegedly reintroduced Pythagoreanism, e.g. Joost-Gaugier (2018:101).
118 Overviews of Neopythagoreanism are found in O’Meara (1989), Riedweg (2005:113-133), Joost-Gaugier (2018:79-
134), and Huffman’s(2019) entry ‘Pythagoras’, especially paragraph 4. See Cornelli (2013) on the difficulties with the
term ‘Pythagoreanism’ in the scholatly tradition, but also in antiquity itself.

119 Huffmann (2019) remarks that: ““Neopythagorean” is a modern label, which overlaps with two other modern labels,
“Middle Platonist” and “Neoplatonist,” so that a given figure will be called a Neoplatonist or Middle Platonist by some
scholars and a Neopythagorean by others.” Cf. Dillon (19962a:341-383) and Thesleff (1961).
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Carl Huffman distinguishes three different strands of Neopyhtagoreanism.” The first
focuses on the metaphysical aspects of the “Pythagorean” philosophy, such as the abovementioned
(actually Platonic) principles of the One and the Dyad, that formed the basis of the Plotinian
metaphysical system. The second strand continues the Pythagorean arithmetic and harmonic
theories. And lastly, the third strand focuses more on the Pythagorean life and practices, and
considers Pythagoras as an example of living the ‘ideal moral life’. Some texts in this last category
emphasize the Pythagorean silence of these Neopythagorean sages. In the remainder of this
paragraph, I examine two main examples of Neopythagorean silent philosophers: Philostratus’

biography of Apollonius of Tyana and the anonymous biography of Secundus the Silent."”'

Apollonius of Tyana '*

In the first century AD a wonderworker would have lived whose deeds are, according to some,
similar to or even surpass those of Jesus of Nazareth: Apollonius of Tyana (died in 96 AD).'” In
the enormous biography Life of Apollonius of Tyana by Flavius Philostratus (c. 170-245 AD),"* we
are told how Apollonius would have predicted a plague epidemic in Ephesus and rescued the city
from it (IV.5-10), expelled a demon from a person (IV.20), brought a young dead woman back to
life (IV.45), cured several people from illnesses or divine wraths (VI.38-43), miraculously escaped
from prison (VIILS8), remotely “witnessed” the murder on emperor Domitian (VIIL.25-27; cf.
Pythagoras’ gift of bilocation, Porph. 1”P.27, 29), ascended to heaven after his own death (VIIL.30),
and how his soul visited people’s dreams afterwards (VIIL.31)."” Even after this brief synopsis of
Philostratus’ comprehensive work, it becomes clear that some aspects of the Life of Apollonius are
fictional."”® From the outset, Philostratus programmatically explains his purpose. He composed the
work at empress Julia Domna’s (c.170-217 AD) request, who was fond of rhetorical discourses

(tobg onrogikols mavtag Adyouvs émver kai fomaleto, 1.3.2)."* Its purpose was to honor

120 See chapters 4.3, 4.4, and 4.5 in Huffman (2019).

121 Banner (2018:80-83) briefly discusses these two as well.

122 There is little known about the historical Apollonius, see Flinterman (1995:62, 67-88). He is mentioned by Flavius
Philostratus in his Lives of Sophists and by Lucian in Alexander or the false prophet. Apollonius is believed to have written
Letters (see Penella 1979) and a Life of Pythagoras, from which Porphyry (I7P.2) and Iamblichus (I"P.254-264) quote.

125 According to Porphyry, Apollonius surpasses Christ (Against the Christians esp. fr.60 & 64); cf. Sossianus Hierocles
FGrHist IV A 1064 T 4. Eusebius of Caesarea responds to this and disagtees, Preparation for the Gospel IV 12—13.

124 There are several Philostrati (Flinterman 1995:5-14), and this work is by Flavius Philostratus (Flinterman 1995:15-
28). There is also a discussion about the correct Greek title of the work, see Boter (2015).

125 Flinterman (1995:54-59) gives an overview of the work.

126 There is debate about the fictionality of the work. According to Philostratus, he bases his work on the memoir
‘tablets’ that are written by Apollonius’ fellow traveler and friend Damis (I.3), but scholars think that Damis is fictional,
e.g. Bowie 1978:1653-1671. Others disagree, e.g. Flinterman 1995:79-88. This debate also revolves around the question
of what genre Philostratus’ text is: is it a ‘truthful” biography, or rather an entertaining novel. Francis (1998) summarizes
this discussion, and argues that ancient readers did not distinguished truth and fiction in our way.

127 Greek from Boter (2022).
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Apollonius and ‘to profit to those with an inclination to learning’ (1.3.2)."® The Life of Apollonins is
therefore quintessentially a rhetorical hagiography playing with historiography, philosophy and
other genres, as is characteristic of the Second Sophistic, a term Philostratus coined (Lzves of Sophists
1.18)."”

Moreover, Philostratus emphasizes that he wants to clear Apollonius’ name. Whereas
Philostratus knows him because of his ‘truthful wisdom, which he practiced philosophically and
sincerely’ (amo aAnOwig cogiag, fiv @ulocdpws te kat Oywws émroknoev, 1.2.1), other people
consider Apollonius to be a ‘a sorcerer and misrepresent him as a philosophic impostor’ (udayov
Nyovvtat avTov kai daBaArovoy wg Puriws copdy, 1.2.1). To clear him of the charge of magic,
Philostratus apologetically presents Apollonius as a philosophical saint and hero (‘a daimonic and
divine man’, daupdvidg te kai Oetog 1.2.3), who lived in accordance with the Pythagorean
philosophy." The Life of Apollonins even starts with a paragraph on Pythagoras and his disciples, and
Apollonius is introduced in the second chapter as AmoAAdviov [...] Bedtegov 1) 6 TTvBarydoag T
oopia mpooeABovta, (‘Apollonius approached wisdom in a more inspired way than Pythagoras’,
1.2.1). Like Pythagoras, Apollonius abstained from meat, wine, and sex (I.13), grew his hair, wore no
shoes (1.8), travelled to Babylon (I.25£t.), India (II-11I), Egypt (VI) and the rest of the Roman empire
(IV-V), and — most crucially — he practiced silence.” For these reasons, Apollonius is seen among
the first and most famous Neopythagorean philosophers.'” Although an infinite amount can be (and
is) said about Philostratus’ Lsfe of Apollonius, 1 focus on how the Pythagorean silence is conceptualized
in this work."”’

Philostratus repeatedly conceptualizes the Pythagorean silence as a substitute to speech.”™ At
the very beginning, Philostratus explains the purpose of the Pythagorean initiatory silence (.4 1.1.2-
3; tr. Jones, adapted by me):

kai 6 T amogrivauto 6 TTuBaydpag, vopov  The things Pythagoras has revealed, his disciples
t00t0 ol OpAnTal 1yovvto kai étipwv considered law, and they honored him as an envoy
avtov ¢ ¢k Aog frovta. kai N owmr) 8¢ from Zeus. Hence silence on the divine was
vméQ tov Belov ooty émmjokntor moAAx  practiced by them, for they heard many divine and

128 Translations by Jones (2005).

129 Kahn (2001:142).

130 Flinterman (1995:60-61) for the apologetic aspect. For Apollonius of Tyana and Pythagoreanism, Kahn (2001:142-
140), Riedweg (2005:125), Praet (2009), Flinterman (2014:353-357). Philostratus’ depiction of Apollonius as a
philosopher has not been considered very convincing. Jones (2005:9) remarks that ‘[p]hilosophically, these
conversations [between Apollonius and others] are conducted on a very amateurish level.”

131 Note about Pythagoras’ travels. When Apollonius stayed in India, he learned that the Pythagorean doctrine of
metempsychosis stemmed from the philosophy of the Brahman sages (I11.19).

132 Kahn (2001:141).

133 Which says little to nothing about the historical Apollonius. Flinterman (2014:354) remarks that Apollonius’
‘Pythagoreanism may have been a legitimization of his reputation as a miracle-worker more than anything else’.

134 Banner (2016:81-82) also writes about silence in Philostratus’ Life of Apollonins. 1 agree with his interpretation of ‘the
theme of silence as discourse’ in this work.
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yao Oeld te kai amogonta fjkovov, @v secret things which would have been difficult to
KQATEWV XaAemov v ur) mowtov pabovory,  keep when they did not learn first that even to keep
6t kad O ownav Adyos. silence is a form of discourse.

A connection is established between the divine content of the doctrines Pythagoras brought to light
(amogrvaurto), their ineffability (Beic te kai améoonta), and the practiced silence by the Pythagorean
pupils. Philostratus mentions here wkoateiv as the goal of the Pythagorean silence, making it
ambiguous whether this is about self-control (the éykoateir mentioned eatrlier), about power over
outsiders (the othering mentioned eatrlier), or just about grasping the andoonta.

Philostratus exploits the theme of Pythagorean silence when it comes Apollonius’ life. In
book VI, after Apollonius is asked by the Egyptian gymnosophists whether he would prefer their
philosophy or that of the Indian sages, he explains that he chose to follow Pythagoras, the ‘first
man who found the doctrine of silence’ (mowrog avOowmnwv [...] owwnmg ebpwv ddyua, VI.11.3), and
his ‘unspeakable wisdom’ (cogiag agentov). He tells the Egyptians a parable of how Philosophia
once displayed all her doctrines; all the separate doctrines tried to win him over, but Apollonius’
attention was drawn to ‘the ineffable kind of wisdom’ (cogiag eldoc doontov, VI.11.5) that stood
apart and in silence (¢owona). She promised him a life full of toils (ueot) mévwv), a life without
meat, wine, wool, and love, and with the deopa yAdrmg bit/bond of the tongue’, for which he will
be rewarded in return with owggoovvn ‘prudence’, ducaroovvn ustice’ and mooyryvwokew ‘the
power of foreknowledge’ (VI.11.6).

We learn at the beginning of the hagiography that Apollonius had chosen the Pythagorean
way of life and also practiced Pythagorean silence. When Apollonius was asked why he has not
written any books despite his intellectual and rhetorical skills, he answers 6t ovmw éownnoa
‘because I have not yet fallen silent’ (I.14.1). After that question, Apollonius starts with a
quinquennial silence and while silencing ‘his voice, his eyes and mind read many things and stored
many things away in his memory’ (I.14.1)."” The voice is contrasted with the eyes and the intellect
(uév[...]19"), and Apollonius becomes a Pythagorean pupil through his silence (but reading instead
of listening). Philostratus emphasizes that Apollonius’ silence was o0 &xaoic, meaning that he was
not socially non-reciprocal.”™ Although he did not speak, he could answer people by signaling with
his eyes, hands, head (ol o@OaApoi t émeonuavov kai 1 xelo kai To g ke@aAng vevua, 1.14.2; cf.

1.15.1-2), or even by writing things down (I.15.3). Apollonius admits that his quinquennial silence

135 There is a connection between silence and seeing / the intellect in VI.11.2, when it is described that Apollonius
stayed silent and fixed his inner gaze on what was said (Emoxwv 00v 0Atyov, kai tovg 0pBaApois épeloag g té elpnuéva).
With this description of a ‘inner gaze’ Philostratus creates a Platonic image.

136 Van Berkel (2020: esp.70) shows that the concept of charis tepresents an ongoing process of successful social
interactions, and is important to the concept of philia. This is in line with Philostratus’ depiction of the silent Apollonius
as Uétaiov te kai to evpeveg (1.14.2).
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was a hard task (¢rumovdtatov). We are given two examples when it was difficult for Apollonius
to keep silent; in both cases, the silent Apollonius came to a city that was in turmoil, and he becomes
there an overly Pythagoras-like saint, making the inhabitants silent by his nodding or gestures ‘as if
at the Mysteries’ (©omep év pvotmpiog éownwy, 1.15.2) or ‘out of reverence for him’ (ot [...]
¢owommoav VT EkmAnEews e mEog avtdv, 1.15.3), after which he solves the difficulties for the
inhabitants."”’

Apollonius’ silence — almost always indicated by the variants of the word owonr — is always
contrasted to speech. Apollonius ‘could not speak when he had much to say’ (moAAx pév yop eimetv
éxovta pn eimetv, 1.14.2), but he found a way out: Apollonius gestures, nods, and writes. His silence
thus is immanent, exceptionally communicative and sometimes even verbal. Moreover, his silence
enables Apollonius to read, learn, and memorize more. His silence is thus a sign of wisdom."
Others ‘listen’ to his silence and are helped by his ‘unspeakable wisdom’ that he took over from
Pythagoras. When Apollonius’ friend Damis offers him to be his translator when they travel around
the world, Apollonius answers that understands all languages, but learned none. This surprised his
friend, but Apollonius explained: ‘do not be surprised that I know all the human tongues; for 1
surely also know all the things humans keep silent about’ (ur) Bavudaong, [...] el mdoag oda wvag

avBodmwv: olda Y& d1) kat boa ouwnwowv &vBowmoy, 1.19.2). Silence is a substitute for speech.

Secundus the Silent

Yekovvdog  €yéveto  @UAGoo@os.  oltog  Secundus was a philosopher. He philosophized
¢ oodpnoe tov &navta xodvov owrav  all his days while practicing silence, having
aoknoag, [MTubayogkov éEeAngac Blov. chosen the Pythagorean way of life.

These are the opening sentences of the Life of Secundus, an anonymous and relatively short biography
written at the end of the second century AD."” We know nothing about the author and as little
about the portrayed ‘Secundus the silent philosopher’, although his biography became immensely

popular throughout the (early) medieval period and was translated in dozens of other languages.140

137 There is, to my opinion, some irony here by overstating the power of silence.

138 Banner (2018:82).

139 Text (and translation) from Perry (1964:69, 1.1-2); I will refer to this edition with page numbers and line numbers.
The translation is adapted by me (in all citations, for Perry’s translation is somewhat loose). There is some critique on
Perry’s edition, for he chose only one manuscript from the 11% century as the basis for his text, while fourteen other
Greek manuscripts were known by that time and also some papyrus fragment from the third century that he did not
take into account, see Pearson (1997) and Overwien (2016:341-343). Conversely, Perry’s edition interestingly also gives
an Armenian, Syrian, Latin, and (partly) Arabic version of this text, for it was widely distributed through the ancient
world and was translated into many different languages, see Heide (2014). On its date, Overwien (2016:340).

140 Possibly the philosopher Secundus is the same Secundus as the Athenian rhetorician (Phil. Laves of Sophists 1.24), for
both lived during Hadrian’s time, see Bowerstock (1969:118-120). Perry (1964:3) thinks this is unlikely, since nothing
familiar to the rhetor Secundus is cited in the L#f¢, and vice versa, but does not doubt that Secundus was a real historical
person. I, however, see no reason why Secundus cannot be a completely fictitious.
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To our interest is Secundus’ depiction as a silent Pythagorean philosopher. Secundus’ vow
of silence, however, is strange when compared to our earlier discussion on silent Pythagorean
philosophers: whereas these philosophers took a five-year vow of silence as a Pythagorean training,
Secundus has remained silent for almost his whole life. The biography sheds light on Secundus’
reasons for lifelong taciturnity (to " aitiov ¢ owmnng, Perry 68.2-3): Secundus, who was sent away
as a young child for education and who became a long-haired and bearded Cynic, heard the
‘popular’ statement étL maoa yovr) Togvn ‘that every woman is a whore” (Perry 68.5)."*' He tested
this by offering money to the maid of his mother, asking her to sleep with her mistress. Secundus’
mother agreed, looking forward to cagkucwe avte ovuprynvar ‘have carnal intercourse with him’
(Perry 70.4). Secundus, lying in his mother’s bed and not recognized by her because of his Cynic
appearance, went to sleep without having intercourse with his mother, but told her about his
‘philosophical’ inquiry the morning after. His mother was so ashamed, that she committed suicide.
Secundus, like Oedipus who did sleep with his mother, took one of his senses: he blamed his own
tongue for his mother’s death (dux g avtov YAdTING 6 O&vatog tig punTEog eyéveto, Perry 70.13)
and decided to stop talking for the rest of his life (amoépaov kad” éaxvtod €dwkev TOD pn AaAnoat
100 Aotmod- kai péxot Oavatov v owwmv fjoknoev, Perry 70.13-15).'%

Secundus’ silence caught emperor Hadrian’s attention, who wanted to test Secundus’
devotion to silence. He forced him to talk: ‘speak, philosopher, so that we come to know you; for
it is not possible to observe the wisdom in you when you say nothing’ (AdAnoov, @irdéoope, iva
UAOWUEV Te: 0V YAQ E0TL DLVATOV CLWTIWVTOG THV €VOLOAV oot cogiav eémtyvaval, Perry 72.2-4).
Secundus remained silent after the emperor’s insistence. Hadrian even sentenced him to death but
asked the executioner in private only to kill Secundus when he would break his silence. The
executioner tried to convince Secundus to speak, falsely promising him to live when he would talk
(ti ownwv anobvrjokels; AdAnoov kat (o), Perry 72.22). Even with the sword in his neck,
Secundus refused. Secundus’ self-control surprised Hadrian (Bavpdoag v to0 @ulocdpov
¢ykoatewnv, Perry 74.12) and Hadrian asks him: ‘in observing silence you have imposed upon
yourself a kind of law, and that law of yours I was unable to break down. Now, therefore, take this
tablet, write on it, and converse with me by means of your hands’ (Perry 74.13-15). In the rest of
the biography, which comprises two-thirds of the work, Secundus silently answers twenty

philosophical questions by Hadrian all starting with t{ éoti(v) ‘what is...?»".'"

41 The biography of Secundus is misogynistic. On the tenth question, ‘what is woman?’, at the end of the work follows
a jaw-dropping enumeration of the evil of women. Overwien (2016:350) suggests that misogyny was one of the main
reasons that this text became so popular, for similar misogynist statements in the Byzantine grnomologia were widespread.
1492 Overwien (2016:344).

