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Introduction

This book studies the dominant philosophical reflections on religion and
the pantheon in the Posr-l‘-lellenistic period. It does not do so from the
perspective of the history of religion, as is usual, but attempts to understand
these readings as part of the wider tendency of Post-Hellenistic philo-
sophy to open up to external, non-philosophical sources of knowledge and
authority. Rather than interpreting philosophical views on religion of this
period as the direct result of changes in religious mentality, I propose to
study how they fit into the philosophical discourse and how they can be
understood in the light of specific characteristics of Post-Hellenistic philo-
sophy. In particular, the book argues that although religion can be termed
an external source of knowledge, it is not an independent one: religion
is reinterpreted to fit the philosophical position of the interpreter and is
allowed to enter the philosophical argument only when domesticated in
that way. Focusing on two key themes and their polemical reconfigurations,
this book suggests that Post-Hellenistic philosophy can be seen to have a
relatively high degree of unity in its ideas on religion, which should not
be reduced to a preparation for Neoplatonism. This unity should not be
understood in the sense that all philosophers share the same doctrines, but
rather that they share the same presuppositions and approaches.

From the end of the second century Bc onwards major shifts can be
identified in the way that philosophy was practised.! Besides showing
tup certain new doctrinal developments, the following centuries, often
labelled the ‘Post-Hellenistic period” (first century Bc — second century
AD), are characterised by a return to classical traditions, seen as authorita-
tive, in particular to Plaro and Aristotle.” In his epilogue to the Cambridge
History of Hellenistic Philosophy (1999), M. Frede draws attention to the
renewal of Aristotelianism and the collapse of Academic Scepticism after

. :.rudu 19991 7715 Sorabji 2007: 15 Trapp 2007: xi.
‘or .;‘].lrlul characterisarion of the Post-Hellenistic period, and the problems presented by the sources,
see Gill 2006; xv—xvi.




2 Introduction

Antiochus of Ascalon’s (¢. 130-68/7 Bc) break with the Sceptic tradition
of his teacher Philo of Larissa and his return to Plato’s doctrines as pre-
served in the Old Academy. This entailed more than a change in doctrine.
H. Tarrant has pointed out that in contrast to Philo of Larissa, the last
Sceptic scholarch of the Academy (158/7—84/3 BC), for whom the essential
feature of a philosophical school was participation in the debating culture
and internal intellectual life of that school,’ Antiochus emphasised doc-
trinal agreement.* He thus needed a venerable source of authority, which
he found in the Old Academy, to distinguish between the true doctrine
and deviations from it. Notwithstanding the fragmentary nature of the
evidence, it is possible to pinpoint a similar tendency in the Stoa. Indeed,
the two towering figures of Late Hellenistic Stoicism, Panaetius (¢. 185~
109 Bc) and Posidonius (. 135-55 BC), not only are credited with major
innovations but also started to look at Plato and Aristotle as authoritative
sources of philosophical knowledge — with the latter tendency shaping the
former.’

Elevating philosophers of the past to a position of doctrinal authority
created the need for careful interpretation of their works: if their insights
about the cosmos and mankind are better than those of anyone else, a thor-
ough and close reading of their writings is a road to truthful understanding
of the world. The Post-Hellenistic period thus sees the publication of edi-
tions, for example of the works of Aristotle (by Andronicus of Rhodes),
Plato (by Thrasyllus) and Zeno (by Athenodorus), besides commentaries,®
handbooks and compendia.” As suggested by M. Trapp, one ‘was expected
to defer — on pain of incomprehension and contempt — to an authorita-
tive past history of philosophical endeavour and achievement’.® Various
tendencies typically associated with Post-Hellenistic philosophy, such as
eclecticism and the renewed interest in Pythagoreanism,’ take on a new
significance against this background. The divisions between the schools,
obviously, did not disappear in this period and polemic remained an
important practice among philosophers, but ‘eclecticism’ can be under-
stood as a result of the new respect now commanded by ancient authorities

See the words put in his mouth by Cic. Aead. post. 2.60. 4 Tarrant 2007: 323—4.

5 Tieleman 2003: 2843 Gill 2006: 266-90. On Panaetius and Posidonius in general, see Kidd 1988-99;
Alesse 1994. As for Epicureanism, it had always been characterised by a strong allegiance to its
founder and does not seem to have reviewed its critical stance towards Plato and Aristotle — though
this does not exclude doctrinal revision in some areas: see Tsouna 2007 on Philodemus’ ethics. In
the Post-Hellenistic period, Epicureanism continued to be seen as setting irself apart from the ather

ics of disorder and @ hedonistic ethics.

schools by professing a metaphys

o Sedley 1989 and 1997. 7 Sorabji 2007: 20-5. " “Trapp 2007: 13.
See, e.g., Dillon and Long 1988; Dillon 1996; Donini 2004; Bonazzi, Lévy and Steel 2007; Bonazzi
and Helmig 2007,
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(even when not of one’s own tradition), who could be used to shore up
onc’s own position. Pythagoras had the advantage of great antiquity, and
also of Plato’s interest in his doctrines and a certain mysteriousness, all of
which may have contributed to the great veneration that philosophers of
the Roman Em pire started to show for him.

In addition to the mainstream of the philosophical tradition, Post-
Hellenistic philosophy starts to acknowledge other paths to truth and
Lnowledge opened up by tradition. Not just ancient philosophers but also
poets such as Homer and Pherecydes are now increasingly regarded as
“uthorities worthy of respect and philosophical interest."” Stoic allegory
s an obvious precursor of this tendency, but Platonists also begin to see
ue wisdom and knowledge in poets. Rather than banishing poets from
the ideal state for corrupting the youth,"” the second-century Platonist
Vaximus of Tyre addresses an oration on ‘Homer the philosopher” (Ora-
tion 26) to his student audience. Indeed, in his monograph Post-Hellenistic
Philesophy, G. Boys-Stones shows that ancient wisdom was supposed to
reside in the works of these and other poets and that in particular Plato
was seen as having recovered that knowledge and expressed it in a more
philosophical language.” Post-Hellenistic philosophy is thus marked by an
opening up not only to authorities within the philosophical tradition, but
also to ‘external” aurthorities. Such a process was obviously embedded in cul-
tural traditions: just as Plato had been recognised as a great philosopher in
the Hellenistic period, Homer had received philosophical attention before
the first centuries ap as well.” What seems to be new and ever more vis-
ible in the Post-Hellenistic period is the degree of philosophical authority
vested in such great figures from the past. It is not an accident of his-
tory that the literature and culture of the Post-Hellenistic era is marked
by a similar return to ‘classical’ authorities in style and vocabulary."* This
connection between the Second Sophistic and Post-Hellenistic philoso-
phy is made tangible in the fact that numerous philosophers doubled
as sophists (Plutarch is a case in point, although he would dislike the

Un the popularity of these authors in this period, see Lamberton 1986; Edwards 1990b.

Pl, Resp. 364b-370a.

Boys-Stones 2001, See also the papers in Boys-Stones 2001b, more narrowly focused on the use of
illegory.

l""_'“‘"'”." from the Stoics, see Long 1992: Gouler 2005 Gourinar 2005. See Gill 2006: xv-
Wi who sets our the difficulties in precisely setting apare the Hellenistic and Post-Hellenistic
periods,

< especially Swain 1996; Goldhill 2001; Whitmarsh 2001 and 2005, On the closeness of philoso-
Whers . i F z 2 : 5
Phers and sophists under che empire, see Hahn 1989: 46-54. See also Frede 1999a: 783, who points
out thar we st e . ) -

it that we should see the changes charted above as part of ‘a much larger cultural development,
the lu_-i.'_mmn:_-‘ of classicism.”
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latter label), whilst sophists, such as Dio Chrysostom, claimed the status of
philosopher.

One of these new sources of authority and philosophical knowledge is
the subject of the present book, namely religion: 1 propose to examine
how philosophers interpreted traditional religion and appropriated it as a
source of authority for their philosophical project in the Post-Hellenistic
period. When reading through the philosophical output of this period,
two major themes related to religion and the gods come up in numerous
variations: religion is seen as created by wise ancients and is thus supposed
to contain philosophical knowledge, and the pantheon is described as a
perfect hierarchy that provides a model for order on all levels of being,
including human society. The primary aim of this book is to chart these
themes through their variations, and consequently much of it will be raken
up by close readings of individual works or ceuvres. It is obvious that
both themes are not complete innovations of the Post-Hellenistic period:
already Plato could refer to the ‘ancient logos’ of Orphism,’s and there is a
hierarchy in the heavens as created in the 7imaeus'® or as described in the
Pseudo-Platonic Epinomis. My second aim is therefore to show that the
two major themes are embedded in a discourse that incorporates numerous
traditional elements but reconfigures them in new ways. These reconfigu-
rations can tentatively be traced back to developments at the beginning of
the Post-Hellenistic period. In relation to the first theme, philosophers start
to emphasise, by contrast with the preceding philosophical tradition, that
religion was created on purpose in line with philosophical knowledge by
ancient sages and lawgivers. Religion thus becomes an extremely valuable
source of knowledge. The second theme rests on an increased tendency to
view human society as part of a cosmic hierarchy, the structure of which
must be replicated in man’s political communities. In this view, the pan-
theon becomes the paradigm of such a hierarchy. The book thus does not
aim at a systematic exposition of everything that Post-Hellenistic philoso-
phers have said about religion; I do hope, however, to uncover general
characteristics of Post-Hellenistic chinking about religion by concentrat-
ing on the themes of ancient wisdom and cosmic hierarchy and to show
how such ideas were received in wider literary culture. Aiming at recov-
ering general, often implicit, modes of thinking about religion, the book
will discuss both technical treatises of philosophy and works of literature,
two categories that are, anyway, not always easy to distinguish in this
period.

P PL Leg. 715e. ™

See, e.g, Pl 77 qod—41a.
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In both discourses religion is invested with an i.ncrcased rcsp.e.crabi]ity.
Besides the fact that they allow the diversity in %‘uuals .and deities to be
.-\'l;]:li[’lt_‘d as the result of religion’s creation by wise ancients, a Rrofour?d
:[Init\-’ is seen to underpin this vzu:ict_v: all the various gods ‘worsthped in
1|ws;- rituals are part of a strict hierarchy that o‘be)‘fs the wx!l ‘ofa h]ghest
wod. But more is happening than a mere rc-(.iesc.rlpno.n of re]fgton:. religion
can now also be used as a source of authority in philosophical dlscc.u!rse.
Claiming to have fully understood t.ht‘ ()l‘igiﬂs.and nature of L:ellglun,
philosophers define good.and bad l'CliglOl..lS.bEhaVlOLlr (namely as piety and
superstition). But more importantly, rellglon can also be drawn upon as
. source of authority in other areas: philosophers such as Plutarch and
Numenius draw on religion to support their r.nctaphysics and others put
the pantheon forward as the paradigm of political order.

The process of philosophy’s being ‘opened up’ to external sources of
authority should therefore not be seen as a naive or superficial project:
philosophers do not draw on religion in its ‘objc.ctwe’ reality (if Fll‘erp is
such a thing) but reinterpret it in order to make‘ it malleable. Religion is
first philosophically domesticated before it is put forward as uniquely plau-
sible and thus normative. This is a dynamic that underlies the entire turn
of Post-Hellenistic philosophy towards other, external sources of author-
ity. The ‘classicism’ that was noted above reshapes the past by canonising
long-deceased authors as ‘great’ and by seeing in them the norm for con-
temporary literature; indeed, the authoritative figure of Plato in the firstand
second centuries Ap differs in many ways from the fourth-century Plato.
Whereas studies of the Second Sophistic have drawn attention to the dialec-
tic of appropriation and reinterpretation that underpins the canonisation
of the past,”” philosophical scholarship on the Post-Hellenistic period has
only recently started to note the opening-up of philosophy and has yet to
study its full implications. Drawing on the example of religion, this book
hopes to help to clarify this process.

The philosophical appropriation of religion as a source of authority
may look largely circular to us. Post-Hellenistic philosophers tend to read
l_hcir own metaphysics into religion: we shall see that both Platonists and
Stoics claim Egyptian religion in support of their own doctrines. Whereas
4 certain circularity might be an inevitable characteristic of attempts to
ppropriate the foreign,”™ Post-Hellenistic philosophers put forward two

See the works cited in note 4.
Itis the methodological problem that anthropology constantly grapples with: see Geertz 1973, One
also wonders to what degree, for example, Heidegger projects his own philosophy on the poems of
I lolderli )

n.
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propositions that, to an extent, justify the circularity: it is difficult to grasp
the symbolic truths found in religion, and superstition has adulterated
these. The difficulty of the undertaking will lead some, such as Plutarch,
to admit that not all interpretations are certain (in some cases, even his
own) and that other interpretations by other philosophical schools have a
kernel of truth; yet he will still contend that his own reading is the best.

His ‘ecumenical” approach seems to show an awareness of the danger of
P

circularity. Others, including Numenius, explicitly admit that the evidence
of religion is only to be accepted when it does not contradict Platonism and
they discountall the rest as superstition.”” To whatever degree philosophers
draw rhetorically on religion as a source of knowledge and authority, it
remains an additional one, which does not supersede all other sources.
The emphasis on superstition, in turn, blurs the line between normative
and descriptive readings of religion: because philosophical training is the
condition for retrieving the core of truth and identifying superstition so
as to eliminate it, Post-Hellenistic readings of religion are not gratuitous
Jeux desprit. They pretend to rediscover the true nature of religion and are
therefore at least implicitly prescriptive: an interpretation by an untrained
individual cannot have the same authority as that of a philosopher.

Post-Hellenistic philosophy does not open up to religion as a new,
untrodden territory full of as yet unknown lore: the process is underpinned
by the assumption that religion was philosophical from its very origin,
The apparent circularity of reading one’s own philosophy into religion
and the normative value of such readings stem from this. At the same
time, because religion is supposed to go back a long time and to reveal the
structure of the universe, it has an aura of respectability, which is, as we shall
see, strategically exploited in arguments and polemic by Post-Hellenistic
philosophers (and Second Sophistic authors in general). In such a context,
the process of reinterpretation and reappropriation of poetry, religion and
other ‘external’ sources of knowledge becomes obscured to increase the
authority they can provide.

PHILOSOPHY AND RELIGION IN THE EARLY ROMAN EMPIRE

As indicated above, most of the material this book is based on, namely
philosophical texts or texts written by philosophically educated authors, is
generally used by historians of religion to document a rise of interest in
religion among philosophers of the first centuries b, which is then seen

" See also Dio Chrys. Or. 31.144.
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. sart of profound changes in religious attiu:ldcs and mentality in. the
ave }. 1 Empire. My approach distinguishes itselt from such interpretations
F{O[T}:'l;a Jm u nderstand these texts as part of philosophical discourses, rather
. “'\l.t\:jno in them reflections of wider changes in religious mentality.*
;Ei:&d u)bcxphlin why I think such a F(?(:us on the phi!{)sophicai disco.urse
must prcccde any attempt to slfctch a wider rf:h'gx'ous picture, | s.hail brlﬁﬂy
Lssess the relation berween phllosoph‘y and I‘Cl]glO]l in this period and, in
L.]-“» next section, the various explanations offered for it ’
Any generalisation on the vast and c01‘{1p1(?x subject of the re!auon
beoween philosophy and rc.Iigi(.m in f?mt%qulty is hazardous, but p}]llF)SO-
phy’s attitude towards religion in Anthu.lr.y.c:m perhaps best be described
as hovering between fascination and criticism. Often (.mly one of these
poles is stressed: there is a tendency in modern scholarship to construe the
relationship as one of hostility or, at best, of critical distance. Impelled by a
desire to grasp the true nature of reality rationally, it is argued, philosophers
take on traditional cults and customs in order to demythologise them. Even
when acknowledging the usefulness and value of religion within society,
as Plato does in the Laws, so the argument continues, philosophers find
religion harbouring untruth in areas such as cosmology, eschatology and
morality and they attempt either to complement or to correct it.*" Yet, in
the face of a society that was fundamentally conservative and traditionalist,
only a few philosophers, including Antisthenes and Zeno of Citium, seem
actually to have taken the radical step of abandoning religion as practised
in their polis. Most, in fact, acquiesced in traditional rituals and customs.
This tendency to criticise religion but abide by its customs has famously
been described as ‘brain-balkanisation” by Paul Veyne. Such a situation has
been found among Roman intellectuals of the Late Republic, whose atti-
tude seems to be summed up in the philosopher Cotta’s famous statement
in Cicero’s On the Nature of the Gods:

[ am not a litle moved by your authority, Balbus, and by your speech, the
peroration of which exorts me to remember that I am Cotta and a pontiff. That
means, [ believe, that we have to defend the views about the immortal gods that we
have inherited from our ancestors, as well as the rites, ceremonies and observances
of religion. For my part, [ shall always defend them and have always done so, and
1o speech of a cultured or uncultured man will ever change my view about the

~ For a similar approach but from a literary point of view, see Elm von der Osten 2006; Bendlin
206: Goldhill 2006a and 2006b, who propose to see the interest in religion as part of the identity
discourse of the Second Sophistic,

& Decharme 1904; laeger 1947; Merlan 1963; Babut 1974; Auwridge 1978; West 1999: 30—40:
ddwards 2002; 4852, 741 Most 2003: 307-10; Martin 2004; Brisson 2007: 42.

20006:




8 Introduction

worship of the immortal gods from the one I have received from our ancestors,
Burt on the issue of religion, I follow the high priests Tiberius Coruncianus and
Publius Scipio and Publius Scaevola, not Zeno or Cleanthes or Chrysippus. (3.5)

Cotta’s words have been taken to convey the impression that philosophy
and religion are two distinct ‘programmes de vérité’, to borrow Paul Veyne’s
phrase.”> The French scholar, with his love for paradox, suggests that
both can only be reconciled by accepting that they are irreconcilable,
fundamentally different modes of thought.

Philosophy’s attitude towards religion should not, however, be reduced to
criticism, possibly combined with fideism based on “brain-balkanisation’.
Traditional religion and cults were also a source of fascination for philoso-
phers. It is fairly easy to point to Plato’s regular references to mystery cults
as having discovered some truths about the afterlife, an idea that Aristotle
seems to express as well.* The Derveni Papyrus (¢. 340 BC) is another
example of a philosophical approach to and interest in religion,* and
Cleanthes” hymn to Zeus (third century ) is a remarkable expression of
Stoic piety. Moreover, it may be unjustified to interpret Cotta as a typical
Roman traditionalist. Indeed, Cicero styles him as an Academic Sceptic
who argues against the dogmatic Epicureans and Stoics. Traditionalism was
the basic attitude of any adherent of the New Academy: in the absence of
firm criteria to decide on the truth of any proposition, sticking to tradition
was the most sensible course to take.” Cotta’s traditionalism is thus also
a philosophical position, and a fairly common one, and it may be impru-
dent to take it as the paradigm of religious mentality in Late Republican
Rome. The foregoing examples indeed suggest that criticism is just one
face of philosophy’s attitude towards religion in Antiquity. That we are
sometimes inclined to take it as the dominant tendency in Antiquity may
have to do with our modern understanding of philosophy, which is seen as
firmly occupying the realm of the rational, whereas religion is understood
as venturing beyond it into the irrational.

* Veyne 1983. The concepr of “brain-balkanisation” has been used by D. Feeney to characterise the
intellectual sivuation in the Roman Empire (1998: 14-21). A similar, but more caurious, assessment
is found in Brunt 1997: 198: ‘Tt scems probable that the theological doubts and contradictions of the
philosophic schools had little effect on Roman religious practices, or so far as concerns the mentality
of most Romans, on the beliefs associated with them.” For an interpretation of the passage from
Cicero on such lines, see Valgiglio 1973.

3 PL Phd. 62b, 69c, 81, Cra. 4133, Ep. 7.344; Aristotle, Progr. fr. 60. See also Pl [Ax.] 371d-e.

See now the edition by Kouremenous, Parassoglou and Tsantsanoglou 2006.

This is clear from Minucius Felix, who in Octavins styles the pagan Caecilius as an Academic Sceptic

staunchly defending tradition (see esp. 6.1): Fiirst 2000: 276. See Schofield 1986 for the infuence

of Academic Scepticism on Cicero’s views on divination in On Divination; Mansfeld 1999: 475-8

for Academic views on religion.

-
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The first two centuries AD offcr.cvidcncc for both ‘attitudcs, namely
and interest. In Plutarch’s On the Daimonion of Socrates (probably
to be dated in the last quarter of the first century AD), for example, one
of the characters, Galaxidorus, bursts into a tirade against the kind of
phy that believes in divination. Such a Philomphy goes contrary
ion and nature of philosophy itself (Trpos Thv émaryyeAiov

criticism

ph”()h‘l!
¢o the vocat
tyavTios):
Having the vocation to u:achb the whole of the good and the profitable through
rcu.\uﬂk- such a philnsnph)f' \’\’I[ljl(:‘ll'ﬂ“’s from Fhe government of c.onduct to take
refuge with the gods, as if despising reason. Scorning {_{t:l'f.l(JIlS[raIIOTI, supposed.[y
her distinguishing mark, it resorts to divination and visions seen in dreams, in
which the least of men is often no less rewarded with success than the greatest.
(g,g.\'O_A}

Such a passage could be read as evidence that philosophy was still strictly
patrolling its borders with religion, the empire of the irrational. Signifi-
cantly, however, Galaxidorus is the character who gets the wrong end of the
stick: the rest of the dialogue serves to refute the strict separation he wants
to see berween philosophy and religion. The other interlocutors indeed
defend the existence of Socrates’ demon and his divinatory powers against
the backdrop of a validation of traditional rites and customs.

The rather positive attitude towards religion as found in Plutarch’s On
the Daimonion of Socrates can be taken as representative of its author’s age.
In the early Roman Empire, the balance between criticism and attraction
seems to have swung in favour of the latter. Although certain philosophers
such as Seneca rake a rather dim view of traditional religion,® many oth-
ers start to explore the rituals and wisdom of Graeco-Roman as well as
foreign cults, looking at religious traditions as a valuable source for philo-
sophical reflection. Plutarch’s religious works, in particular the so-called
Delphic dialogues and On Isis and Osiris, immediately come to mind.
But he does not stand alone. His contemporary Dio Chrysostom, con-
sistently presenting himself as a philosopher, was happy to speak at the
Olympic games and defend traditional artistic representations of the gods
a5 a source of true knowledge about the divine (Or. 12). One of Nero’s
Stoic teachers, Cornutus, conceived his handbook on the interpretation of
the gods as an act of piety.”” Among second-century authors the interest

hf'f.lt"(;l i\:_a fervent adherent of a cosmic religion (£p. 41, 9o} that takes the heavenly bodies as

“hjects of worship, and nature as their temple, His lofty thought does not seem to leave room for

@ reflection on the truth to be found in the mundane erivialities of traditional religion. He stresses
 that real truth s only found in philosophy, not in tradition.
Cornutus, Theol, Graec, 35 p. 76.8-16 Lang.
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continues. Maximus of Tyre reflects at length on the use of statues and
other traditional practices (Or. 2), whereas Apuleius was proud of being
religious to the point of looking like a magician (4pol. 55). Despite their
brevity, the fragments of Numenius are eloquent about his fascination
for all forms of religion, Graeco-Roman, Jewish and ‘oriental’. A mem-
orable scene in Philostratus’ Life of Apollonius of Tyana (early third cen-
tury) can be taken as expressing the changed attitudes. The philosopher
descends into the cave of the oracle of Trophonius, not with the aim of
receiving an oracle, but for philosophical discussion. After a lengthy par-
ley with the god, he re-emerges, in possession of a book of philosophy
donated by the god.”® Religion is thus not approached as alien to the
philosophical enterprise but rather as highly conducive for the practice of
philosophy.

The relation between philosophy and religion in the Roman Empire
remains insufficiently characterised when merely understood as an
increased fascination for things religious. On a personal level both become
intertwined as well. Inscriptions testify to a relatively important number
of priests who were also philosophers. Even Epicureans, usually notorious
for their dismissal of religion, seem to have assumed sacred functions.?
Plutarch, priest at Delphi, and Numenius, speculatively linked to the sanc-
tuary of Bel in Apamea,*® illustrate how even philosophers of repute took
on religious offices. At the same time, we notice that philosophical con-
cepts surface in oracles and cult-regulations emanating from traditional
religious institutions. The so-called philosophical oracles are certainly the
best-known example, but many others could be cited. Already in the
second century B¢ individuals had occasionally approached divinities with
questions about the divine world and its structure? but questions of a philo-
sophical nature such as “What is the essence of god?” increasingly occupy
priests and faithful alike, from the first century Bc onwards. The impor-
tance of philosophical credibility for cults can be seen through Lucian’s
distorting mirror, when he depicts Alexander of Abonuteichus, the creator
of a new cult in Paphlagonia, in close connection with Platonists, Stoics
and Pythagoreans in the hope of giving a philosophical standing to his
oracle.”