143 Banner (2018:81) argues that, except for the silence, there is nothing Pythagorean about the Life of Secundus.
However, Perry (1964:9-10) suggests that these ti ¢oti-questions are in the Pythagorean style, for Iamblichus explains
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Except for the duration, Secundus’ silence is comparable Apollonius’. Secundus’ silence is
contrasted to speech throughout the biography: his hypothesis caused him to keep silent, his silence
is tested by tempting him to speak, and at the end, he silently communicates with Hadrian. Again,
silence is thus immanent, communicative, and verbal, making it a sigh of Secundus’ wisdom. The
anonymous author of the biography clearly connects Secundus’ choice for taciturnity with the
Pythagorean way of life, even though we do learn about other aspects of Secundus’ life that fit this
description. It may be that the silent philosopher and (Neo)Pythagoreans became synonymous at

that time.'*

IV Conclusion: Silent Speaking

In this chapter, I have traced the theme of silence as a philosophical virtue in the (Neo)Pythagorean
(and therefore also often Platonic) tradition. The Pythagorean way of life with its quinquennial test
in silence and the secrecy about the doctrines — taken over from the mystery cults — connected the
ability to remain silent with philosophy. This ability is a form of self-control, éykodrtewx, and
especially of ‘the mastery of the tongue’ (Iamb. VP.72). Therefore, the tongue re-appears with all
the silent martyrs we have seen: Leaena was honored by a tongueless statue of a lioness, Timychia
had bitten off her own tongue, and Secundus blamed his tongue for his grief over his mother. In
the story of Apollonius, the female who represents the Pythagorean doctrine promised him a deouc
yAwttne. The word deopog refers to, on the one hand, the ‘muzzle of the tongue’ the Pythagoreans
had by their prohibition to talk openly about their doctrines, but, on the other hand, metaphorically
refers to the ‘bonds of union’ this silence created: the Pythagorean silence was a way of creating an
in-group and othering the out-group.

Although the sources on Pythagorean silence cited in this chapter may not say much on the
historical Pythagoreans, they all show an interest in literal silence with philosophers in later times.
The silences (often denoted by owwr)) are contrasted with speech: in Plutarch’s essay, it is
talkativeness that has to be cured by /gos, with the Pythagoreans speech becomes a possible danger,
and Apollonius and Secundus find their silent ways to communicate their knowledge. Whereas
silence may started as a way to conceal esoteric wisdom, it becomes also a sign of wisdom, for the

real philosopher is a good listener and practices silence ‘to hear and be heard’. Therefore, silence is

(VP.18 82-83) that the philosophy of the acousmatici consists of oral instructions in the form of tf ¢oti-questions. This
is convincing I think, although it is also reminiscent of Socrates’ questions in Plato’s early dialogue.

144 Banner (2018:82): ‘the idea that a philosopher might choose absolute silence was familiar enough to the general
reading public, probably through popular traditions about Pythagoreanism, that no explanation was thought necessary.’
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not contrasted with /gos but only with AaAetv, adoAeoyetv or pwvn. Garrulity has to be cured with
logos, and silence is a sign of this /ggos: kai 1O owwnav Adyoc.'

In the several passages discussed in this chapter, we have seen that Pythagorean is an
imminent (related to speech), intentional (a choice), and sometimes communicative and verbal
(written down or gestured) type of silence. We also have seen that silence is associated with the
divine in some texts: ‘the solemn, holy, and mysterious character of silence’ (to oepuvov kai to dylov
KAt 0 puotnewdeg ¢ owwrng, Plut. 510E), ‘divine and unspeakable things’ (Beik te kai andoonta,
Phil. 174 1.1.2-3), ‘reverence for the gods stops the voice’ (Bewv oépag ioxaver avdrv, Hymn to
Demeterv.479). In the next chapter, I follow this connection between the divine first principle, and

silence, particularly within the Neoplatonic tradition.

145 This opposes Mortley’s (1986a) main argument that there is a tendency of growing distrust in the power of logos
and confidence in silence.
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CHAPTERII

Silence and the Ineffable First Principle

THE SILENT WAY OF AND TO THE PLOTINIAN ONE

‘All who fathom Thy mystery sing a song of silence’

TTAVTA oLVOEUA OOV VoéovTa AaAEL OLYWUEVOV DELVOV
The Hymn to God.'*

In Timaens, Plato’s dialogue in which he introduces the demiurge-god as the organizing principle of
the cosmos (28a), Plato states that ‘to discover the maker and father of this everything [i.e. the
cosmos] is a task, and to speak about the one discovered to all people is an impossible task’ (tov pév
0UV TIOU TNV KAl mTAtéoa TODOE TOD MAVTOS EVRELV TE EQYOV Kol eDEOVTIA EIG TAVTAS ADUVATOV AEYELY:,
28c)."" Plato’s description of ¢ig mavtag ddbvartov Aéyewv is ambiguous: it either means that it is
impossible to state anything about the ‘maker and father’, or that it is impossible or undesirable to
communicate it to everyone, while it is possible to explain to some.'* Comparably in Parmmenides, Plato
enigmatically state that the one to which ‘no name, no account, no knowledge, no perception, and
no opinion [belongs]” (0Vd" &oa Gvopa €0ty AT 0VdE AdYOG 0VdE TIG ETLOTAUN 0VdE AloBNOIG OVdE
d6Ea, 1422)," and calls the Good in Republic éméxeva tig ovoiag ‘beyond essence’ (509b). Whereas
Plato did not theorize extensively about the ineffability of these, later Platonists did
comprehensively.”” These puzzling statements by Plato prompted later Platonists to theorize about
the cosmos’ origin, and about ways to talk about the unspeakable first principle. One way is the viz

negativa, the use of negations to denote what the absolute principle is not.

146 Greek of the hymn Q navrtwv énékewva (‘O Thou beyond everything’) is from Migne (1857-1866:508). Translation
is Welzen’s (2005), who ascribes this hymn to Gregorius of Nazianzus; Banner (1986b:98) treats Proclus as the hymn’s
author. Clark (2012) discusses the authorship and concludes — based on Sicherl (1988) — that ps.-Dionysius the
Aeropagite is the most probable author. A ‘hymn of silence’ also occurs in the Nag Hammadi Library, in The Discourse
on the Eighth and the Ninth 58 (Robinson 1988:325).

47 This passage is much discussed in the scholarly literature about apophasis in the Platonic discourse, see e.g. Casel
(1919:72-155), Dillon (1993:101), Banner (2018:146-147). Timaens was even considered to be the ‘Platonist’s Bible’,
see Runia (1986:57), cf. Higg (2006:82-86); Banner (2018:147ff.).

148 Dillon (1993:101); Banner (2018:1406£f.).

149 Neoplatonist reflect much upon Parmenides for understanding the One and the via negativa. See Gerson (2016).

150 The fourth volume of Festugiere’s (1954) monumental work La Révélation d’Hermes Trismégiste traces the unknowable
and unspeakable first principle in (Middle) Platonist thought, and shows that there is continuity in the Platonists’
thought from ineffability to transcendence. Mortley (1986b:16-18) agrees that there is continuity, but denies that Plato’s
works already contained developed thoughts on the via negativa (contra Festugiere 1954:140).
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This chapter traces the unspeakable in later Platonic thought and revolves around the
Plotinian One, its ineffability, and the quiet ascent to it. The first paragraph builds up to the analysis
of Plotinus in the subsequent paragraph, and focuses on the ways to talk about the ineffable in Middle
Platonist thought. The last paragraph discusses the ineffable first principle after Plotinus. For the
period before and after Plotinus, I chose to focus on one author whose work contributed greatly to
the thinking about the ineffable, respectively Alcinous for Middle Platonism and Damascius for
Neoplatonism. As I show, the supreme principle becomes more and more inaccessible in Platonic
thought. It will turn out that the 2z negativa becomes complexified in Plotinus’ and especially

Damascius’ thought, and becomes rather a via silentii.

I Middle Platonism on Speaking about the Ineffable: Alcinous’ Three Ways

Characteristic of the philosophical interest in the period between Plato and Plotinus is ‘an
increasing intellectual commitment to a totally transcendent first principle or god’."' This
intellectual commitment arose among Middle Platonists, Gnostics, and Hermetics from a renewed
interest in the thinkers of the past — Plato and Pythagoras — and in metaphysical questions about
the origin of reality." In this section, I take a leap through this period and focus on the ineffability
of the first principle and the associated epistemological techniques on how to speak about the
ineffable, such as represented in Alcinous’ Didaskalifos, the most comprehensive work of Middle
Platonism handed over to us that functioned as an instructor’s guide for Platonist teachers from
the second or third century AD.

In the tenth chapter of Didaskalifos, Alcinous discusses Plato’s physics and the first
principle.”” He introduces this as ‘which Plato declares to be more or less beyond description’ (fjv
HUKQOD detv Kal doontov fyeitat 6 TTAdtwv, X.1), referring to Plato’s statement in Timaens (28¢).">
In the next sections, Alcinous elaborates on this unspeakableness by, ironically, attributing it several

features (X.3-4; tr. Dillon):"

Kat unv o6 mowtog Beog aidiog éotv, The primary god, then, is eternal, ineffable, ‘self-
&EONTOG, AVTOTEATC TovTéoTLy AmEooderis, perfect’ (that is, deficient in no respect), ‘ever-
aerteAng tovtéotv ael TéAelog, mavteAr)s  perfect’ (that is, always perfect), and ‘all-perfect’
TOUTEOTL TAVTI) TEAELOC: (that is, perfect in all respects);

151 Banner (2018:147).

152 Higg (2006:73-74) distinguishes these two factors and discusses the development of apophatic discourse. For the
interest in the first principle among Middle Platonists, see Dillon (1996a). For Platonists and the other groups, see
especially the work of Festugiere (1954).

153 For the author and date of Didaskalios, Dillon (1993:ix-xv).

134 The Greek is from Louis (1945) and the translation is Dillon’s (1993).

155 Passage is also discussed by Wolfson (1952), Festugicre (1954:95-102), Mortley (1986:16-17), Carabine (1995:71-
83), Banner (2018:154-155), and in the commentary of Dillon (1993).
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[...] [.]

Agonrtog ¥ €oti kat vo povw Anmtog, wg  God is ineffable and graspable only by the intellect,
elontay, émet oUte yévog €otiv oUte eldog as we have said, since he is neither genus, nor
oUte daPod, &AA ovde cuuBéPnié TL  species, nor differentia, nor does he possess any
avt@, ovTe KAKOV (0U yao Bépic tovto attributes, neither bad (for it is improper to utter
elmety), ovte ayaBov (kata petoxnyv yao such a thought), nor good (for he would be thus
twvog  #otat  obtog  kal  pdAota by participation in something, to wit, goodness),"
ayaBomrog), [...] oUte kivet ovte kwvettat.  [...]. Also, he neither moves anything, nor is he
himself moved.

Alciniotis emphasizes that the primary principle is ineffable (&oontoc) but this does not keep him
from contributing several predicates to it: it is ‘eternal’ (cf. Ti. 29a) and ‘self-perfect’, ‘ever-perfect’
and ‘all-perfect’” (and later he describes it also as ‘divinity, essentiality, truth, commensurability,
good’, X.3)."" As John Dillon noted, for Alcinous the divine principle is not simply unspeakable
but pucoov detv kat doenrov, making it possible for him to say something about it. In the passage
cited above, Alcinous describes the divine, next to the positive statments, by negations, first of
logical statements, and then of other attributes. With the last opposition ovte kivet oUte Kiveltal,
Alcinous refers to and contradicts Aristotle’s Unmoved Mover (Metaphysica 1072a), making his first
principle an Unmoved Non-mover."®

Subsequently, Alcinous unfolds three (epistemological) ways to approach the ineffable
(X.5-6): by abstraction (xata deaigeow),”™ by analogy (katd avatoyiav), or by contemplative
ascent (Bewov ... aviovor Puxn), which became later known as respectively the via negativa, via
analogiae, and via eminentiae."” The via negativa is illustrated in the section above (X.4) by the negation
of several opposites. For the via analogiae, Alcinous compares the first principle to the sun (cf.
PLRep.508b.1t.), and for the wia eminentiae he refers to the kalological ladder of Diotima
(PLSymp.210a.tt.). These three ways are the exceptions of how one can talk about the unspeakable
— which is ‘graspable only by intellect’ (v@ péve Anmrog).*!

Alcinous’ account is one of the most comprehensive representations of the via negativa
(called aphairesis by Alcinous) in Middle Platonist thought — many Early and Middle Platonist’s

writings are (partly) lost — but his emphasis on the first principle’s unspeakableness was “un /lieu

156 For Alcinous, the first principle is the demiurge and the Good, as stated in X.3. See Dillon (1993:100).

157 According to Dillon (1993:104) these epithets are also epithets used by the Neopythagoreans Nicomachus and
Philolaus to refer to the monad and dyad.

158 Also briefly noted by Dillon (1993:108), who also argues that the opposition refers to the end of Plato’s Parmenides.
159 Banner (2018:155): “T'o the Aristotelean term ‘apophasis’ the Platonists, from Alcinous on, generally prefer the term
‘aphairesis’, but with the same meaning of ‘removal’ of concepts rather than predication of concepts.” Cf. Wolfson
(1952:120) and Mortley (1986b:100).

160 Dillon (1993:109-110).

161 In chapter 4, Alcinous makes a distinction between noxs as the divine agent of judgment, sense-perception as the
instrument of judgment, and /ogos as the means of judgment. Nozus is opposed to /ogos, for it is part of discursive thinking.
In 4.2 Alcinous suggests that #oxs is only possible for the divine, and /ogos for men.
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common’ among Middle Platonists.'” The Platonist rhetorician Maximus of Tyre (late second century
AD), in his eleventh oration on Plato’s first principle, connects to the idea of ineffability also the idea
that the divine cannot be heard: Betov avto adpatov 0QOAANOLS, GEENTOV PWVT), AVAPES TAQKI,
arnevbég akon ‘the divine itself cannot be seen by the eye or spoken of by the tongue or touched
by the flesh or heard by the ear’ (XL.9; tr. Trapp 1996). Nonetheless, he believes that the soul’s
highest, noetic part can comprehend the divine since it 6patov d OpOWOTNTA KAl AKOLOTOV diX
ovyyévelav ‘can see it in virtue of their similarity, and hear it in virtue of their kinship’ (gp. cz.).
Many scholars have studied the ineffability of the first principle and the related via negativa
in the Platonic tradition.'” The interest of this chapter does not lie primarily in the via negativa but
in the role silence plays regarding the ineffable first principle in Neoplatonist thought. We will see
that Plotinus and Damascius transform Alcinous’ way of aphairesis into a form of silence. The
passage of Maximus constitutes a bridge to the next section: the divine cannot be spoken of but it

also cannot be heard. In Plotinus, it becomes a silent realm of solitude.

II Quiet “Realm” of the Ineffable One in Plotinus’ Enneads

With Plotinus (c.204-270 AD), the Platonic tradition took an influential turn. Plotinus studied in
Alexandria under the mysterious Platonist philosopher Ammonius Saccas who prohibited his
pupils to tell or write anything about their philosophical doctrines (an oath all of his three students
broke eventually; Porph. 1. Plz. 3.22ft.), and became a teacher of Platonic philosophy in Rome at
the end of his life.'"* According to Porphyry, his most prominent pupil, Plotinus did not write his
teachings down till the end of his career when his students encouraged him to do so (/. Pltz. 4.5;
5.6; 18.20). Even when he had written things down, Plotinus was reluctant to distribute his books
and he was believed to have tested his readers extensively before giving them copies (1. Plot. 4.15-
18)."” Ammonius’ and Plotinus’ alleged ‘esotericism’ about their teachings is reminiscent to the
mystical and Pythagorean esotericism we encountered in CHAPTER I — a link that becomes clearer
when Plotinus describes the ‘initiation’ to the One in mystical terms (see nfra).

Thanks to Porphyry, who ordered Plotinus’ writings and published them posthumously,

Plotinus’ Enneads became known to a broader public than he himself would have envisioned, and

162 Banner (2018:152-153).

163 E.g., Casel (1919:72ff.), Wolfson (1952), Festugiere (1954:92-140), Whittaker (1969), Mortley (1986a:125-158;
1986b), Carabine (1995), Banner (2018:esp.147-175).

164+ Dodds and Dillon call Ammonius Saccas the ‘Socrates of Neoplatonism’ (2012). Because of the vow of secrecy,
Dérie (1955) considered Ammonius to be a Pythagorean, which Dodds (1960) doubts for the lack of evidence. For
this secrecy, O’Brien (1992; 1994), Banner (2018:41-43), Mazur (2020:233-253). Plotinus’ fellow students were
Erennius and Origen.

165 Also reminiscent of Plato’s critique on writing (Phaedr.275¢) as Gerson (2017:20) notes.
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made Plotinus considered the father of Neoplatonism in modern times — a term that would sound
strange in Plotinus’ ears who saw himself as just an exegete of Plato (Ennead V.1.8). This strand of
new Platonism that Plotinus ushered is characterized by a rigid scheme of reality that consisted of
three layers, ‘hypostases’ (e.g., V.1): ‘the One’, the first principle that is beyond being and unlimited
in any way, which generates Intellect, that thinks itself and thereby thinks the intelligible Forms,
and, generated by Intellect, Soul which shapes the physical world of matter. This system of
emanation is the result of Plotinus’ effort to synthesize and reflect upon his intellectual heritage,
such as the philosophical ideas of Platonism (and Pythagoreanism), Aristotelianism, and Stoicism,
but also religious sentiments from Judaism, Gnostics, and Hermetics (that flourished in and around
Alexandria, in the first to third century AD).

The latter group may be of particular interest here since silence was ‘in the air’ in ancient
Alexandpria, the place of Plotinus’ study years. The Valentinian Gnostics, for instance, had as their
first principle the dyad of Father or Bythos (Depth) and Sige ‘Silence’ (Irenaeus Ady. Haer1.1, 11.1),
ot saw Silence as the Father’s primordial state (I alentinian Exposition, NHC X1.22, 23, 26)."*° The
Sethian Gnostics, who are believed to have influenced Plotinus, hypostasize an ‘Unknown Silent
One’ at the top of their metaphysical system, and advertise silent contemplation (e.g., Marsanes,
NHC.X.7-9)." T will not elaborate in this thesis on the relation between Gnosticism and Plotinus,
but with these brief examples I want to point to the central role of silence in these religiomystical
traditions that may have influenced Plotinus’ conception of his One’s tranquility (although Plotinus
does not use the word oty1)), something which was not present among his Platonist predecessors.'*®

In the next four subsections, I delve into Plotinus’ Enneads and examine why Plotinus says
that ‘we must go away in silence’ regarding the One (V1.8.11.1). First the ineffability of the One is
examined, followed by an analysis of the One’s tranquil emanation and our tranquil return to it.
The third section deals with the practice of aphairesis to uncover the One in us, and the last section

shows the mystical language Plotinus employs for this. '’

166 Mortley (1986a:51-58, 121-123). In the Nag Hammadi Codex, silence is mentioned almost two hundred times, often
related to the highest principle.

167 Turner (2001:192-197; 520-522; 702-703) on the Silent One, and for comparison with Neoplatonism (582-588).
Mazur (2020: esp. 236-260) discusses the relation between Plotinus and Gnosticism; he suggests that Ammonius was
a Gnostic and that the silence about Plotinus’ youth has to do with his shame of being influenced by Platonizing
Gnosticism.