* Philostr. VA 8.19-20,

¥ See the references in M. Smith 1996; Dillon 2002b: 37-9; Bendlin 2006: 165, 180, 190.

" Athanassiadi 1999: 156 and 2006: 88.

" For the theological oracles, sce Nock 1928; Gasparro 2002: 54-6o, 183—4 Busine 2005 154—225.
For other examples see Merkelbach and Seauber 1998: 6057 (with Frede 2002: 114); Bendlin 2006:
1923,

¥ Busine 2005 110-12, T Lucian, Alex. 25, with the comments by Gasparro 2002: 192—7,
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CHANGES IN RELIGIOUS MENTALITY?

I'he religious interests of philosophers often take pride of place in histories
of religion in the Roman Empire, being adduced as crucial evidence for
rofound changes in mentality in this p‘criod. Foundational is still E. R.
Dodds’ Pagans and (_flm’s:im?{ in an Age of Anxiety (1965), in which he argues
that the political and economic decline of the late second and third centuries
o contributed to the birth of a new religious mentality, which turned away
I{-'rum this world and sought relief in more mystical religious attitudes. In
his view, similar tendencies underlie the attitude of philosophers, which
betrays a loss of belief in the independent powers of reason to retrieve the
cruth. Dodds couched his analysis in terms of an innovative, psychological
and psychoanalytic framework, but the emphasis on a religious turn to the
detriment of reason was quite common in the scholarship of his time.
Notwithstanding some critique,” this perspective continues to influence
contemporary understanding of religion in the Roman Empire. ‘Desire for
religious illumination” and ‘acceptance of divine revelation” are just two
ways in which the attitude of philosophers towards religion in this period
has recently been characterised.’ The turn to religion is often explicitly
defined as a loss of rationality, leading to the Neoplatonic search for divine
illumination and help in religion.’”

Other scholars have formulated parallel analyses of religious change in
the Roman Empire, but with different emphases. In another suggestive
essay, Paul Veyne has argued that ‘between the age of Cicero and the
Antonines, religion stopped being unworthy of a man of culture’.® Fol-
lowing G. Boissier (1909), he proposes to call ‘new’ or ‘second paganism’
the tendency to fashion the divine world according to intellectually accept-
able standards. In line with the work of H. Versnel and H. Pleket, Veyne
also stresses that the relationship with the gods started to be conceived of as
much more personal and individual than in the past.?” Like Dodds, then,
Veyne sees religion as becoming a much more personal affair, leading to
different ways of conceiving of the gods.

The lead of Dodds and Veyne has been followed, albeit in modified
Ways, in recent scholarship. I single out only two stimulating approaches.

_I See especially the works by Festugiére.
Far criticism of Dodds see in particular the volume edited by R. C. Smith and Lounibos 1984.
) H-ﬂwr_lm-hl 2002 312-13; Busine 2005: 124-6; Athanassiadi 2006: 76.
\,1”””8“1““’ 1975: 147; Veyne 2001; Brisson 2002; 4257 Harris 2003: 31. For a direct link with
” E“"P]"‘m“iﬁﬂl- see, e.g., Latzarus 1920t 21; Nock 1933: 1205 Lamberton 2001 56-7.
Veyne 2001 305; ¢f. Veyne 200s: 520, W Pleket 19813 Versnel 1981,
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In 2005 G. Stroumsa published his essay La fin du sacrifice, in which he

argues that the religions of the Roman Empire (including Judaism and

Christianity) evolved towards a more spiritual concept of sacrifice and
towards communiries based on shared beliefs, which were rooted in a set of

holy texts.*® Stroumsa implicitly picks up on various elements of Dodds’
analysis, in particular the emphasis on spiritualisation and the concomi-
tant turn away from traditional forms of religion. In their volume on pagan
monotheism in the Roman Empire, . Athanassiadi and M. Frede (1999)
argue for a widespread currency of hierarchical and syncretistic interpreta-

tions of the traditional pantheon, especially from the second century Ap

onwards.” Basing themselves mainly on philosophical works, they argue
for a refashioning of the divine world by intellectuals, which then spilled
over into wider society. Pagans and Christians, they suggest, fundamen-
tally shared the same ideas about the divine: all were monotheists. Such an
interpretation has proved to be not uncontroversial: it has been argued that
it privileges a single element (theology, as opposed to ritual practice) to
characterise religion in a given period, underestimates differences between
Christians and pagans, and projects philosophical opinions onto an entire
society.**

The critique on Athanassiadi and Frede puts into the open the method-
ological issue at stake in the above (and many other) attempts to write a

history of religion under the empire: how to relate philosophical evidence

to wider religious change. The assumption that one can forge a coherent
mentality or tendency out of diverse types of source is problematic because

one runs the risk of lumping together widely divergent material. In the.

interpretations sketched above, mentality functions as the main explanans
for religious change, on the implicit hypothesis that it is legitimate to bring
together different kinds of evidence, such as inscriptions and philosophical
texts, as testifying to the same mentality. A recent paper, for example, uses
the famous confession inscriptions, stemming from a limited geographi-
cal region of Asia Minor, to explain certain features of the Greek novel.#
There are two problems with such an argument. First, the two bodies
of evidence stem from such different social and cultural contexts and

# This last element is also emphasised by Athanassiadi 2006, who sees the Chaldaean oracles as later
Platonism’s holy book.

Tralian scholarship especially has done much to categorise the tendencies of syncrerism and hierarchi-
sation within Gracco-Roman polytheism: see, e.g., Bianchi 1979; Filoramo 1993: 109-25; Gasparro
2003,

4 For these points of criticism see, e.g., Wallraff 2003; Edwards 2004 and 2006: 146-61; Fiirst 2006b.
The debate is revisited in Mitchell and Van Nuffelen 20102 and 2010b.

Waldner 2006.
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L-UnSt'L]UL"'“lY obey diverging n‘lics that. it is hard to see ho.wione can use‘the
o illuminate the other without further ado. Even if it were possible
oilt].}cm‘ different kinds of evidence in similar contexts,* an inscription
;i:u; a phiiosophical treatise srill have to be undersrood in the first place
ccording to their own sets of rules and conventions before they can be
s reflections of a general mentality.® Second, the problem goes deeper
than the mere Fact‘tl‘l:lt different sources derive From'difFerent contexts and
are shaped by different conventions. The assumption often seems to be
that a religious mentality must express itself at all levels of society at the
came time. Evidence from other periods and societies, such as eighteenth-
century France, shows, however, that this does not have to be the case.4
Local cult practice can be out of touch with that in capital cities; rural or
|ower-class mentality may be strikingly reactionary in comparison with the
enlightened ideas of the philosophers. Why should a Lydian peasant think
in []Lui' same way as the educated reader of, say, Daphnis and Chloe? When
studying a society such as the Roman Empire, where education and social
class were so intrinsically married to each other, and which was geographi-
cally so disparate, we should reflect carefully before trying to link two such
disparate bodies of evidence.

Wide-ranging interpretations usually privilege a certain type of evidence.
Work on pagan monotheism, for example, tends to focus on philosoph-
ical texts, because they offer the best support for the idea of widespread
monotheism among ‘pagans’. Divergent interpretations of the religious
evolution of the Roman Empire are often determined by preferences for
different types of evidence. The analysis of Roman religion found in the
recent handbook Religions of Rome conflicts strikingly with that found in
Dodds’ Pagans and Christians in an Age of Anxiety or any of the other
works | have referred to: even when not ignoring intellectual attitudes,
Religions of Rome conveys a picture of religion in the Roman Empire in
which traditional rituals were performed in the way they always had been
without any reference to profound changes in mentality.#” This is not just
an illustration of the progress of scholarship. The two pictures are based
on fundamentally different preferences about what evidence is brought
to bear: whilst Dodds chose phenomena that seem to attest to irrational

seen

M Qoo B i1 - .
E .;‘.u ]fundhn 2006 for an argument of this type abour oracles,
2¢e Elm von der Osten 2006; Goldhill 20062 and 2006b, who stress that religion serves the purpose

\' comstructing Greek identiry in texts from the Second Sophistic, which thus are not ‘objective
QUIges,

de Certean 197 ; 4 5 : -
b SHEAL 19757 145-243. See also Ginzburg 1976: 15-25 for an example from the fifteenth century.
rice 1998, Lane Fox 1986 also stresses the traditional forms of religion, but he
wations,

Beard, North and P
allaws for SOME inng
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attitudes such as dreams and prophecy, Refigions of Rome is based on a
conceptual decision to see ritual as the central denominator of Roman
religion.

| do not wish to draw a sceptical conclusion from this overview and
deny that a grand synthesis like that of Dodds is desirable or even possible.
On the contrary, such histories are necessary to understand what is going
on in this period and to identify the issues at stake. But I doubrt that
we have yet fully explored the difficulties of the material to a sufficient
degree to move to that level. This book is thus based on an ‘epoche’, a
suspension of judgement, concerning the wider religious implications of
the philosophical texts that it studies. I shall set aside all attempts to explain
philosophical interest in religion as a reflection of wider religious trends,
and I shall study it as part of the tendency in Post-Hellenistic philosophy to
open itself up to ‘external’ sources of authority. In other words, I shall study
these for what they are, philosophy and literature, and not as evidence for
religious change. Only in the epilogue shall I return to the consequences
that the results of my approach can have for the history of religion in
the Roman Empire: | shall argue in particular that it is misleading to
characterise Post-Hellenistic interest in religion as a loss of rationalism, as
is still often done in sketches of religious change under the Roman Empire.
Drawing attention to the multiplicity of perspectives on religion in the
Roman Empire, I hope to provide one voice for what, one day, will have
to be a polyphonous synthesis.

CANCIENT WISDOM' AND ‘COSMIC HIERARCHY

This book proposes a different approach: my focus will be on the way in
which religion is reinterpreted and used by philosophers in order to lend
additional authority and scrength to their argument. As a consequence, [ am
not primarily interested in spelling out specific points of doctrine regarding
demons, providence, or the godhead. Such theological and metaphysical
issues have been thoroughly treated by others.* My interest regards a differ-
ent and less usual set of questions: how do philosophers justify religion as a
source of truth and incorporate it into their philosophical reflection? How
is religion used as an external source of authority for philosophy and how
does this affect the view philosophers present of it? This book is interested
in the often implicit assumptions that underpin the reinterpretations of

# E.g. Donini 1982, 1988 and 2004; Valgiglio 1988a and 1988b; Gerson 1990; Ferrari 19953 Dillon 1996,
20022, 2002b and 2004; Frede 1999b and 2002; Brenk 2005 Gérgemanns 2005; Opsomer 2005
Bordt 2006; Drozdek 2007; Kritikos 2007,
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celigion by indivi‘dual philosophers and situates them in the wider context
F the changed d{scoursc oF. Posr-H.cllemsnc plnlosopthy.

The term ‘discourse’ is, obviously, derived from the ceuvre of
M. Foucault.”? Although this book is not a work of Foucaldian orthodoxy,
the notion helps to convey my chosen approach. Simplifying his thought
L--t_)miduralﬂ}-', a Foucaldian discourse analysis can be said to shift attention
away from the precise doctrine articulated in a text to the presuppositions
[h;uf underlie it. Such presuppositions can rarely be fully detected in a
single text and they become visible when numerous texts are confronted
with one another. Moreover, a Foucaldian discourse is not a static entity:
it is reshaped in every individual text, whilst all texts remain connecred
through it. Thus, this book will focus heavily on individual texts in order
‘0 detect the common core of shared presuppositions, but also to show how
thev deal creatively with these assumptions. In a Foucaldian discourse, new
1'nc;-ming is created through the reconfiguration of traditional elements.
| ikewise, | argue that Post-Hellenistic approaches to religion incorporate
many traditional ideas and concepts, but that these become part of a new
framework in which they acquire an altered meaning. In a similar way, the
epilogue will suggest that the incorporation in Neoplatonism of numerous
ideas about religion that first surface in the Post-Hellenistic period does
not mean that it is a natural continuation of the latter. Rather, Neoplaton-
ism has a different understanding of the relationship between religion and
philosophy from that of philosophers in the earlier period.

Foucault’s aim was to uncover the normative discourses that shape
human thought and action; for that purpose he drew mainly on philo-
sophical texts, In Foucault’s Virginity S. Goldhill has argued that such a
perspective needs to be supplemented by other, more literary texts. Because
of his focus on the normative discourse on sexuality in the Roman Empire,
Foucaule failed to see how literature engaged with this normative discourse
in a playful and ironic way and how it revealed its complexities: “What
doing philosophy means in later antiquity is not only determined by the
normative, philosophical description, but also by these ironic, erotic ver-
sions of the relation berween philosophy and sexuality.” Following his
lead, T shall add additional depth and variety to the make-up of the dis-
courses by drawing on their often ironic transformations in literary works.
) Before I set out in more detail the argument of this book, I offer two
‘inal warnings. First, while I do hope to have identified two key themes

" Foucault 1969 and 1971, For an application of Foucault’s theory on ancient history, see Veyne 1996:

385—429,
Goldhill 1995: 110,
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that come up in interpretations of religion in the philosophy of the early
Roman Empire, I do not pretend to have treated exhaustively philosophical
approaches to religion. I focus on ideas shared by Platonists and Stoics (and
to a lesser extent Peripatetics, but for the scope of this book there is little
relevant material from that quarter), the schools that seem to have domi-
nated imperial philosophy. Similar convergence between these schools in

the field of ethics has been noticed by, among others, M. Trapp.”* But this

does not imply that the other philosophical schools necessarily shared these
assumptions, nor that every single Stoic or Platonist subscribed to them:
Seneca, as pointed out above, consistently refuses to see anything of philo-
sophical interest in traditional religion. Given the nature of the evidence,
much of this book focuses on Platonic texts. Nevertheless, it shows that
Stoicism shared many of the assumptions that underpin the approach to
religion found among Platonists; indeed, some of them possibly originated
in Late Hellenistic Stoicism. Epicureanism figures mainly as the object of
polemic by Stoics and Platonists, who construe it as undermining the basic
presuppositions of the two discourses. Epicureanism thus figures in this
book not as an independent persona but as it was polemically constructed
by its opponents.

Second, largely absent in this book as an independent philosophical
persona is Cicero, who is often the starting point for enquiries about religion

in Rome and even the paradigm of Roman religious mentality.”* The

importance of Cicero in shaping the Latin discourse on theology should
indeed not be underestimated.” It would, however, be misleading to take
his works as the only place where such a discourse was formed. Precisely at
the moment when Cicero was churning out his philosophical works, under
Caesar’s dictatorship, Varro was writing up his Divine Antiquities, which
were, as | shall show, heavily indebted to the idea that religion was created
by wise ancients. Although the Divine Antiquities is often characterised as
a work that defends tradition only for tradition’s sake,’* that idea would
actually become a central tenet in the philosophical discourse on religion in
the two centuries to come. It is, thus, Varro’s approach that prefigures the
future rather than Cicero’s works, which engage remarkably little with the
two discourses on which this book focuses. This is hardly surprising: Cicero
wrote his works on religion from the stance of an Academic Sceptic.”” Even

' Trapp 2007: 69-70, 101, 144, 1734, 182-3. Note, however, that Gill 2006 argues that in the realm of
psychalogy the major divide runs between, on the one hand, Platonism and Aristotelianism, and,
on the other, Stoicism and Epicureanism,

¥ E.g. Veyne zo01: 305; Feeney 1998, See also Beard, North and Price 1998: 1.114.

% Rawson 1985: 299-300; Beard 1986: 46. # Momigliano 1984: 205; Moatti 1997: 181

Schofield 1986.
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academic tendencies never fully disappeared in later philosophy,
few philosnphers in the early Roman Empire identified themselves
1 Scepric: the day was now to the ‘dogmatists’. ‘

" The first part of this book charts the origins and development of the
Jiscourse on ancient wisdom. This can be summarised as the assumption
that wise men of old, conceived of either as the first men living on earth or
15 wise lawgivers of a distant past, had a precise, possibly even philosophi-
cal. understanding of the cosmos and created religion to incorporate that
knowledge. The wise man of old is not an unknown figure in Antiquity.’®
Plato, for example, seems to ascribe some degree of wisdom to the ancient
Egyptians, and suppositions about early mankind underpinned many the—‘
ories in Hellenistic and Post-Hellenistic philosophy.”” The discourse of
ncient wisdom is obviously grafted onto this long-standing history of
reference to ancients but distinguishes itself in assuming that the ancients
had created religion on purpose to embody their own knowledge of the
cosmos in a figured way. The importance of the ancients in Post-Hellenistic
philosophy has recently been emphasised by G. Boys-Stones, who argues
that Plato’s unquestionable authority in Middle Platonism (and Neopla-
tonism) was justified by the claim that he had recovered the wisdom of the
ancients. Although this central claim has been criticised as insufficiently
substantiated,”® a side issue of Boys-Stones’ argument is central to my
project: the idea of wise men of old often crops up in discussions that argue
for the presence of philosophical knowledge in religion.”

Contrary to his thesis that ancient wisdom was originally a Stoic theory
that was first found in Posidonius and that passed into Platonism only at the
end of the first century ap,* the first chapter shows that it already informs
the Divine Antiquities of Varro, an antiquarian work with philosophical
aspirations of the 40s Bc. The rest of the chapter charts the central tenets
of the discourse, in particular the idea that mystery cults are the best place
to look for ancient knowledge. Indeed, the discourse on ‘ancient wisdom’
does not simply assume that religion is a picture book of philosophy, open
torall to read. On the contrary, the idea is that the original pure knowledge
is protoundly affected by degeneration and superstition. It is thus the task
of the philosopher to peel away, as it were, the outer skin of error, in order

1[10L1gh
[-ci;tfi\"t'iy

. \1_ur. c.&, for the Roman period Valerius Maximus 2.pr.i; Galen, [Tnsroductio sive medicus/ 1.
|IC ]..Pll Ureans ”.‘“-L.‘E lln‘ i|u.|!_1‘('$ UI- ‘]11.. g[}{ls l“l(‘.k [£4] d"t‘:”nh' ]":L‘.t-i\"(_'d h'\' L'<'1|'l}' mens: I‘hi]‘)&h:[“ L1,
Dy pier 122531,

|' i < Sl .
o \.m.mz 2002; Mansfeld 2003: 631-3; and Algra 2004: 205-7.
e e, Boys-Stones 2001 111-12.
Frede nE ! ; + T e 7
de 1994 purs the Placanist accommodation of this ‘Stoic’ idea even later, at the end of the second
Century ap,
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to track down the original core of philosophical insights. Mystery cults are
seen as a particularly good place to start such an exploration, supposedly
because their strict rules of membership and the commandment of silence
protected them against corruption and superstition.

Chapter 2 shows that the idea of ancient wisdom lies at the heart of
Plutarch’s interpretation of traditional religion (¢. AD 50-120). | argue that
a twofold historical dimension in his religious thought has gone largely
unnoticed in modern scholarship: on the one hand, the basic assumption
that religion is a creation by wise men of the past; on the other, the idea
that religion and the knowledge it contains are distorted when transmitted
through history. Plutarch’s interest in the religious past, as exemplified
in the Greek Questions, Roman Questions or the Life of Numa, is, moreover,
an essential part of his philosophy: in order to retrieve the original truths
of religion, he has to cut through a dense undergrowth of superstition and
historical accretions. This interpretation implies that there is a greater unity
in Plutarch’s reflections on religion than often assumed: scholarship has
detected at once positive and negative views on religion in his various works
and has explained these either as a sign that Plutarch changed his opinions
over time or as an indication that he was unable to reconcile philosophy
and religion. As I show, however, they should rather be understood in the
light of the fundamentally ambivalent nature that religion possessed for
Plutarch: on the one hand it is a source of philosophical knowledge but,
on the other, it is also open to distortion and superstition.

Plutarch’s interpretation of religion reveals that one needs a good
hermeneutics to retrieve the philosophy that is deposited in religion. This
hermeneutics in turn presupposes a proper philosophical training. In such
a context it comes as no surprise that each philosopher can project his own
philosophy onto religion: each reading will be directed by the presuppo-
sitions of the reader. The crucial position of the interpreter becomes even
more evident in Numenius, the late second-century forerunner of Plotinus
(Chapter 3). He is proud of having rediscovered Plato’s true teachings after
the latter had wilfully obscured them in his dialogues. Numenius explicitly
positions himself as the authoritative interpreter of the master, but he also
spells out what is only implicit in Plutarch: that the knowledge contained
in the religions and customs of the ancient peoples of the Mediterranean
can only be correct to the extent that it conforms to Plato’s teachings.®’
Although ‘ancient wisdom’ opens up an additional source of knowledge
and authority for philosophy, the latter remains the yardstick.

S Eus. Praep, evang. 9.7.1 = Numen, fr. 1a,
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Chapter 4 argues (ha.t the f:lisc0ur§e on ‘ancient wisdom’ did not merely
aform philosophical discussions. Dm.(ahrysostom playfully uses the idea
in his Borystheniticus in.order to claim great authority for the famous
report from the Babylonian Magi that c.(mclu(les the spr:ch'h. I.hn: second
et of the chapter suggests that Apuleius draws on the idea in various
works of his. In particular, I propose to read the Metamorphoses as explor-
e the dangers of superstition. Plutarch and other authors drawing on
[hLL, discourse on ‘ancient wisdom’, such as the late-second-century author
Celsus. regularly warn that one needs philosophical knowledge to inter-
pret religion correctly and to avoid hcmg. trapped in superstition. .Thar
is precisely what happens to the protagonist of Apuleius’ novel. Lucius is
cast as a profoundly ignorant individual whose engagement with religion
s scrictly limited to its outer surface. He never nears the truthful core of
religion — with all the funny consequences so graphically depicted in the
Metamorphoses.

Part 11 of the book takes its cue from the ubiquity of hierarchical images
in philosophical texts of the Post-Hellenistic period. In particular, images
of the Roman emperor and his servants and of the Persian Great King
and his satraps are used to represent the pantheon. Chapter 5 argues that
they show that the pantheon is redesigned as an ideal hierarchy and is
then used, in turn, as the paradigm of order for all realms of human life. In
dialogue with earlier analyses of these comparisons,®* I show that this motif
must be seen against the background of increased hierarchical thinking in
Post-Hellenistic philosophy. Obviously, hierarchical thinking was not new
to this period. Plato’s theory of the soul, for example, is hierarchical and
matched by a hierarchical ideal state in the Republic. The Old Academy,
and in particular Xenocrates, had tidied up Plato’s thought on demons
by ranking them between gods and humans.”? Stoicism was known for
putting the gods on a higher plane in the cosmic city than human beings.**
Whar sets the Post-Hellenistic period apart, besides the increased emphasis
on hierarchy, is that the hierarchy of human society is seen as part of a
cosmic hierarchy that channels divine law down to each individual. Ideally
then, human society is organised as a strict hierarchy, for which the model
s to be found in the divine world. Conversely, the pantheon is described
a5 the most perfect hierarchy, using political images such as that of the
Persian King and his satraps and of the Roman emperor and his officials.
Ihe germ of such ideas can be detected in Posidonius’ reflections on the

l‘""j""““' 1935: Nilsson 1963; Donini 1988; Cerutti 2003; Gasparro 2003 Markschies 1991 K. W,

Haller g1,

Dillon 2003, " CF Arius Didymus in Eus. Praep. evang. 15.15.3~5.
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Golden Age: against Stoic orthodoxy and possibly under Plato’s influence,
he explicitly affirms the existence of a natural hierarchy in human society
(‘it is natural for the better to rule the lesser’),% a thesis that may have been
justified by projecting the cosmic hierarchy onto the human realm.

Given the fragmentary state of Posidonius™ works, it is hard to reach
any certain conclusions about his views, but one can definitely see the
impact of such new connections and assumptions on the political thought
of the early Roman Empire in two ways. First, philosophers start to stress
that naturally talented and virtuous individuals can impose order on any
political system, even the generally despised democracy. Such individuals
are seen as ‘natural rulers’ who can transfer divine order and hierarchy
onto the earth. Second, kings are increasingly described as occupying the
highest position in the human hierarchy and an intermediate position in
the cosmic one, a position from which they have to relay divine will onto
the earth. Such a descriptive account now sits alongside a more traditional
stress on the monarch as the embodiment of all virtues. In the field of
religion, the projection of an ideal hierarchy onto the pantheon allowed
philosophers to make sense of the diversity of religion, in that diverging
rites and customs could now be ascribed to different gods, all of whom
obeyed the highest god. Soon the hierarchical pantheon is put forward not
as a philosophical construct but as the normal, natural way of conceiving
of the divine. As such, it becomes a normative notion, used not only to
define superstition as the mistaken view thar god is a tyrant and not a
benevolent monarch but also to argue against philosophical opponents
and to justify Roman imperial rule as a hierarchy in the image of the
divine.

A comparison used especially often in the early Roman Empire to
describe the divine world is that of the Persian Great King and his satraps.
In Chapter 6 I argue that this comparison is typical of the classicising
habits of the Post-Hellenistic period and, on the basis of its use in Max-
imus of Tyre (late second century) and Pseudo-Aristotle’s On the World
(first century BC — first century Ap), that it was normally used to con-
vey an explicitly positive image of the divine world as the example of
order and harmony. This sets the scene for the core of the chapter, which
advances a new interpretation of Aristides’ famous speech On Rome (AD
144). 1 suggest that Aristides describes Persia precisely as the antithesis
of the positive characteristics attributed to it by Maximus and Pseudo-
Aristotle and that he transfers these qualities to Rome. Aristides is thus

% Sen. £p. 90.4-6 = Posidonius, fr. 284; Cic. Rep. 3.38.
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a shift of paradigm: not Persia but Rome is the empire that
ceates the natural order. The ideological thrust of his argument is clear:

e R . v

\pistides presents the Roman Empire as the guarantee of divine order on

},,-Upnsmg

tdl(I ?i;lptcl‘s 7and 8 prgvide two case studies ofthf: impact that the in.creased
emphasis on hicrarchles. has on the thought of two cgntempomncsithe
(mostly) Stoic orator Dio Chrysostom and the Platonist Plutarch. Given
heir diverging views on the divine (centred on the contrast between imma-
nence and transcendence), one would instinctively assume that Stoics and
Platonists configure their hierarchies in fundamentally distinct ways. Yet,
1gh one can indeed distinguish a Stoic and Platonist type of hierarchy,
we ¢hall notice that, depending on the argumentative context, each can
draw on the hierarchy as conceived by the other school. Chapter 7 on Dio
Lims to show that in his kingship orations he sees the king as part of the
cosmic hierarchy, and that he introduces a descriptive account of kingship
as part of the providential hierarchical order of the universe alongside a
prcscripri\-'e one that emphasises the king’s virtues. As a consequence, Dio
can suggest that the worship of the gods is a precondition for the human
hierarchy to function properly: indeed, as religious worship implies the
recognition of the cosmic hierarchy, in which the king is embedded as well,
it is a sign that the human hierarchy is being equally respected. Chapter 8
on Plutarch argues that his writings are pervaded by hierarchical thinking,
both in politics and religion, and that, when set against the background of
the discourse on cosmic hierarchy, its impact can be noticed in works that
are usually read as merely developing standard Platonist themes. The chap-
ter also further develops Plutarch’s notion of superstition, which Chapter 2
described as an interpretation of religion that disregards the philosoph-
ical core hidden in it by the ancients. In this chapter, we shall see that
Plutarch also conceprualises superstition as a mistaken understanding of
the cosmic hierarchy and in particular the belief that the hierarchy is not
benevolent,

alchot

Both types of reinterpretation of religion, the one linked with ‘ancient
wisdom’ and the other with ‘cosmic hierarchy’, are not only based on
implicit assumptions about the activity of ancient humanity and the struc-
ture of the cosmos bur also informed by cultural preferences. Philosophers
Present their views as universally valid, but, in fact, they are thoroughly
c.mhuddcd in Graeco-Roman society and culture, implicitly seen as supe-
flor. Moreover, philosophers rely on the elitist presumption that only
‘!‘L',\I' are able to offer a correct reading of religion, by contrast to what
Ordinary, ignorant people think. Such prejudices surface most clearly in
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polemic. The three chapters of Part 111 explore the polemic waged by and
against Epicureans, Jews and Christians in the light of the two discourses
as set out in the first two parts. The Epicureans were generally seen by their.
Stoic and Platonist enemies as falling outside the shared framework of
thought: because they preached a metaphysics of disorder and an ethics of
hedonism, they were accused of subverting society and rel igion. Chapter ¢
explores the anti-Epicurean polemic by drawing on the ceuvre of Lucian
(c. AD 120-90). In many of his satires Lucian espouses seemingly Epicurean
views, but these views correspond strikingly to what was attributed to the
Epicureans by their detractors. Lucian therefore does not inform us about
what the Epicureans really thought but reflects the polemic waged against
them. I argue that it was part of Lucian’s satirical strategy to adopt the
views that were attributed to the philosophical outsiders of his time, in
particular Epicureans and Cynics, in order to be able to subvert commonly
held views. Lucian thus does not step outside the two discourses explored
in this book but subverts them from within by giving a positive twist to
the polemical accusations usually levelled against the Epicureans. Besides
a few allusions to ideas about ancient wisdom, Lucian attacks specifically
the idea that the divine world functions as an ideal hierarchy and depicts
it rather as a realm of disorder.

The Hellenised Jew Philo of Alexandria (c. 15 B¢ —AD 50) strongly rejected
the cultural preference for polytheism implied in the discourses on ancient
wisdom and natural hierarchy. Nevertheless, as shown in Chapter 10, he
argues against this cultural presupposition by adopting the argumentative
framework of these very discourses: he defends the superiority of the Bible
as the only external source of philosophical truth (against the other religious
traditions of the Mediterranean) and argues for a purified divine monarchy
in which the subordinate satraps do not require worship (against poly-
theistic worship of subordinate gods). In the process, he presents Judaism
as the only truthful tradition and the only well-ordered society in the
Mediterranean,

In its contacts with Graeco-Roman culture, Christianity adopted, as
Philo did, many of the arguments for antiquity and hierarchy that were
current in that time, although adapred to its own agenda. The integra-
tion of Christianity in the discourse of its time can also be detected in
the first anti-Christian work, the 77ue Discourse by the Platonic philoso-
pher Celsus. Chapter 11 shows how he tries to dismiss Christianity not by
excluding it as a thoroughly alien phenomenon, but by including it in the
Mediterranean tradition as a superstition: Celsus accepts that Christian-
ity ultimately derives from an ancient tradition, but the transmission of
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ncient wisdom is profoundly marred by superstitious interpretations,
chat afe the ignorant and boorish people who make up Judaism and
O}\;l‘]‘lii.:ﬁi{y Apart from misunderstanding ancient wisdom, Celsus also
(_.}_1!11 ‘ll'lillf- Christian superstition is characterised by a profound misin-
31‘:_’.._'”-“: . ﬁun of the divine hierarchy. In his depiction of Christianity as
[C[IPK\[\.l.\tirinn (which is strikingly similar to the way in which Apuleius
1 wp;:s Lucius in the Metamorphoses) he reveals many of the elitist and
S:J:Lllrnll presuppositions .thﬁft underpin the dOl‘!'lil‘lal.lt approach?slof reli-
gion, especially the superiority of Graeco-Roman philosophy, religion and
culture. _ ) o _

Finally, the epilogue marks the return to the question raised e:.arlrcr in this
introduction: how can we integrate the results from this s:tudy in a general
assessment of religious change in this period? The aim is not to deve'lop
a wholly new picture, but rather to point out what the phllos.ol.phrcal
evidence does and does not say. It is evident that the concept of religion as
it emerges in the Post-Hellenistic period anticipates that of Ncoplamn‘ism
in important respects, in particular regarding the interest in a W{de variety
of religions and the importance of hierarchy. Nevertheless, it is important
to distinguish between the Post-Hellenistic concept of religion and that
of Late Antiquity. The Post-Hellenistic interest in religion is generally
interpreted as starting off a tendency towards irrationalism and implying
the search for the divine revelation of a superior truth. However, this is
largely a projection of Neoplatonic categories onto the earlier period: in
Post-Hellenistic philosophy religion is not considered to contain a truth
different from or superior to that of philosophy, but to harbour rational
philosophical ideas. These are, moreover, not revealed by the gods but must
be retrieved by careful philosophical investigation. Besides showing up
differences with Neoplatonism, the Post-Hellenistic philosophical concept
of religion does not necessarily reflect a general mentality but must first
be understood in its philosophical context. Any future general overview
of religious changes in the Roman Empire should allow each body of
evidence to speak in its own voice. This does not imply that a synthesis
is impossible, but any synthesis should bear witness to the variety of the
marterial,

The main focus of this book is on the first two centuries aD, given that
the bulk of the evidence is from this period, but, as noted above, most of
the developments start in the Late Republic. As argued in the epilogue,
although Neoplatonic thought represents a high degree of continuity, it
15 also markedly different in important respects. | thus leave it aside in
this book. In line with the dominant tendency in scholarship, I rake the
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pseudo-Pythagorean writings to belong to the early Roman Empire,
although precisely when is open to discussion: dates range from the late
first century BC to the second century Ap.%® At any rate, they fall securely:
within the chronological scope of this book.

¢ Delartte 1942 Burkert 1961 and 1972; Sarri 1979; Moraux 1984: 79-81; Squilloni 1991: 35-60: Centrong
2000: 575; Haake 2003: 1223 Murray 2008: 20-1. In defence of the Hellenistic date, see Thesleff
1961: 39 and 1972, followed by Martens 2003: 165-74. !

PART 1

Ancient wisdom




CHAPTER 1

Tracing the origins
Ancients, philosophers and mystery cults

The increased attraction exercised by non-Greek wisdom on philosophers
of the Roman Empire has often been remarked upon.’ Greek philosophy
had been fascinated by the East at least from Plato onwards, but the range
of foreign peoples that drew interest clearly started to increase in the late
Hellenistic and early Imperial period, with philosophers such as Plutarch
and Numenius referring to Egyptian and Oriental cults as containing
profound knowledge. Usually explained as the result of the expansion of
geographical horizons in the wake of Hellenisation and Roman conquest,
the phenomenon is clearly also part of the process of the opening up
of philosophy to other sources of authority in this period, which I have
sketched in the introduction.

The importance of this wider philosophical context has recently been
underscored by G. Boys-Stones, who has shown that the interest in “bar-
barian wisdom' betrays less a specific respect for all things foreign than an
increased authority attributed to antiquity in general, Greek and barbar-
ian. He argues that the Stoic philosopher Posidonius (¢. 135-55 BC) was
the first to artribute specifically philosophical knowledge to the first age of
man, and not just a mere unreflective practice of virtue. The only evidence
for Posidonius’ views in this respect is Seneca’s ninetieth letter to Lucilius.*
Although the letter is difficult to interpret, two elements emerge from it that
can be traced in later expositions of ancient wisdom. First, for Posidonius,
Ihumun culture was created on purpose by lawgivers in line with philo-
Sophical thought when the Golden Age came to a close.? Sages invented

€ arts to make life amenable once vice had disrupted the harmony with
Bature thar characterised that age of felicity. Human culture thus has an

t
Rr“’“‘- 19725 Momigliano 1975: Potter 1994: 183-212; Frede 1994 and 1997; 220-30; Baltes 1999;
O 1t . - - " - 3
~ St'cfli{(-nillmnu and Inowlocki 2006. For Late Antiquity, see Schott 2005 and 2008,

terpretation by Boys-Stones 20011 18-24, with the modifications proposed in Bees (2005)

;“I‘_l \"..m Hoof and Van Nuffelen (forthcoming).
th. Lo ooo.6.
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ambivalent nature: created by sages it contains philosophical knowledge,
but at the same time it marks the end of the Golden Age. Secondly, such
sages remain active as benefactors of mankind for a long time after the cloge:
of the Golden Age — the last one mentioned by Posidonius (as summariseg
by Seneca) is Democritus (£p. 90.31—2). This suggests that there may always
be sages and philosophers who can adjust culture so as to bring it more in
line again with nature and philosophy (both being basically identical in a°
Stoic perspective). This theory accounts for attempts to find philosophicﬂ:'
knowledge in ancient traditions, Greek, Roman, and foreign. Until the late:
first century Ap, G. Boys-Stones suggests, the idea was only adopted by
Stoics, most notably by Cornutus, the Stoic teacher of Nero, in his On the
Nature of the Gods.* Shortly afterwards the theory passed into Platonism,
where it led to the view that the leading philosophers of the past, such
as Pythagoras and Plato, were seen as having rediscovered ancient wisdom
and expressed it in rational discourse. |
This chapter takes as its starting point Boys-Stones’ demonstration of
the importance of ideas about the origin of mankind for the practice of "
philosophy in the Post-Hellenistic period, while proposing a modification
of his genealogy of ancient wisdom. The first section argues that the basi
characteristics of the theory are already found in the Divine Antiquities o
Varro, a work to be dated to the early 40s Bc. Varro’s philosophical outlook
is Platonist (albeit with strong Stoic influences), being a pupil of Antiochus
of Ascalon (died 69/8 BC), the initiator of the turn towards dogmatism in
Platonism. This contradicts the linear development proposed by Boys-
Stones, according to which the theory passed from Stoicism to Platonism
only in the late first century ap.’ From my discussion it will emerge that
the idea of ancient wisdom was more widespread and shared by Platonists
and Stoics alike already before Cornutus. '
But this chapter is not just concerned with retracing origins. My read-
ing of Varro’s Divine Antiquities, a work on Roman religion, shows that
the discourse on ancient wisdom was from early on explicitly applied to
religion. This is also the case for two other early examples from the first
century AD: the Hieroglyphica by Chaeremon and Cornutus’ On the Nature
of the Gods. The discussion of these texts will allow us to grasp the major
characteristics of the view of religion shaped by the discourse on ancient
wisdom. In it, religion is understood as a creation of wise ancients, who
possessed profound insight into how the cosmos functioned, but it is

* Boys-Stones 2001: 49-59.
S A similar, late introduction in Platonism was argued by Frede 1994: 5183-203.
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shtforward source of knowledge. Not only is the language and
T ()? religion not rational, most parts of religion are polluted by
imdé’f‘_!.}ti(,n_ Mystery cults, protected by the strict control of initiation,
su_l}_tli:limpm-rar{c exception to this and they therefore acquire a prominent
3{;{:'{[“1 in discussions of religion in the POSE'-HEllt:ﬂistif: period. Rc_ligion
{and human culture in general) thus stands in an ambivalent relation to
the truth: it contains kn:{)wledge about the cosmos, burt the interpreter
Eecds philosophica] training to be able to separate the wheat from the

chaff.

pot 4 stral

VARRO AND ANCIENT WISDOM

Usually depicted as a hard-working but intellectually limited individual,
Varro (116-27 BC) is still often seen as interested in the superficial but
unable to grasp deeper meanings.® His famous Divine Antiquities (Antig-
witates rerum divinarum = ARD), which purported to be an inventory of
everything that was known in his day about traditional Roman religion, is
considered a good example of his untiring curiosity for all things Roman.
The neat division of the sixteen books into five blocks of three about priests,
sacred places, times, things, and finally gods, preceded by an introductory
book, clearly bears the mark of the antiquarian and collectionneur.” The
work is usually interpreted as an attempt to gather all knowledge about
traditional Roman religion before it could be swept away by the rapid
changes in society and culture in the Late Republic. In this perspective,
Varro becomes a conservative who simply wanted to safeguard tradition
for tradition’s sake: tradition, not truth, was his concern.®

There is, however, another, more philosophical side to Varro. On the
traditional dating, he started to produce philosophical works after 45 BC,”?
as a response to Cicero’s philosophical output. Among those, his On Philo-
s0phy, which made Greek thinking about the highest good available to the
Romans, takes pride of place.'® But it would be wrong to restrict Varro’s
terest in philosophy to his later years and to competition with Cicero.
Even that masterpiece of tedious encyclopaedism, the Divine Antiquities,
Wsually dated to Caesar’s dictatorship or even earlier,” has a philosophical
B Sce the classic statement of Dahlmann 1970 ted by Tarver 1997: 16
7 : . quoted by Tarver 1997: 162,

On Varre's £ ) ivisi ki
s M“ \‘.m.llh fondness of such divisions, see Tarver 1997: 137-8 and Peglau 2003
omigliano 198.4: 205 Moatti 1997: 181, See also Beard, North and Price 1998: 1.151; Cardauns 2001:
y . 3 +
| Uhis is dedyce
B Tirve:
B arver 1997,
Horsfalr 4

d from Cic. Aead. poit. 1.8 by Wilmanns 1864: 9. See Tarver 1997: 145.

972 122: Cardauns 1976: 132—3. An earlier dare is preferred by Jocelyn 1982: 16477, 203—s.
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background to it. Indeed, the remaining fragments show that theoreticg
reflection did open and close the Divine Antiguities. Cicero reports Varro
saying that the first book was written for philosophers (philosophis scribe
voluimus),'” and the theory of three types of theology (mythical, civic, a
philosophical or natural) which is set out there, clearly bears the mark
Greek philosophical thinking."

My main interest here is the last book, which was dedicated to an allego
cal reading of twenty ‘selected gods’ (i selecti) and included a justification g
such a method. Since the Stoics initiated the fashion, allegory had becom
the favourite tool for philosophers to make sense of traditional religior
In the last book of the Divine Antiguities, Varro selected twenty deitie
that could be interpreted as symbolising key functions of the philosophica
system to which he adhered." Varro felt the need to justify these allegories
explicitly. Indeed, allegory presupposes that knowledge, usually philosop
ical, is hidden in, or translated into, manifestations of human culture (e.g.
poetry and religion), from which it can be retrieved. Consequently, tha
knowledge must have got there in some way. The remaining fragments
Book 16 allow us to sketch the outline of Varro’s answer to the question
why there is philosophical knowledge to be found in Roman religion. They:
reveal a philosophical view of religion that is fundamentally identical to th
one harboured about culture by Posidonius: for Varro, Roman religion
constructed by sage lawgivers in line with ancient wisdom. Once we ha
noticed the presence of such ideas in the Divine Antiquities, we shall see
that the work was not just about the preservation of tradition for its o
sake. Maintaining tradition also meant safeguarding the truth in religion.”

The Church Father Augustine preserves for us a summary of the intro=
duction to Book 16 of Varro’s Divine Antiguities (fr. 225). This is how the.
argument ran in his words:

First of all, Varro commends these [allegorical] interpretations so highly as to s
that the men of old invented the images, attributes and adornments of the gof
(ut dicat antiquos simulacra deorim et insignia ornatusque [finxisse) precisely so that
when those who had approached the mysteries of the doctrine (doctrinae) ha

1 Cic. Aead. post. 1.8, 4
" OF the vast bibliography on this subject, I refer only o Lieberg 1973; Geerlings 1990; Lehmann:
1997: 193-225. :
Varro’s method of allegory, in comparison with Stoic practice, is set out in Van Nuffelen (2010)
The identification of the underlying philosophical system is controversial, scholarship being divide
berween its atcribution o Varro’s teacher Antochus of Ascalon (Theiler 1930: 15, 17, 303 JGCEI)'“'
1982: 163; Dillon 1996 81-90; Lehmann 19971 142) and other sources or an assumed originality f
Varro himself (Dirrie 1987: 4727 Gérler 1990: 127—9). In Van Nuffelen (2010) T suggest that (h'.afl
former is most likely: the ideas present in ARD fic very well with the lirle that we know about
Antiochus’ philosophy and they can be made to fir with what Cicero ascribes to him in Acad. post
1.24—30: on this last point, see Fladerer 1996.
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these visible things with their eyes, they might also see with their mind the
he world and its parts; that is, r‘hc true gods. He also says that those who
e che images of the gods in human form seem to have believed that the mortal
mact ¢ exists in the human body is very similar to the immortal mind. It is
s were placed to represent the gods: as, for example, a wine-jar might

b€ slaced in the temple of Liber, to signify wine, that which is contained being
Fie that which contains. Thus, the rational soul was signified by an image

gecn L
soul o €

.mind th
as if vesse

significd by : : :
. had a human form, because the human form is, so to speak, the vessel in

hich that nature is wont to be contained that they wish to attribute to God, or to

L - ¥ . . . .

Ivhf wods (ita per simulacrum, quod formam haberet humanam, significari animam
Jnalem, quod eo velut vase natura ista soleat contineri, cuius naturae deum volunt

Wh lL]

raff'f”-'“""ll‘
£55¢ vel deos).”

The question of who had invented cult statues was a contentious issue
of old that continued to haunt Greek thought.'® This fragment explains
how Roman cult images, and in particular anthropomorphic ones, came
into being. Two points stand out. First, an allegorical reading of cult
statues with their actributes is rendered possible by the fact that they
have been created by ‘the men of old’ (antiqui).'” The antiqui apparently
possessed some form of philosophical knowledge and constructed statues
as symbols of metaphysical principles. Secondly, the last sentence of the
fragment explicitly vindicates anthropomorphic images. The antiqui did
not produce such images at random but looked for a similarity between
signifiant and signifié:® because the rational soul, being of divine nature,
was contained in the human body, the gods, namely the world soul and its
parts,” could be represented in human form. The upshot of this conscious
and careful creation of cult images and their attributes is that an allegorical
reading is rendered not only possible, but also quite easy. Indeed, once one
has ‘approached the mysteries of the doctrine (doctrina)’, that is, has been
taught philosophy, the recognition of philosophical knowledge in cult
images becomes a relatively uncomplicated task.*® Varro clearly counts

Ao ; : i : -
Augist, {;t. civ. . 7.5 p. 280 1. 8=21 (Dombart) = Varro, ARD fr. 225, All translations are slighdy
b adapred from Dyson 1998.
‘]H,ui' e Plu, frs, 158, 190; Clem. AL Prorr, 4.46.3, 4.47.2; Max. Tyr. Or. 53 Dio Chrys. Or. 12;
l]nl.u_\“_ VA 6.19. It ties in with a traditional critical attitude towards cult images found among
philosophers: see already Xenophanes, fr. 21 w15 DK; Heraclitus fr. 22 85 DK, CfL Clerc 1915;
-3 Lehmann 199 184-8,
: }:l:l'n wiis primarily concerned it seems with the interpreration of statues and their ateribures: fr.
) _\Lh. —'_-\ugusr. Deciv. D, 7.17 P 295.22.
A similar argument can be found in e.g. Demetrius Lacon, P Here. 1055 cols. 14-16; Plut, De Is. et
A simily g 55 4
. 71—6
9

i '(I -ll;l\-\:lg‘:;]hl:. _f )r :'r.'n.. !J 7.6 p. 181I._1_| = Varro, 4 R}_’) ‘Fr, 226. . . )

relae i:l” L'l‘: -"tlnaud in the surviving al[ego!'y of SIaEurn, In quie a cavalier way, Varro seems (o

of ”_I\_\Im_m.trfn,n.u of the mj.fth_of Saturn, his cuit!lmugr:. attrl‘butcs and name to the cosmic cycl‘c

method ‘.‘r‘.]:ffrn' "\“?““} Dy el D, 7.18-19 = Varro, ARD frs. 241-6. For an analysis of Varro's
allegary, see Van Nuffelen (2o10),
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himself among the instructed: in the rest of Book 16 he will reveal
precise meaning of each of the twenty selected gods.

In the fragment quoted above, the identity of the antigui remains uncl
One might, at first sight, surmise that they are to be situated at the dawn
humanity, before historical time. The famous fragment 18, however, proy,
otherwise: “The ancient Romans worshipped the gods without figurati
images (simulacra) for over hundred and seventy years.”™ The antigui,
whom fragment 225 refers as creators of images, can consequently on
have lived one hundred and seventy years after the foundation of Ro
Taking the date established by Varro himself (753 Bc) as the starting po
figurative cult images were therefore invented at the beginning of the sixi
century. This puts their creation squarely in the reign of Tarquinius Prisc
(traditionally dated to 616578 BC), who, according to another fragment,’
did indeed intervene in Roman religion.