168 Tt is hard — and not my goal — to prove a link between the Gnostics on silence and Plotinus on his quiet One.
Nevertheless, Mazur (2020:261ff.) suggests that the Plotinian ritual praxis of ascent resembles the Gnostic praxis of
contemplation. More research on resemblance between Plotinian quietness and Gnostic silence is needed. Intriguingly,
Plotinus does not use the word ouyn (or cognate terms). We only can guess for his reasons: by avoiding this term that
was much used by Gnostics, did Plotinus put himself against that tradition?

169 T am not the first to write on Plotinus and the One’s ineffability. For my analysis, I owe insights to Wolfson (1952),
Mortley (1975), O’Meara (1993:54-59), Sells (1994:14-33), Carabine (1995:103-154), Hoffmann (1997), and especially
Banner (2018:176-240) on how to talk (negatively) about the One in Plotinus. Carabine and Banner also discuss the
practical implications (practical aphairesis) of Plotinus’ mystical language. However, these scholars focus (solely) on
negative discourse, without connecting it to the One’s tranquility, an aspect discussed e.g. by Schroeder (1992) and
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Speaking Paradoxes of the One

In the everlasting philosophical search for the First Cause of all reality, Plotinus arrived at his
dazzling ‘the One’ (also named the Good, Father, King, Beauty)."” The problem with the
demiurge-god (Plato) or self-thinking Nowus (Aristotle) in earlier philosophies is their composite
state: a creator with his creation, a thinker with its thoughts, a unity with its multiplicity (e.g.,
V.3.10.23-27; V.3.49.11).""" Plotinus, therefore, hypothesized that there must be an ultimate origin
priot to this unity-in-multiplicity: the One."” This raises the question how there can be a multiplicity
of things out of perfect unity. Plotinus deals with this in On the Generation and Order of the Things
Which Come after the First. This essay begins as follows (V.2.1.1-9; tr. Gerson et al., adapted CvdV):'”

To &v mavta kat ovdE &v- AoxI) Yoo
oV Tavta, AN éxelvwg
éxel yap olov  évédoae:
HaAAOV d¢ oUTw €otiv, AAA” €otal
ITcog oVV €€ AMAOD €VOG OVOEHLAC €V
TAVTQ  @AWOHEVIC  TIOKIALG,  oU
OLTAONG OVTLVOG OTOVODY;
"H 6t o0dév v €v avt®, Ot tovTo €€
avTOL MAVTA, Kal tva T0 OV 1), dLd ToUTO

TTAVIWV,
TavTa:

avTOG OVK OV, YEVVITNG d¢ avToD: Kal
mEwTn olov Yévvnolwc altn: O6v yaQ
TéAelov @ Pndev Intetv unde &xewv
undé detobat olov VmeQeEEUN Kal TO
UTEQETMATQEG AVTOL TeMOINKeV AAAO:

The One is all things and is not one thing. For it is the
principle of all, but is not all, though all is like it; for all
did, in a way, run to there, or rather is not there yet but
will be.

How, then, do [all things] come from simple One, given
that in it there is none apparent variegation nor any
doubleness that is self-identical?

In fact, it is because there was no-thing in it by which
all things came from it; and, in order that Being should
exist, by which it is itself not Being, but the generator of
it. Indeed, this is, in a way, the first act of generation. Since
it is perfect, due to its neither seeking anything, nor having
anything, nor needing anything, it in a way overflows and
its superabundance has made something else.

Everything originates from the One, that is itself everything (since all things originate from and

‘tun’ back to it) and no-thing (since itself 7 mo#; cf. 6.8.16.1ff)."™

With this paradoxical genesis,
Plotinus innovates the conception of the first principle thus far; from Plato’s momtv kai matéoa
only the father remains in Plotinus’ system (the One is sometimes called Father; e.g., V.1.3.201f.
V.1.6.371t.): the creation is an act of genesis (yYévvnoig), metaphorically visualized above as an
‘overflowing’ (olov vtegeoUN) of everything out of the no-thing, rather than a craftsman’s act (cf.

I11.2.2.12).'” Everything that comes forth stands in relation to the One: it (metaphorically) longs

to return to the One.

Wakoff (2016). My interpretation in this chapter is a synthesis of all their readings and my own insigths, connecting
the One’s status of beyond being with its ineffability, its tranquility, and Plotinus mystical language.

170 On the different names for the One, Carabine (1995:105-111).

71 Armstrong (1940:2), Banner (2018:183).

172 For an introduction to Plotinus’ system and his One, e.g., Armstrong (1940), O’Meara (1993), Aubry (2022).

175 All translations are from Gerson et al. (2017). This passage is adapted to make the translation closer to and as
puzzling as the Greek. I take over the printed layout of Gerson et al. Greek is from Henry & Schwyzer (1951-1973).
174 Also discussed by Sells (1994:27-31).

175 Point made by Schroeder (1992:43-44).
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The description above may come across as dazzling, paradoxical, and incomprehensible.
This experience is how it is meant to be. The One is beyond being, as Plotinus explains, and thus
beyond Intellect and intellection (cf. V1.9.3.36-38)."° To say that the first principle is beyond being
(cf. 1.3.20; 1.7.1; V1.9.9), is in itself a paradoxical statement: how can you say that something
beyond being? Elsewhere, Plotinus thus asks: ‘But what is it that is not existing [i.e. the One]? In
fact, we should go away in silence (H owmnmjoavtag det aneABelv), and we should investigate no
further since we have been forced into an impasse regarding our judgment (kat v andow T yvoun
Oepévoug pndev étt (nteiv)” (V1.8.11.1-3)."7

What is beyond being is in essence beyond knowledge (e.g., 1.7.1; V.3.17; V.4.1) and beyond
language (e.g., V.3.13). The problem with knowing and speaking is that they comprise a duality,
whereas the One is ‘alone, deserted by all, and radically simple’ (II1.6.9). ‘Each act of thinking |[...]
has to be something manifold’ (wg ékdotn vonoug, [...] mowiAov T det eivar, VI.7.39), and ‘one
should not make the Good two even in conception’ (o0 momtéov ovd’ W elg Emivolav dvo,
VI1.8.13.2-3). This duality holds for the highest level of intellection to discursive thinking on the
soul’s level: ‘discursive thinking (tr)v dudvowav) must, if it is to say something, go from one thing to
the other. It is, in this way, successive (o0tw yao kat diéEodog). But what sort of succession is there
for that which is completely simple?” (V.3.17.23-25). Language, like thinking, is discursive by its
succession of words or concepts and is dual in nature (signifier and signified).'” This makes the
first principle ineffable: ‘in truth, no name suits it’ (¢ Ovopa pév katd aABetarv 0LdEV TEOTN KOV,
V1.9.5.32), it is Aoy1On ‘not to be reasoned/spoken about’ (V.3.10.31), and hence is unspeakable

7 Even ‘the name ‘One’

apontov, V.3.13.1) and unwritable (o0d¢ ontov ovde yoamtov, VI.9.6.11).
(¢oon V.3.13.1) and itable ( on Yo VI1.9.6.11)
just denotes the negation of plurality (V.5.6.26)."" Plotinus therefore, speaking and writing about

the One, faces a problem (V.3.14.1-8; tr. Gerson et al.):"™

o oV Mueis Aéyopev mepl avTov; How, then, do we speak about it?
"H Aéyopev pév tu mepl avtov, ov unv - In fact, we do speak in some measure about it, but
avto Aéyopev ovde yvwowv ovde vonowy  we do not speak it, nor do we have knowledge or

€Xopev avTov. intellection of it.
ITwg obv Aéyopev TeQL avTOL, €l u1) How, then, do we speak about it if we do not have
avTo éxouev; knowledge or intellection of it?

176 Except for the above-mentioned statement from Republic, it seems to be Plotinus’ innovation to elaborate on the
implications of this for the knowability and effability of the beyond-being, as O’Meara (1993:54-55), Carabine
(1995:148), Banner (2018:181-182) argue. The principle’s beyond-being was not present in Middle Platonism. Plotinus
enigmatically says that this was already present with ‘the ancients’ (V1.8.19.12ff.)

177 My translation. Passage is also briefly discussed by Banner (2018:226) and Coope (2020:81).

178 Banner (2018:190).

179 The negations used for the One are reminiscent of Plato’s Parmenides. For a compatison, Carabine (1995:116-119).
180 Wolfson (1952:125) on how positive statements in Plotinus are often also negations; cf. Banner (2018:213).

181 Passage discussed by O’Meara (1993:56).
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"H, el pn éxouev T yvaoe, kai  In fact, if we do not have knowledge of it, does it
navteAdws ovk  Exopev; AAA oUtwg follow as well that we do not have it at all? But we have
gxopev, @ote TEQL aUTOL peév Aéyew, it in such a way that we can speak about it, though we
avto d¢ ) Aéyewv. Kai yao Aéyouev, 6  cannot speak it. For we say what it is not; what it is,
un €oty- 0 0€ éotwy, oL Aéyopev: Wote ék - we do not say, so that we are speaking about it on the
v VoTegov mept avtovL Aéyopev. ‘Exetv  basis of things posterior to it. We are not prevented
d¢ 0V KwALOUED, KAV Ut Aéywpev. from having it, even if we do not say it.

Twice Plotinus emphasizes in this passage that we cannot speak the One itself (ov [...] avto
Aéyopev) but that we can speak about/around it (Aéyopev [...] meot avtov): describing the One is
‘like circling around it from the outside’ (uag olov é£w0ev megOéovtac, V1.9.3.52)."** The reason
for Plotinus and others to speak about the unspeakable is ‘by way of directing others towards it,
waking them up from discursive accounts to actual looking (aveyeigovteg ék v Adywv €mi v
0éav)’ (V1.9.4.13-14). This is done so mainly by telling what the One is not (Aéyouev, 6 ur) éotwv),
using the via negativa, as we saw: it is no-thing, not-being, ineffable, ez cezera.

But if we return to the opening of V.2 cited above, we see that Plotinus does more than
solely negate the One. He combines negations with saying what the One is: 10 év mavta kai 00dE
év."” This sentence denotes the ‘simultaneous immanence and transcendence’ of the One: it is
(present in) all while it also transcends all, making the One unlimited (&mewgog or adiotog; cf.
V.5.10.20-21; V1.8.9.43; V1.7.32.16; V1.9.6.10-12)."™ This results in what Michael Sells calls
‘apophatic dialectical logic™ since language delimits (saying ‘it is X’, implies that it is not not-X), the
unlimited may be only imitated in language by violating the logical law of self-contradiction (saying
that both X and not-X)."® Plotinus’ paradoxical statements reflect the simultaneous immanence
(saying that it is) and transcendence (and saying that it is not) of the One in language, but also point
out the deficiency of language by duplicating its already existing duality.'™ The paradoxes show
how we ‘circle around’ the One by going from one opposition to the other.

In the end, however, we can try to speak around the One, but everything we state are mere
metaphors and paradoxes, not grasping its real essence."’ Hence Plotinus states that ‘we are in no
position to find anything to say about it, let alone anything propetly applicable to it” (ovdev av
ebROLpLEV ElTtelv 0VX OTL KAT aVTOD, AAN 0VdE Ttegt avTod kupiws, VI.8.8.4-5). ' Speaking the One

(kat” avTov) is impossible, and speaking around the One (mept avtov) is strictly speaking impossible

182 Ibidem.

183 On positive statements, Armstrong (1940:1-13).

184 Banner (2018:180).

185 Sells (1994:21). Armstrong (1940:28-29) called this ‘negative theology of positive transcendence’.

186 Sells (1994:21ff.) sees this ‘dialectic of immanence and transcendence’ as ‘the means by which language is
transformed from the referential to #beoria’. 1 think Sells takes the power of language too far (this paradoxical language
is not the same as #beoria), since for Plotinus language is in the end inadequate.

187 Banner (2018:178-180).

188 Banner (2018:222-228) discusses this passage and the ways to speaks improperly” cataphatically about the One.
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as well (ovd¢ [...] kvoiwg). Only for guiding others towards the One we can try mept avtov [...]
Aéyew. This is also what Plotinus emphasizes in VI.7.36 when he says that ‘understanding or
touching’ of the One is called by Plato the ‘greatest subject of learning’ (uéywotov [...] paOnua,
36.4-5; cf. Rep.505a) in the sense of ‘learning something about it beforehand” (uaBeiv T medtegov,
36.06). Plotinus contrasts then two ways to do this: rationally learning about versus experiencing the
One (Awaokovot pév [...] mogevovot d¢). The former consist of rational means such as ‘analogies
and negations and knowledge of what derives from it and specific degrees of the ascent [Symp.
211c]” (avaroyiat te kal apaéoels kal yVwoels twv €€ avtov kai avapacpol tveg, 36.7-8), the
discursive methods that were also discussed by Alcinous." The latter is described by a series of
the soul’s moral purification and ascent to Intellect: ‘purifications and virtues and adornments
[Gorg. 504d] and securing footholds in the intelligible world [Rep. 511b] and establishing ourselves
in it and feasting on it” (kaO&goelg [...] kal ageTal kKat KOOUNOTELS Kol TOV VONTOL EMPATELS Kal ETU

avToL BEUVOELS KAl TV €Kel £0TIATELS, 36.9—10).190

Thus speaking or learning about the One is
inferior to one’s experience of unification. Therefore, Plotinus states that to truly approach the
One we have to ‘remove everything [i.e. predicates, attributes], and say nothing about it’ (ITavta

aoa aeA@V Kat 00dEV TeQl avtoD eimwv, V.5.13.12-13). Why and how should this be done?

Tranquil Origin, Tranquil Return

Plotinus did not write the Enneads only to disclose how reality is, but also to guide his readers to
experience unification themselves. We just have seen how hard this guidance is when the
philosophical journey’s end is unnamable. In this section, I follow the quiet route from the One to
us and back from us to the One.

Let us start with the One. Some of the ‘cataphatic’ statements Plotinus uses is that the One
is in rest (¢v jovxw, 1.7.15) and silent (cwmoetay, V.1.4.35).""" In On the Three Hypostases, Plotinus
unfolds the first act of genesis from the One into Intellect and the latter’s nature of Being,
Difference, and Identicality (6v, étegdtng, tavtotg, V.1.4.35), with the latter two also described as
Motion and Stability (ktvnouw [...] otdow): Intellect needs Difference/Motion to think itself and
Identicality/Stability to be unchangeable. Plotinus explains the One’s stillness by the reverse
direction of Intellect to One: ‘if you were to remove Difference, it would become one and fall
silent.” () éav a@éAng v étepdtnta, €v yevopevov cwmroetat, V.1.4.38-39). The One is a

complete aphairesis, the removal of all things. The same holds for the other way around: since the

189 Mortley (1975:374); Banner (2018:214).

19 For these lines I follow the translation of Bussanich (1988:173). I also owe a better understanding of this passage
because of his commentary (1988:193-1906).

191 Banner (2018:193).
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One is changeless and motionless, its emanation happens ¢viovxw ‘in rest/tranquility’ (e.g.,
1.3.4.17; 1.7.15; 111.7.11.14; 111.9.6.4). As Plotinus explains, the One is tranquil because it is pund’
épLépevov aAdov ‘not desirous of something else’ (1.7.14) but avt) povq [...] elveau ‘it is in solitude
in itself’ (1.7.1.18) and thus self-sufficient and not pursuing anything else. In this tranquility
(Movxiav dyew), it generates Intellect, metaphorically described by Plotinus as the sun staying in
its place (aet pévovta) and bringing forth light (V.3.12.34-44). The image of abiding is often used
of the One (uevetv; cf. 1.6.7.23ff. 111.8.10.7; VI.9.9.8). Frederic Schroeder analyzed that this abiding
(névew) and tranquility (ovyia) are connected: it is the One’s stable state of being non-occupied.'
The overflowing of all reality is thus accomplished in total tranquility.'”

Let us now turn to ourselves: we are embodied souls that, according to Plotinus, always
long for the return to our origin (¢moteoen) e.g., 1.6.1.1£f,; 1.6.7.17; V.5.12.7tf.). Whereas our soul
emerges from its quiet origin, our bodies are anything but tranquil: ‘the soul indeed originating
from the divine, is quiet, in accordance with its character when standing in itself, whereas the body,
thrown into turmoil by weakness, being itself in flux, and shaken by the blows from outside’ (H
pév ) éx tov Oelov Yoyt jovyog v kata T 100G TO £avTnc €@’ éauTnc PePwoa, To d¢ U aobevelag
10 o@pa BoguBOVUEVOVY Kal G0V Te avTO Kal TANYais KkQovdpevov taig #&w, VI.4.15.18-21)."
Therefore, as a true Platonist befits, we should leave the sensible wotld of our bodies behind, and
focus us on our intelligible ‘homeland” (1.6.8.17)." This is done by making our bodies and soul
tranquil again: ‘Let not only its encompassing body and its surging waves be tranquil, but all that
surrounds it [i.e. soul]; let the earth be tranquil, the sea and the air be tranquil, and heaven itself, its
better part [i.e. intellect]” (Hovxov d¢ avt €0t pr) HOVOV TO TEQLKEIHEVOV OWUA KL O TOD OWOHATOS
KAVOWV, AAAX kal oy O TeQLEXOV: JouxX0g HeEV Y1), jovxog 8¢ BaAacoa kal AN Kot avTOG 0LEAVOS
apeivav,V.1.2.14-17)."° Only in this tranquil state, we can return. The opposite state of being
tranquil — being desirous or occupied with something — will not help us on our way: ‘it is necessary
not to pursue it, but to remain in stillness, until it should appear, preparing oneself to be a
contemplator, just like the eye awaits the rising sun’ (ov xor) dwokery, AAA” novxn uévewy, éwg av
@avn, TAEACKELATAVTA £aVTOV BeatnV elvatl, MoTEQ 0POAANOS AvaTtoAag NAlov meowével, V.5.8-

3-5). Just as the sun — as Platonic metaphor for the supreme — arises over the horizon, the One

192 Schroeder (1992).

193 Intellect as well is characterized by its quiet state (I11.2.2.16; V.3.7.13-16; V.9.8.8; V1.8.5.37; V1.9.5.14). Although
Intellect is not radically simple but a composite of a thinker and its thoughts, it finds itself at rest as well: ‘the stillness
of Intellect is an activity free from occupation with other things (V.3.7.15). Again, the emanation from Intellect is quiet:
‘Intellect [...] fashioned everything while remaining undisturbed and quiet’ (Novg [...] &toeune kai fjlovxog t& mavta
eloyaleto, 111.2.2.15-16). Intellect is a stable unity-in-totality.

194 “The blows from the outside’ are sense-perceptions, cf. PL.T7#.67b.