The Penates are the gods through whom we breathe, have a body and possess reaso
in the soul. They are Jove, middle aether, Juno, the lower air with earth, and thy
highest part of the aether, Minerva. Tarquinius, son of Demaratus the Corinthia
and initiate of the Samothracian mysteries, joined them in one temple and under
one roof (quos Tarquinius Demarati Corinthi filius, Samothraciis religionibus mysti

imbutus, uno templo et sub eodem tecto coniunxir) > '

The fragment does not actually attribute the creation of anthropomorphi
images to Tarquinius,” yer, being responsible for the creation of the Capi-
toline Triad, the highest deities of Rome, it is only natural to assume that
he was involved. At least one of the antigui now acquires identity: not a
anonymous forefather of the Golden Age, but a Roman king. As the antiqu
possessed philosophical knowledge, or at least a profound understandin,
of the cosmos, Tarquinius must have been at least acquainted with th
body of knowledge. The fragment hints at the origins of that knowledg
the king was of Greek origin and an initiate of the Samothracian mysteries.
The reference to Samothrace is not accidental. On the contrary, the cult
occupies a central position in Varro’s genealogy of Roman religion. As frag-
ment 206 from Book 15 makes clear, Samothrace is the cult that symbolises:
the central principles of the cosmos:

Hence also, in the preceding book [i.e. Book 15], Varro similarly interprets the
celebrated mysteries of the Samothracians, and promises, almost with religious

" August. De civ. D, 4.31 p. 186 . 21—9: antiquos romanos plus annos centum er septuaginta deos sine:
simulacro coluisse; of, Plut, Num. 8 = Varro, ARD fr. 18.
* Serv. 2,296 = Macrob. Sat. 3.4.7 = Varro, ARD fr. 205.
* Thart seems to be suggested in Plin, HN 35.157, a passage of possible Varronic origin.
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~ (hat he will expound in writing things unknown to the local priests and
Qevoub = (o them (Hinc etiam Samothracum nobilia mysteria in superiore libro sic
.5“3'“] Lh,{}h;;,  eagquie se, quae nec Sais nota sunt, seribendo expositurum eisque missurum
it “";’TH,T,;:‘ jossime pollicetur). For he says that he had discovered in Samothrace, from
"“;nﬁic;uions, that one of the images there signified f:hc: heaven, an‘othcr‘ the
' ind another the forms of things which Plato calls ideas. Varro wishes it to
e i~--rotati that Jupiter is the heaven, Juno the carth, and Minerva the ideas:
be 11I|}:1L1:zi|'|g that by which anything is made; carth being that of which it is made;
:,:::]\thc ideas bein g'[he form according to which it is made.**

Combining this fragment with the p.reviou.:i one, we can ok.ysclzxie a string
of identifications. The images worshipped in Samt?th.race signify heave.n,
earth, and Forms. These are the fundamental principles of a Plaronist

hilosophy, going back at least to Polemo (c. 350—-276/5 BC), the succes-
sor of Xenocrates at the head of the Academy: an active flnd a passive
'ﬁrinciple and Plato’s Forms.” Samothrace thus is an ancient cult that
P'yrcscr\-'cs philosophical truth. But it is not just one cult among many:
the images at Samothrace symbolise the highest principles of the cosmos
and are therefore a central cult in the Greek world.?® For Varro, however,
Samothrace is more important as the origin of the highest Roman gods.
He identifies the Samothracian deities with the Capitoline triad, Jupiter,
Juno and Minerva, who are in turn identical with the Penates, the mys-
terious but all-important deities of Rome. Appropriately, the fundamental
principles of the cosmos are symbolised by the highest gods of Rome.*”
The structure of a philosophical system is mapped onto the pantheon of
Rome.

As far as the fragments allow us to judge, Varro did not offer any justi-
fication for the presence of philosophical knowledge in the Samothracian
mysteries, Their antiquity seems to have sufficed. He is more explicit about
the transfer of knowledge from Samothrace to Rome, in which two central
flgurcs of Roman antiquity occupy centre stage. Unsurprisingly, the found-
ing father of Rome, Aeneas, provides the original link. Drawing on earlier

[qu
many

>t A“:j!'“"’" Deciv. D, 7.28 p. sl 7-15 = Varro, ARD fr. 206. The manuscripts read nee suis nota sunt,
w.h"'h Wissowa 1904; 117 emended to Sais, the Sai being the priests of Samothrace (Serv. 2.324).
('n_“"“”_“ 19761 90 follows Wissowa, as | do. My interpretation of the passage is not affected by this
o Pomtof textual eriticism,

' Sharples 1gg5; Sedley 2002: 2. Frede 2005: 21718 disputes that the doctrine is specific for Polemo,
central position was often given to Samothrace in the genealogy of Greek cule: Dion, Hal. Ant,
4 :‘;:‘J\ :]m-—_ F(:d.“isrmm' ForH 433 F10; Dimlrd, Silc: 5479 Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. L14.

il 11-1.I fllplllt‘t" }um':. :mtl1 Minerva are denn!md with h{:‘d\"l!ll, carth, :am;l Fnrms'(‘fr.l .1-0.6) and

cm”"-]di‘ujo;r‘l“w%ll- air with earth, and rhullugiul;sr part of the aunl{m' (i'r..zols), This is not a

evels of bi; "_ ‘.U{ is based on the fact that Varro idenrifies metaphysical principles on different
g see Fladerer 1996: 1069,
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Greek and Roman traditions,® Varro constructed the following version of
the origins of the Penates: Dardanus, the father of the founder of Troy, had
brought the Penates from Samothrace to Troy, and later Aeneas carried the
Penates from Phrygia to Italy.” From its very beginning, then, Rome was

literally in possession of philosophical knowledge. The second important
figure we can grasp in the fragments of the Divine Antiquities is, as we have
seen, Tarquinius Priscus. An initiate of Samothrace, he probably acquired

there the necessary knowledge that the triad Jupiter, Juno and Minerva

were identical to the Samothracian deities and consequently represented

the three highest metaphysical principles. The king decided to join them

under the same roof, establishing the Capitoline triad as the central cult of
Roman public religion.*®

The fragmentary state of the Divine Antiquities does not allow us to probe
further details of this narrative, but it can hardly be doubted that Varro did
think that Rome had, through its religion, inherited ancient wisdom from
Greece and that its rulers had succeeded in further establishing Roman
religion in line with philosophy and truth. The main difference with
Posidonius lies in the fact that Rome, having been created in historical time,
could not pretend to have a direct link with the wisdom of the Golden Age.
Varro therefore proposed an indirect connection with ancient wisdom. Yet

the parallels with Posidonius are manifest: in Varro’s reconstruction of how

philosophical knowledge was located in Greek religion and then transferred

to Rome by wise kings, we encounter the two basic characteristics of

Posidonius’ view on culture.

First, just as culture was ambivalent for the latter, a source of truth
tainted by change, Varro’s concept of religion also has two sides to it.
This ambivalence becomes evident in his understanding of ‘civic theology’,
the religion that was practised in Rome and enshrined in its institutions,
and that was the subject of his investigations in the Divine Antiquities.
The antiquarian famously distinguished between three types of theol-
ogy. The mythical one told by poets was brushed aside as full of untrue

¥ CF. Kleywegt 1972: 4-19; Cole 1984: 1004 and 1989; Dubourdieu 1989. They stretch back as early
as Hellanicus in the fifth century e (FGrH 4 #23) for the Greek link berween Samothrace and Troy,
and Cassius Hemina in the second century se for the Roman identification of the Penates and the
gods of Samothrace (fr. 7).

Serv. 1378, 2.325, 3.148; Macrob. Sat. 3.4.7. Kleywegr 1972: 5—7 gives all the texts. Dion. Hal. Ant.
2.66.5, which offers an account basically identical to Varro’s, may stem from the antiquarian. On
the relationship berween Dionysius and Varro, see Poucer 1989,

An additional link may be his Etruscan origin. A third-century sc author, Dionysius of Myrsilus
(FGrH 477), quoted by Dionysius of Halicarnassus (Ane. 1.23.5), pretends thar the Erruscans
worshipped the Cabiri of Samorthrace,
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pventions: they want to please the audicpcc, not to tell the truth.? The two
other theologies, nacural and cifxic, do find grace in his eyes, even lthough
scither of them is unproblematic. The r)'aeofogia} naturalis, in principle the
best cheology and to be found among rhc‘ philosophers, is deemed too
highbrow for most people.’ Moreover, philosophers usually do not suc-
ceed in agreeing,” and a non-philosopher would therefore have a hard
iime finding the truch in the widely diverging opinions of the philoso-
phers. In comparison with natural theology, theologia civilis, with its use
of anthropomorphic statues, is obviously expressed in a less rational form.
Yer one cannot turn back time: a return to the pure theologia naturalis is
precluded, so we must stick to tradition.** This attitude has often been read
25 embodying Varro's ultimate loyalty to the theologia civilis and Roman
radition, and a final depreciation of philosophical theology.” But that is
(o0 one-sided an interpretation. As seen in the preceding argument, Varro’s
narrative of the transmission of knowledge from Greece to Rome aimed
(o show that the theologia civilis had been created by wise individuals in
accordance with philosophy, namely with theologia naturalis. The antiqui,
among whom Varro ranked the wise kings of early Rome, shaped Roman
religion so as to make it correspond with the wisdom found in earlier,
particularly Greek, cults. For Varro, civic theology is thus not a collec-
tion of aberrations that need to be respected because tradition demands
it. It rather stands in a close but ambivalent relationship to philosophi-
cal knowledge. On the one hand, in its consisting of anthropomorphic
images, traditional Roman religion is markedly distant from the original,
natural theology, when worship was pure and unadulterated by anthro-
pomorphism. On the other, having been created by wise kings in line
with ancient metaphysical knowledge, civic theology is not full of errors
but is rather itself an image of that knowledge. Preservation of Roman
religious tradition was thus not just a matter of patriotism: oblivion and
desuerude also meant loss of knowledge. It is no surprise then that Varro
claimed, in having composed the Divine Antiquities, to have performed a
task of greater importance than Aeneas, who saved the Penates from Troy’s
conflagration 3
Secondly, in Varro’s narrative, the creation of religion in line with ancient

metaphysical knowledge is a process that continues in historical time, just

' Esp, August. De civ. D. 6.5 p. 252 | 17-p. 253.4 = Varro, ARD fr. 7.

* August. De civ. D, 6.6 p. 257 |l 2-18 = Varro, ARD fr. 11,

U August, De civ. D, 6.5 p. 253 Il 1022 = Varro ARD fr. 8.

" August. De e D, 4.32 p. 185 1. 18-29 = Varro, ARD fr. 12,

" E.g Licherg 1973; Lehmann 1997; 223-4.
“ August. De cie. D, 6.2 p, 248 1. 6-13 = Varro, ARD fr. 2a.
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as Posidonius posits the presence of sages after the Golden Age. Apart from
Aeneas and Tarquinius Priscus, one can also refer to Numa. Varro accepted
his link with the Pythagoreans and may have reported how he ordered the

Penates to be deposited in the newly constructed temple of Vesta.? Ag

Varro thought the world soul to be of a fiery nature,®® it is quite fitting thag
the essential element of fire would be joined to the fundamental principles
of the cosmos (god, matter and Forms), as represented by the Penates,
More speculatively, the introduction of the Mother of the Gods in 204,
a descendant of Samothrace according to Varro,”” can be interpreted as

reconnecting Rome once more with its source of wisdom. The transfer of
ancient knowledge to Rome through religion is thus presented by Varro
as a continuous process and not restricted to the most remote times of

Roman history.

Varro’s ideas about ancient wisdom also go beyond what we noticed
in Posidonius. Pointed references to other cultures such as the Chal-
daeans and the Jews, who still worship the true god in an aniconic
way,*> make clear that Varro saw ancient wisdom as a universal posses-
sion. ‘Ancient wisdom’ is thus not the preserve of the Greeks. This idea
also underlies the interpretations of foreign cultures and religions offered
by Plutarch and Numenius, as I shall show in later chapters. Another
feature that we shall notice time and again is that philosophers tend to
read their own doctrines into religion. Indeed, Varro even boasts that he
knows berter than the priests in Samothrace what their images symbolise.
(fr. 225).

Varro is the first author in whose work we witness the presence of this
idea after Posidonius. Interestingly, especially in the light of its later spread.
among Platonists in the empire, we encounter it in a largely Platonist
framework — Varro’s acceptance of the Forms being the prime indicator of
that. The state of evidence does not allow us to pinpoint the precise origins
of such ideas. Antiochus of Ascalon is a likely but not undisputed candidate.
for the metaphysical ideas expressed in the Divine Antiquities. It is possible
burt can only be a hypothesis that, in turn, Antiochus borrowed the idea
of primitive wisdom from Stoicism and integrated it into his own peculiar
blend of Stoicism and Platonism. Indeed, the distinction between the three
theologies on which Varro draws at the beginning of the Divine Antiquities,
has been attributed to either Posidonius or Panaetius." It may therefore be
the case that Varro acquired both that idea and that of primitive wisdom

7 Dion. Hal. Ant. 2.66.2-5. % Tert, Ad nat. 2.219 = Varco, ARD fr. 23. ¥ Varro, Ling. 6.15:

4 August. De civ. D. 4.9 p. 157 Il. 5-6 = Varro, ARD fr. 15; August. De cons. evang. 1.22.30 = Varro,
ARD fr. 16; Lydus, Mens. 4.53 = Varro, ARD fr. 17.

' Pépin 1976: 300-7.
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from his contemporary Posidonius.** Given the general character
of the philosophy of‘. Antiochus, who pretfended to bypas:f later, Scep.tic
lrerations 0 Platf)nlsn} and reconnect with a more ancient Iauthorlty,
.idc‘.zlfi about primitive w1sdon.'1 would not be out of place, even if they are
pot a necessary corollary of his return to the Old Academy. Given the state
of our evidence, therefore, a genealogy Posidonius — Antiochus — Varro
‘< the most likely hypothesis; the most important conclusion, however, is
at ideas about ancient wisdom came into being in the carly first century
. and were immediately found among both Stoics and Platonists.

directly

MYSTERY CULTS AND SECRECY

Although for Posidonius all forms of culture seem to be related to ancient
wisdom, Varro provides the focus on religion that dominates this mode of
thought in the first two centuries Ap. But religion itself is not uniform:
it consists of public and secret rituals, statues, myths, even buildings. For
Varro, one Greek cult stood out for the quality of the ancient knowledge
prusm'vcd in it: the mystery cult of Samothrace. He may have had personal
reasons for this preference: he had visited the island while serving as a
legate for Pompey, and from his discussion of the cult statues of the
Great Gods we can gather that he had been initiated. Nevertheless, it
also indicares a wider tendency in the discourse on ancient wisdom: most
authors single out mystery cults as the best place to look for unadulterated
ancient knowledge, the precepts of secrecy guaranteeing its quality. The
link between secrecy, mystery cults and ancient knowledge becomes clear
from another fragment from Varro’s Divine Antiquities, and the evidence
provided by the Neronian philosophers Chaeremon and Cornutus.

In fragment 21 Varro explicitly refers to Greek mystery cults as the place
where one can find philosophical knowledge and truth:

Talking about religions (de religionibus), [Varro] said himself that there are many
truths which it is not useful for the common people to know, and, moreover, that
there are many false views which it is expedient that people should take to be true.
Ihif. he says, is why the Greeks held their initiations and mysteries in secret and
l’;'lnnd closed doors (et ideo Graecos teletas ac mysteria taciturnitate parietibusque
Claiesisse) W

This is a difficult fragment to interpret and, as such, merits dertailed
discussion, It introduces a point of view that is largely absent from the

1 _.\ B 1 3 is i i i I

j ptmlbic but not very strong argument in support of this idea could be that in fr. 242 Varro
guishes, just as Posidonius had done (Sen. £p. 96.36), between a stage of agriculture with
* 2 and one withour,
w0y De agriculura 2 pr6. 4 August. De civ. D. 431 p. 186 I.1-5 = Varro, ARD fr. 21.
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rest of the Divine Antiquities: the truth present in religion is now evaluated
in relation to the common people, shifting Varro’s concern from the loca-
tion of truth in religion to the uses of that truth. In contrast to the other
fragments I have discussed so far he now assumes that there is not only
truth in religion but also falsehood.

Because of this new perspective, it is advisable to analyse his thought
step by step. Implicit in the fragment is a double opposition, on the one
hand between elite and populace and, on the other, between mystery cults
and other cults. The elite are assumed to have the capacity to understand a
truth that does not serve the common people. Mystery cults are set off in
turn from all other cults: there is no suggestion that there are lies told in
the former, precisely because they exclude non-initiates.

The two distinctions are linked to one another. The opposition between
populace and elite is not simply a socio-economic one. It is also, and
foremost, one of knowledge: the elite are those who are capable of under-
standing the philosophical truth shown in mystery cults; the populace are
those who are not.® Read in conjunction with fragment 225, where it is
said that those ‘who had approached the mysteries of the doctrine’ can
interpret the images of the gods correctly, the distinction berween elite and
populace coincides with that between philosophers and non-philosophers.
The basic assumption of fragment 21, then, is that mystery cults contain
pure (or at least purer) knowledge than other cults, and that this knowl-
edge is the preserve of the intellectual, philosophical elite. The corollary
is that Varro understands initiation as either reserved for those who are
already philosophers or as a process of acquiring the necessary knowl-
edge that allows initiates to interpret all other religious manifestations
correctly.

This leaves the question of the useful lies found in religion. It is often
asserted that Varro considered the entire construct of civic religion a useful
tool in order to dominate the people, whereas philosophy would be the
true religion for the intellectual # In this context, reference is usually made
to fragment 18, where Varro complains that if the Romans had stuck to
aniconic cults, the gods would have been worshipped in a more proper way.
The creators of images brought error and fear to their communities.?” Fear

45 It is obvious, however, that in ancient society the borders of class and knowledge usually coincided.

10 Della Corte 1970: 123; Cardauns 1976: 149; Lehmann 1997: 192; Cancik and Cancik-Lindemaier
2001: 43—4. A certain influence of Polybius’ assessment of Roman religion as the most superstitious
ever (6.56) is fele here.

7 August. De v, D, 431 p. 186 11, 21-9 = Varro, ARD [v. 18: guod i adbuc. . . mansisser, castins dit
observarentur. .. qui primi simulacra deorim populis posuerunt, eos civitatibus suis et metton dempsisie
et ervarem adedidisse.
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being linked to superstition in fragment 47, the conclusion seems obvious:
figurative cult images are a source of superstition. But, as other fragments
seem to suggest, the fear and awe aroused by religion could be socially
useful.®® On such a reading of the evidence, Varro becomes a cynical ratio-
nalist or, at least, a detached philosopher without any religious feeling.*

Such an interpretation is problematic. It obviously assumes that a wide
oulf separates religion as a matter of tradition from philosophy as strictly
rational. The concept of ancient wisdom, on which I have been arguing
that Varro depended, on the contrary makes the two ends of the spectrum
coincide. Equally, the idea that civic religion contains lies in order to dom-
inate the people conflicts with Varro’s emphasis that it has been created by
pcoplc possessing philosophical knowledge. Indeed, throughout the Divine
Antiquities, and especially in Book 16, Varro assumes that all elements of
civic religion contain philosophical knowledge. For example, in his allegory
of Saturn, Varro is at pains to read philosophical knowledge into all aspects
of its imagery, ritual and name. Even the human sacrifices made to the god
in Gaul and Carthage symbolise a philosophical proposition, namely that
human seed is better than that of any other living being,.*®

The presence of useful lies in religion can be explained if we understand
that Varro’s preference for aniconic worship does not entail a rejection
of civic religion and that for him superstition is not caused by the cult
images as such but by the ignorant interpretation of them by the populace.
Civic religion is an image of truth, but its symbolic nature can cause
misinterpretation. Such misinterpretations, which seem bound to come
around, can be exploited as useful lies by political and religious leaders.

Varro considered civic religion to be a translation of metaphysical prin-
ciples into a set of symbols. These principles had been known to early man,
who according to him worshipped them directly, without any figurative
clothing. From his work On the People of Rome (De gente populi romani),
which dates the creation of the first cult to after the deluge, we can gather
that indeed all ancient peoples worshipped originally without figurative
images and also that before the deluge there were no images at all.’" In
ascribing aniconism to the Romans, Varro may have been influenced by
those who thought that the ancient Romans distinguished themselves by
the simple form of their worship.”> One can easily understand how Varro

W Serv, 2.512 = Varro, ARD fr. 69; Plut. Quaest. Rom. 27 = Varro, ARD Appendix V11 d.
" Deschamps 1990: 291 Lehmann 1997: 192.

* August, De civ. D, 7.19 p. 297 L. 28-31 = Varro, ARD fr. 244.

Varro, De gente populi ramani frs. 9,13 = August. De eiv. D, 18.2.

= Polyb. 6.56; Posidonius FGriH 87 ¥ 59 = fr. 266 Edelstein-Kidd.
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as a philosopher would prefer the direct worship of these principles to a
more circumstantial way of worship which needed images. If he could do
it all over again, he would have no images.” But there is another reason
for preferring no images or at least no figurative ones: they can give rise to
misunderstanding. As stated by fragment 18, error and fear were brought
into communities when images were created. My discussion of fragment
225 has made clear that this cannot mean thart the images themselves are
wrong in the sense that they do not contain philosophical knowledge. The
error is rather to be sought in the mind of the uneducated worshipper
who misinterprets the images. Indeed, fragment 225 stresses that one needs
philosophical training in order to interpret cult images correctly. Varro
therefore saw the uneducated, not the image itself, as the source of the
error. Thus, if there had not been any images, the chance for misinter-
pretation and superstition would have been greatly diminished.’ In that
way, Varro can see civic religion at once as an image of truth and consider
it only secondary to pure, natural religion as professed by philosophers.
This attitude illustrates the ambivalent nature of religion: cult images are
created in line with truth, but once they are in existence there is a danger of
corruption. In situating the cause of error and superstition not in the image
itself but in the mind of the uneducated beholder, Varro is in line with
what we shall notice in later chapters for other adherents to the discourse
on ancient wisdom.

The ‘useful lies” of religion are thus tales and attitudes based upon a
superstitious and simplistic interpretation of real events and cultic acts, but
directed towards useful purposes by the Roman kings and leaders.” In a
fragment from a dialogue about the cult of the gods (Curio on the Worship
of the Gods), Varro argues that the fanciful stories of the king’s intercourse
with the nymph were actually a popular misinterpretation of his practising
hydromancy.*® This fragment does not imply that Numa circulated these
stories and exploited the credulity of the people, although Plutarch’s Life
of Numa, drawing heavily on Varro, does claim that.’” But the stories

3 August. De eiv. D. 4.31 p. 185 1l. 18~29 = Varro, ARD fr. 12.

# This explains Varros apparent depreciation of cult images in the fragments referred to above. It is

a safe bet thar Augustine, who is reporting Varro's words, has laid particular emphasis on or even

slightly misrepresented Varro’s words on the consequences of images.

Already Plato’s Republic suggests that leaders may have to use lies (389b—c and 450c—460a), and see

also Aristotle’s comment on myths as useful lies (Metaph. A B.10740-b).

August. De civ. D. 7.35 = Varro, Curio de cultii deorsom fr. 1v. See Deschamps 19901 293.

¥ The example of Numa also shows that the interpretation according to which Varro thought that
images were created in order to manipulate the people is not supported by the sources. Numa
lived before the creation of figurative images (Plut. Num. 8) bur was still able to manipulate his
subjects.
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did make sure that the truths that were revealed to Numa were shielded
from the ignorant. Varro seems to have thought that since credulity and
superstition were an evil that could not be rooted out, it was better to
divert them for socially and morally useful purposes.’®

Now that we have understood how Varro can ascribe useful lies to public
rituals, it also becomes clearer why, in opposition to the latter, mystery
cults seem less prone to corruption. The idea seems to be that secrecy and
the strict rules of initiation guarantee the unsullied transmission of the
knowledge deposited in them by the ancients. Initiation, Varro suggests, is
reserved for those intelligent enough to fully understand the metaphysical
knowledge contained in mystery cults, so as to avoid the misinterpretations
that encroach on public religion. A similar appreciation of secrecy and
mystery cults can be found in the works of the two Stoic adherents to
the discourse on ancient wisdom of the first century Ap, Chaeremon and
Cornutus.

Chaeremon, Stoic philosopher and teacher of Nero but also Egyptian
priest, makes an odd figure in the history of ancient philosophy.”? Very
little survives of his works, with most fragments deriving from a history
of Egypt, which probably must be identified with the Hieroghphica.*® In
the latter, Chaeremon devised an allegorical reading of the hieroglyphs,
apparently needed because ‘the ancient sacred scribes wanted to conceal
the physical interpretation of the gods’.® Chaeremon consistently main-
rains that the ancient Egyptians were wise, and that their wisdom is still
passed on by, and embodied in, the Egyptian priests.”* In the famous
fragment 10, he describes the Egyptian priests as philosophers who live
separated from all ordinary human contact. On the rare occasions that
one can gain access to them, purification is an absolute requisite. Their
actions are all symbolic and they contain a hidden truth about the cosmos
(EvBeilis puoikol Adyou, kat &Anbeiav drhooodeiv). Yet, this truth is
not open for all to see. Both the hieroglyphs and the way of living of the
priests incarnate the secret character of Egyptian religion. Just as the images
which constitute Egyptian writing conceal their true meaning, Egyptian
priests are set apart from society. They incarnate the truth rather than dis-
seminate it. This theory of secrecy allows Chaeremon to suggest that he is
revealing to the reader the true meaning of Egyptian religion, an otherwise
well-kept secret. Being a Stoic philosopher, Chaeremon naturally identifies

W

See August. De civ. D. 3.4 p. 101 L 5 = Varro, ARD fr. 20. Cf. Plut. Quaest. Rom, 23, which may
also stem from Varro (cf, Ling. 6.47).

' Van der Horst 1984: ix—x; Barzand 1985; Frede 1986: 2075-81. % Frede 1986: 2081,

" Chaeremon, fr. 12, See also Testimonium 12. 2 Chaeremon, fr, 2.
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this ancient Egyptian wisdom with Stoic doctrine. As far as one can see,
Stoic orthodoxy is not sacrificed to Egyptian tradition: his true interpreta-
tion of Egyptian myth is fully in line with traditional Stoic cosmology.®
Even if Chaeremon was of Egyptian descent, he undoubtedly stood in
the Greek tradition. One might expect from Chaeremon a nationalistic
argument that would make Egypt the sole source of ancient wisdom but,
in fact, he was much more open-minded: ancient wisdom is also atcributed
to the Chaldaeans, who are older than the Egyptians.® Chaeremon even
interpreted Greek mystery cults in an allegorical way, as we can judge from
a statement by Eusebius of Caesarea: from Chaeremon and Cornutus, Ori-
gen learned to interpret the mysteries of the Greeks allegorically and ‘he
applied it to the Jewish scriprures’.%

In constructing Egyptian religion as a locus of ancient knowledge — with-
out making it the exclusive repository of truth — Chaeremon clearly flirts
with the discourse on ancient wisdom. It is possible that he constructed
Egyptian history as a story of how the originally pure knowledge slowly
degenerated, just as Varro rewrote the Roman past. We possess Chaer-
emon’s version of only one episode of Egyptian history: an anti-Jewish
travesty of the Exodus story (fr. 1). Moses and Joseph (contemporaries in
Chaeremon’s account) are chased by Pharaoh Amenophis from Egypt as
leaders of the sick and disabled. One side of the argument of this story is
evident: it denies the Jews any link with ancient wisdom. The Jews are a
band of disabled Egyptians, who were forcibly separated from that source
of wisdom, Egypt.®® But the story is not just anti-Jewish. I have noted
above the role that purity plays in the life of the Egyptian priests, as a ne-
cessary precondition for preserving the truth. Chaeremon may have used
his version of the Exodus story to illustrate how Egypt kept itself pure from
debilitating influences. The expulsion of the diseased would then be a his-
torical illustration of the care the Egyptians had for keeping the truth pure
and undefiled.®” Chaeremon thus offers a historical narrative to explain
how the ancient knowledge remained pure in the Egyptian tradition, while
also stressing the secretive lifestyle of Egyptian priests as a proof that they
embody that wisdom in a pure form.

85 Cf. Chaeremon, fr. 5. This is the general point of Frede 1986, Chaeremon, fr. 2.

55 Eus. Hist. eccl, 6.19.8 = Chaeremon, Test. 9, cf, fr. 17D,

86 Cf, Frede 1986: 2072-3; Boys-Stones 2001: 73-5. Chaeremon’s argument against the Jews is rehearsed

by Celsus, in Origen, C. Ceb. 3.5.

7 It may be noteworthy that a hieragrammatens interprered the dream of Amenophis that spurred the
expulsion of the Jews. Chaeremon, who was a bieragrammarens himself, may have seen his task as
similar to that of this predecessor.
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Fusebius of Caesarea named Cornutus alongside Chaeremon as Origen’s
authorities in allegorical interpretation. Cornutus shares several traits with
his fellow Stoic: he also taught Nero and was keenly interested in religion.
He has left us a brief Qverview of the Traditions Concerning Greek Theol-
0gy (ETridpoun T&V koTa TNV EAANVIKNY Beodoyiav Trapadedoptvwv),
labelled in other codices as On the Nature of the Gods (TTepl Tfis Tév Becov
ouoews). Addressed to a young person, repeatedly called pais, paidion
or teknon, this introductory work teaches how to interpret the traditional
cods.”? Cornutus’ aim seems fully in line with traditional Stoic practice: he
wants ‘to relate what is transmitted by myths about the gods to the elements
(stoicheia)’ 7° Even though he occasionally refers to rites, iconography and
other customs,” his work is basically a standard Stoic interpretation of the
traditional Greek myths and divine names, using mainly etymology and
allegory.” Consequently, he seems to rely heavily on Chrysippus but knew
Cleanthes’ work as well.”?

At times, however, a broader perspective on religion shines through.”
Three passages are of specific interest. Chapter 17, a digression detailing
some points of method in dealing with myths, looks beyond Greek mythol-
ogy: ‘Many and variegated myths have been created by the ancient Greeks,
just as different ones are found among the Magi, others among the Phry-
gians, and again others among the Egypdans, Celts, Libyans and other
peoples.” This passage is not to be understood as deploring the irreducible
variety of the traditions: elsewhere Cornutus compares stories about Greek
gods with foreign ones such as those of Atargatis, Priapus, Isis and Osiris,
and Adonis,” and consequently he implies that the account about the

* Krafft 1975. For background on the treatise, see the essays in Nesselrath 2009a.

This becomes clear from the structure of the work, which is often undetlined by explicit addresses o

the young person for whom the work was written: chs. 1-8: creation of the world, ¢f. p. 11, 1 (Lang):

o wonBiovs chs. 9—21: Zeus (fire and highest principle); chs. 22—7: Poseidon (water), cf. p. 41 1. 19: &

Trad; chs. 28-31: Demeter and Hestia (earth), cf. p. 52 Il 4—5: & ad; chs. 32—4: Apollo and Artemis

{sun and moon), cf, p. 65 L. 1 & Téxvov; ch. 35: Hades (air) and conclusion, cf. p. 76 |. 2: & el

Ch. 17 {cf. p. 28 L. 11: @ o) and chs. 25b—27 should be read as digressions. Compare Nock 1931:

998; Hays 1983.

Cornutus, Theol. Graee. 35 p. 75 1 18-76 1. 1.

E.g. Cornurus, Theol. Graee. 6 pp. 51.13-6 165 14 p. 16 L 145 16 pp. 23 L 11—24 L 53 21 p. 41 11, 9115

C2rpogaloazsagpoq6 o913 28 pos6 L2230 pos7 Lo1os 34 pp. 72 Lo19-73 L s

- Onthe role of both procedures, see Goulet 2005 and Gourinar 2005: both show that the early Stoics
did pracrise allegory and not only etymology, contrary to what was supposed by Steinmetz 1986
and Long 1992,

" Lapidge 1989: 1402-5; Long 1992: 53; Ramelli and Lucchetta 2004: 302, Cornutus distances himself
from Cleanthes: Cornutus, Theol. Graec, 31 p. 64 1. 16,

' See especially Most 1989: 2020-1; Boys-Stones 2001: 49-59 and 2007.

U Cornutus, Theol. Graee. 6 p- 6 1L 1, 270 p. so ML 15, 28; p. 54 1L 17-19.
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cosmos he finds in Greek mythology can be identified there as well. The
statement serves, rather, to introduce the argument that one should not
mix up different myths but try to go back to the oldest and purest tradi-
tions, which are all truthful in their own right. Nor should one add new
things to the myths, something usually done ‘by those ignorant of what
their true meaning is’.7® Here Cornutus takes on the poets: the truth-
ful bits in Hesiod are taken over from ‘those who are older than him’,
whereas the poet himself added the more mythical parts: ‘In that way
most of the ancient theology was lost.””7 Ancient Greek poets transmit
ancient knowledge, but not everything they say is true.”® Careful interpre-
tation is thus needed, for which the philosophical education is provided by
Cornutus.

In line with Stoic tradition, he looks foremost towards poetry, but his
interpretation touches on rituals as well. Among those, the mystery cult of
Eleusis occupies a special place. In a second important passage, Cornutus
attributes the origins of the Eleusinian mysteries to the ancients, who seem
to have created them as the setting appropriate for their allegorical mode of
expression: ‘While doing philosophy they started to perform the mysteries
for her, enjoying both the discovery of things useful for life and the festival.
They used the festival as a proof that they had stopped fighting each other
for the necessities of life, and that they were satiated (uuo1&v), that is,
were satisfied. Probably the mysteries (T& puoThpia) were named after
this...’”?

The two passages quoted so far suffice to show that Cornutus’ under-
standing of religion is fundamentally identical to that found in Varro and
Chaeremon, with a shared emphasis on mystery cults as loci of truth and
the dangers of superstitious misinterpretation of tradition. Towards the
end of the treatise, Cornutus sets out more explicitly the role played by
the ancients in shaping religion in line with their correct understanding
of the cosmos, using non-philosophical modes of expression: ‘And thus,
all the rest of what is passed on in myth and seems to be about the gods,
my child, you can now relate to the accepted elements, convinced that the
ancients were not just anyone, but capable of understanding the nature of
the world and prone to philosophise in symbols and riddles about it.”%
Contrary to what this passage may suggest at first sight, Cornutus’ aim was

76 Cornutus, Theol, Graec, 17 p. 28 1. 1. 77 Cornutus, Theol, Graec. 17 p. 31 1L, 1216,

78 CF. Tate 1929: 43. References to the ancients abound: Theol. Graee. p. 2118, p. 41 9, p. 151 8, p. 16
Ligpazlé poatla, poaslis, p.oa6 L6, p.sol. 8 p.31la6,p.3sl1o,p. 361 7, p. 37116, p. 50
L6, p.s2l7.p.sal2,p. 63l s, p.63L 13, p. 641 10, p. 75 1. 6, p. 76 |. 3 Lang.

™ Cornuws, Theol, Graee. 28 p. 56 . 22-57 L. 5. 89 Cornutus, Theol, Graec. 35 p. 75 L 18-76 ls.
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sot just to teach a correct, philosophical interpretation of the riddles of the
ncients. The last sentence of the work shows that he also wants to inspire
piety. There he states that he had a double aim: not only to learn how ‘to be
pious but also [how] not to be superstitious’ (els T6 eboePeiv dAAK ) els
1o Sero18oupoveiv).” By showing along the way which elements of Greek
religion have been invented, Cornutus has not only presented the truth to
the young reader but also taught him to avoid untruth. In this way, About
the Nature of the Gods hopes to inspire piety and fidelity to tradition, just as
much as Varro’s Divine Antiquities does. Cornutus thus ends appropriately
with an exhortation to stick to the tradition, and to sacrifice, pray, worship

and swear ‘according to the suitable measure’.%

PHILOSOPHY AND ANCIENT WISDOM

This discussion of the earliest sources for Post-Hellenistic ideas about
ancient wisdom has allowed us to grasp its major characteristics. Origi-
nating at the beginning of the first century Bc and thus coinciding with
the rise of a scholastic tradition in philosophy, with its stress on the inter-
pretation of the canonical works of the great philosophers of the past, the
discourse on ancient wisdom allows philosophers to open up a parallel
route to philosophical knowledge and truth: tradition and in particular
religion. Religious customs and rituals, either going back to earliest man
or created later by philosophical lawgivers, from the Greek and Roman
world but also the neighbouring cultures such as Egypt, contain metaphys-
ical knowledge in a veiled and symbolic form. Careful examination, with
the necessary philosophical training, reveals hints and adumbrations of
ancient knowledge in them. The piercing mind of a philosopher is needed
to rediscover the precise meaning of what is clothed in symbols. He sepa-
rates wheat from chaff, recent additions from the kernel of truth. This is
the ground upon which the proliferation of allegory rests in this period.
Allegory is often interpreted as a technique to ‘save’ myths and religion or
to do away with its exuberant and unsettling character.”” Once embedded
in its proper discursive context, however, allegory becomes a method used
to retrieve truth, which cannot function without an account of how that

' tifu'uum:;. Theol. Graec. 35 pp. 12-13. The passage contains the only occurrence of deisidaimonia
with a negative meaning in the work, clearly designating belief in the untruchful additions to
primitive wisdom,
- Cornutus, Theol Graee, 35 p. 76 I, 15-16, Cf, Boys-Stones 2007 for the pedagogical strategy
_ underlying the work.
See the title of Brisson 2004 and also Pépin 1976; Ramelli and Lucchetta 2004,
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truth came to be hidden in poetry, art or religion.* In the texts studied in
this chapter, such an account is provided by the idea of wise ancients who
have deposited knowledge in religion.

The discourse on ancient wisdom is therefore less of a philosophical
theory in itself than a mode of thinking that underpins an interpretation
of religion. It provides the epistemological foundation for a philosophical
interpretation of tradition and, conversely, philosophy becomes essentially
a retrieval of ancient knowledge through interpretation. As such, the dis-
course of ancient wisdom can underpin a Stoic reading of religion, as in
Chaeremon and Cornutus, but equally well a Platonist one in Varro. Yet all
these views on religion have certain basic characteristics in common. The
idea of a creation of human culture by individuals in line with metaphysical
knowledge (in a Stoic perspective identified with nature) makes culture,
and religion in particular, essentially ambivalent. It is at best an image of
full, perfect truth: as an image it remains at a distance from what it reflects
but nevertheless it is closely related to that truth. Moreover, public religion
is beset by superstition, which is interpreted as a lack of understanding
and linked with vice. The superstitious are unable to understand the true
nature of the gods and of the traditional rituals. However, superstition is
not a mere state of mind but a social problem: ordinary people start to
misunderstand traditional symbols and then concoct all kinds of strange
stories. The attitude of philosophers towards religion therefore combines
criticism with conservatism: religion needs to be preserved in its traditional
form as it contains truth, but certain elements are superstitious accretions
that need to be disregarded.

Only one form of religion consistently stands out as largely escaping
superstitious deformation: mystery cults. Initiation seems to have been
interpreted as a way of keeping out superstition and ensuring that only
people with sufficient knowledge were able ro access the core truths.®
A third-century author, Philostratus, indeed emphasises that initiations
and mystical silence keep knowledge secure and safe from deleterious
outside effects.’ It is important to notice here that mystery cults acquire

84 Even though it is often presented as the independent retrieval of ruth in tradition, allegory usually
links a tradition to a specific philosophy. Unsurprisingly, then, most allegories are piccemeal and
do not offer a tull interpreation of all aspects of a myth (for Varro, see Van Nuffelen (zo10);
Plut. De ks, et O, §8.3748: Numenius, fr. 31). Tems that did not suit the interpretation could be
discounted as superstition: see Dio Chrys, Or. 31.144, who is explicitabout this, as is Clem, Al Strom.
5.58.6.

Apart from Plutarch, Numenius, Dio Chrysostom and Apuleius, discussed in the following chaprers,
see for the central role of mystery cults Origen, €. Cels. 4.38: Max. Tyr. Or. 4.5, 26,25 Philo of Byblos,
FGrH 790 B 1.26.

Philostr. VA 7.14.2.
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a new quality within the discourse on ancient wisdom. When it comes
to references to mystery cults and to the use of mystical vocabulary in
the Roman period, current scholarship often seems to entertain only two
possibilities: either the philosopher is describing existing cults or he is using
the terms in a metaphorical way, especially to describe philosophy itself.*”
Mystery terms in philosophers are then seen as sources either for religious
history or for a literary practice.*® It would, however, be wrong to reduce
the role of mystery cults in the discourse on ancient wisdom to either
alternative. They are not simply a literary ploy, as the authors surveyed are
quite convinced that there is philosophical truth hidden in real mysteries.
Nor are these authors simply describing a cult but reinterpreting existing
mystery cults as containing philosophical knowledge. They see mystery
cults as loci of truth par excellence. This does not mean that the traditional
comparison of philosophy to a mystery cult is absent in authors who draw
on the notion of ancient wisdom. On the contrary, it is, for example, quite
prominent in Plutarch.*” Nor does it imply that these texts offer us no
evidence at all for mystery cults. But the fact that we are dealing with
philosophical reinterpretations of mystery cults should warn us against
naively using descriptions of mystery cults by philosophers as unequivocal
evidence for their real functioning. They probably teach us more about
ideas of ancient wisdom than about real mystery cults.

Disrrie 1981: 357-8; Burkert 1987: 67, 80; Humbel 1994: 184; Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 175 n. 513 Brisson
2004: 70; cf. Vernitre 1986: 346-52. On the use of mystery terms, see Riedweg 1987: esp. 115, 158-9;
Cohen 2004; Kirchner 2005. See already Nock 1933: 113-17 on interpretations of mystery cules as
; veiling fundamental cruth, which he, however, interprets as relaring to the soul.

For mystery terms in earlier philosophers, see, e.g., PL Sympositm 209e—210a; Cleanthes, SVF1.538;
Chrysippus, §VF 111008,
Roskam 2001,




CHAPTER 2

Plutarch of Chaeronea

‘History as a basis for a philosophy that has
theology as its end’

Plutarch of Chaeronea (c. AD 45 — before 125) is a famously versatile author,
whose ceuvre conrtains not just biographies of famous Greek and Roman
statesmen and technical philosophical treatises, but also sophistic set-pieces
and works with practical ethical and political counsel. His works show
a constant interest in religion, from the treatise On Superstition, usually
seen as a writing from his younger years, to the Delphic dialogues written
towards the end of his life. A fascination with religion is also borne out by
Plutarch’s own career, becoming priest of the oracular sanctuary in Delphi.
Modern scholarship has long been puzzled by the paradox that Plutarch
seems to present as a rational philosopher profoundly interested in the irra-
tional phenomenon of religion. Apparent inconsistencies detected within
his ceuvre have been used to argue that Plutarch changed his opinions,
drifting from youthful rationalism towards religion, even superstition,
at the end of his life." Some scholars still cast Plutarch, especially in his
later years, as an esoteric, a philosopher bent on escaping reason through
religion.* E Brenk challenged this interpretation in 1977 by pointing to
the continuous presence of ‘superstitions in Plutarch, even in works of his
youth.? The antithesis of a young and an old Plutarch has consequently
lost most of its appeal. But because Brenk still considered religion to be
opposed to rational philosophy, he seemed to cast the Chaeronean as less
of a rationally minded philosopher in general, whereas before this charac-
teristic used to be considered as limited to his late work. Unsurprisingly,
therefore, Plutarch is now often seen as grappling throughout his life with
conflicting loyalties: those of a philosopher, a scholar and a worshipper.*

CF. Larzarus 1920; Soury 1942; Ziegler 1951: 826; Babur 1969; M. Smith 1975. See the overview of
scholarship by Brenk 1987: 256-62.

* Vernitre 1977: 9, 319—26; Babut 1994: s80; Frazier 2005: 136; Veyne 2005: 680. Moreschini 1996,
drawing on Brenk 1977, is a critique of such a position.

Brenk 1977: 84. See now also Martin 2004: 93-108. Chlup 2000: 152 n. 42 criticises some of Brenk's
assumprions.

4 CF Vernitre 1977: 45—50; Veyne 2005: 673,
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In recent years, Brenk himself has argued for a much more positive
view on the relation between philosophy and religion in Plutarch: he ‘did
not want religious philosophy to substitute for traditional religion, and
in this sense was a pathfinder in uniting religion and ancient philosophy,
the synthesis which is so well exemplified by Christianity’.’ This is indeed
the way forward. Underlying most interpretations, and Brenk's own 1977
monograph, is the idea that religion contains knowledge of a different
kind from philosophy. Indeed, the term ‘divine revelation’ is occasionally
used to designate what Plutarch sought in religion.(‘ Although it has been
recognised that Plutarch attributes some kind of truth to religion and
rites,” scholars see religion consistently as different or even subordinate to
philosophy. Itis sometimes assumed that religion is for Plutarch knowledge
of a lesser kind, whilst full knowledge of the divine can only be reached
through philosophy.®

This chapter argues that the perceived inconsistencies in Plutarch’s ceuvre
and his apparently conflicting loyalties largely disappear when, apart from
raking literary variation into account,” we locate his work within the dis-
course on ancient wisdom and accept that for him religion does not contain
knowledge of a different kind from that offered by philosophy: Plutarch
interprets the fabric of religion, its cult statues, rituals and myths, as reflec-
tions of a primitive wisdom that is different in form but consistent in
content with the results of his rational philosophical enquiry. Throughout
his work, he is guided by a belief in the truthfulness of tradition. His
repeated exhortations to stick to tradition do not only reflect profoundly
conservative instincts:'® tradition is also a source of truth, provided that
it is interpreted in a philosophical way." There is no divine revelation in
religion, but only symbolically clothed ancient knowledge that in the end is
identical to what one finds in Plato. This fundamental attitude can express
itself in seemingly contradictory positions: a stress on the value of tradi-
tional beliefs'™ and the praise of philosophy as the path to truth;" the praise
of superstition as a necessary vice for bridling the mob' and its dismissal
as a sign of degeneration;" the critique of myth and the recognition of its

" Brenk 2008 41. For a similar appreciation, see Hirsch-Luipold 2005a and 2005b.

" Momigliano 1975: 147; Verniére 1977: 15; Brisson 2004: 60-1.,

" Babut 1994; Moreschini 1996; Bréchet 2003; Frazier 2005.

Ferrari 1995: 19-20, 1996: 370-4 and 2005: 14; Feldmeier 1998 and 2005: 220.

See Chapter 8 note 55 for an example.

Plut. Consolatio ad wuxorem 10-11,611D~6128, Amat. 11.755E.

Plut. De fs. er O, 113550, 68.3788-D,

Plut. Amar. 12-13.755E-756a~8, 18.7638-C. The Amatorius is in many ways similar to De Lide et
Osiride, with an interest in Egypr and tradidion.

Plut, De trang. anim. 20.477¢~F. 4 Plur, De genio 9-10.579F—580F. 5 Plut. De superst,
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value.”® One encounters these contradictions in Plutarch’s work precisely
because he at once accepts the essential truthfulness of tradition and fully
admits the possibly detrimental influence of superstition on it. These are
two sides of a single coin: as we have seen for Posidonius and Varro, culture
and religion are ambivalent because they are mere images of truth that
may have been contaminated by superstition and degeneration. Plutarch’s
understanding of religion is thus an original reconfiguration of those
ideas."”

Detailing this interpretation, this chapter will first analyse two of
Plutarch’s works on religion, the fragmentary treatise On the Festival of
Images at Plataea and the famous On Isis and Osiris, before studying his
ideas about superstition. Allowing for differences in perspective due to
the specific aims of each of Plutarch’s treatises and due to the rhetorical
manipulation of his subject matter, it can be argued that a greater unity
underlies Plutarch’s views on religion and philosophy than is often thought.
I chose as the title for this chapter the aim Plutarch ascribes to one of the
characters in the dialogue On the Obsolescence of Oracles. Cleombrotus of
Sparta travelled around the world with the aim of getting together a “his-
tory as a basis for a philosophy that has theology as its end’." Driving the
discussion in the first part of the dialogue (up to chapter 22), Cleombrotus
draws upon his wide experience of religious rituals and traditions for his
philosophical argument and singles out the mystery cults as the best source
of ancient wisdom.” I do not wish to claim that Cleombrotus is Plutarch,
but his project seems, to a large extent, to have coincided with Plutarch’s:
philosophy and religious tradition lead to knowledge of the same truth.

ON THE FESTIVAL OF IMAGES AT PLATAEA

On the Festival of Images at Plataea is a lost work of Plutarch, of which
a mere two fragments are preserved in the Preparation for the Gospel of
Eusebius, bishop of Caesarea in the early fourth century.* It seems to have
offered an interpretation of the ancient Boeotian festival of the Daedala.

Plut, Amat. 18.761F-7624.

" 1 therefore doubr that Plurarch’s interest in ancients is primarily due to his personalicy and his
antiquarian interest, as argued by Brécher 2003: 550, One wonders, anyway, how strong an explanans
‘personality’ is for somebody known only through rexts,

Plut. De def. or. 2.4108: ouvijyev ioTopiav olov UAny priccogias Seoloyiav coep ol Tos ERGAEL
TENOS ExoUoTs.