195 Cf. Plato’s Theaetetus (176b) where it is stated that we must escape this world and become like god.

196 Wakoff (2016:80-82) analyzes these mentions of besuchos.
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arises over our horizon (i.e. the delimitation) of the intelligible, as long as we ‘abide in tranquility’
(ovxn) pévew) as the higher hypostases do themselves.'”

Schroeder gives an intriguing interpretation of this quietness by connecting the tranquility
and abiding of the One with Plotinus’ visualization of emanation as a reflection (of light). Platonic
philosophy is extremely sight-based: the Ideas are etymologically related to the verb stem for ‘seeing’
and the philosopher’s goal is contemplating (Bewoia) these Ideas (e.g., Rep.514a-520a). In Plotinus’
philosophy, vision and contemplation are dominantly present as well. Already in the first stage of
emanation, Intellect is described as an ‘image of the One’ (edog [...] avtov, V.2.1.17) and as
contemplating the One (V.2.1.10-12), thus as being seen and simultaneous seeing. All other stages
of emanation generate images of themselves. This creation Plotinus describes as mirroring: ‘all
Beings produce on others or on another a mirroring of themselves’ (TTolovvtwv yaQ mavtwv Gvtwv
elg T GAAa 1} TO GAAO TV avTt@v évomtotoy, 111.6.12.12-13). The mirror is the perfect metaphor
to visualize the relation between the source and its generated subject, but also to capture its
delusional effects.'”

The delusional effects come best to the fore in Ennead Oz Beanty (1.6.8.9-10) where Plotinus
compares the soul that longs for its own reflection in the material world with Narcissus: ‘anyone
who runs up to the image wanting to grasp it as though it was real, like the man who wanted to
grasp his beautiful reflection floating on the surface of the water’. Instead, we should look for the
source of the reflection. And thus, Schroeder concludes, our souls have to become quiet again to
function as the perfect mirror for the higher hypostases, since they ‘may be so reflected when the
reflective surface is in a state of quiet, i.e., is not disturbed™” — or in Plotinus’ words: ‘the soul,
when this sort of thing in us in which images of discursive thinking and of Intellect are reflected is
still, they are seen’ (Yuxnv novxiav pév &yovtog Tov év ULV TOVToL, @ Eppaivetal ta T davoiag

Kol TOL VOU elkoviopata, évogatat tavta, 1.4.10.13-14; cf. 111.8.6.10-15; V.1.2.141f; V.1.6..13ff).

‘Abstract everything!’

The idea of making our soul fjovxog sounds simple, but how should we do this? The answer to this
question is related to the question of where we have to look when we are contemplating the One.
A reading of the second part of On Beanty (1.6.7-9) can help us to answer both questions. In the
treatise’s first part, Plotinus has explained the different levels of Beauty, with at the top the One
that creates beautifulness in all other layers of reality. In the second part, Plotinus exhorts his

readers to return to the One. Although it is unlimited and not bound to a certain place, Plotinus

197 Wakoff (2016:81-82) discusses this metaphor.
198 Clark (2016:83-90) discusses the mirror metaphor in Plotinus.
199 Schroeder (1992:54).
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gives three different descriptions of the One’s location in relation to ourselves: the One is above
(avapatéov 1.6.7.1; ava&oueda, 1.6.8.18; avapaivwv, 1.6.9.34), it is our homeland somewhere out
‘there’ (¢xet, 1.6.8.15; 1.6.9.35; 1.6.9.43), and it is in or with ourselves (¢vdov, 1.6.9.1; émi cavtov,
1.6.9.8). The idea of the One being above us is Platonic (cf. the anagogical movement in Rep.515e,
Phaedr.246¢c, Theaet.175b). With the description of the One as external and internal to us Plotinus
creates again the paradoxical simultaneous immanence and transcendence of the One. These we
should not take as spacious descriptions, but as representations of the One as alien and familiar to
us. This resonates with Plotinus’ description of our souls longing for the One as a form of nostalgia:
our souls wandered apart but want to return to their homeland (1.6.8.17-23); we once were af the
One, but we are not any longer and do keep this homeland somewhere 7 us.

Before expanding on this internality of the One, I first focus on Plotinus’ description of
our journey to the One ‘there’ above. Similar to Plato’s picture of the soul as a charioteer in the
Phaedrus, Plotinus describes the individual soul as descended from the One and longing to ascend

200

again (1.6.7.2-7; tr. Gerson et al.):

Epetov pév yao wg ayabov kain épeos [t is desired as good, and the desire is directed to it
TEOG  TovTo,  Teb&G  d¢  avtov as this, though the attainment of it is for those who
avaBatvovol  mEog O dvw  kat  ascend upward and revert to it and who divest
gruotoaelol  kat  amodvopévolg & themselves of the garments they put on when they
katapaivovteg Nuetéopeda- olov émi tx  descended. It is just like those who ascend to partake
dywx v tep@v Toig aviovot kabdooels  of the sacred religious rites where there are acts of
Te kal ipatiov anobéoelg twv molv kat  purification and the stripping off of the cloaks they
TO YUUVOIG Aviévar: had worn before they go inside naked.

Here Plotinus depicts the descended soul as clothed (ugiéoueBa). These garments — ie. the
sensible beauties that distract us (1.6.7.24-31) — we have to put off (rmodvopévoig) if we want to
return. We should not behave like Narcissus and chase the reflections our soul has left behind in
the material world (1.6.8.8-16), but like Odysseus who left the sensible beauties of Circe and
Calypso behind and returned to his homeland (1.6.8.16-22).*"" Plotinus explains that we should not
take this Odyssean journey literal, for it is a journey not with our feet but with our eye(s): just shut
your eyes (oiov pvoavta)™?, and change your way of looking, and wake up. Everyone has this
ability, but few use it. What, then, is that inner way of looking (¢keivn 1} évdov Aémer)?” (1.6.8.26-

9.1). We have to change our external looking into the less-used internal looking, for that is where

200 Passage is also discussed by Carabine (1995:128), Kalligas (2014:207-210), and Clark (2017:59-62). Mazur (2013:343-
358) suggests that Plotinus was influenced by the Gnostics for the mystical image in this passage.

201 Brilliant interpretations of the Odysseus and Narcissus passage are found in Hadot (1976:99ff.) and Lavaud (2018).
202 Note the mystical language. See the fourth subsection. Cf. Banner (2018:221).
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we can find our origin. How this inner contemplation is done, Plotinus describes with another

metaphor (1.6.9.8-10; tr. Gerson et al.):*”

ola momntc aydApatog, 6 det kaAov [Ble like a sculptor who, making a statue that is
vevéoDatl, to pév agpaugel, 1o d¢ anéfeoe, supposed to be beautiful, removes a part here and
T0 ¢ Aglov, 10 0¢ kabaov émoinoev, éwg  polishes a part there so that he makes the latter smooth
€detle  kaAov  émi t@  aydApatt  and the former just right until he has given the statue
nedowmov|.], a beautiful face.

The internal contemplation must be done like a sculptor removing excessive parts. ‘In the same
way’, Plotinus says, ‘you should remove superfluities’ (o0tw kat o agaiget Soa meorrta, 1.6.9.11).
By doing so the sculptor-soul sculpts the perfect face that looks back at the sculptor. And at that
moment, contemplator and contemplated become one (6powov momodauevov [...] émpBardewv ™
0éa, 1.6.9.29-30), reaching unification.

The verb used in all these passages, apaioéw, is striking. This is the same word that is used
for the linguistic via negativa. Plotinus’ journey to the One is a journey of aphairesis. Both Deirdre
Carabine and Nicholas Banner point out that next to epistemological (linguistic) aphairesis,
Plotinus exhorts us to practical aphairesis”™ This contains several stages: removing redundant
sensitive concerns from the soul (the garment put off above), and subsequently removing even
more so that we leave Soul behind and come to Intellect, and eventually to the One (as the sculptor-
soul; cf. V1.7.34.2-4; V1.8.8..12-15).*” Such is the conclusion when Plotinus describes how the soul
unifies with the One: ‘How, then, can this come about? Abstract from everything[!]” (TTwg &v odv
toUTO Yévoito; Agele mavta, V.3.17.38).2"

The full practical aphairesis coincides with linguistic aphairesis. For at the end of VI8,
Plotinus states (V1.8.21.25-29; tr. Gerson et al., largely adapted by me):

AAA” btav avtov elmmg 1) évvonOng, ta  But whenever you speak or think of it, remove all
GAAa mavta apec.  A@edwv  mavta, other things. Once you have removed all, leave it
KATaALTIwV d¢ povov avtov, un ti mpoodne  alone; do not try to add anything, in order to avoid
e, GAAX pf Tl mw ovk agrjonkas an’  that you somehow did not have taken something
avtov €v yvoun tm on. Eott ydo twog away from it in your understanding. For it is

epapaocBat kat o, mept 00 ovkétt &AAo possible for even you to get hold of something
evdéxetat oUte Aéyev oUte Aapetv- about which nothing is allowed to say or grasp.

I think we should combine Schroeder’s interpretation with Carabine’s and Banner’s, and connected

novxia and pévew also with agaipéw as important aspect in the process of unification. Only when

203 Remes (2007:179-212), Davidson (1993), and Hadot (1993:211f.) analyze this passage.

204 Banner (2018:218-222) says to coin the term ‘practical aphairesis’, but this is already described by Carabine (1995:128-
133) who calls it ‘the practical application [of| aphairesis’.

205 The unification with the One is generally described in two stages: first the soul that loosens itself from discursive
thinking and that ascends to Intellect, and second the unification with the One. See, for instance, Davidson (1993:7).
206 Passage discussed by Banner (2018:219).
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one takes everything away, in word, in thought, and in reality, one can, while abiding in tranquility,
unite with the supreme. By taking everything away one becomes fjovxoc ‘quiet’, just as the One is
fjovxog from the outset. That is why Plotinus stated that ‘we should go away after being silenced’
(owmmoavtag det aneABetv, VI.8.1.1) when we pursue unification: we should transcend our

capability for language and all other attributes we ‘put on” when we descended.

And Do It Secretly

What about the unification itself? Something I passed by in the previous section, is the comparison
of the soul’s purification to sacred religious rites (olov émi T &y T@v ieowv, 1.6.7.5), and with
initiates who strip off their clothes before entering a temple. This metaphor is employed again later
on in On Beanty, when Plotinus asks: ‘How can one see the ‘inconceivable beauty’ which remains
in a way within the sacred temple, not venturing outside, lest the uninitiated should see it?” (ITcog
T1c Oedontal KAAAOG aprxavov olov €vdov €v arylols LteQoic Hévov ovdE TTEOLOV &ic TO E€w, tvar Tig Kal
BépnAog idn;, 1.6.8.1-3). The metaphor of the One as inner sanctum reoccurs as well in V.1.6: the
One ‘as if inside a temple, remaining tranquil while transcending everything’ (éxeivov év 1@ elow
olov ve® €@’ €avToL OVTOG, PéVOVTOG VX0V émékeva anavtwy, 6.11-12), and we should pray to
it “‘without spoken words’ (00 Adyw yeywv®, 0.9) and our souls should contemplate ‘the statues
that are in a way fixed outside the temple’ (ta olov mEog T é€w [...] aydApata éotwta, 6.13-14),
which seem to be the intelligibles.zo " Plotinus describes the experience within the One/temple as if
it is an initiation from which the uninitiated should be excluded.”” The language and metaphots he
employs, is reminiscent of the language about the mystery cults: the soul’s purification is like
katharsis (1.2.4.1;1.6.7.6; 1.6.9.10; V1.7.36.9) and initiatory rites.””

This mystical language culminates at the end of On the Good or the One, the last Ennead in
Porphyry’s order, where Plotinus explains how one can (or actually cannot) communicate the
experience of unification (VI.8.21-23). The last paragraph answers this question and starts as

follows (V1.9.11.1-4; tr. Gerson et al. 2017; adapted CvdV)

Tovto &1 ¢0éAlov dnAovv 10 twv This is indeed what the command of the mysteries
pvotnolov  t@vde Emitaypa, T i makes clear, not to communicate it to the uninitiated,;
Ek@éQey elg U1 pepunpévous, wg ovk  since that [i.e. the One or the content of the not-to-be-
EKEPOQOV EKeLVo OV, amelme dnAovv mpog  communicated] is not communicable, it forbids
&AAov 1O Belov, T pn kai avte ety explaining the divine to anyone who has not had the
evTOXNTAL good fortune to see for himself.

207 Schroeder (1992:57-60) compares representational art with reflection, the latter being more accurate though but
both superior to imitation.

208 Banner (2018:232-233) discusses the temple metaphor.

209 Idem (2018:221).
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Explicitly Plotinus compares communication about the One with the mystery cults: ovk &kgpogov
¢xetvo 6v. The One is not communicable, which leads not to an intentional silence as was the case
with the Pythagoreans, but to an unintentional silence imposed by the nature of the One. Plotinus
continues with why one cannot explain the mystical unification after experiencing it: ‘since it was
not two, but the seer was one with what was seen [...] he was a one, and contains no difference
relative to himself, nor in any other respect’” (Emei toivuv d00 ovk v, &AA” €v v adtog O WV TEOS
0 EwQapévoy, [...]’Hv d¢ &v kal avtog dapogav €v avtq oVdEUIAV QOGS EXVTOV EXWV OUTE KATX
aAAa, 11.4-9). Being one and surpassing difference, one cannot think or talk about it(self) (ovdé
Adyog ovdé g vonoig, 11.11), as we have seen already. Instead, the unified (VI.9.11.12-21; tr.

Gerson et al.):

@omep apomacOeig i) évBovoldoag novxn €v  |...] was in a way ravished or ecstatic [Phaedr. 253a]
EQNHW KAl KATAOTAOEL yeyévnTal atoepel, in solitary quiet, in an unwobbling fixedness,
™ avToL oVTiar oVdAUT GmokAlvwy ovdE unwavering from his own substantiality in any way,
TeQl AUTOV OTEEPOUEVOS, E0TWS TMAVTN Kal  not rotating about himself, entirely stable, as if he
olov otdotg yevopevoe. [...] domep tig eic o were the stability itself. [...] It is like someone who
elow TOU A&dVToL €lodUc eic ToUmMiow enters the inner sanctum and leaves behind the
KATAAITIOV T €V TQ ve@ ayaApata, & statues of the gods in the temple. And these are the
££eABOVTLTOD adUTOL TAAWY Yivetaw mowta  first things one sees on leaving the inner sanctum
petax Tto €évdov Oéapa kai v ékel after the vision within. The intimate contact within
ovvovoiav mEOG OVK dyaAua ovdE eikdva, is not with a statue or an image, but with the One
AAAX aUTO- itself.

Plotinus creates the image of one, robbed of everything (komaoBeig), in a solitary quiet (Hovxn &v
¢oNpw), that is completely stable and not rotating about himself (ovd¢ mept adtov otEedUEVOC).
Someone being One cannot mept avtov [...] Aéyewv ‘talk about it’, since it does no longer circle
around the One. The experience of unification is, again, like entering the inner sanctum (10 elow
TOU advToL £lodLg — note the alpha privative here, ‘entering the inside of the not-to-be-entered’, by
which Plotinus again employs paradoxical apophatic dialectical logic). The divine statues are
Intellect or the Ideas that need to be transcended and to which one returns falling from the One.”"
In these passages, Plotinus blends the mystical language of secrecy with the philosophical

<

language of the ineffable: “understanding” the One is reserved only for those who experienced

it>"" No one should talk about the One, for one cannot talk about the One — comparable to

210 In 1V.8.1.1-11, Plotinus describes the puzzling experience of falling from the intelligible world into the material
world.

211 Banner (2018:222; ¢£.217) points to this secrecy trope: ‘Plotinus is not revealing the nature of the encounter with
the One, but rather employing the mystery trope of philosophic silence [...]."” I am reluctant to follow Banner’s
characterization of Plotinus’ discourse as philosophic silence, which Banner defines as apophatic discourse (n.64 supra),
for I would not call this ‘silence’. Nevertheless, Plotinus does reflect on the concept of literal silence in these passages,
and, as I argue, innovates mystical silence into transcendent silence. In the end, Banner (2018:241) concludes that
Plotinus’ ‘unsaying the ineffable’ stood in the mystical tradition of not-saying what has to be kept secret. I do not fully
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Wittgenstein’s seventh proposition. When Plotinus says that ‘if someone, has seen it [i.e. the One],
he knows what I mean when I say how beautiful it is” (El tig o0V eldev avtd, oldev 6 Aéyw, 6Twg
kaAdv, 1.6.7.2-3), he doesn’t say cataphatically that the One is ‘beautiful’ but gives an indication
that can only be understood through the experience itself and by those who have experienced it
(or metaphorically: who are initiated). Similarly, Porphyry tells that he has seen that Plotinus
attained unification and describes this as ‘an indescribable state of perfection’ (évepyeia aoontw,
1. Plot.23.18-19): he blends the idea that this experience should not be spoken of and cannot be
spoken of. Even Plotinus’ description of the unification of a ravished, ecstatic solitary quiet or
entering the inner sanctum are just avadoyiat that function as stepping stones to our own
experience with the One. Beyond that, we must go away in silence. Now we may understand why

Plotinus was reticent to write down his philosophy — but we can be glad he did.

IV Later Neoplatonism: Damascius’ Radical Transcendent Silence

Plotinus had left his successors with a philosophical conundrum: how could the One be the origin
and cause of all beings, while simultaneously transcending all reality and hence standing in no
relation to its effects? Some try to solve this by adding ones (‘henads’) between the One and
Intellect to explain the transcendent causality (Syrianus, Proclus), and others allow for a radical
transcendent principle above the First Cause (lamblichus, Damascius).”* All of these later
Neoplatonist also reflect on the related question on the ineffability of the first principle(s) and the
epistemological techniques, such as the via negativa, to approach it.*"’ Proclus (412-485), in his
Commentary on the Parmenides, for instance, elaborates on apophatic discourse more than anyone had

done before.*™

While Proclus remarks that negations have a much broader referent than
affirmations (‘negations tend to simplify things from the circumscribed in the direction of being
uncircumscribed’, avamAwtcal dé elowv al ATOPACEIS ATO TV TEQLYEYQAUUEVQWY ETTL TO
amegiyoagov 6.1074),”" he remarks that negation still refers to something (namely anything except

for the negated), and that the One ‘is exalted above all contrast and all negation’ (exaltatum est [...]

simplicitatems ab omni opposition et omni negatione).”® In the final words of his commentary, Proclus

agree with this: the mystical (and Pythagorean) tradition was about an embodied experience, while Plotinus’ quietness
is transcendent. Again, silence is taken here to statical.

212 Greig (2020:1-72) for an overview of the Neoplatonists’ attempt to solve this conundrum.

213 Mortley (1986b:85-127) deals with the pagan Neoplatonists’ thoughts on the viz negativa. Mortley (1986b:106) also
shows that the Neoplatonist start using the word apophasis (a term explained by Aristotle) instead of aphairesis.

214 See e.g., Mortley (1986b:97-118), Steel (1999), Jurgin (2019).

215 Also cited by Mottley (1986b:108-109). Greek is from Steel (2007-2009); translation from Motrow/Dillon
(2018:427), slightly adapted by me.

216 The last part of Proclus’ work is only transmitted by a Latin translation of William of Moerbeke. Cited lines come
from Klibansky/Labowski (1953:70-71).
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reflects on Parmenides’ statement that even saying that the one is unknowable and ineffable is

217

impossible in the end (Parn.142a),”" and concludes that: ‘For by negating he himself [Plato in the
Parmenides| has removed all negations. But with silence he concludes this contemplation about the
One’ (Nam per negari et ipse remouit <omnes> abnegationes. Silentio antem conclusit eam que de ipso theorianm,
76.6-7).>"® With this sentence and this silence, Proclus’ commentary ends, unfortunately, without
much theotizing on the role of silence.””” The idea of concluding in contemplative silence is,
however, further developed by Proclus’ successor.””

In the first chapters of Problems and Solutions Concerning First Principles (d@mooiat kai Avoelg
TEQL TOV TRWTWV &QX@V), Damascius (c.480-c.550), the last scholarch of the Platonic Academy
before its closing in 529AD, unfolds a true philosophy of silence. First Principles is one of the last
and also one of the most complex works of antique Neoplatonism.”' This has not only to do with
Damascius’ comments on many eatlier Neoplatonic writings (Proclus’ Parmenides Commentary in
particular) but also with the work’s aporetic structure: Damascius starts with problems, aporiai, gives
(self-contradicting) solutions to these, and then again questions his solutions resulting in new
aporiai” The first part of the work (§1-8/W-C.1-26) deals with the Neoplatonic dilemma of the
‘so-called One’ that is transcendent to and immanent of all: if the first principle transcends
everything, it is no longer part of all, and if it is part of all, it cannot transcend everything. To solve
this dilemma, Damascius introduces another absolute first principle that is radical transcendent
(non-related to all) and beyond the conventional One as the First Cause (related to all): the Ineffable
(T0 &oonTov or sometimes amdponTov; based on Iamblichus, see {43-49).

While much is and can be said of Damascius’ Ineffable, I focus here only on the silence

about and surrounding it

Damascius explains that the One was approached in the Platonic
tradition by ‘by means of analogy and by negations, [...] and being led to this away from what is less
valuable, the things of our world, toward what is more valuable, dU avaAoyiag avayduevor kai d

ATOPA&TEWV, [...[ TOONYOUHEVOL ATIO TV TtaQ’ ULV ATIHWTéQWY TTROG T& TitwTeoa §5/R.1.8.22 /W~

217 Motrow/Dillon (2018:490-491) discuss Proclus’ treatment of the dazzling Parmenides’ statement.

218 Klibansky/Labowski (1953:76-77).

219 Mortley (1986b:117) argues, contra Beierwaltes (1965:361-362), that ‘negation of negation’ should not be interpreted
as a positive step towards a pure affirmation (such as is developed later by Meister Eckhart), but only as the negation
of any linguistic expression. Steel (1999), in his an analysis of Proclus’ negations, arrives at the same conclusion.

220 Mortley (1986b:97-127) compates the reflections on the use of negations in Proclus’ and Damascius’ work.

221 Rappe (2010:3-61) gives an excellent introduction to this work.

222 On the aporetic structure of Damascius’ work, e.g., Rappe (2000:197-230), Franke (2004), Caluoti (2017), or Vlad
(2019).

225 'The distinction and relation between the One and the Ineffable is complex and beyond the scope of this section,
see Greig (2020: 277ff)). For the Ineffable, e.g. Casel (1919:154), Mortley (1986b:119-127), Dillon (1996b), Lavaud
(2008), Van Riel (2011), Vlad (2017; 2019); for analyses of silence in Damascius’ First Principles, see Hoffmann
(1997:376-391), Gersh (2013:140£f.), Vlad (2016).
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C.10.19-21; cf. §26/W-C.69.14-15), referring to the three methods described by Alicnous.”*
Although the One retracts itself from any description (t6 d¢ &v o0twg ¢ maoav oOVOeoLY EKQeLYOV
Adyov, gp. ¢it.), it still can be linguistically approached by these ways because of its relation to all
reality. Therefore, Damascius points out that this is a difference between the One and the Ineffable:
‘So the One is in this way both ineffable and effable; but let us honor in perfect silence that other
principle’ (To pev o év obtw ONTOv KAt 0UTwS AEENTOV- €Kkelvo d¢ mavteAel ouyn) TeTiobw,
§5/R.1.9.9/W-C.11.15; cf. §8/W-C.25.4-7). Whereas we still can say that the One is ‘ineffable’ and
‘unknowable’ (§7/W-C.17-20), in regard to the Ineffable we must ‘confess that we have neither
knowledge nor ignorance but rather transcendent ignorance’ (Omeodyvowx, §29/R.I1.56.8/W-
C.84.18; cf. §7/W-C.16.18-19). We even cannot unknow the Ineffable, for we do not know what
we do not know, and thus must transcend our ignorance. In a similar vein, we also have to
transcend the unsaying of the absolute principle (§7/R.1.15.20-25/W-C.21.15-22,; tr. Rappe,
adapted CvdV):**

AAAQ kal 1) anopaots AdYog TG, Kal To
ATOPATOV TIOAYUA, TO O& OVdEV, OVDE doat
ATIOPATOV, 6Awg,
YVWOTOV OTwOooLV, OTE OVOE ATIOPT VAL
MV ATMoPacty duvatov: AAAX 1] mavin
TLEQLTOOTT] TWV AOYWV Kol TWV VOTOEWV
Eupavtalopnévn MUV
amnodeléic o0 Aéyouev. Kal 1l mépag €otat
0 AOYOL, TATNV OLyNg GUNXAVOL Kal
OHOAOYIAG TOD UNdEV YIYVWOKELY, WV UNdE
OéuLs, advvaTwy dviwy, elg yvaworv EADely;

ovd¢  AeKTOV ovde

altn  éotiv 1)

But denial is a kind of discourse, and what is denied
is made is the subject, but the [Ineffable] is nothing,
nor something deniable, nor sayable at all, nor
thinkable in any way, so that it is not even possible
to deny the denial. Rather, the demonstration [of
the Ineffable] imagined by us, about which we
speak, consists in the complete overturning of
discourse and thought. And what will turn out to be
the limit of discourse, except exceptional silence,
and the agreement to know nothing about these
which are not permitted, since these are impossible,

to enter into knowledge of?

Damascius here reflects on and rejects Proclus’ per negari ... ] remouit <omnes> abnegationes’ (or the
conclusion in Parm.142a), since his absolute principle — which is not literally indicated in this
passage — cannot be a denial, let alone a denial of a denial, for a denial refers to something.
Discursivity, language and thinking must be left behind by overturning (repttpon) these resulting

in ‘exceptional silence’ (oryfg aunxavov).”’

224 Passage is discussed by Mortley (1986b:121). Translations ate based on Rappe (2010), but adapted to stay closer to
the Greek. The Greek is from Westerink & Combes (1986). There exist several reference systems to First Principles; 1
refer to the paragraph numbers maintained by Rappe and W-C, the edition of Ruelle, and the page and line numbers
in W-C.

22> Mortley (1986b:122-123) emphasizes and explains the importance of hyper-ignorance.

226 Passage also discussed by Mortley (1986b:121), Hoffmann (1999:385-386), Rappe (2000:212), Vlad (2016:196)

227 As Rappe (2000:212-213) points out, the peritrgpé is the concept of dialectical contradiction much debated in
Skepticism. It refers to a kind of argument that is self-refuting. Damascius’ aporetic method is practiced peritrope. Cf.
the mention of aphasia p.14 supra.

52



Somewhat later Damascius explains that for our ascent ‘the best approach is simply to
maintain quiet, remaining in the secret sanctuary of the soul’ (u&Awota pév ovyxiav ayew, v @
amopENTw pévovtag adutw e Puxng, §8/R.1.16.10/W-C.22.14), and that we must ‘bring our labor
of [searching for the] truth into the harbor of the unspoken that surrounds it [the Ineffable]” (eig
TNV TeQL aAUTOL OV KaBogpodpey tée s aAnbeiag wdivag, §8/R.1.18.23/W-C.27.9-10). The
former quote echoes Plotinus’ language of ‘abiding in tranquility’ (jovxiav ayew [...] pévovtacg),
the ‘sanctuary’ (adUtw) of the One, and its secrecy (amogontw). The latter depicts the ‘abiding’ as
well with the metaphor of being moored (kaBogpiovpev) in the harbor of the unspoken (cuwwmnnv)
that surrounds the Ineffable because of the impossibility to express it. Both passages point to a
performative and immanent silence: the soul’s Schweigen as an “expression” of surrendering to one’s
hyper-ignorance. By the approach of tranquility and taciturnity (novxia and owmnn) we may reach
the ‘exceptional silence’ (ovyn), which seems to be the Ineffable itself: when Damascius describes
the relation between the One and the Ineffable, he says ‘it [the One] is nearest the inconceivable
principle [the Ineffable], it as it were abides in the sanctuary of transcendent silence’ (¢yyvtatw
Yoo OV TG ARNXAVOL AQXNG, el OEpIc oUtwg elmely, WOomeQ €v adUTw HEVEL TG OLYNG €Kelvng,
§29/R.1.56.9/W-C.84.19-20). The One’s proximity to the Ineffable is compared to the inner
sanctum’s proximity with its honored divinity, namely the ovyn éxeivn.228

Laurent Lavaud concluded that Damascius describes two types of silence: ‘Le silence qui
est “la limite du discours” et simple “aveu d’inconnaissance” n’est donc pas absolument identifiable
au “sanctuaire inaccessible de ce silence extraordinaire” propre au principe’.”” Lavaud sees the
former type as immanent silence, and the latter as transcendent silence, because ‘le silence du pur
principe ineffable en effet ne saurait étre la simple limite négative du discours’*” I do not fully
agree with Lavaud, however, for I think that he confuses the different references to silence. Besides
the exhortation ‘to honor in perfect silence’ (éxetvo d¢ mavteAet oyn teupnodw), the tranquility
(Movxiav dyew), the soul’s secret sanctuary (amoontw advtw), the taciturn harbor (cwwmnnv), and
sanctum’s silence (oryng éxeivng), we have encountered the ‘complete overturning of discourse and
thought’ (repttpomt) twv Adywv kat twv vofjoewv) that can reveal the Ineffable, and the ‘limit of
discourse’ (épag Tov Adyov) that is nothing else than exceptional silence (oryng aunyxavov). I do

see two types of silence here, but differently from Lavaud: a performative silence and a radical

228 ] hence do not agree with Vlad (2016:198), who says ‘we can assume that this silence itself is “close” to the ineffable,
but not the ineffable itself’. It is not the silence that is close to the Ineffable (the inner sanctum in Vlad’s reading), but
the inner sanctum being close to the silence. What surrounds the Ineffable is owwmnr not ovyr). Cf. Hoffmann (1999:386):
‘le silence extraordinaire qui habite 1’adyton’.

229 Lavaud (2008:54).

230 Thidem.

53



transcendent silence.” The latter — for it has to be put in language but is beyond the limit of
discourse — is described with the noun ouvyr}, or Damascius leaves it literally unsaid (e.g., two times
in the block quotation above). The former type is methodological in nature, but not in an
intentional sense for the Ineffable imposes its unspeakableness on the lower hypostases.”” The
Ineffable is surrounded by secrecy (amogorjtoc) and Schwesgen (owwm) in the next hypostasis (the
One), and our souls first have to enter this secret sanctum or harbor of the unspoken by completely
overturning discourse and thought. Through this we abide in tranquility, coming to a standstill. By
transcending this performative silence we go beyond the limits of tranquility and taciturnity and
reach the Ineffable.

Performing silence is what Damascius’ work aims to do with its readers. As is often
observed, with his aporetic method in First Principles, Damasicus [...] drives discourse to the limits
of its intelligibility in order to show where it breaks down and yields to the ineffable that cannot be
rationalized’.”” Damascius teaches us implicitly how to anchor in silence, how to overturn
discourse to eventually transcend our taciturnity into a complete state of hyper-ignorance, hyper-

nothingness, and hyper-stillness.

V  Conclusion: A Tradition Culminating in Silence

In this chapter, I followed the first principle in the works of Alcinous, Plotinus, and Damascius to
show how the way to the supreme is more and more silenced. Alcinous held that the supreme
principle is almost ineffable, but expounded on ways to talk about the ineffable, such as the vz
negativa. Whereas Alcinous remarked that his first principle still is ‘graspable by intellect’, Plotinus
innovatively placed his One beyond being and Intellect and problematized our capability to have
knowledge of it. We should pursue experiencing the One by purifying ourselves and becoming
tranquil (flovxog) as our origin. The aphairesis Alcinous spoke about as a linguistic tool, becomes a
practical tool with Plotinus. We should peel off all layers of reality to attain unification. The way to
the One is a way of silence (owrmnoavtag). With his mystical language about unification, Plotinus
blends the immanent silence of secrecy of the (Pythagorean) initiated with the transcendent silence
imposed by the ineffable. Compared to the silences we encountered in the previous chapter,

Plotinus takes over that silence is a philosophically performative act (it has a generative power in

231 Gersh (2014:150) distinguishes between performative and constative silence: ‘silence showing what something is
indirectly by being silent and negation stating what something is indirectly by using denials’. The apophatic method I
would not call a type of silence.

232 Vlad (2017:60). Casel (1919:154): ‘Ergo ex silentio primi principii Silentinm hominis oritur.”

233 Franke (2004:20); cf. Caluori (2017:278): ‘I thus suggest that Damascius considers silence to be the cotrect rational
attitude towards the Ineffable, [...] due to the aporia (in the subjective sense) that the thinker rightly experiences when
attempting to grasp that object.”
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the case of the One, or a transgressing power in case of ascending individuals), but his philosophical
silence has no specific signified any longer: it refers to nothing-and-everything, whereas the
Pythagorean silence often referred to specific doctrines. It also is no longer an exercise in
controlling the tongue; rather, becoming tranquil is about losing one’s body. The embodied silence
of (Pythagorean) mysticism turned into a transcendent experience.

With Damascius the concept of silence becomes even more transcendent than in Plotinus.
His highest principle is beyond the apophatic. The Ineffable remains in exceptional silence and is
surrounded by the unspoken. Comparably to Plotinus, Damascius exhorts us to become tranquil
and taciturn. But different from Plotinus, this anchoring ourselves in the unspoken is not the final
step. Transcending this, we experience the ovyrj of the Ineffable, a word never used by Plotinus.
Perhaps the most intriguing part of Damascius’ work is how his language represents silence. As
stated, his aporetic method reflects the complete overturning of language. In a similar way, the
Ineffable, radical transcendent silence, is “expressed” by avoiding using a referent, except for an
occasional &oontov, 16, or owyn}. Damascius was, however, not the first to use creative ways to

express philosophically meaningful silence in language, as we will see in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER III

Silent Listeners and Later Dialogues

DIALECTICAL ASCENTS AND REVELATIONS

‘And such is the life of gods and godlike, happy humans [...]: an escape of the alone in the alone.’
Kai obtog Oewv kat avOodmwv Oeiwv kat evdatpdvav Biog [...] puyr pévov mog Hovov.
Plotinus, Ennead V1.9.11.46-48

Plato turned his teacher’s method of duixAéyeoBau ‘conversing’ into a written form of philosophical
dialogues.” The art of conversation that Socrates spoke highly of is developed by Plato into his
dialectical method of philosophical inquiry based on questioning, defining, and analyzing what things
really are, just like thinking is the inner dialogue of the soul (Th%188e; Soph.263€).”> The dialectical
method leads to the first principle: ‘only the dialectical method [...] proceeds [...] to the actual first
principle’ (1] dtxAextuct) péOodog uovn [...] mogevetat [...] 7’ adTV TV doxMV, Rep.533c; cf.511b).>*
For Neoplatonists, the dialectical method still proves to be the way up but ends in silence. Plotinus,
in his dense On Dialectic (1.3), defines 1} dixAextikr] as ‘the capacity to sgy in a reasoned way (1 Adyw
Tl éxaoTov duvauévn €1 eimetv) what each thing is, and in what way it differs from other things,
and what it has in common with them’ (1.3.4.1-4). Dialectic works #hrough logos, the formative force
that connects the higher realms with the lower.”” Plotinus rematks that when dialectic has gone
through all intelligible Forms ‘it arrives at the starting point [and] remains still, for, to the extent

that it is there in stillness, no longer busying itself with many things, but having become One, it

just looks” (¢m" aoxnv €A0n), tote d¢ Novxiav &dyovon, WG HEXOL YE TOD EKel elvat £V ovxig, ovdEV

234 Nikulin (2010:2f£.).

235 There is no clear definition of ‘dialectic’ in Plato. Kahn (1997) traces the development of dialectic throughout Plato’s
dialogues. Larsen et al. (2022) give a polysemantic analysis of Plato’s dialectic; their introduction gives an overview of
the state of the art, and argues against the developmental view. Bénatouil (2018) for dialectic after Plato.

236 Translation Emlyn-Patry.

237 V.1.3.7-8: ‘Just as /ogos that is put into an utterance comes from the /gos in the soul, so is soul the /ygos of Intellect
too’ (ofov AGyog 6 év mEopoEa Adyou ol év PYuxT, oUtw ot kai avtr) Adyog vov). Plotinus saw thinking, just as Plato, as
the soul’s inner speech (1.2.3.27-28). For this he was not only indebted to Plato, but also to the Stoic conception of
the Adyog omeguatucds as generating principle. Philo developed the distinction of Adyog évduiBetoc (interior reasoning)
and Adyog mpogogukdc (uttered reasoning), which is thought to be of Stoic origin; Kamesar (2004). This was developed
further in early Christian thinking; see Lashier (2014).
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#1L ToAvTarypovooa el &V yevouévn PAémet, 1.3.4.16-18).° It may not come as a surprise after
the previous chapter: dialectic’s end, when it transcends its discursive activity, is quiet.””