' Plut. De def. or. 10.4154—C, 14.417C, 21.421C-D,

@ Plut, fr. 157 = Eus. Praep. evang. 3.1.1—7, fr. 158 = Lus. Praep. evang, 3.8.1 It is probable but not
certain that this last fragment is drawn from the same work as the first,
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The Greater Daedala were held every sixtieth year and involved the burning
as a sacrifice of wooden images that were cut from oak trees designated by
crows during the Lesser Daedala in the preceding years.* To judge from
the surviving fragments, Plutarch probably argued that this rather obscure
ritual was actually a veiled expression of philosophical knowledge about the
cosmos. The first fragment is of the most interest in this respect: it begins
by serting out systematically in what parts of tradition such knowledge can
be found and then offers an allegorical interpretation of the myth of the
Daedala. Both parts raise a number of problems that need to be discussed
in some detail. The first chapter of the first fragment runs as follows:

[t is evident from the Orphic poems and the Egyptian and Phrygian accounts
that ancient natural science (1] TeAon& ¢puoiooyia), among both Greeks and
harbarians, took the form of an account about nature (Adyos ¢puoikos) covered
in myths, largely hidden by riddles and hints, or of a theology such as is found
in mystical theology (uuoTnpidng Beodoyia), in which what is spoken is less
clear to the masses than what remains unsaid, and what is unsaid raises more
suspicion than what is said. But the intention of the ancients appears best in the
rites regarding mystery cults and what is symbolically performed during rituals.™

This dense passage is not easy to understand, but a few elements are clear
from a first reading: the knowledge found in religion is not ethical, but
physical and cosmological;* ancient knowledge is universal and found
among both Greeks and barbarians.

The cosmological knowledge of the ancients (1) oA puoioroyia)
can be found in three places. The first sentence refers to two of them:
logos physikos and mystérigdes theologia. The former is an ‘account abourt
nature’ expressed in mythology with its ‘riddles and hints’. This refers to
the allegorisation of myths, widely popular among Stoics and Platonists
who tried to read an account of the structure of the cosmos into the tra-
ditional stories about the gods. Plutarch probably refers to the Phrygian
logoi as an illustration of this form of ancient truth, which seem indeed to
have offered an allegorical interpretation of myths.** The second source for

' Pausanias 9.3. On this festival, see Iversen 2007,

0m opiv oy ) moRaid puoiohoyia kai Top’ "EAANGt kai PapPépols Adyos fiv puoikos
EykeraAuppévos pulors, To moAAd 81’ adviypdTov kad tmovoidv Erikpugos, kel puaTnpiadns
Beohoyie, Td Te MahoUpeva TGV orywuivoy doodésTepa Tols ToAOLS Eyouon Kal TG oLy WUEVX
TOW Aahoupéuvwy UrromrToTepa, kKaTaBnAov toTiv Tois "Opgikois Emeot kal Tois AlyumTiakols
kal @puyiols Adyols: pdhioTa 8’ of mepl TGS TeEAeTAS dpylaouol kal Té Spapeva cUpPorKkids
& Tads lepoupyloas Ty Tdh Tradody fudaiver Sidveolay,

The passage appropriacely starts with palaia physiologia and ends on tén tn palaion dianotan, with
physiologia clearly meaning a discourse about the cosmos: Plut. De def. or. 19.420¢, Adv. Col. 13.1114¢.
' See Rives 2005. Plutarch refers two other times to this work: De 5. et Os. 29.3628 and De def. or.

10,4154,
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ancient cosmological knowledge, ‘mystical theology’, is less readily identi-
fied. The term suggests in the first place the hieros logos, the mythological
account explaining the cult’s existence and often also the origins of the
gods.” Plutarch may also have thought of the sacred words that punctu-
ate initiation ceremonies, but his own examples seem to point to hieroi
logoi rather than to sacred formulae. Indeed, both the Orphic poems and
the cult of Isis (to which ‘Egyptian logos” must refer) presented them-
selves as hieroi logoi. Even though they had become accessible to all, they
tried to keep up the appearance of a mystery cult. The Orphic poems
were widely read but included the traditional warning to the profane.*®
Whereas Diodorus of Sicily remarks that the myth of Isis has lost its hidden,
mystical status and become common knowledge, and Celsus accuses the
Egyptians of selling their mysteries on the market place, in On Isis and Oyiris
Plutarch still treats the myth of Isis as a real hieros logos, inaccessible for the
uninitiated.””

The third source of ancient knowledge is found in the last sentence of the
quotation: the ritual acts performed in the mystery cults and rituals with
a symbolic character in other cults.®® The importance Plutarch ascribes to
them is remarkable: it is the best source for the knowledge of the ancients
(malista) and not just an additional one.” This preference can be explained
by the fact that On the Festival of Images at Plataea was concerned with the
explanation of a ritual that seemed to have defied interpretation for a long
time. Plutarch probably tried to establish that the ritual of the Daedala
had been created with symbolic intent and that it thus reflected ancient
wisdom. Interestingly, mystery cults are set apart from other rituals: whereas
all ritual acts of a mystery cult apparently represent primitive knowledge,
only ‘the symbolic acts’ (ta dromena symbolikis) of other religious rites
do s0.%°

The three basic sources of ancient cosmological knowledge, myth, the
hieroi logoi of mystery cults, and rituals, recur throughout his ceuvre. A

For hieros lagos, see now Henrichs 2003, *¢ Orphica, frs. 245-8; Plutarch, fr. 202.

¥ Diod. Sic. r.21; Origen, C. Cels. 1.68. These examples allow us to solve a difficulty in Plurarch’s
text. Mystery cults were reserved for initiates, who were held by the commandment of mystical
silence. Plutarch, however, refers to the masses (hoi pollo) who are puzzled by whar the hieros logoi
conrain. But why should they be, as the masses are supposed not to have known abour them in the
first place? However, as stated, both the Orphic poems and the myth of Isis had become widely
accessible and could thus have been read by a wider, non-initiated audience. An alternative solution
would be that most initiates were puzzled by the hieros logos they heard during initiation, simply
because they still lacked the necessary knowledge,

Hierourgia is a general term for ritual: e.g. Plut. De superst. 13.071¢, Apophthegmata laconica 26.228E.
Scholarship is mostly interested in Plutarch’s first source, allegorical myths; see most recently Hardie
1992; Boys-Stones 2003l Brisson 2004; Ramelli and Lucchetta 2004.

On Plutarch’s use of symbolon, sce Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 138.
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single example can suffice.” In On the Obsolescence of Oracles, Cleombrotus
tries to determine the nature of demons and says: ‘In many places there
are sacrifices, rites’ and myths which preserve and maintain here and
chere (EvBieoTrapuéva) vestiges and symbols (ixvn kad oUuBoAa) [of the
nature of the demons]. Regarding the mystery celebrations, where one
can find the clearest appearances and occurrences (ueyioTas éupaoeis kai
siaddoeis) of the truth about demons, “let my lips be piously sealed”,
as Herodotus says.”” Cleombrotus adds a caution that was lacking in On
the Festival of Images at Plataea: religion contains traces of truth, but just
scattered around. One thus has to judge every trace individually on its
merits, but the best places to look are mystery cults.’*

After the theoretical introduction, the subsequent sections of the frag-
ment from On the Festival of Images at Plataea look for knowledge hidden
in the Daedala. Plutarch first illustrates its presence in rituals by explain-
ing why the rites of Hera and Dionysus never mix — so much so thar
the priestesses of both deities at Athens never meet and that ivy is never
introduced into Hera’s sacred precincts. The reason for this is that Hera
is the goddess of marriage, and it is improper for a bridal pair to be tipsy
(2). But, Plutarch adds, such a symbolic content tends rather to be found
in stories and myths (ToUTo &%) T6 oupBoAikov eidos év Tols Adyors kai
Tois pubols u&AASY éoTiv, 3). He then briefly summarises what seems
to have been the founding myth of the Daedala. Hera hid for a while
on Mount Cithaeron and inquisitive intruders were kept away with the
pretext that Zeus was dallying there with Leto (3). A literal interpretation
is discarded and Plutarch stresses that the myth can be understood in a
‘physical and more seemly way’ (of 8¢ PuUOIKDS UEAAOY Kol TTPETTOVTWS
UmolauBdvovTes Tov pbov, 4). Leto and Hera are to be seen as identical,
as Hera symbolises the earth and Leto the night, which simply is the earth’s
shadow. Their respective children, Apollo and Ares, are also identical: the
former is the sun and the latter the most fiery planet, Mars. Both are thus
the fiery element (4—5). Finally, the last two chapters provide an alternative
actiological myth for the Daedala of which Plutarch strongly disapproves
(locws kad TOV ednbéoTepov ubbov eimeiv, 6). The story of that myth,
which revolves around a quarrel between Zeus and Hera, is interpreted as
an indication of a cosmical disturbance of the fiery and the wet elements,
which seems to have happened early in Boeotian history (6-7).

" See also Plut, Quaest. Graee. 203¢-0, De fac, 26-27.941a-9428, De exil. 17.607¢, Cons. ad ux.
10.611D, (Quaest. conv. 4.6.671C-D.

* Orinitartions: Tehetal, B Plue, De def or, 13-14.4178—.

The clear preference for mystery cults shows that Plutarch did not pur all religious phenomena on

equal footing, as seems to be assumed by Chiodi 1991 and Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 175.
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This parc of fragment 1 of On the Festival of Images at Plataea raises two
fundamental problems. First, Plutarch’s attitude to myth does not seem to
square with his initial programmatic statement. After his discussion of the
ricuals of Hera and Dionysus, he says that a symbolic content is ‘rather’ or
‘more often’ (mallon) found in myths, whereas the programmatic statement
gave preference to rituals. Closer investigation shows, however, that matters
are more complicated than a mere change of mind. Indeed, Plutarch is not
unequivocally positive about the myth of the Daedala. The aition for the
rituals of Hera is characterised as ‘the nonsense of mythological stories of
jealousy’ .’ The second version of the origins of the Daedala is dismissed as
‘a more foolish myth’.?* So even if some myths contain knowledge, others
seem to be childish inventions. Indeed, diverging appreciations of myth
recur elsewhere in Plutarch’s works. That myths are truthful in a sense is
brought out by the following quotation from On the Daimonion of Socrates,
where Simmias says: ‘1 do not know if it is better to stay silent about the
story I heard about the sign of Socrates from Timarchus of Chaeronea, as
it is more like a myth or a fiction than a rational argument.” Theocritus
replies: ‘Not at all, but recount it. For even if the mythical is not very
precise, it reaches in some way for the truth too.”” Myths are thus truthful
but only in a loose manner. A passage from On the Lateness of Divine Pun-
ishment, however, situates myth even below the probable.”® These passages
suggest that the truthfulness of myths needs to be judged case by case
and that a single interpretation may not even exhaust their potential.
Whether myth or ritual is considered as the preferred source for ancient
knowledge thus depends on the specific context of the argument Plutarch is
developing.

Second, the allegorical interpretations are out of line with Plutarch’s
views on physics elsewhere and seem to be Stoic in origin. Different solu-
tions have been offered: for example, they represent the views of a character
in a dialogue, rather than of Plutarch himself,** or Plutarch is drawing on
a Stoic theory of ancient wisdom and thus uses Stoic allegory.*' For the
former there is no evidence, however, whilst the latter is unlikely given the
fact that the concept of ‘ancient wisdom’ had circulated among Platonists
since the first century Bc and thus would not represent a Stoic way of

g

Plut. fi. 157.2: pulixds kai pAuapcddels nroTutrics. Plut. fr. 157.6: Tdv elmBéaTepov plfov.

7 Plut. De genio 21,589k, B Plur. De sera 85618 with Hardie 1992: 4752-4.
# On the interpretation of myths in Plutarch, sce especially Hardie 1992: 4754; Hirsch-Luipold 2002:
143-4.

Deecharme 189%; Ramelli and Luccherta 2004: 392—4.
4 Boys-Stones 2001: 108-9. Griffiths 1967: 84—5 and Babut 1969: 379-83 argue that Plutarch depends
on the Stoic method of allegory.
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thinking for Plutarch. A more likely solution is that Plutarch is offering
different interpretations which progressively come closer to the full and
correct account. After telling the myth of the Daedala, Plutarch brushes
aside any literal interpretations of the myth and moves on to Stoic allegory,
which is ‘a physical and more seemly way’. The comparative (instead of
a superlative) shows that Stoic allegory is a better but not the best inter-
pretation. Indeed, in the last section, the Stoic interpretation of another
myth is criticised. As we shall see, Plutarch uses the same technique of a
‘hierarchical explanation’ in On Isis and Osiris, where Stoic allegory is also
credited with a degree of correctness but only prepares for Plutarch’s own
fully correct interpretation.* It is likely that Eusebius cut off the fragment
before the point where Plutarch offered his own, allegedly fully correct
interpretation, a tactic that allows the apologist to polemicise against the
Chaeronean for contradicting himself.#

ON ISIS AND OSIRIS

O the Festival of Images at Plataea provides a first insight into how Plutarch
sces ancient wisdom hidden in religion, but its fragmentary nature unavoid-
ably makes all conclusions tentative. However, On Isis and Osiris, arguably
Plutarch’s most famous work on religion, provides considerable support
for the reading advanced in the previous section. Variously read as a histor-
ical study of the Isis cult and as a handbook of allegorical interpretation,*
scholars have grappled with this treatise that seems to stand out in Plutarch’s
ceuvre, both in its subject and its method. Yet I argue here that its aim and
method are very similar to what we noticed in On the Festival of Images at
Plataea and that the cult of Isis is also interpreted as containing ancient
wisdom about the cosmos. Plutarch introduces this idea relatively late in
the treatise (45), in the middle of his interpretation of the hieros logos of
the Isis cult. The central part of the treatise with the summary of the myth
of Isis in chapters 12-20 and its discussion in chapters 2167, is encapsu-
lated by two extensive interpretations of Egyptian ritual (3-8 and 68-80).
In order to understand the treatise as a whole, we first have to discuss the
introduction (1—2), in which Plutarch sets out his theme, and these sections
on ritual, before tackling the central section with the interpretation of the
hieros logos.

The introduction to On Isis and Osiris may be misleading. Plutarch
stresses the divine nature of intelligence, of which the highest form for

#* Plat, De fs. er O, 32,3630, # Bus. Praep. evang. 3.1.7.
W For an overview of earlier scholarship, see Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 176-80.
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humans is knowledge of the gods, because intelligence is the specific sphere
of activity of the gods: “Therefore, desire of the divine is the longing for
truth, especially abour the gods.# Intelligence is naturally equated with
truth, and an emphasis on truth is detectable throughout the work.*
One might be tempted to take this fairly traditional Platonist statement?”
as the epigraph for the entire work. In this way, self-deification through
philosophy becomes the aim of On Isis and Osirisand of Plutarch’s religious
philosophy in general. Apart from putting forward his Platonist credentials
and distinguishing his philosophical approach from a historical one as
found in Herodotus and Diodorus of Sicily, however, the identification of
knowledge with divinity also smoothly introduces the cult of Isis, a name
which Plutarch understands as shorthand for ‘knowledge’ (2). A fanciful
derivation of her name from €idévan (‘to know’) is quoted in support of
this idea and shows that what is revealed in the treatise is Greek thought,
rather than strange, unknown lore.**

As we have seen, the hieroi logoi and the rituals of mystery cults were
singled out in On the Festival of Images at Plataea as particularly good
sources of ancient truth. From the outset Plutarch stresses that both ele-
ments are found in the cult of Isis as well and contribute to the acquisition
of metaphysical knowledge. Adherence to it leads to an understanding of
‘what really exists” (ToU 8vTos) and of the highest god (Trpc>Tos kai kUpiog
kol vonTds), as he states in Chapter 2:

[Isis’] name certainly seems to express that knowledge and science belong more
to her than to anyone else. For ‘Isis” is a Greek name, as is Typhon. He is the
enemy of the goddess and deluded because of ignorance and deceit, and he tears
apart the hieros logos and makes it disappear. The goddess gathers it again, brings it
together and hands it over to the initiates. A divine disposition, acquired through
along and wise diet and the abstinence from many foods and from sex, curtails the
hedonistic and lustful, and teaches to bear the tough and difficult rites, of which
the aim is the knowledge of the highest and intelligible lord, whom the goddess
asks to find, as being close to her and with her.#’

B Plur. De Is. et Os, 2.351E.

46 Plue, De fs. et O, 3.352G, B=9.3548-C, 11.355C—D, 20,3594, 36.365D, 44.3698, 66—67.377E~F, 68.3788.
Casado 1994: 3501 discusses these passages.

47 Cf. Alcinous, [ntroductio p. 153.8-9 (Whittaker and Louis); Arius Didymus in Stob. 2.50.6-10;
Clem. Al Strom. 5.14.95.1-96.2; Diog. Laert. 3.78.

# Plutarch emphasises a few chaprers later that Greel mystery cults contain the same knowledge as

the cult of Isis: De Is. er Os. 253608, According ro fr. 212, Plutarch believed that Orpheus had

transferred the Egyprian mystery cults to Athens. The cult of Isis would then lie at the origins of

Greek mystery cults. On Greek and barbarian in De /s, er Os., see Richter 2001, who seems, however,

mistaken in thinking thar Plutarch systematically denigrates non-Greek cults.

Plut. De fs. er Os. 2.3518=3524, cf. 7.353D.
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This initial description suggests the truthfulness of what is to be found in
the cult of Isis: the goddess herself delivers her hieros logos to the initiated,
who are held by the commandment of mystical silence to shield it from
the intrusive ears of the profane; and the rites are ‘tough and difficuld’,
suggesting that they are only open to the few. Yet, in On Isis and Osiris,
plutarch does not comply with the commandment of silence imposed on
initiates but rather goes on to expose in detail the myth of Isis, the rituals
pmcriscd in Egypt and their various interpretations. Part of the explanation
surely is that the myth of Isis was deemed common knowledge, even though
it belonged to the mystical core of the Isis cult. Thus, Diodorus of Sicily
explains, one should not feel held back by mystical silence.”® But Plutarch
never recognises this fact: on the contrary, throughout On Isis and Osiris
he keeps the impression alive that he is disclosing otherwise inaccessible
knowledge. For example, twice in the first three chapters the concealed
nature of the Isis cult is underscored.” Also, by dedicating the work to Clea,
an initiate of the Dionysiac and Egyptian mysteries, Plutarch pretends to
be writing to somebody ‘in the know’.5* For this ‘intradiegetical reader’
he should not hold back from revealing mystical truths. This literary ploy
rurns the actual reader of the treatise into an ‘overreader’,” who is allowed
to look over Plutarch’s shoulder while he and Clea freely discuss the true
meaning of the cult of Isis.

Plutarch is too astute a writer not to capitalise on this ambivalence.
Precisely in order to keep the illusion alive that a veil is being lifted, he
repeatedly draws attention to its existence, by either disclosing an aporréton
(something that should not be said) or precisely refusing to do so. The
Egyptian priests try to conceal the identification of Osiris with Hades, bur
Plutarch has no qualms about explaining why these gods do not differ.’
Nor does he hesitate to reveal to his readers something about the ‘secret
consecrations” of dogs.” Elsewhere, the identical nature of Anubis and
Cronus, a secret observed by worshippers, is revealed.’® But Plutarch is not
always that generous. He refrains from fully demonstrating the identity
of Osiris and Dionysus, since this might reveal sacred rites.”” Other rites
should not be disclosed either: ‘I pass over the cutting of wood, the
rending of linen, and pouring of libations, because much mystery-lore is

" Diod. Sic. v21 CF Plue. De s, er Os. 253608
" CF the passage just quoted and Plut. De fs. er Os. 3.3528.
Plut, De fs. et Os. 35.364x. To stress that author and addressee share a common knowledge, Plutarch
~ refrains in this passage from revealing to the reader something that both he and Clea know.
" Avterm borrowed from Oliensis 1998: 6-7. % Plur. De [s. er Os. 78.3826—F.
b Plue, De I, e O, 73,3800, S Plut, De Is. et Os. 44368, 7 Plut, De fs, et Os, 35.364E,




58 Ancient wisdom

involved.””® The game of concealment and disclosure rhetorically enhances
the claim of truth put forward in the beginning of the work, by playing
on the psychological fact that what is hidden seems more important that
what is actually said.” The same message is broadcast by the repeated
comparison of the Egyptian riddles with those of the Pythagoreans, the
most mysterious of all Greek philosophical schools.® In the introductory
chapters of On Isis and Osiris Plutarch thus rhetorically exploits the aura
of truthfulness that surrounds mystery cults, with the aim of enhancing
the impression of veracity it makes on the reader’s mind.

If in his introduction Plutarch seems to accept the divine origin of
the Isiac hieros logos, it soon becomes clear that the mythical form of
the hieros logos is not beyond criticism.®" At the beginning of his sum-
mary, Plutarch stresses that he omits its ‘utterly useless and superfluous
features’,* a statement that is emphatically repeated at the end of the story:
‘leaving aside the most shameful episodes’.** Such ‘extreme and barbarous
views” about the gods as the dismemberment of Horus must be rejected
outright. Already in On the Festival of Images at Plataea Plutarch was aware
of the difficulties involved in interpreting a hieros logos. Now the problem is
spelled out. Egyptian philosophy ‘is largely concealed in myths and stories
which possess dim appearances and occurrences of the truth” (peteixe Tfis
PrAocodias ETTIKEKPUMPEVT)S T TTOAAG publors kol Adyo1s Apudpas Euda-
oe1s Tijs &Andeias kad Siaddoeis Exouoty).® Truth there is, but one needs
skill and knowledge to extract it from its mythological clothing. Myths are
no rational discourse (Jogos), and thus a piecemeal approach is imperative:
we must take ‘what is useful in each myth according to the principle of
likeness (to truth)’.® Still, the Isiac hieros loges contains much more truth
than ‘the thin inventions and empty fictions that the poets and writers
weave and extend, like spiders creating from themselves unwarranted first
offerings’;®® even though the myth of a mystery cult is not free from super-
stitious additions and not expressed in clear, rational language, it is still
preferable to stories crafted by poets.””

N Plut. De I, er Os. 21.359C.

0 Plutarch plays this game also in other works: see Van Nuffelen 2007b.

5 Plur, De s, er O, 10.354E, 75.381E.

" Plut. De I, er Os. 32.6360 actually rejects a literal reading of the Isis myth.

8 Plur, De ks, et Os, 123550, @ Plut, De fs et O, 20.358¢,

84 Plur. De s. er Os. 9.3548. The vocabulary is reminiscent of 13-14.4178—C quoted above. CE Hardie

o

19921 4747
8 Plut, De I, et O, 58.3748. 0 Plur. De £ et Os. 20.358E.
7 See also Plutarch’s discussion in Quomodo adul., with Hardie 1992: 4757.
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Notwithstanding the focus on the Aieros logos, the introduction also
emphasises the importance of ritual and is indeed immediately followed
by six chapters that interpret Egyptian purification rituals (3-8). Following
the passage quoted above, Plutarch interprets the garments of the Isiac
priests as intimations of the divine truth, a mysterious truth which has
been disclosed to these priests and which they guard within their soul,
unspoiled by superstition:

For this reason they call the first of the Muses in Hermoupolis both Isis and
Justice, being wise, as | have said, and displaying the divine objects to those who
are truly and justly called ‘bearers of the sacred vessels’ and the ‘keepers of the
sacred vestments’. These men are the ones who carry the hieros loges about the
gods cleansed from all superstition and curiosity in their soul, as in a box, and
clothe it, giving suggestions about the gods, some dark and shadowy, others clear
and bright, just as signs about the divine are given in their dress.*

Plutarch then discusses for several chapters the rules of purity governing
the behaviour of the priests, before he concludes: ‘For nothing irrational
or mythical or superstitious, as some pretend, was incorporated in the
religious rites (Tads iepoupyiais), but some have an ethical and useful basis
and others are not devoid of historical and physical elegance.”® In the
preceding chapters the stress was on the moral content embodied in the
rituals rather than their physical meaning, burt later passages will stress
the latter aspect.”® The importance Plutarch attributes to Egyptian ritual
becomes evident when he cuts short a discussion of antiquarian authors
who associated Osiris with Dionysus: “The already mentioned similarities
in festivals and sacrifices are stronger proof than these testimonies.”” Rather
than trusting the shaky advice of Greek authors, Plutarch considers the
actual parallels in ritual a much better proof. Ritual is, however, not always
a good way to access the knowledge present in religion. Plutarch is clearly
aware of the possibility that irrational, fabulous and superstitious elements
creep into ritual. Although ritual as a general category is not necessarily
truthful, Isiac ritual seems to be free from such accretions. It seems, then,
that the division between rituals of mystery cults and ordinary rituals, as
developed in On the Festival of Images at Plataea, is also operative in On Isis
and Osiris. The cult of Isis being a mystery cult, both its legomena (‘what
is said’) and its drémena (‘whar is done’) are images of divine wisdom. In
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practice, however, the bulk of the interpretation rests on the hieros logos
and ritual is usually just used as an accessory source.”