This chapter revolves around how dialectic’s silent end is represented in several later Platonic
dialogues. In late antiquity, Platonism merged with the increasingly dominant Christian philosophy.
Central to this chapter are three works by Platonic Christians who revive the genre of Platonic
dialogue but give it a striking twist: their dialogues end as monologues. My aim is not to delve into
the Christian roots and doctrines on silence and discourse here.”* Rather, this chapter focuses
mainly on the remarkable ends of their dialogues. For this, we have to understand what it means
to be a silent listener. By means of Augustine’s Confessiones, 1 show how (Neo)Platonic dialectic
merges with the Christian God’s authoritative and generating Word and results in an emphasis on
silent listening as the end of the dialectical quest. Subsequently, after a brief reflection on the Platonic
dialogue form, I analyze the monologic ends of Gregory of Nyssa’s De Anima et Resurrectione,
Augustine’s De Magistro, and Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae. As 1 will argue, speakers turn into

silent listeners when they experience the revelation revealed by their mediating teachers.

I The Christian Way of the Neoplatonic Ascent: Augustine’s Confessiones

In Augustine’s Confessiones, Platonism meets the Christian tradition. By demonstrating how
Augustine Christianizes the Neoplatonic ascent, I want to show that it results in an emphasis on
silent listening as the end of the dialectical quest, an insight crucial for the next paragraph.*!
Some months before his conversion to Christianity in 386, Augustine was intellectually
“converted” to Platonism, as he describes in Confessiones book VIL** After he had received guosdam
Pplatonicornm libros ex graeca lingna in latinam versos (V11.9.13), probably some works by Plotinus and

Porphyry, Augustine saw parallels between the Platonic teachings and the Scripture.”” The

238 Translation Gerson et al., adapted. I pass by the more complex definition of Plotinus. See Schiaparelli (2009:255-
263) and Stanburry (2014:125-128) for good analyses.

239 Cf. Proclus, in his Commentary on the Parmenides: ‘ad ea quiden enim que velut preiannalia nnins deducet |.. .| hec tota dialectica
methodns’ (KL VI1.74.15-16) and ‘oportet purgari ab omni dialectica operatione’ (IKL VI1.74.29).

240 Silence and speech are important themes in (eatly) Jewish and Christian philosophy: God communicates in silence,
can impose silence, and God’s ineffability and the negative theology becomes fully developed at the end of antiquity.
A good introduction to Christian silence is given by Macculloch (2013). The works of Mortley (19862a:39-60; 117-124;
154-158; 1986b:33-42; 63-84; 128-251) discuss silence and the viz negativa in the works of Philo, Gnostics, and other
Christian philosophers. See also Carabine (1995) on the development of Christian apophasis.

241 Silence is a major theme in Augustine’s works, see e.g., Mazzeo (1962) and Smith (2000).

242 Some scholars argue that in 386 AD, Augustine was rather converted to Neoplatonism than to Christianity. See
Boone (2015) for the scholarly debate and different stances on this. Dobell (2009:20-27) argues for a development in
Augustine conversion in 386 as a merely Platonic version of Christian devotion, to 395 as the moment Augustine is
fully converted to Christianity and starts to reject Platonism.

2 H.g., Brown (2000:79-107), Dobell (2009:12-20), Zwollo (2018:442-456) for the influence of (Neo)Platonism on
Augustine. Dobell (2009:12-13) summarizes the scholarly debate about the books Augustine received.
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Plotinian philosophy of all reality emanating from one supreme principle (VIL9.13) and the
possible return to our origin by turning inward (VIL.10.16) attracted Augustine. The most
important parallel Augustine saw was ‘the very same idea, [...] albeit not in precisely the same
words, that in the beginning was the Word and the Word was with God and the Word was God’
(VIL.9.13; referring to John 1:1).** The mediating role of the Plotinian Intellect in the creation of
all resembled for Augustine the mediating role of the Word (i.e. the Son) in Christianity.* It
inspired Augustine to attempt two ascents in a Platonic style to contemplate God (VIL.10.16;
VIL.17.23), that did not fully succeed.”* Only later, Augustine writes, he learned that the
Neoplatonic works did not describe the doctrine of the Word made flesh: the incarnation of Christ
and his teachings (VIL.9.14). This made the Neoplatonists’ works only of limited use to Augustine
(VIL.20.206): they taught him to focus on the intelligible realm, but only showed him the goal (g0
eundum sif) but not the way (viaz). Nonetheless, as we will see, Augustine’s successful ascent to God
later is still full of Plotinian imagery.

The role of the Word (verbum, Adyoc) as the generating principle of all (Gen.1:1-29) and as
communication between the divine and the human should not be understood in a sonorous way.*"’
Augustine explains (ConfX1.6.8) the difference between hearing sonorous words and ‘hearing’ the
divine Word: ‘the words created in time’ (haec ad tempus facta verba) or words sounded in time (verba
temporaliter sonantia) are perceived by the auris exterior menti, whereas the auris interior posita is focused
on the eternal Word (aeternum verbum tuum), which abides in silence (aeterno in silentio verbo tno) since
it arises out of a vacuum (cf. VIL.6.8; XI1.3.3). Temporal words are problematic for they fugiunt et
praetereunt “flee and pass away’, while God’s Word manet in aeternum ‘abides forever’**® While the
formative principle of logos echoes throughout almost all antique philosophy, the emphasis on
God’s authoritative speaking is a crucial difference between pagan Platonism and Christian
philosophy.

Augustine’s conversion reads as a story about losing and hearing voices, as Philip Abbott
has argued.”® It all starts with the conversion story of Matius Victorinus, a teacher of rhetoric and

Platonic philosophy whose translations Augustine had received (VIIL.2.3-5.12). He is taught about

24 Translations of the Confessiones are from Hammond (2014) and (2016).

24 Brown (2000:89-90).

246 The second ascent is highly influenced by Plotinus’ Oz Beanty (1.6)

247 We already saw the importance of silence with the Gnostics; cf. Mortley (1986a:49-60). Other early examples are
given by Mazzeo (1962:192) of Ignatius Martyr (d. ¢.108/140 AD): ‘God, who manifested himself through Jesus Christ
his son, who is his Word proceeding from silence’ (Epist. ad Magnesios 8.2). Cf.Abbott (2022:550).

248 For Augustine, problems with discursivity arise from the fragmentation of the eternal into the temporal — and not
so much because of the One scattered into many, as Plotinus problematized. Mortley (1986b:204) points this out as a
fundamental difference between both. For Augustine and other Christians, God was a unity consisting of a trinity,
which is a topic that I do not delve into further.

24 T am indebted to Abbott (2022:549-557) for the analysis of Victorinus’ and Augustine’s conversion.
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the ‘humility of Christ, which is hidden from the wise and revealed to infants’ (VIIIL.2.3), and
became ‘a child of your Christ and an infant baptized’ (puer Christi tui et infans fontis, VIIL.2.4), after
he abandoned ‘the school of wordiness rather than your Word by whom you make eloquent the
tongues of infants’ (loguacem scholam deserere maluit guam verbum tuum, quo lingnas infantium facis disertas,
VIIL5.10). The theme of infancy (‘speechlessness’) returns when Augustine’s ability to speak is
flowing away, which mark the start of his conversion.” Upset his asks himself ‘where is that fluent
tongue now?’ (ubi est lingna?, VII1.7.18), and Augustine is left in ‘wordless agitation’(muta trepidatio,
VIIL7.18; cf.VIIL.8.19; VIIL.12.28). Silenced and distressed, Augustine runs into a garden and
speaks to God (dixi tibi, VII1.12.28). The famous scene follows: he hears a voice (audio vocem,
VIIIL.12.29) as if from a boy or a gitl (quasi pueri an puellae), that sings “folle lege, tolle lege”. Augustine
grabs the Pauline book that he has left on the table and reads in silence (leg7 7n silentio, V111.12.29),
just as he had seen Ambrose reading in silence but did not understand Ambrose’s reasons for that
(V1.3.3).! In book IX, we learn that Augustine has followed Victorinus’ example, and withdraws
his ‘tongue from its daily work in the marketplace of loquacity’ (subtrahere ministerinm linguae meae
nundinis loguacitatis, 1X.2.2).”* From that moment, Augustine uses his tongue only for sonos pietatis
‘sounds of devotion’ (IX.4.8).

After his conversion, Augustine experiences another ascent with his mother Monica
(IX.10.23).’ In its description, we see evident traces of the Plotinian quiet ascent inwards. While
resting from their trip to Ostia, Augustine and Monica — away from other people (ego et ipsa soli; ergo
soli 1X.10.23) — discuss the eternal life of saints and the dismissal of the physical senses. During
their discussion (dum loquimur, 1X.10.24), they raise themselves up longing ardently for the One
(¢dipsum), and gradually move through the physical world and heaven, and ascend by interior
thinking, speaking, and marveling at God’s works (ascendebanus interius cogitando et loquendo et nrirando
opera tua). Entering into and transcending their own mind, they reach God, ‘the place of unfailing
abundance’ (venimus in mentes nostras et transcendimus eas, ut attingeremus regionem ubertatis indeficientss).
After their ascent, they ‘returned to the clamor of our usual kind of speech, in which the word both
begins and ends’ (remeavimus ad strepitum oris nostri, ubi verbum et incipitur et finitur). In this worldly
voice, they continue — albeit in one very long sentence as if their speech becomes everlasting — and
wish that everything can become still (expressed by sifere six times):** the ‘tumult of the flesh’, the

earth, sea and sky, every tongue, every linguistic sign, and every being (IX.10.25). While all keep

250 Abbott (2022:551). Infancy is a Christian trope, for the New Testament speaks of Christians as God’s children.

251 Mazzeo (1962:191): ‘at the very moment that St. Augustine is waiting for the voice of the silent inner teacher, he
reads in silence’.

252 Abbott (2022:552).

253 E.g., Dobell (2009:213-227) and Soskice (2002:454ff.) discuss the Ostia ascent and point out that, compared to the
Platonic ascents eatlier, the emphasis lies on audition here.

254 Abbott (2022:550).
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silent (faceant), they turn their ear to Him, and: ‘He alone spoke, not through these [things made
silent], but by his own self, so that we heard his Word, not by means of a tongue of flesh, nor by
the voice of an angel [...], but we heard it itself’ (loguatur ipse solus non per ea sed per se ipsum, ut andiamus
verbum eius, non per lingnam carnis neque per vocem angeli |...), sed ipsum |...| andiamns).

The echoes of the Plotinian ascent are plenty: the Ostia ascent is a turn inwards, done
isolated (so/), a move beyond the human mind, possible when everything becomes still, and it is a
transient experience for they return to the sensible world of the spoken word (cf. Plot.IV.8.1.1-11).
There is also difference, however.”” The Christian ascent is guided by speaking and hearing. It is
not a full transcendence of the body as with Plotinus but more like a revelatory experience that
stills everything. Later in the Confessiones, Augustine explains that ‘God’s Word, that is the beginning
speaks to us’ (verbum tunm, quod et principium est |...) loguitur nobis, X1.8.10). It speaks through the
gospel, which speaks per carnem (i.e. through Christ) to ‘the ears at the outside’ (forzs aunribus), ‘so that
people would believe it, and seek it within, [...] where the good and only teacher instructs all his
disciples. Here I hear your voice, Lord’ (ut crederetur et intus quaereretur |...|, ubi omnes discipulos bonus
et solus magister docet. ibi andio vocem tuam, X1.8.10; cf. X1.9.11). God’s Word is authoritative, and its
guiding role is a crucial difference from the purely Platonic ascents Augustine experienced earlier.
Augustine’s dialectical quest for God thus consists of three steps, preceded by the preliminary step
of losing one’s mundane voice: one has to hear and speak the divine voice (through the scriptures),
move toward interior thinking and speaking, and finally transcend and hear the revelatory Word

itself when everything else has become silent.

II Dialogues Turning into Monologues
The remainder of this chapter revolves around the question of how the conceptions of silence and
dialectic impact the literary forms of some later Platonic dialogues. For Plato, although we cannot

256

know the exact function of his dialogues,™ the dialogue form and his dialectical method were

connected.”” Plato’s successors, however, did not write many philosophical dialogues.”® Instead,

2% Differences are discussed by Soskice (2002:454-458). He sees the shared experience as a difference, but Augustine
does emphasize isolation (so/7). Abbott (2022:557) remarks that the emphasis on listening is a difference: “While Plotinus
and other Platonists also believed in a silent divine realm, unlike Augustine, they did not describe the tacit aspect of
divinity as paramount to their ascents.” I hopefully proved otherwise in the previous chapter.

256 Long (2009:48) guesses about Plato’s reasons for writing in dialogue form, and argues they may represent:
‘intellectual discoveries, teaching such discoveries to others and converting others to the life of philosophy’. Kahn
(2012:159) suggests that Plato’s preference for dialogues may be connected with his distrust of writing.

27 Long (2009) shows the diversity of dialogue form in Plato: it alters between dialogues with equal opponents,
sympathetic yes-men, or even with oneself.

258 Clark (2009:124): ‘the absence of Platonist dialogue remains a puzzle’. Jazdzewska (2022: 89-125) shows that the
philosophical dialogues were not abandoned in the Eatly Academy, but lost its preeminence. Of course, philosophical
dialogues were written throughout antiquity, e.g. by Aristotle (lost), Cicero, Lucian, and Plutarch.
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they wrote mainly handbooks or commentaries on Plato’s works for an educated circle, or
produced essays, letters, or speeches for a broader audience.”” The literary form of Plotinus’ works
is different from his predecessors, and is more closely related to Plato than it may seem. As
observed by several scholars, the Enneads resemble Plotinus’ oral teachings that consisted of
(lengthy) philosophical discussions: the Ennmeads take the form of a dialogue (marked by
conversational particles) between Plotinus and another voice that questions or objects him by

20 \With Plotinus, the dialectical

raising doubts or pointing to other philosophical viewpoints.
method ‘of saying what each thing is” (I.3.4.1-4) is molded into an inner dialogue as if his
philosophical turn inward is symbolized by its form.*'

The dialogue form flourished in late antiquity as is shown in the recent monographs of
Averil Cameron and Alberto Rigolio. Both demonstrate that some of these (often Christian)
dialogues adopt again a Platonic model and (Neo)Platonic imagery.*** In this section, I discuss three
examples of Platonically inspired philosophical dialogues that share a striking feature: they end as
monologues while one of two interlocutors keep silent.”” It is as if they combine the aporetic
Platonic dialogue with Plotinus’ internalized dialogue. I start with Gregory of Nyssa’s De Anima et
Resurrectione, in which the dialogue form end when the dogma of the resurrection is revealed. Next,
I treat Augustine’s De Magistro, a dialogue about the inefficacy of verbal language, whose changing
literary form symbolizes Augustine’s encouragement to turn inward. Something similar happens in
Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae, whose monologic end has puzzled scholars.** Taken together,

we see that the silence of the monologue’s listeners is a positive sign: it represents a revelatory

experience beyond verbal language that strikes silent.

Macrina the Mystagogue: Gregory of Nyssa’s De Anima et Resurrectione
The dialogue De Anima et Resurrectione (c.380) is set during the deathbed of Macrina, Gregory of

Nyssa’s devout sister.”” After the death of their brother Basil, the Cappadocian church father,

259 Smith (2014) discusses the literary genres of Platonists. Nikitas (2019:113) discusses a common distinction later
commentators to Aristotle’s work make (Ammonius Iz Cat. 4.15-27, and Olympiodoros Prolegomena 7.2-23):
@ dlxdoyuea vs. T avtompdowna. They speak highly of the latter as meant for a specific philosophical audience, and
disdain the former as exoteric and meant for novice thinkers.

260 Smith (2014:116-117) and Brisson (2019:178-179).

261 Smith (2014:116-117) argues that Plotinus’ Enneads ‘are structured around the principle of self-discovery’.

262 Recently there is much research on the dialogue form in late antiquity, e.g. by Cameron (2014) and Rigolio (2019)
who discuss dozens of examples of Christian dialogues. Rigolio (2019:2) shows that the Platonic dialogue was not the
norm in late antiquity, however.

263 T know of one other example of a Platonized dialogue ending in a monologue: Justin Martyt’s Dialogue with Trypho
(second century). Just as Macrina, reveals the mystery of Christ (94.4: pvotjolov amokaAvmrovty). For this example,
there seems to be a connection between some Christian gospels that alter between dialogue and monologue.

264 See n.283 infra.

265 Rigilio (2019:98-102) for a scholarly overview. Cameron (2014:7) calls it ‘the most Platonic of Christian dialogues’,
but she excluded the Latin tradition.
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Gregory wanted to find some solace with his sister. He finds some consolation, but not in the form
one might expect. What unfolds is a lengthy discussion Oz the Soul and Resurrection, in which Macrina,
whom Gregory calls his adeA@r) kat dwdokaAog, teaches about the immortality of the soul, as did
Socrates on his deathbed in the Phaeds, and about the afterlife that may await. Before the
conversation starts, Gregory tells us that Macrina first let his emotion rage: ‘she, like those who are
skilled in the equestrian art, first, allowed me to be swept along for a little while by the violence of
my grief and, after this, tried to speak up with reason by guiding the disorder of my soul with her
own ideas as if with a bridle’ (H d¢ kata tovg g IMmiKnG EMOTUOVAS EVOODOG HOL TTROG OALYOV
naQevex ONvat T QU 100 TABOVS, AVACTOLODY EmeXelQeL LeTa TaDTA T AOYW, KaBATeQ XA V@
TVL T i AoYLou@ TO dtaxtodv g Yuxhg dmevOivvovoa, GNO2/C198).* The dialogue is full
of Platonic imagery, such as the soul as charioteer here or references to Diotima’s speech in Plato’s
Symposinm, but Macrina mainly voices the Scriptures to teach Gregory.*”’

For this chapter, I am mainly interested in the dialogue’s end. After Macrina has shown
Gregory that the soul must become free of emotions and passions for its way up to God, she
reassures him that, also if he is too attached to his body, he does not have to be ‘without hope’
(C245), for the body will be built up again after its dissolution by death. Gregory remarks that he
recognizes that Macrina is speaking about the resurrection. The dogma of resurrection he calls ‘true
and worthy of belief from the teaching of Scripture and not to be doubted’ (un au@Barin)’
(GNO80/C245). Nonetheless, Gregory says, ‘since the weakness of human thought relies
somehow on more accessible arguments for belief’ (1) aofévewx g dvOowmivng davoiag, Toig
XWONTOIG 1)ULV AOYLOOIS, HEAAOV TROg TolavTny Ttioty motneiletar, GNO80/C245), it still is a
good idea to converse about the dogma of resurrection for those who do not believe it. Gregory
raises several issues that outsiders could have, and Macrina answers them all.**® Thereafter, Gregory
himself is left with some last doubts: do we resurrect in the state we left our bodies after death?
(C261-264) He argues how horrible it would be to resurrect with ‘bodies bent down and deformed
by extreme old age’ (C261). But on the other side, if our bodies change after the resurrection, they
are not stable, and how would that be different from our bodies during life? Macrina answers

26

Gregory’s doubts with a long uninterrupted speech (C264-272).*” She remarks that Gregory with

266 Translation Callahan (1999), to which page numbers I refer. I refer also to the pagenumbers in Spira’s (2014) Gregorii
Npysseni Opera for the Greek. Passage discussed by Williams (1993:231) and Wessel (2010:374).