So far I have focused on the introduction of On Isis and Osiris and
the sections interpreting the rituals of the Egyptians. From this we can
conclude that the treatise shares a common approach to the different
sources of truth in religion with On the Festival of Images at Plataca. Again
the stress is on the mystery cults, both hieroi logoi and rituals, as the best
source. Other rituals and myths are more difficult to handle, because of
untruthful additions. In contrast to On the Festival of Images at Plataea,
however, On Isis and Osiris shows a much greater awareness of the problems
encountered when interpreting religion. No form of religion is entirely free
from possible accretions and contaminations. Myths told by poets are
ridiculous fantasies, and superstitious elements even creep into the hieroi
logoi and into rituals. Plutarch does not conclude from this that his task
is hopeless. On the contrary, philosophy is emphatically put forward as
the necessary tool to understand religion. Chapter 11, introducing the
summary of the myth, directs the reader: “Thus, whenever you hear the
myths the Egyptians tell about the gods, wanderings and dismemberments
and many other such tales, you should remember what has been said and
not think that these are said to have happened or been enacted like that.” A
literal, historicising reading of myths is completely ruled out. After some
examples, Plutarch resumes:

If you hear what is said about the gods like this and accept the myth from the
exegetes in a reverent and philosophical way, and if you always perform and
maintain the sacred rites, thinking that nothing is more pleasing to the gods than
having about the gods a true opinion, not even sacrifices and ritual acts, then you
will avoid superstition, which is no less an evil than atheism.™

From the outset, philosophy is credited with a double task: the correct
interpretation of religion and the sifting out of superstitious additions.
Philosophy is thus the prerequisite of truthful worship and the avoid-
ance of superstition. It is no accident that the importance of philoso-
phy is inculcated in Chapter 11, precisely at the moment when Plutarch
begins his interpretation of the hieros logos and the reader comes to the
core of the treatise. The necessity of philosophy is Plutarch’s central
message.

Not all philosophy hits the mark when interpreting the Isis myth: it is
Plutarch’s own philosophy that sets the benchmark in On Isis and Osiris.

™ See e.g. Plut. De fs. et Os. 20,3594, "5 Plut. De 5. er Os. 1135581,
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The hierarchy of explanations, which we recognised in On the Festival of
Images at Plataea through the Eusebian distortions, is now explored at
full length. Plutarch reviews several interpretations, progressively spending
more time on each of them. Euhemerism is the worst possible explana-
tion and quickly dismissed in two chapters,”* even though Plutarch admits
that it is not totally without support in the material.”” It reduces the
mythical stories to historical narratives, which is wrong in two ways.
The inscriptions Euhemerus refers to, supposed to contain the names
of the gods as generals and kings, have only been seen by that author and
their existence consequently cannot be corroborated. On the other hand,
the historical kings are only remembered as kings, not as gods, and the
few who did receive divine honours, quickly lost them “after incurring the
charge of vanity and boastfulness together with impiety and lawlessness’.7¢
‘Better (BéATiov) therefore are those who take the stories about Typhon,
Osiris and Isis to be the experiences neither of gods nor of men but of great
demons.””” This ‘demonological” approach is more respectable, albeir still
unphilosophical, and deserves seven chapters of discussion.” Plutarch does
not attempt an explicit refutation and simply offers a more philosophical
(p1AocopcTepdY T1) interpretation.” This ‘physiological” interpretation
takes the myth as an allegory of the cosmos and involves a discussion of
mainly Stoic ideas. The increased probability of this mode of thinking is
reflected in the thirteen chapters devoted to it and, at the end, Plutarch
explicitly recognises some truth in it: ‘Hence it is not unreasonable to say
that each on his own is wrong but all together speak rightly.”®

It is only now, over halfway into the treatise, that Plutarch ventures his
own interpretation. Needless to say, it is cast as the most truthful of all.
At this point Plutarch spreads all his cards on the table. Not only does
he reveal the true interpretation of the Isis myth, which relates it to his
own metaphysical dualism,” but he also makes explicit the assumption
that pervaded the On Isis and Osiris from the beginning: that the Isis cult
reflects ancient knowledge. By waiting so long before making his ideas
about the wisdom of the ancients explicit to the reader, Plutarch stresses
the higher status of his own interpretation but also invites the reader to
rethink what he has read in the earlier chapters. The passage merits full
quotation,

_'r‘ Plut. De fs. et O, 13-4, cf. 11,3558, 58.374E. " Plur. De Is. er Os, 22.3589E.
N Plut. De fs. et Os. 24.360c. 77 Plut. De fs. et Os. 25.360D.
Plut. De fs. et O, 25-31. ™ Plut, De Is. er Os, 32.363D.

U Plu De fsoer O 453694, Criticism on a related view, which interprets the gods in relation to
agriculiure, follows later: Plut. De Is. er Os. 65-7.
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Therefore, this ancient opinion (86€c) has come down from theologians and
lawgivers to poets and philosophers, being of unknown origin, but awarded strong
and tenacious belief, and spread not in speech alone nor in reports, burt also in
mystery cults (tereTads)® and sacrifices, both of barbarians and Greeks, namely
that the universe is not suspended on its own without intellect and reason and
guidance, nor that there is one reason which rules and directs it as it were with
rudders and curbing reins, but many powers and a mixture of evil and g(md.“}

After having completed his own interpretation, Plutarch again affirms the
importance of ancient wisdom by emphasising that all nations share the
same knowledge, notwithstanding cultural differences.™

Just as the sun and the moon and the heaven and earth and the sea are common
to all, although they are named differently by all, similarly one reason which rules
everything and one providence which oversees it, and the serving powers which are
set over all, all receive different honours and appellations from different people,
depending on custom. Hallowed symbols are used, some vague and others more
limpid, which direct the mind to the divine though this is not without danger.
For some, completely led astray, have fallen into superstition, while others flecing
superstition like a marsh, have fallen into atheism as over a precipice. Therefore,
in these matters, we should take as a guide above all the understanding provided
by philosophy and reflect reverently on each thing that is said and done in the
mysteries.”

The emphatic position of both passages, opening and closing Plutarch’s
own interpretation, stresses the importance he attributes to the wisdom
of the ancients. Taken together, they offer a relatively clear exposition of
how Plutarch saw primitive wisdom present in religion and of its relation
to philosophy. One should not be beguiled by Plutarch’s use of ‘belief”
(doxa) to designate primitive wisdom: the term is not used in a Platonic
way to downgrade its truchful status but to indicate the non-philosophical
character of primitive wisdom.*® Indeed, it is not an articulate and rational
discourse, but a truth couched in symbols and myths: theologians describe
the deeds of the gods, lawgivers order their state in accordance with the
primitive wisdom by instituting, for example, the right kind of rituals, and
poets invent narratives that may contain truth but are also there to please.

* In the context of De fside et Osiride, teletai probably does not simply mean “rites” but must be given

the stronger interpretation of ‘mystery cults’,

Plut. De Is, et Os. 4536910,

4 Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 185 puts a break at Chaprer 48. In my opinion he disregards the fundamental

unity of chapters 45-68, which give Plutarch’s own interpretation of the cult of Isis.

85 Plut, De ls. er Os, 67-68.3778-3784, The rest of the work (67-80) does not add anything substantial to
what was said in the preceding chapters. Rather, it is an application of the principles just enunciated:
Plutarch hopes to show how rituals should be correctly, i.e. philosophically, interpreted.

" Aléthés doxa was also used in a positive sense in Plut, De fs et Os. 113550,
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The chronological precedence of religion over philosophy is noteworthy:
according to Plutarch, theologians and lawgivers pass their knowledge on
to poets and philosophers.*” Knowledge of the truth is consequently older
in religion than it is in philosophy. This explains the importance that
religion has in Plutarch’s mind when it comes to approaching the truch.
Contrary to poetry, religion goes back to the very earliest stages of mankind
and contains the wisdom of the ancients, albeit in a symbolic form. Poetry
is hardly older than Homer, well within historical time. Although it is
occasionally used as a source of truth in On Isis and Osiris,*® and although
Plutarch seems to have interpreted the poem of Hesiod in relation to ancient
wisdom,* poetry can never reach the level of mystery cults. Philosophy
as a rational discourse is younger still and came into being well after
Homer. Chronological precedence does not mean a logical one: as the
second passage explicitly stresses, philosophy is to be the guide in freeing
primitive wisdom from its symbolic guise.”® The reason for the superiority
of philosophy is, firstly, the symbolic form of religion. Plutarch assumes
throughout that the ancients knew the basic structure of the cosmos but
did not possess the rational discourse of philosophy. Consequently, all
symbols, obscure or less so, need rational interpretation.”" Understanding
for contemporary man implies a rational discourse, which only philosophy
can offer. Plutarch is convinced that an interpretation uninformed by
philosophy will fail to retrieve ancient wisdom from religion. Without it,
as we will see confirmed when discussing Plutarch’s treatise On Superstition,
one will fall into one of two evils: atheism or superstition.

Philosophy also makes one perceive the fundamental unity that under-
lies widely diverging local traditions. As implied by the second passage
just quoted, ancient wisdom is the possession of all mankind, Greek
and barbarian. Its origins are lost in the mist of time: Plutarch admits
that no individual can be named as the first to have propounded it
(Thv &pynv &déotroTov Exouoa).” When the different local traditions
were formed, each people started to name the gods in their local lan-
guage and according to their particular custom. Bur diversity is deceptive.

ks

o CF Plut. De fs. et Os, 48,3700, 5 Plur. De fs. er O, s1.3718 (Homer), 57.374¢ (Hesiod),

" Plut, De Hesiod, fr. 62 (archaio), frs. 107, 112 (reference to the Isis myth), frs. 57, 62 (reference o
Plaro. Xenocrates and the lawgiver Lycurgus), fr. 101 {reference to Orpheus), fr. 93 (reference to
Pvihagoras).

" This makes the contention that Plutarch’s philosophy was changed through contact with religion
{Feldmeicr 2005: 220) quite unlikely. There is sufficient evidence for the doctrines expressed in De
Iside et Ostvide elsewhere in Plutarch’s work o exclude Isiac influence: Ferrari 1995; Dillon 1996:

199206 and 2002a). Plutarch is rather reading his own ideas into specific cults.
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Throughout On Isis and Osiris Plutarch repeatedly stresses the fundamen-
tal likeness of all traditions. He painstakingly argues for the identity of
Egyptian and Greek gods,”” points to parallels in Greek and Egyptian
traditions,” and draws on Zoroaster, the Chaldaeans, and other peoples.”
The difference between Greek and barbarian is hardly relevant; only the
emphasis on philosophy — in its rational form of course a Greek privilege —
can be taken as a token of Plutarch’s belief in Greek superiority.

Throughout the work, Plutarch supports the dominant position he
attributes to philosophy with discreet polemic. The critique on poets has
already been noted. Antiquarian writers are dismissed as ignorant bib-
liophiles, who collect traditions without being able to interpret them.%¢
History without a philosophical background will never contribute to the
truth. Indeed, Plutarch stands in a long Greek tradition of admiration
for Egyptian antiquity and religion, starting at least with Herodotus, with
whom he shares the idea that cults spread throughout the Mediterranean
and are borrowed by younger peoples from older ones.”” But his approach
is different in at least two important respects: for him Egyptian religion
contains philosophical knowledge, and he explains why. His identifica-
tions of Greek and Egyptian gods are not based on a presupposed general
anthropological common ground, as in Herodotus, but on the fact that
they represent universal philosophical principles in their culturally deter-
mined particular way. Herodotus explains the similarities in cult between
Greek and Egyptian by diffusionism, whereas Plutarch identifies ancient
wise men who shared the same knowledge as responsible for the profound
identity of both religions.”*

But Plutarch does not simply defend philosophy in general: although
he recognises a degree of truth in other philosophical schools, Plato is
the only philosopher whose teachings are seen as fully in accordance with
the primitive wisdom.?” Stoicism, the major competitor on the imperial
philosophical market, is criticised for leading to atheism.'® The sugges-
tion is that Plutarch as a Platonist has alone succeeded in attaining the

9 Plut. De Is. er Os. 28,3628, 35.364E. 64.3774, 66.377C.

M Plut, De s, er Os. 10.3545—F, 25.360E, 27.361C, 35—37.3645—365F, 48.370DE, §7.374B—C, 69.378D.

Plut. De 5. er Os, 15.357a—8 (Phoenicia), 46.3690 (Zoroastrians), 48.370¢ (Chaldacans), 69.378D

(Peoples of the West, Phrygians, Paphlagonians), 61.375¢ (Hermeticism).

96 Plut. De s, et Os. 37.3656~rF, These rechniques are used by Plutarch in other works too: see Van
Hoof 2010 for how he claims philosophical authority in his practical/ethical works.

97 See, e.g., Hdr. 2.104, 2,109, 2.123, 2.177.

9% See the summary of Herodotus views in Lloyd 2005 and Asheri, Lloyd and Corcella 2007: 135.

9 Plut, De s, et Os. 56—7, cf. 60.375¢, 77.3820. In other works Plutarch puts Plato in the tradition
of Socrates and Pythagoras: De genio 15-20, cf. Donini 2004: 150.

99 Plut, De ks, et Os. 66,377,
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full truth. Indeed, On Isis and Osiris is not just about offering the right
interpretation of the cult of Isis: in proving that its hieros logos supports his
metaphysics, Plutarch uses religion as an external source of authority for
his own philosophy.

THE HISTORY OF RELIGION AND SUPERSTITION

On the Festival of Images at Plataea and On Isis and Osiris share a similar
approach to religion, embedded in the discourse on ancient wisdom, which
is set out in fundamentally identical theoretical statements. Nevertheless,
they clearly offer different perspectives: the former, an interpretation of a
public ritual, tends to emphasise the importance of ritual as a source of
truth, whereas On Isis and Osiris focuses rather on the mystical Aieros logos.
Plutarch’s creative use of ideas on ancient wisdom is exemplified in the
way he exploits the apparently truthful status of mystery cults by giving
the reader the impression that secret knowledge is being revealed to him.
On Isis and Osiris also introduces an element that did not surface in the
former treatise: ancient wisdom undergoes alterations when it is transmit-
ted through religion and customs. Even though Plutarch never develops a
systematic account of the history of religion, his religious thought has a
clear historical dimension, which I shall detail now.™"

History plays a twofold role in Plutarch’s view on religion. There is first
the axiom of the existence of an ancient wisdom,'"”* which is historical to
the extent that it posits the existence of wise predecessors in the past. Yet it is
clear that the ‘ancients are a philosophical edifice, constructed to supporta
wider point — in this case that religion is a source of truth. A ‘real’ historical
dimension is added when we come to the transmission of primitive truth
through the different cultural traditions. These may have come into being
through the fragmentation of an originally single group of ancients,'® but
Plutarch may also have assumed that each tradition discovered the truth
separately. The key issue is, however, that religion changes over time within
cach of them.'®* Even the cult of Isis, put forward as an example of how

1ar i . . . * - . . i
I'he historical dimension of Plutarch’s religious thought is generally absent from works on this

topic: e.g. Flaceligre 197.4; Hani 1976; Brenk 1977; Valgiglio 1988a; Feldmeier 1998; Hirsch-Luipold
2002 174-224.
e Apart from the works su rveyed above, the idea is also present in: De animae procreatione in Timaeo
13.10308;: Adv. Col. L.u1o7E; Quaest. Rom. 72.2810; Frg. 190; Num. 4.
The argument that Isis is in origin a Greek word (Plut. De Is. er Os. 2.351F) can be taken to imply
this. It would make Greek the language of the ancients,
This element of change is ignored by Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 222—4 (repeared in Hirsch-Luipold
2005b and followed by Graf 2005: 259-62). He posits that Plutarch as a Platonist saw the marerial
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ancient wisdom is well preserved in religion, has deviated in some elements
from the original truth. The Isis myth is superstitious in some respects
and some rituals and customs disappear over time, like the worship of the
dog." Plutarch also admits the possible presence of superstition in ritual
in general.”® Change in religion is thus not an embarrassment passed over
in silence but fully integrated in Plutarch’s understanding of religion.

Religion can change in two ways, for the better and for the worse.
In the former case, rites are added that link up with ancient wisdom
and philosophy; in the latter they deviate from the truth and lapse into
superstition. The explanation for such changes is the presence or absence of
vice, a simple model but one that allows Plutarch to account for historically
attested changes in religion. The interest of the historical dimension of
Plutarch’s religious thought is not that it is profound, but that it is present,
indicating at least an attempt to grapple with the transformation of religion
over time. Positive changes are due to wise lawgivers, as I shall illustrate
with a brief discussion of Plutarch’s Life of Numa. On Superstition will then
be our guide for understanding negative changes.

Notwithstanding the doubts expressed by Plutarch regarding their loca-
tion in time,'”” the pair Lycurgus and Numa are the first truly histori-
cal figures of the Lives'®® and important lawgivers in their home towns:
Lycurgus laid the foundations of Sparta’s famous constitution and Numa
created the greatest part of Rome’s religious institutions. From the outset
Numa is cast as a philosopher by nature, possessing all virtues, in partic-
ular piety,"” and even though no certain link can be established with any
Greek philosopher, parallels between his acts and the teachings of Pythago-
ras and Plato show that he acts philosophically."® The numerous parallels
between his rules and Pythagoras’ commandments had induced previous
authors to think that Numa was a pupil of this eminent philosopher, but
Plutarch admits already in his introduction that this is quite impossible for

world in general as an image of the divine: 'Die ubiquitire Verwendung der Bilder bei Plutarch
fusst auf cinem philosophischen Fundament, nimlich einer platonischen Onrologie, welche die
Wele insgesame als mareriales Bild einer intellegiblen Wirklichkeir versteht’ (2002 222), He seems
to assume that the Platonic theory of Forms is a sufficient explanation for Plutarch's understanding
of the material world as a symbolic representation of the divine. Thar is not the case, as Ingenkamp
2004: 703 has pointed out already, who also stresses that none of the texes Hirsch-Luipold quotes
as supporting him actually do so (De srang. anim. 20.477¢— and De Is. et Os. 53.3725). The theory
of Forms, which is ontological in scope, does not explain why Plutarch would recognise divine
truth in religion, as the lateer is essentially a human construction. Hirsch-Luipold appears not to
have seen that for Plutarch (and other Platonists of this period) human customs and ricuals are
only images of the divine through the mediation of history.

95 Plut. De {5, et (. 44.368F. ©6 Plut, De Is. er Os, 8.353E. 7 Plut, N, 1, Lye. 1,
198 Theseus and Romulus are admitred to belong to the realm of myth: Plut. Thes. 1.
=2 Plue, Numt. 3.7, 6. 1o Plut, Num, 8, 11, 14, 20, 22.3-5.
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chronological reasons.™ Scholars have surmised that Plutarch nevertheless
included the putative Pythagorean allegiance of Numa simply because it
providcd a good anecdote, as did the equally fictitious meeting berween
Croesus and Solon in the Life of Solon."* He may even have wanted to
indicate thar Roman culture and society depended on Greece, as part of
the overall strategy of the Lives. But when set against the background of the
discourse on ancient wisdom, Numa’s ‘proto-Pythagoreanism’ acquires an
additional meaning. According to Plutarch, Numa was either older than
Pythagoras, reputedly the first philosopher, or was not acquainted with
Greek culture. In either case Numa acts as a philosopher without drawing
on technical philosophy. In doing so, he is not alone. Chapter 4 lists Numa
among lawgivers such as Zaleucus, Minos, Lycurgus and Zoroaster,"® the
last of whom, significantly, was adduced in On Isis and Osiris as a witness
to ancient wisdom."* Elsewhere, the Life of Numa indicates parallels with
Greek and Egyptian traditions,™ which again points to a common source
on which all of them draw. The parallels with later philosophy thus have
the purpose of showing how Numa had access to ancient wisdom that
would later be elaborated in philosophy. This is confirmed by a parallel
passage in the Life of Lycurgus, who is also pictured as a philosopher avant
lt lettre. His state rested on the same principles as those conceived by later
philosophers such as Plato, Diogenes, Zeno and Aristotle."® As depicted
by Plutarch, Numa looks indeed very much like one of the wise lawgivers
of Posidonius’ account who created human culture in line with their wis-
dom: aware of philosophical truth without expressing himself in a rational
discourse, Numa spreads peace, harmony and virtue among the people.
According to the theoretical statements of On Isis and Osiris and On the
Festival of Images at Plataea, the ancients possess philosophical knowledge
but express it in symbolic religious commandments and teachings. That is
precisely what Numa does, as is well illustrated by Chapter 14. It describes
how Numa spent most of his time officiating and instructing the priests.
Then Plutarch starts to make an inventory of the parallels between his
orders and the Pythagorean commandments, one example of which can
suffice. On Numa’s orders, heralds precede every procession and command
the people to stop working, just as the Pythagoreans expect one not to

Plut. Nuw. 1.3-7. See Panitschek 1990 and Humm 2004 on this tradition. Humm notes (127) that
Plutarch is the author laying most stress on the link between Numa and Pythagoras.

De Blois and Bons rg92: 162; Humm 2004: 127, 3 Plue, Num. 4.11,

In Plut, De aning, procr. 11012 Zoroaster is said to have raught Pythagoras.

Plut. Mum, 4.9, 15.3-10.

Plut. Lye, 311-4. Lycurgus is also repured o have travelled widely: Lye. 4.
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worship the gods in passing but to do it with full attention. This habit has
not totally disappeared in Plutarch’s days: before a sacrifice is performed
by a magistrate in Rome, somebody still shouts hoc age (‘attend to this’).
Just as many of the Pythagorean commandments had a secret meaning,
not all of Numa’s were obvious to all: some of them can be only tentatively
explained nowadays, Plutarch says, such as the custom of turning around
while praying to the gods.

But the picture of Numa is not without blemishes. Even though he may
seem to have been able to restore the felicity of early human life, vice was
not totally rooted out. Precisely in the field of religion, which established his
reputation, Plutarch suggests, he sowed the seeds of superstition: Numa
instilled such a respect for the gods that the people became credulous
and started to believe any story told about their king — even that of a
conversation with Zeus."” Numa also assumed that the people did not need
to know the deeper meaning of the rituals. He passed on his knowledge
to the priests and wrote it down in books, which he had buried with
him."®

Misinterpretation of religion and naive belief in stories seem to be
anthropological facts. In On Isis and Osiris Plutarch diagnosed this illness in
common man, who, without the necessary philosophical knowledge, will
unavoidably misinterpret religious symbols and become superstitious."”
The same idea recurs in his little work On Superstition,"® even though this
text attempts in the first place a psychological analysis of the superstitious
individual: ‘Superstition, as the name itself indicates (Se1018cpovia), is a
deeply emotional opinion and an assumption productive of a fear which
completely humbles and crushes a man, because he believes that there
are gods, but that they are causes of pain and harm." Its cause is igno-
rance about the true nature of the gods."* Most scholars adopt Plutarch’s
apparently psychological perspective in discussing superstition. In doing
so, they underrate its institutional aspect, also explicitly addressed by On
Superstition. Indeed, the work suggests that there are many people around
who want to exploit human fear and weakness. As Plutarch puts it at

Plut. Num. 15. Elsewhere Plutarch shows an awareness of the fact that popular superstition can be

exploited by leaders (De genio 9.579¥, Sert. 11, Ewm. 13), an idea that goes back at least ro Critias,

fr. 25 DK.

Plut, Num. 22.2—9.

" Plue, De s, er Os, 67.3784. See also De [, et (. 12,3550, with Babut 1969: 492.

8 r is usually considered to be a work of his youth (Defradas 1985: 242; Brenk 1977: 14: Lozza 1980:
5), but the evidence for it is not very strong.

0 Plut. De superst. 2.1658. 2 Plut. De superst. 1-2.

Plutarch of Chaeronea 69

the beginning of the treatise, ‘conjurors and imposters’ advise magical
purifications, dipping into the ocean, sitting on the ground, smearing with
mud, wallowing in filth, immersions and uncouth prostrations.' The
superstitious man cannot enjoy traditional rituals, which should be the
pleasantest things in life, for he approaches the temples of the gods as if
they were the holes of snakes."™ Instead he indulges in the nonsense of
those magicians. But superstition is for Plutarch not solely the domain of
marginal figures travelling through the Greek world. Several non-Greek
craditions seem to be heavily infected by the disease. The Gauls, Scythians
and Carthaginians are explicitly condemned for their human sacrifices.'”
Here superstition is no longer a mere individual psychological condition
but has become entrenched in local custom.”® But at least in one instance,
Plutarch stresses that the Greek tradition itself is not free from superstition:
some of the stories told about Artemis, in myth and poetry, are detestable
and shameful in his eyes.”*”

For Plutarch, the cause of superstition is ignorance. The superstitious
person refuses to let his interpretation of religion be guided by those who
possess the appropriate knowledge: “They believe workers in bronze, stone
or wax, who make anthropomorphic images of gods, and they have such
images produced, set them up and worship them. But they scorn philoso-
phers and statesmen (prAoodgwv 8¢ kai TOAITIKGY &vBpddv), who try
to show that the solemnity of god is associated with goodness, magna-
nimity, goodwill and care.” One should not think Plutarch is distanc-
ing himself here from all anthropomorphic images.”* The error is rather
that the superstitious man considers such images to be representations
of the real nature of the divine and does not recognise their symbolic
character.”® No credence is given to those who know better: philosophers
and statesmen. The latter probably include individuals such as Numa,

U Plut, De superst. 3,1664. See also 12,1718, 24 Plut. De superst. 9.169D—E.