267 Wessel (2010:373-380) discusses the Platonic dialogue form, and argues this allows Gregory to combine the
sometimes contradictory ideas of pagan philosophy and the scriptures (378): “Through his self-conscious appropriation
of an antiquated genre, Gregory developed a new kind of Christian discourse, in which the provisional arguments of
pagan dialectic enabled the truth of Scripture to emerge in a meaningful tension with the insights of Greek philosophy.”
268 Explicitly stated by Gregory, see C256-257.

269 Williams (1993:231-232) comments on this shift: ‘the dialogue form not only enacts what it discusses (the protracted
exploration of an emotion) but, later on, allows Macrina to modify her initial rigorism in response to Gregory's
objections on behalf of the emotions.”
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his ‘so-called art of rhetoric’ has circumvented the truth of the resurrection. Macrina rejects

Gregory’s rhetotical oppositions and says (tr. C265/GNO112):

AAN'6 pev aAnOnc mept tovtwv Adyog év  The true reasoning on these matters is stored in the
TOlG ATOKQUYOLS TS copiag Onoaveoic hidden treasures of wisdom and will come into the
TeTapievTAL TOTE €16 TO Eppaves 1jEwv, 6tav  open only when we have experienced the mystery
foyw 1O TS avaotaoews dwwaxOwpev  of the resurrection; then there will no longer be any
pvotioLov, éte ovkéTL derjoeL onuatwv Nuiv - need for a verbal statement of what is to be hoped
TEOG TNV EATILOUEVWY PAVEQWOLY. for.

Only those who have been taught about the mystery of the resurrection, know its truth. Macrina
reveals the splendor of resurrection and explains that the body resurrects in a perfect divine state
when the soul is purified. For sake of the possible opponents’ arguments, Macrina emphasize, she
discusses the resurrection further, although it needs no proof (ovdevog vmodeikvvowy).

The start of this monologic end of De Anima is significant. The use of the word pvortrjoov
— which also resonates with the mysteries spoken of in the New Testament (e.g. 1.Cor.15:51) —
signifies that what comes is a revelation. As Guy Stroumsa has shown, the word pvotiolov in
Christian late antique philosophy did not refer any longer to esoteric wisdom, for these so-called
mysteries were not kept secret (e.g., Macrina’s monologue here), but underwent a semantic
transformation and denoted rather ‘something that cannot be entirely described in words’.”" This
is also what Macrina makes clear; there is no need for any verbal statement (ovKétL denoet onuATWY).
However, what seems not to be different from the earlier mysteries is that the recipient of the
revelation becomes awestruck: Gregory becomes a silent listener and there is no need for further
dialogical pondering.*” But why could Macrina reveal the mystery of resurrections with her words?
The answer may be found in the Life of Macrina, a hagiography Gregory wrote some years later. In
that work, he thinks back to Mactina’s last moments and remarks that ‘she had transcended the
common nature [...] as if she was an angel’ (éxBeBnicévar v kownv @vov Drowoovong |...] olov
ayyéAov tvog; GNO395;C179).”> On the verge of death, Mactina has become an intermediary

figure, somewhere between the divine and the human, able to reveal the divine truth.””

270 Stroumsa (2005:162); cf. “Mystery’, in its Christian garb, has now become something ineffable, which cannot be
fully expressed by words, rather than something which must remain hidden’ (168).

271 This point is already made by Macrina earlier (C217).

272 Greek from Jaeger et al. (1952).

273 Burrus (2005) and Boersma (2013:109-116) discuss Macrina’s transcended state from a gendered perspective
(including the Platonic models of Socrates and Diotima).
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An Inner Teacher and a Silent Student: Augustine’s De Magistro
De Magistro (c.390) is a Platonic®™ dialogue between Augustine and his sixteen-year-old son
Adeodatus — who died before his eighteenth birthday (c.389; ConfIX.6.14).>” It is Augustine’s last
dialogue before he abandoned the genre. In De Magistro, father and son explore the limits of
dialogue, by questioning if we can learn and teach through the medium of language. Although
relatively short, the work delves deeply into semiotics.”’® The dialogue starts with Augustine’s
question: ‘When we speak, what does it seem to you we want to accomplish?”?”” Both agree that
speaking is used for docendi et commemorandi ‘teaching and reminding’ others (1.2). Augustine explains
(1.2-3.6) that words are signifiers (signa), and both interlocutors conclude that some signifiers can
be described by other signifiers (signa signis monstrari, 4.7), but that there are things (rebus) that can
be explained without signifiers (szze signis), such as ‘walking’ by the act of walking itself. This forms
the basis for their further inquiry.”®

The rest of their discussion consists of three parts and each is concluded with reflections
on the dialectical procedures. The first part concerns a lengthy discussion (4.7-8.20) on the notion
that signifiers can be signified by other signifiers. At 8.21, Augustine pauses and reflects on the
discussion so far. He admits that the dialogue contains many detours but explains these were
needed for ‘exercising the mind’s strengths and sharpness’ (exercendi vires et mentis aciens). Now
Adeodatus is ready for the second part (8.22-10.32) which is about signifiables (significabilia, i.c.
perceptible res that can be signified). Augustine shows that things precede their signifiers (9.25),
and that knowledge of the thing itself is more important than knowledge of the sign, for the latter
is only attained by the former (9.26). They also agree that signifying and teaching are not the same,
but that we signify to teach (and not vice versa; 9.29). Adeodatus then concludes that it is not possible
to teach without signifiers. Augustine remarks that this contradicts what they had said in the
beginning (4.7): that some things can be explained without signifiers but through actions (e.g.,
‘walking’). Here the second reflection starts: Adeodatus admits that he is caught in aporia and that
his mind is not sharp enough to enlighten this contradiction (10.31). Augustine praises his son’s
hesitation (dubitationem tuam non invitus accipio; 10.32) and his request for help, since aporia can also
result in the danger of odium vel timorem rationis ‘hatred and mistrust of reason’ (cf. PL.P4d.89d-e),
Augustine says, when allegedly firm arguments are overturned. Augustine rehearses their eatlier

conclusion that actions can be taught without signifiers.

274 The dialogue is Platonic in content (the emphasis on recollection and intetiority) and in form (see n.238 Zufra).

275 Bermon (2007:21-23) about the date of the work. It is presumably a homage to his son.

276 The most extensive reading of De Magistro is found in the extensive commentary of Bermon (2009), who also points
out the connections with Peripatetic, Stoic, and Sceptic philosophy.

277 Translations by King (1995). The Latin I take from Daur (1970).

278 Crosson (1989) analyzes the dialogue’s tripattite structure and gives a good overview.
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Then Augustine continues with an oratio perpetna (10.33-14.46), an uninterrupted
monologue, that forms the third part of the discussion.”” In his exposition, Augustine raises
questions that he answers himself, and argues that nothing is learned through signs (il [...] guod
per sua signa discatur, 10.33), but that all things are ‘exhibited and exposed’ (exhibit atque ostendii) by
God. This is the case for things perceived both by the senses (sensibilia; 10.33-12.29) and by the
mind (zntelligibilia; 12.40-14.46). The first are not taught by words but by — very Platonically —
recognizing the images one has within (non discit meis verbis, sed recognoscit ablatis secum et ipse imaginibus,
12.39). In the case of the intelligibles, we look immediately upon the things perceived by the mind
by the ‘inner illumination of the truth’ (znzeriore luce veritatis, 12.40). ‘A listener’ (auditor) is then ‘taught
not by [...] words but by the things themselves made manifest within when God discloses them’ (12.40).

Is speech not useful at all? Not exactly, Augustine explains, for the ‘weakness of
discernment’ (imbecilitate cernentis; 12.40) can complicate the illumination of the Inner Teacher.
When one is not able to discern the whole, one can be questioned about parts (de zstis partibus
interrogator). In this case, he is ‘guided by words’ (verbis perducitur), not in the sense that words do
teach (non tamen docentibus verbis) but by raising questions he can learn within (zntus discere). Augustine
reflects (14.46) on his oratio perpetua, and says that if his son is illuminated by the Inner Teacher, he
knew everything all along, and for that reason, Augustine saw no reason to ask questions any longer.
The work ends with Adeodatus thanking his fathet’s guidance in oration: tnae, gua perpetua usus es,
and has no doubts left: ‘that private Oracle answered me about everything exactly as you stated in
your wotds’ (mihi responderet secretum illud oraculum, ut tuis verbis asserebatur).

De Magistro is a reflection on the use of language, dialogue, and dialectic. Its content is
reflected in the form: such as dialectic should move from the question-and-answer exercise towards
God’s inner teaching, Adeodatus moves from speaking to silence, and the work from dialogue to
monologue.”™ De Magistro is not the only dialogue of Augustine that ends with a monologue.
Augustine wrote eight dialogues between 386 and the start of his priesthood in 391, and almost all

of them end in an oratio perpetua”

Erik Kenyon provides a holistic reading of this particular
structure of the Augustinian dialogues. He argues that Augustine’s dialogues follow a threefold

method that he calls ARP: an aporetic dialogue (A), followed by reflection on the act of the dialogue

279 The term oratio perpetna is used in Augustine’s Contra Academicos 111.7.14.

280 Lerer (1985:51-56) treats DM as an important text to understand the Consolatio, and points to the silent student in
DM. T am, however, not fully convinced by his reading that Adeodatus is unable to converse with his father, and that
the monologue is used to point out ‘the need for [...] silent reading’ it rather is a revelation that guides Adeodatus to
transcend any form of language.

281 In chronological order: in Milan (386-387)De Ordine, De Beata 1 ita, Contra Academicos, Solilognia; in Italy and Africa
(388-391): De Immortalitate Animae, De Libero Arbitirio, De Animae Qnantitate, De Magistro, and De Musica (first part written
eatlier). The Soliloquia (incomplete) and De Musica do not end in an oratio perpetua, although it is suggested (Kenyon
2018:142-143) that De Immortalitate Animae was meant as the third book of the So/iloguia.
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(R), and finally 2 monologue that gives a plausible solution to the apotia (P).**According to
Kenyon, Augustine was inspired to this structure by combining the aporetic (Platonic and)

Ciceronian dialogues (A) and the Plotinian self-reflexive treatises (P).**

De Magistro follows this
pattern: the first two dialogical parts build up to Adeodatus’ aporia, and the third monologic part
is Augustine’s revelation about the Inner Teacher.

Although Augustine concludes that language is inadequate for learning, he does not reject
discourse completely: in this last part, he guides Adeodatus to the Inner Teacher by showing him
His inner teachings. At the start of the dialogue, Adeodatus and Augustine discussed if speech is
needed for prayer. There Augustine remarked: ‘there is no need for spoken words [in prayers],
except perhaps to speak as priests do, [...] not that God might hear, but that men might do so and
by remembering might, with one accord, be raised to God’ (1.2). In the end, Augustine becomes
like a priest — just as in his real life at that moment — who guides others.”** By keeping silent,
Adeodatus shows he has reached dialectic’s silent last step: after dialogic and monologic guidance,
he has reached his Inner Teacher.” The literary shift from dialogue to monologue mark
Adeodatus’ progress from speaker to silent listener. This resembles the dialectical path of the Ostia

ascent in the Confessiones; there as well we saw an outward dialogue, followed by an interior

soliloquy, and finally by silent listening to God’s Word.**

Lapsing into Silence with Boethius’ De Consolatione Philosophiae®’

When classical antiquity crumbled down, Boethius wrote his swan song De Consolatione Philosophiae

288

(c.524), a work full of (Neo)Platonic philosophy and a (slighter) touch of Christian philosophy.

282 Kenyon (2018:30-31) applies ARP to all Augustinian dialogues, except for De Magistro, for he considers ARP there
too obvious (22). Stock (2010) interpreted the shift from dialogue to oration differently; he reads the Solliguia
programmatic for the other dialogues, and argues for a shift from external dialogue to inner dialogue (oratio perpetna).
His argument is not so strong when we consider that So/iloguia also end in aporia, showing that even inner dialogue
does not have revelatory power.

283 Kenyon (2018:57-81) argues that the Augustinian dialogues are Platonic in essence, although Augustine probably
had not read a full dialogue by Plato. He argues that the combination of the aporetic Ciceronian model and the Plotinian
result in the Platonic dialectic of elenchus and hypothesis.

284 Clark (2009) reflects on Augustine’s genres, and remarks that after his ordination as a priest in 391, Augustine
abandoned the dialogue form. Clark (2009:122-134) reflects on Augustine’s reasons: as a priest or bishop, Augustine
may had to voice his authority (for which a puzzling dialogue does not fit); the audience consisted of educated and
uneducated people (for whom the dialogue may be not clear enough); and Augustine began to doubt the power of
dialogue to resolve (intellectual) conflict.

285 Stock (2010:206): “We have moved from words to silence, from dialogue to contemplation, and from signs to
realities.”

286 Stock (2010:72, 214) sees Confessiones as a soliloquy. Kenyon (2018:232) argues that Confessiones follows ARP: for the
work consist of two halves: a narrative, dialogical part (book I-IX) and a non-narrative, monological part (X-XIII).
287 This section is largely based on an earlier paper by me (2022); the main argument is the same, albeit in a rewritten
form, but some of the notes and quotes inevitability overlap.

288 The Consolatio is reminiscent of Plato’s Phaedo. Marenbon (2003:11) notes that ‘Greek Neoplatonism was by far the
most important’ to Boethius, more than Christian philosophy, although Augustine influenced him as well (14).
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After years devoted to philosophy in Rome and to politics in Ravenna, Boethius, as one of the
highest officials at the court of the Ostrogothic king Theodric, fell prey to the unstable political
situation, and was sentenced to death due to political intrigue (Cozns.1.4.23). Mourning his imminent
and too-early death, Boethius writes the Platonic dialogue Consolation of Philosophy. Overcome by
strong emotions, the imprisoned first person of the dialogue (henceforth Boethius, although he is
not named in the dialogue) falls into distrust of philosophy’s powers. In a conversation with the
personification of philosophy, Philosophia, he re-establishes his faith in the stable knowledge
philosophy offers. This dialogue is conspicuously characterized by moments of silence: it all begins
and ends with Boethius’ silence.”® Boethius’ silence at the end has puzzled scholars, but we will
see that it — again — marks the dialectical endpoint.”

The Consolatio starts with an elegiac poem dictated by the ‘grieftorn Muses’ — the work is a
sequence of poetry (M) and prose (Pr) parts — in which Boethius wept over his lost fortune
(I.1M.22). His outcry is a cry in silence, as Boethius emphasizes in the first prose line of the work:
haec |...] mecum tacitus ipse reputarem ‘these I was thinking to myself in silence’ (I.1Pr.1).”” Then from
above his head, Boethius sees Philosophia descend (supra verticemr visa est mulier, 1.1Pr.3), and is
awestruck (mibi [...] reverendi) by the epiphany. He cannot determine her height, for one time she is
like 2 human and at the other time ‘the crown of her head touched the heavens; and when she lifted
her head higher yet, she penetrated the heavens themselves, and was lost to the sight of men’
(I.1Pr.10-13). Philosophia is evidently lost to Boethius, for his sight was dimmed with his tears
(acies lacrimis mersa, 1.1Pr.44), and he was dumbstruck (obstipui; tacitus; 1.1Pr.46-48). Philosophia starts
singing (I.2M) and speaking (I.2Pr) to Boethius, but he, bereft of his senses, does not react (cf.
L4Pr.1-3). ‘Do you recognize me?**, Philosophia asks (L.2Pr.7-9), ‘Why do you say nothing (Quid
taces)? Were you silent because you were ashamed or stupetied (pudore an stupor siluisti)? |...] I can
see that you are quite stupefied (%, ut video, stupor oppressit)’. Boethius was not ‘merely taciturn, but
altogether speechless and dumb’ (non mwodo tacitum sed elinguen prorsus mutumque, 1.2Pr.9-10). His

silence is unintentional and unphilosophical; he is dumbstruck by bodily emotions.

29 Lerer (1985) is, to my knowledge, the only one who discusses Boethius’ silence extensively. I owe some
interpretational insights to him. However, I disagree with his overall interpretation. Lerer (1985:230) argues that ‘the
tone, structure, and method of the Consolation’s conclusion turn the prisoner into a reader who is no longer inside
the text but rather outside it. [...] the prisoner inside the fiction and the reader outside it have now merged into one.
[...] The prisoner has moved from participant to audience, and his silent accession to Philosophy’s authority matches
the reader’s experience of silently absorbing her doctrine.” Lerer’s (1985:16ff.) analysis is based on his interpretation of
Boethius’ plan of ‘reading and writing” (commenting on the philosophical tradition) and Augustine’s silent reading in
the Confessiones. To my opinion, Lerer is too eager to interpret Boethius as a reader in the Consolatio, since there is no
textual evidence for this in the Consolatio. 1 will argue that the prisoner in the Consolatio is not outside but inside the text
of Philosophia.

290 Payne (1981:67), Marenbon (2003:145), Relihan (2007:191) see Boethius’ silence as a sign of the dialogue’s failure.
291 Latin text and translation are Tester’s (1973), sometimes slightly adapted by me.

292 Gruber (2006:96): ‘Stereotype Frage bei Epiphanien’.
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Philosophia turns away from Boethius who cannot see, speak, and hear well, and diagnoses
him: ‘he is in no real danger but suffers only from lethargy, a sickness common to deluded minds.
He has for a little forgotten his real self” (I.2Pr.11-12). After a while, Boethius starts to recognize
his medicantis faciem ‘healer’s face’, nutricem ‘nurse’, and magistra ‘teacher’ (1.3P12-7), and is able to talk
again. By asking questions, she examines Boethius and concludes that he forgot the universe’s
purpose (1.6Pr.23-32) and the human essence (I1.6Pr.33-38), which she summarizes as ‘you have
forgotten what you are’ (guid ipse sis, nosse dedistz; 1.6Pr.40). Boethius suffers philosophical dementia,
and his diagnosis is full of (Neo)Platonic imagery.”” Boethius admits that he ‘heard it once, but
grief has weakened my memory’ (audieram sed memoriam maeror hebetavit; 1.6Pr.26-27). He is like the
opposite of a Pythagorean pupil: not reticent but unable to tell about philosophical doctrines.
Philosophia then unfolds a threefold therapy plan of (I.5Pr.38-44) soft (I1.1Pr-11.4M), stronger
(IL.5Pr-11.8M), and bitter medicines (IIL.1Pr-8M). The three treatments are thematically strikingly
similar; they all are about (ill)fortune and happiness, and it is only Philosophia’s method that
changes from a rhetorical approach to practical knowledge, to theoretical philosophy.*

From the outset, we have learned that Boethius was silently thinking with himself (wecum
tacitus ipse reputaremy; 1.1Pr.1), which makes us wonder whether Philosophia is really another voice.
Later in the first book, when Boethius accuses Philosophia of encouraging him to become a
philosopher-king and thus to be active in politics, he addresses her by ‘you, and God, who has
planted you in the minds of philosophers (7 [...] et qui te sapientium mentibus insernit deus; 1.4Pr.28-
29). The verb znsero returns at the end of Boethius’ rhetorical speech: ‘but you, planted in me, drove
from my soul’s depts all desire for mortal things’ (atgui et tu insita nobis ommens rerum mortalinm cupidinen
de nostri animi sede pellebas, 1.4Pr138-140). In her answer, Philosophia confirms Boethius’ words by
echoing the idea of nostri animi sedes: ‘1 seek |...] the storeroom of your mind (##ae mentis sedem requiro),
in which I have laid up not books, but what makes them of any value, the opinions set down in my
books in past times’ (I.5Pr.23-25). These sentences seem to point out that Philosophia is the
personification of Boethius’ own philosophical knowledge, and because of his philosophical
forgetfulness, he did not recognize her initially (and has forgotten himself). This makes the dialogue

a discussion of two different voices in Boethius” head (‘thinking is the inner conversation the soul

293 Boethius’ symptoms atre very (Neo)platonic motifs: he has lost his sight (cf. Plato’s cave allegory) and is a wanderer
exiled from his homeland (cf. Plot.I.6.8). These are brilliantly discussed by Donato (2013a:57-91) and (2013b), although
he does not connect this to Boethius’ silence.

24 Magee (2009:83-84) and Donato(2013c:417-421) analyze Philosophia’s gradual therapy. The graduality is
foreshadowed by Philosophia’s appearance: she has a dress with the letters Pi (practical) and Theta (theoretical),
connected with a ladder (I.1Pr).
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has with itself’, PL.T/2188e; cf. Aug. Soliliguia). One voice is dictated by Boethius’ emotions and
mortal concerns, and the other is a philosophical voice that comes from within.*”

The theme of silence recurs throughout Philosophia’s treatment. At the end of the stronger
medicines, Philosophia accuses Boethius of pursuing immortality by concerning himself with his
tuture fame (future famam temporis; 11.7P1.50-51), after he expressed his hope that his ‘virtue might
not wither with age in silence’ (we virtus tacita consenesceret, 11.7Pr.3-4). Philosophia tells him an
educational anecdote about ‘a man falsely assumed the title of philosopher’ (IL.7P1.70) for he
wrongly took arrogant fame (superbam gloriam) for true virtue (verae virtutis). Another man, testing
‘the triviality of this kind of arrogance’, insulted him and said that a true philosopher would bear
all insults. The faux philosopher underwent the insults for a short time and asked: ‘Now do you
recognize that I am a philosopher?” To which the other responded: ‘I should have, had you kept
silent’ (zntellexceram, si tacuisses; 11.7P1.76-77). Philosophia here refers to the silent philosopher trope
we have discussed in CHAPTER 1, and contrasts the chatty fame-seeker to the silent philosopher. As
she explains, the latter does not pursue fame but the soul’s immortality by being ‘freed from earthy
things’ (I1.7Pr.86). After this ‘strong treatment’, Boethius has implemented Philosophia’s lesson,
he describes himself as e audiendi avidum stupentemque arrectis adbuc auribus ‘eager to listen further
and struck silent with still attentive ears’ (IIL1Pr.1-2; cf. 9: audiendi avidus vehementer; 15: andendi
cupidumr). Philosophia confirms Boethius’ changed mindset (fnae mentis habitum): ‘you were so
absorbed, silent and attentive, by what I was saying’ (verba nostra tacitus attentusque rapiebas, 111.1Pr.10-
11). Different from the beginning, when Boethius was unintentionally dumbstruck and bereft of
his senses, he now pricks up his ears intentionally. His desire to listen now makes him a true
philosophical pupil and ready for Philosophia’s last treatment.

In his book Boethius and Dialogne, Seth Lerer points out that the Consolatio’s content and form
are transformed throughout the work. It develops from a discussion about fate and fortune (II),
and a Platonic exposition on happiness and the Good (III), to discussions on God in relation to
evil (IV), free will, and providence (V), while at the same time there is a meta-discursive
development from rhetoric and logical argument (I-II), to Boethius’ eagerness to learn (IIL.1Pr-
8M) and to be equally involved in a dialectical discussion (IIL.9Pr-IV.6Px), to transcending the limits
of human discourse (V.4Pr.ff.).””* When Boethius and Philosophia come to discuss the divine order
of all things and the inevitable conclusion that all things are rightly done by God (recte fiers

IV.5Pr.26) though they can seem ill-fortune from the perspective of men, Philosophia admits that

2 Jean de Meun, a medieval translator of the Consolatio, already wondered that “Boethius establishes and represents
himself in the part of the human being troubled and tormented and misled by sensible passions, and establishes
Philosophy in the part of the human being raised aloft and pursuing intelligible good.” (quoted by Donato (2013¢:407).
2% Lerer (1985:94-236): “The prisonet's move from lethatgic silence, through oratory, rhetoric, dialectic, and philosophy
represents the development of a mind traced through different levels of language use’ (235).
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for an exposition on ‘a matter greatest of all [...] almost no discourse, however exhaustive is
sufficient for it” (IV.6P1.7-9). Philosophia gives it a try in a longer speech and explains that the
difference between human fazum and divine providentia is a matter of perspective: ‘as reasoning is to
intellect, [...] so is the moving course of fate to the unmoving simplicity of providence’ IV.6Pt.79-
82).”” Human discursive treasoning (ratiocinatio) is deficient to grasp the providentiae stabilem
spimplicitatem. Therefore, human discourse is deficient as well; Philosophia acknowledges that ‘it is
not allowed to a men either to comprehend with his natural powers or to unfold in a conversation
(explicare sermone) all the devices of the work of God’ (IV.6Pr.196-199). Boethius, after some

2% acknowledges that all things that happen ate in essence good, but has one doubt left:

struggle,
how can free will exist if God foreknows everything? Boethius gives a philosophical speech that
ends in aporia (V.3Pr). In a Platonic poem (V.3M), he reflects on the harmony between the ‘two
truths’ (V.3M.3) of divine providence and free will. While the human mind may think they are in
discord, it (mens), however, ‘is not totally forgettul of itself” (non in totum est oblita sui, V.3M.23), and
is able ‘to keep the whole, [and] lose the separate parts’ (summamque tenet singula perdens, V.3M.24; cf.
28-31). These lines contrast with Boethius’ self-dementia at the beginning: now Boethius
understands the origin of his mind and its possibility to remember the supreme.

The poem is programmatic for the last paragraphs of the Consolatio. Boethius recognizes
that must transcend to the whole, and should not be stuck at separate parts of God’s creation (i.e.
foreknowledge and free will). This resolution is symbolized by the silencing of Boethius’ voice:
Philosophia answers Boethius in an uninterrupted monologue to the end. At the start of her speech,
she explains Boethius’ doubts arose from the limits of human reasoning (bumanae ratiocinationis) that
‘cannot approach the simplicity of divine foreknowledge’ (diviniae praescientae simplicitaten, V .4Pr.7-
8). If these limits can be transcended, #zhil prorsus relinquetur ambigui ‘no ambiguity whatsoever will
remain’ (V.4Pr.9). Philosophia expounds that humans have a share in the divine mind, and thus
adhorts: ‘let us be raised up, if we can, to the height of that highest intelligence’ (V.5Pr.50-52), for
there the mind can contemplate ‘the simplicity, shut in by no bounds, of the highest knowledge’
(V.5Pr.56). In her monologue, Philosophia asks and answers questions herself in indirect speech
(Quacero|...] inquires; N APt 11-28; inguam | .. .| ita disseris; NV .5P1.6-41; si dicas |. . .| fatebor | .. .] respondebo,
V.6Pr.95-98-100; znquies |...] respondebo; N .6P1.139-141; quid igitur inguires? V.6Pr.148). Four times
the questions are answered by mznime (V.4Pr.25,52; V.6Pr.77,151). Philosophia thus absorbs

Boethius’ voice that only echoes some indirect questions, answers, or ‘winime’in the last chapters.””

27 Lerer (1985:209).

298 Lerer (1985:2141f.) discusses this relapse to human reasoning.

299 Gruber (2006:400): ‘ezgene Antwort der Philosophie’. Cf. Lerer (1985:229). Some editors, such as Loeb’s (1973) put
minime between quotation marks, suggesting that it is Boethius’ answer, but there are no linguistic signs for this.

71



When Boethius’ emotional and mortal voice fades out, only his intellectual voice remains.
And this intellectual voice exhorts to transcend; ‘you’, Philosophia addresses the silent other in the
last poem, ‘who with upright face do seek the sky, and uncover your forehead / you should also
bear your mind aloft’ (gui recto calum vultu petis exserisque frontem | in sublime feras animum quoque,
V.5M.13-14).>” This description of the human essence resonate with Philosophia’s first appearance
as moving between men and heaven (I.1Pr.10-13), suggesting that it is the philosophical part of the
human mind that has the power to ascend. Boethius’ silence has thus improved from a lethargic
kind of silence imposed by his emotions, and an intentional silence as the studious pupil, towards
eventually a silence that marks his transcendent movement. Within his inner dialogue, his dissonant
mortal voice is silenced, and all that remains is his philosophical voice that guides him to divine

knowledge.

III Epilogue: the Enigma Unraveled

This chapter has discussed three later Platonic dialogues that enigmatically end without an epilogue.
Like Gregory, Adeodatus, and Boethius, we are left in silence. It is not a negative silence, however.
The three dialogues have some remarkable similarities. They are about teaching and dialectical
quests. They reflect on the deficiencies of human language and thinking. The revelations about
what is beyond are given by a teacher who has an intermediate position: Macrina is already
transcending her mortal existence, Augustine speaks like a guiding priest, and Philosophia (or the
philosophical mind) moves between earth and heaven as if she symbolizes Intellect itself. The
proper response to the revelation is silence. Like Aristotle’s saying that initiates o0 paBetv ti detv,
AAAG maBelv kat diateOnvat ‘must not learn something but must undergo and be put in a certain
state’ (fr.15 Rose), the dialogues’ pupils become passive listeners to their teacher’s revelation.™
This idea is reflected in their literary form by turning the dialogues into monologues. That all three
authors are Christians is not accidental, I think. Besides the increasing dominance of Christianity
in late antiquity, we also saw by means of Augustine’s conversion narrative how the Platonic
inwardness of the intelligible and dialectical route to it merged with God’s authoritative Word. The
supreme principle may be ineffable but speaks to us. Listening to other authoritative voices that

guide us to the truth, we might hear it. In silence.

300 Gruber (2006:395) remarks that the poem’s rhythm rises when it’s about the ascent. Note also the resonances of
exserisque frontem with Philosophia as zusita nobis; whereas she was covered before, now the philosophical part of the
mind is uncovered.

301 Bert van den Berg revealed this fragment and parallel to me. The context of this testimonium (Synesius’ Dio 8)
emphasizes the &Aoyog (‘speechless’/’irrational’) state of initiates.
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CONCLUSION

Resonances of the Unspoken

“... oy’ &g, poota.”
“... keep silent, initiate.”
Chaldean Oracles, fr. 132,302

This thesis started with the notion that there is no such thing as #be meaning of silence. Silence does
not merely denote the absence of speech. Rather, we saw that modern philosophers like Max Picard
emphasized that silence ‘is a positive, a complete world in itself.*” Silence speaks in its own right.
It ‘is eloquent’ and can carry countless meanings.”” In this thesis, I traced literal silences in the
later Platonic tradition in order to show how its meanings transform against the background of
discourse. My study is not a voice in the void. The monographs of Odo Casel, Raoul Mortley,
Nicholas Banner, and Silvia Montiglio inspired me to approach the topic of silence thematically
and diachronically. Montiglio pointed out that classical Greece was a ‘land of logos’ in which silence
was an abnormal phenomenon. Casel, Mortley, and Banner showed me the philosophers’ interest
in silence in later times, but all did mainly in an indirect way because of their primary focus on the
apophatic discourse of secrecy. Due to their approach, they understood silence as a rather static
concept. What remained in the margins of their works, became the focus of my research: silence
itself and its conceptual transformation throughout time.

Because silence is reflected on through the medium of language, I examined the relationship
between literal silence and discourse. The conceptual oppositions of non-communicative vs.
communicative, unintentional vs. intentional, and immanent vs. transcendent helped to identify
different instances of silence. For it is impossible to treat all silent moments in the later
philosophical tradition (at all, but particularly in one thesis), each of my three chapters concerned
one main theme: the relation between silence and ‘practicing’ philosophy in the Pythagorean
tradition (CHAPTER I), between silence and the supreme principle in the later Platonic
tradition(CHAPTER 1I), and between keeping silent and the dialectical method in later Platonic

dialogues (CHAPTER III). In the first chapter, I have shown that silence was conceived as a

302 Majercik (1989) fr.132 = Proclus Iz Crat. CXV.22.
303 Quoted on p.10.
304 Scarpi (1989:23).
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philosophical virtue as opposed to talking too much or talking without discipline. The silences of
the Pythagoreans were intentional and immanent, and also often communicative: they hid specific
doctrines by keeping silent. The second chapter showed how the First Principle became
increasingly unattainable in later Platonist thought. Whereas Middle Platonists believed the
supreme could be approached via abstractions, Plotinus placed his One in a quiet realm beyond
language and knowledge. Its quietness is thus not immanent to language but transcends human
linguistic abilities. Only by removing one’s mortal concerns and becoming tranquil oneself, one
can attain tranquil unity. Damascius even went one step further: his first principle was even beyond
the silence of the unspoken in a realm of hyper-silence. In the third chapter, I looked at how the
limit of discourse is reflected in the literary form of the later Platonic dialogues of Gregory of
Nyssa, Augustine, and Boethius. As I have argued, the quiet end of dialectic merged with the
Christian idea of God’s authoritative voice. When a teacher reveals divine truth, interlocutors
became silent listeners since this is the proper response to such a revelation.

To summarize the silences discussed in this thesis, I discern the following types of
philosophical silence — moving, in a Platonic way, from the least philosophical to the highest

principle of philosophy:

Aporetic silence: The unphilosophical, unintentional, and immanent silence that is
imposed by either the body and emotions (internally) or by others (externally). This
silence does not communicate anything: one is dumbstruck and speech falters. This
happened, with some of Socrates’ opponents, and, for example, with Boethius at the
start of the Consolatio.

Student’s silence: The intentional and immanent silence connected to the virtue of
listening. One chooses to keep silent to learn from another. We saw this in Plutarch’s
advice, and in the case of the Pythagorean pupils, Adeodatus, and Boethius. This silence
can be communicative; Philosophia, for example, understood Boethius’ eagerness to
learn by his silence.

Secretive silence: The often intentional and immanent silence (verschweigen) to conceal
a specific propositional content of secret doctrines (that could be communicated as
Apollonius and Secundus did). Also known as mystical silence. In the case of the
Pythagoreans, the silence was intentional and about self-control and esoterism. Plotinus
pointed to unintentional silence imposed by the divine, which resonates with the secrecy
Demeter imposed on her initiates in the Hymn.

Exceeding silence: The transcending silence that is the result of one’s experience of
ascending to higher hypostases or a philosophical revelation. The way to it may be
performed intentionally (such as the practical aphairesis of Plotinus) and immanently
(the dialectical conversations of Gregory, Augustine, and Boethius), but the result is a
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temporary unintentional and transcendent tranquility. It resonates with the experience
of being awestruck by an epiphany.

Transcendent silence: The stable silence that characterizes the supreme principle. It
is completely beyond human capacities of speaking and knowing, and thus everlastingly
transcendent. Whereas this stillness could be experienced through ‘exceeding silence’ in
Plotinus’ thought, Damascius placed his Ineffable even beyond the capacity of
remaining silent in a realm of hyper-stillness.

Mortley argued in his monograph From Word to Silence that ‘the way of silence is just thfe| total
absence of concepts: it is the way of silence which constitutes the complete annulment, which the
negative [way| fails to achieve’’” We have seen that the vz negativa is limited for the later
Neoplatonists and is overturned to silence, but is this silence an absence or complete annulment?
Not at all. Viewed from the human perspective the transcendent silence may be the total absence,
but viewed from the silent One itself it is the complete opposite: it is the self-sufficient origin that
brings forth everything, among which sound and speech. Its silence is a complete validation. Also
if we look at the other ways of silence (the student’s, mystic’s, or ascending one’s), we see that their
silences are not the absence but the presence of something else (the lesson, secret, ascent or
revelation). Perhaps only the aporetic silence is a mere absence, but this absence of knowledge has
a huge philosophical potential. By philosophizing, one may climb this ladder of silence.

Despite the wordy length of this thesis, much is still left unsaid. The “series of footnotes
to Plato” is too extensive to treat comprehensively. This thesis did not aim to give a full overview
of silence in the Platonic tradition in late antiquity. Instead, I wanted to show the importance of
silence in the later Platonic tradition that is often passed by unheard. There are many more silences
that deserve scrutiny, for these silences resonate beyond their time in our modern ideas on silence.
Furthermore, I aimed to show that ‘silence’ is not a monotonous concept, but is as diverse as
discourse could be. Casel’s thesis that ‘the mystical silence is transferred from the mysteries to
philosophy’ is true but simplistic."” The silence of the Pythagoreans, which is connected with the
body and self-control, is not the silence of the Neoplatonists, which transcends the body and loses
the self. The Neoplatonic stillness enables unified contemplation, but the revelations enable
listening to a divine truth. The different silences flow into each other while being transformed
throughout antiquity with every author: from silence as a contrast to speech with the Pythagoreans,
silence as passive experience of a revelation, to silence as a transcendence of discourse with the

Neoplatonists. The archaic ‘horror of the void” has become a thrill of totality.

305 Quoted on p.16.
306 Casel (1919:2).
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