5 Plut, De superst, 131718,

"% Most of the examples adduced by Plutarch are barbarian (De superst. 3.1664, 8.169¢, 10.170D, 12~
13.1714-D). This may be a strategy to make his reader distance himself from bad pracrice associared
with social or cultural outsiders, as analysed by Van Hoof 2010. This can also explain why atheism
is compared favourably with superstition towards the end of the work (De superst. 9-14): atheism
is a quite unthinkable vice in Greek thought. By ranking superstition even lower, Plutarch makes
it even less socially acceptable.

© Plut. De superst. 10.170a-D. 28 Plut, De superst. 6.167D—E.

Moellering 1963: 165-73; Brenk 1977: 28—48.

" This can explain Plutarch’s occasional critique on cult images: they have the potential to distract
the uneducated from the truth: see Pluc, frs. 158, 190, 213, Bu this critique is not systematic: Plur.
De Hesiod. fr. 46 supports the existence of images.
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who were aware of the true nature of the divine and who could adjust
traditional religion in that sense, but the description also fits Plutarch
himself very well, as a politically involved philosopher. Philosophy and tra-
dition should be taken as guides for a precise and fitting understanding of
religion.

On Superstition thus explores in a different way the same fundamental
problem that haunts religion in On Isis and Osiris and the Life of Numa.
Religion is the domain par excellence of the symbolic. But symbols are
casily misread, especially by uncultivated minds. On Superstition appar-
ently assumes that that vice is innate in human nature and the widespread
occurrence of superstition attested elsewhere in Plutarch’s work™ may
be taken to support that. Good laws, enacted by a philosophical law-
giver, may be a buffer for superstition,”* but untruthful additions to
religion and myth seem unavoidable. At some point, the psychological
vice of some individuals finds support among the uneducated many and
results in an accretion to, or a deviation from, tradition. Precisely how
this happens is never spelled out by Plutarch, who tends to focus more
on the solution, which can only be a philosophically informed reading of
tradition.

The awareness of the eroding effect of superstition on the truthfulness
of religion is an important complement to Plutarch’s acceptance of the
existence of ancient wisdom. The latter idea shows that Plutarch was not
looking for divine illumination in religion: there is truth to be found in
religious traditions because it was put there by wise human beings. As such,
religion can be said to have a philosophical core, at least regarding content,
but not in form. Yer religion cannot be translated into philosophy in a
straightforward way, because tradition is not static: its various mutations
tend to obscure or deform the knowledge laid down in it. Although some
forms of religion, in particular mystery cults, are less subject to superstition,
one always needs philosophical knowledge to peel away the layers of super-
stition. Religion is never a pure source of knowledge and, as we have seen in
this chapter, this allows Plutarch to emphasise different aspects of religion,
positive and negative, depending on the context and his aims. This is less
an indication of inconsistency than the result of the profound ambivalence
of his concepr of religion — in line with the ambivalence that characterises
religion in the discourse on ancient wisdom. This ambivalence does not

B See, e.g., Plut. Now posse 211010, De prof. virt, 2.100F, De serd 11.5568, Quaest. Rom. 1, 5, 25, 32.
See Erbse 1952; Brenk 1977: 16-64; Pérez, Jiménez 19963 Gasparro 2005.
" CFE Plut. Cons. ad iex. 10-11.611D-6128,
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degrade religion as a source of authority for Plutarch’s philosophy: on the
contrary, having peeled away the superstitious additions, one can use the
authentic core as a highly respectable source for one’s own philosophy.
Religion is thus domesticated before it is allowed to function as a source of
authority in the philosophical discourse.




CHAPTER 3

Numenius
Philosophy as a hidden mystery

With Numenius, who is to be dated to the second half of the second
century AD, we venture even further into the wasteland of fragments than
we did when discussing Varro. A mere sixty fragments of his philosophical
output have been collected by des Places for his edition.! The dearth of
material notwithstanding, Numenius is increasingly depicted as a central
figure in later Platonism and cast as a source of inspiration for Plotinus and
his followers on the one hand,* and for early Christian theological specu-
lation, in particular in the Origenist tradition, on the other.’ My interest
here lies not with Numenius® philosophical theories but with the sources
he identified for his thought. Although the fragmentary state of Numenius’
ceuvre renders all conclusions provisional and tentative, he seems to assume
two parallel traditions of truth, that of philosophy and that of religion. Wil-
fully or accidentally, truth has become concealed in both traditions, and
Numenius emphasises a thoroughly Platonist training as the precondition
for rediscovering it. Although this chapter will necessarily be more specula-
tive than the two preceding, it will provide important confirmation of the
main characteristics of ancient wisdom that the preceding chapters have
outlined.

In both traditions wise ancients and concealment play a key role, as they
did in Varro and Plutarch. The philosophical tradition of truth stretches
back to Pythagoras, Socrates and Plato, who, in Numenius view, all with-
held the full truth from the untrained minds of their followers. Numenius
can be taken to suggest that the full truth has not been perceived by any
philosopher since Plato — that is, before himself. These philosophers are

' For possible additions to this collection, see Balees 19753 Syska 1993: 193 n. 59 (Macrob. Sar. 1.17.63,
1.17.65).

* Plotinus was said to have plagiarised Numenius: Porph. Plot. 17-18. Porphyry is heavily dependent
upon Numenius, according to Procl. fu 77, 1.77.22-3 = Numen. fr. 37 Il 25-6: cf. Frede 1987
Zambon 2002: 248—s0.

£ On this see Strurwolf 1999: 187-95, 27453 Somos 2000; Kritikos 2007,
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supposed to be in fundamental agreement with the wisdom found in all
peoples of venerable age and, more particularly, in their religious traditions.
It is likely that Numenius thought mystery cults to be particularly good
places to look for that wisdom. Even though Numenius discovers traces
of truth in an astonishingly wide range of places, ranging from Greek and
Roman myth to the cult of Mithras, the truth is not everywhere preserved
in an unadulterated way. Indeed, traditions do not remain static. Things
can be added, for example by lawgivers who create religious festivals in
accordance with truth. The logical counterpart is that untruthful additions
creep in as well. Again, Platonism is needed to gauge the value of religion.
Numenius spells out explicitly what is only implicit in Varro and Plutarch:
the truth of religion is only to be accepted in as much as it agrees with what
philosophy (in this case Plato) teaches. Although both traditions of truth
are depicted as running parallel, philosophy provides the yardstick with
which to judge religion. Even better: we need Numenius. Both his reading
of the history of philosophy and his limitation of the truth of tradition
to its agreement with Plato conspire to put Numenius forward as, in his
view, the main authority for interpreting both the philosophical and the
religious traditions. As such, he seems to put himself on a par with the
great figures of the past.

Numenius is usually seen as an important precursor of Neoplatonism and
a major source for Plotinus and Porphyry. Whilst this is undoubtedly true,
this chapter argues that his mode of thought, with its emphasis on Platonic,
Pythagorean, and religious authority, should be seen as a development of
ideas that can already be found in earlier Stoic and Platonic philosophy.
Numenius thus fits squarely in the Post-Hellenistic period and should be
studied not only in the light of later thought.

MASTERS OF CONCEALMENT IN PHILOSOPHY

The single fragment from Numenius’ On the Secret Doctrines of Plato (TTept
TV Tapd TMAdTwwt &moppnTwy), known, again, from a quotation by
Eusebius of Caesarea in his Preparation for the Gospel (early fourth century
AD), will provide the starting point for the exploration of his views on the
philosophical tradition. The Greek #z aporréta makes clear what kind of
secrets Numenius is thinking about: it is what should not be said or even
Iwha[ is unlawful to be uttered, just as the secret knowledge of mystery cults
18 an aporreton. As such, the title suggests that Numenius will now disclose
the truth that lies behind the written works of Plato, just as the core of
the mysteries is not the procession that everybody can witness but the
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secret words and objects revealed to the initiates. The fragment discusses
only the Euthyphro, and we will never know what further secret doctrines
Numenius attributed to Plato. Still, it is explicit enough to follow the train

of his thought:

If Plato, having set out to write about the theology of the Athenians, had felt
disgusted at it and started to criticise it for containing internal dissent and parents
having sex with their children or eating them, and for praising the punishments
in revenge for these acts, exercised on their parents by children and by brothers
on brothers and other such things; if Plato thus, having taken on such stories, had
criticised them in public, he would, it seems to me, have given the Athenians a
reason to show themselves evil again and kill him too as they did Socrates. Because
he would not have chosen to live rather than to speak the truth, and because he
saw that he could safely reconcile living and speaking the truth, he put Euthyphro
forward as the personification of the Athenians, a pretentious man and an idiot,
who thinks wrongly about the gods as nobody else, and confronted him with
Socrates himself in his usual way of acting in which he used to question everybody
with whom he was discussing.*

Setting aside Plato’s apparent respect for the usefulness of traditional reli-
gion, Numenius portrays him as unremirttingly critical of traditional Athe-
nian theology, be it under the cover of the elenctic dialogue. His inter-
pretation of Plato’s attitude recalls that of the Epicureans, who replied to
criticism of their ‘atheism’ with a comparison between Epicurus and Plato.
The former was never persecuted by the Athenian mob, as he accepted
all the traditional rituals and representations of the gods. Socrates, on the
contrary, was put to death for innovation in religion, and Plato hid his true
disgust for traditional religion because he feared suffering the same fate as
his master.” Numenius ascribes as much misguided religious zeal to the
Athenians as to the Epicureans, and he accepts that therefore Plato hid his
true opinion. However, he explicitly refuses to attribute this to Plato’s fear,
as the Epicureans did. According to Numenius, Plato devised the genre
of the elenctic dialogue in order to reconcile his message and his personal
safety. The Euthyphro had obviously been read as a theological treatise
before,® but Numenius may have been the first Platonist to interpret it as

e

Eus. Praep. evang. 13.4 = Numen. fr. 23.

Philodemus, De piet. 1.702-5, 1.959-60, wha tefers to Against the Euthyphro of Plato by Metrodorus,
dated to the first quarcer of the third century ap: of. Kleve 1983; Obbink 1996: 380-3. Joseph. Ap.
2.168 claims thac all philosophers hid their true ideas abour the divine, This is repeated for Plato at

2.224, with Josephus claiming fear for the mob. Lucian, Philops. 24 refers to Plato’s apparent refusal
to tell the truth. Justin, [Coh. ad Gr.] 21 and 26 claims that Plato hid his dependency on Moses for
fear of suffering the same fate as Socrares.

CF. Philo, Quod dererins 54—6 with Glucker 1993: Plue. De genio 10.580D: Diog. Laerr. 2.29. Alekniené
2006 detects some traces of the Euthyphra in Book 7 of Clement of Alexandria’s Stromateis.
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explicitly directed against traditional, Athenian beliefs, in an interpretation
destined to become common in later Neoplatonism.”

It is likely that Numenius backed up his interpretation of Plato’s attitude
towards traditional religion with quotations from dialogues. In Eusebius,
this fragment is preceded by a quotation from Plato’s Euthyphro (se~6¢), in
which the concept of ‘*holiness’ is discussed and the Church father specifies
that Numenius ‘clarifies what Plato meant’ (Siccader 88 thv Sidvoiav).
Eusebius is known to have used his sources in the passages preceding or
following actual quotations,® and he often refers to Numenius as a skilled
interpreter of Plato? — to the point that much of what Eusebius ascribes to
Plato in the Preparation for the Gospelis actually Numenius’ reinterpretation
of the great master. Itis not impossible, therefore, that Eusebius’ quotations
of three Platonic passages critical of traditional religion, derived from the
Timacus, Epinomis and Republic,' and preceding the quotation from the
Euthyphro, were also copied from Numenius' On the Secret Doctrines of
Plato. .

A single fragment does not offer much on which to base an argument, but
it does show up some tendencies that we will find confirmed in fragments
of other works by Numenius. In the traditional division of Plato’s dialogues
established by Thrasyllus, the Euthyphro was classified as Plato’s first work.
Numenius’ interpretation of it, as a hidden refutation of Athenian religion,
implies that Plato, from the outset, chose to conceal his true doctrines,
or at least those that would seem offensive to the Athenians. This may
imply that his true opinions about the gods were among those hidden
doctrines. If this inference is warranted, Numenius probably thought that
Plato never explicitly expressed his conception of the divine in full clearness.
Additionally, the fact thart the very first Platonic dialogue discussed theology
may have meant for Numenius that it was among Plato’s most important
doct;ines‘ On the Secret Doctrines of Plato thus suggests that theology was
the first and foremost doctrine of Plato. The burden of interpretation may
be getting too onerous for this fragment, but, interestingly, fragment 24
largely supports it.

CLin particular Procl. Theol. Plar. 5.8, 5.132. See also Justin, [Cob. ad Gr] 20.1, with Pouderon
2003.

C1. des Places 1975; Smith 1988; Carriker 1996.

Fusebius uses the verbs herménenein and dierméneuein repeatedly when introducing a quotation
fml_!‘l Numenius: Eus. Praep. evang. 11.17.11 = Numen. fr. 11; Eus. Praep. evang. 11.21.7 = Numen. fr.
2. See also Bus, Pracp. evang. 11.10.1, 11.18.25, 13.13.42, 13.18.17. The verbs imply a faithful exposition
of the original doctrine of Plato and not an original interpretation, contrary to what des Places 1973
53 Seems o assume., .
PL 7%, god-g1a, Epin. 98ac, Resp. 2.377c-383c.
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This fragment is quoted, again by Eusebius, from Numenius’ work On
the Academics’ Dissension from Plato,” which is slightly better known as
the Church Father excerpted another four lengthy passages. The current
fragment assesses the first successors of Plato. Speusippus, Xenocrates, and
Polemo receive a fairly favourable judgement, even though they are accused
of shifting their position away from the original Platonic doctrine. Nume-
nius regrets this: as the equal of Pythagoras, Plato should have likewise
received worship and fidelity from his successors. Even the Epicureans
do better: their school resembles a well-ordered state (TroAiTeiar) without
any sedition. Numenius continues his remarkable comparison of philo-
sophical schools to political regimes by likening the early Stoics to an
oligarchy, which prompted endless dissensions by the younger members
of the school.”” The same holds true for the Socratics, who divided into
different schools. The reason was that ‘while Socrates taught three gods
and reflected on them at a pace appropriate for each auditor, his public
ignored this and thought that he said all that randomly’."” The core of
Socrates’ thought is here not identified with ethics, as most modern schol-
ars would have it, but with physics: Socrates believed there were three gods.
As fragments 23 and 24 are the only ones where Socrates is mentioned by
Numenius, it seems likely that he considered theology the heart of Socrates’
teachings. Numenius himself is best known for his theory of three gods,
so it is hardly surprising that he ascribes it to Socrates."* Below the first
and highest god, the inactive king, he posits a second god, the demiurge of
becoming, who, through contact with matter, is divided into an intellect
and a real demiurge." Numenius thus projects his own ideas onto Socrates.

According to Numenius, Socrates did not expose his theology in a
clear way but pitched his philosophy at the level of his students. The
resulting misunderstanding allegedly gave rise to the different Socratic
schools, who each ignored the fundamental unity of his thought, and
instead chose one particular part of it. Fragment 24 postulates a similar

Eus. Praep. evang. 14,5 = Numen. fr. 24.

" Such political metaphors pop up more often in this period: Dionysius of Alexandria, De natura
in Bus. Praep. evang. 14.25.9-13; Celsus, in Origen, C. Cels, 2.12 (comparing Jesus' hold on his
followers to a bad general and a leader of a band of robbers). Numenius' metaphor continues in fr. 27
Il. 41-2, where Carneades is compared to a robber. One can sce this as a symptom of the widespread
tendency, studied in Part 11 of this book, to express order in political metaphors.

Numen. fr. 24 Il 51-6.

Procl. fn T7. 1.303.27—304.7 = Numen, fr. 21; Procl. /n Ti. 3.103.28-32 = Numen. fr. 22, Probably
mainly on the basis of the second Platonic Letter (312¢, 314¢), three gods were ascribed by others as
well to Plato: Justin, [ Apol. 60; Athenagoras, Leg. 23; Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. 6.18.

"5 For Numenius' metaphysics, see Dillon 1996: 366-72 and 2007; Bonazzi 2004; Brenk 2005: 36-7;
Opsomer 2005: 71-3; Ferrari 2006: so; Karamanolis 2006: 140-4.
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device for Plato, who expressed his thoughts ‘in an uncommon way and
not ()pcn]y’ (oUT eleoBdTws oUTe 87 €is TO ¢cxuepc’w}, and hid his though[s
‘midway between the clear and the unclear’."® The detrimental consequence
was that his pupils also started to disagree, and his doctrine has been torn
apart as Pentheus was by the Maenads. It is only now, and through his
agency, Numenius suggests, that Plato is restored to his Pythagorean purity
and shines as an expositor of the same body of doctrines as Socrates and
Pythagoras.”” Even though Numenius admits minor differences between
these three luminaries,® he defends that all three set out the same truth. In
the Platonist framework of Numenius, this inevitably means interpreting
Socrates and Pythagoras in the light of Plato.”

With Pythagoras as the ultimate predecessor, secrecy is put forward as an
essential characteristic of the philosophical tradition of truth. This does not
need illustration for Pythagoras, whose riddles were proverbial. Socrates’
discourses were directed at the level of his students, and he never clearly
exposed his true thoughts. The painful end of his master at the hands of
the Athenian mob made Plato choose the elenctic dialogue, with both the
figure of Socrates and unclear language as cover. Due to the loose discipline
of both Socratics and Platonists truth was lost in transmission, torn apart,
and spread over many schools and individuals.*® The pattern is similar to
the one we noticed in Plutarch and Varro, albeit within the strictures of
a reading of the history of philosophy. For Numenius, the truth, which
is primarily concerned with metaphysics and the gods, is present from
carly times, as early as Pythagoras, but has never found clear expression.
Numenius does not explain the reasons behind the symbolic language of
Pythagoras, but practical considerations justify Socrates’ and Plato’s choice
of a veiled way of speaking and writing. Throughout, it is implied that only
those with the necessary skills, both philosophically® and psychologically
(envy and hate are the most common causes for dissension among schools),
are able to understand Plato correctly. On the Academics’ Dissension from
Plato does not seem to have treated Middle Platonism, so we cannot know
how Numenius saw himself in relation to contemporary Platonists. But

" Numen. fr. 24 1. 6o.

Numen. fr. 24 ll. 19—22. The chain Pythagoras, Socrates and Plato is common among Platonists in
this period: see e.g. Apul. De dog. Plat, 1.5 with Donini 2004.

Eus. Praep. evang. 11,10,.9-11 = Numen, fr. 7.

On the centrality of Plato in Numenius, see Frede 1987: 1044-8.

.'\I(hanassiadi 2006: 8o-90 reads in this passage an opposition between oral and written. Buc
Numenius sees similar problems in both Socrates’ oral teachings and Plara’s written dialogues: they
hide their true docrrines, '
Fus, Praep. evang. 11.18.22—3 = Numen, fr. 17 states that Plato never discussed the first god because
ordinary people completely ignore his existence.
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the argument so far suggests that he accorded an important role to himself
in retrieving the true unity of Platonic thought. Just as Plutarch and Varro
disclose the knowledge hidden in religion, Numenius does so for the secrets
of Plato.*

‘PEOPLE OF RENOWN’

Numenius' reading of the Euthyphro opposes traditional Athenian religion
to Platonist philosophy. Yet this should not be taken as a general rejection
of religion as being inferior to philosophy. Numenius actually recognised
another path to the truth, religious tradition, as is illustrated by numerous
fragments but set out most explicitly in the first fragment of his opus
magnum, six books On the Good. The title identifies it as an attempt to
solve a long-standing problem for Platonists: how do the highest principles
indicated in different works of Plato, the Good (in the Republic) and the
demiurge (in the Timaeus), relate to each other?” Numenius argues that
the Good is the highest god, the first intellect and the demiurge of Being.
The second god would be the demiurge of becoming and responsible for the
material world. Numenius did not limit himself to strict Platonic exegesis
and the first fragment appeals to the authority of numerous traditions and
their religions:

With respect to this matter [the problem of god], having supported and sealed
it with the testimonies from Plato, we must go back in time and relate it to
the teachings of Pythagoras, and then call on peoples of renown, showing their
initiations, dogmas and foundations inasmuch as they agree with Plato, and all
those the Brahmans, the Jews, the Magi and Egyptians have established.*!

The passage echoes some of the arguments put forward in fragments 23
and 24 from On the Academics’ Dissension from Plato. Plato is clearly an
authoritative source, but he shares his knowledge with individuals and
peoples older than him. Pythagoras is again adduced as the earliest philoso-
pher who seems to have grasped the truth. Numenius now adds a different
source of philosophical knowledge: the religion of ‘peoples of renown’.

* See Eus, Praep. evang. 11.10.6-8 = Numen. fr. 6, where Numenius claims to reveal the long sought
after name (Ao Enrovpevov) of the incorporeal (namely substance and being).

* CE Edwards 19913 Opsomer 2005: Burnyeat 2006: 149-52.

Eus. Praep. evang. 9.7.1 = Numen, fr. 1a: Eis 58 ToUto Serjoel elwovra kal onunvapevoy Tais
pepTuplcds Tals TTAGTwves dvaywpfioasfa kal guvBficaafion Tols Adyols Tous Mulayopou,
Emikodioaofion 88 Ta EBvn Ta slBokipolvTa, TPOC(EPOUEVOV CUT®Y TS TEAETAS Kal Ta Soy-
pocte Tés T 1Bpuoeis ouvTehoupivas MAdTwv Suohoyoupivws, dTooas Bpayudves kal Toubaiot
kol Mdayor kal AlyumTion Bigevro.
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In what is not an exhaustive list, he refers to the Brahmans, Jews, Magi
and Egyptians. By the time of Numenius, all of them had acquired a
reputation for antiquity and wisdom, and, except for the Brahmans, they
have already figured in the above discussion of Plutarch and Varro. ‘Ini-
tiations, dogmas and foundations’ (T&s TeAeTas kai T& SdypaTa TES TE
i5puotels) seem to indicate the entire field of religion by referring to mys-
tery cults, religious beliefs and ritual acts related to sacred precincts. There
is. however, one important proviso: religious institutions are not all fully
cruthful, but only ‘inasmuch as they agree with Plato’. Numenius here
spells out what was often only implied by Plutarch and Varro: the truth of
religion is always measured by the philosophy of the interpreter. The frag-
ment also implicitly acknowledges that religion can be contaminated by
incorrect, superstitious accretions that deviate from the pure truth. Plaro,
and through him Pythagoras, is the yardstick by which to measure its truth.
Thus, the fragment does not make Plato derive his knowledge from the
foreign traditions™ but rather establishes religion and philosophy as two
parallel sources of truth, with the latter in its Platonist form being the
measure of truthfulness in the former. As such, Numenius can draw on
religion in support of his own metaphysical ideas.

Religious and other traditions occur often in On the Good and in other
works. Apart from the Brahmans, all of the four peoples mentioned appear
again in Numenius’ writings. Since many of his fragments stem from
Church Fathers, the prominence of the Jews is hardly surprising. Numenius
praises the Jews for defining god as incorporeal, seems to have linked Moses
and Plato,*® and he may have called the Jewish God the ‘father of the gods’
who is unwilling to let any other god share in his cult.”” Numenius therefore
believed that the Jews worshipped the god he calls, in line with Plato, the
‘first god’, and whom he regarded as incorporeal and the genealogical
principle (the pappos) of the two other gods (his son and grandson).*®
Jewish worship of the highest god deserves praise, as Plato himself had
been aware of the fact that ordinary people are usually unable to grasp
the first god.” Numenius’ positive attitude towards the Jews and Moses

* Disrrie 1972: 169-70 and Boys-Stones 2001: 16 seem to think that is the case,

" Numenius is thought to have written that Plato was Moses speaking Actic (Eus. Pracp. evang.
110.02-14 = Numen, fr. 8), but [ agree with Edwards 1990a that there is no proof that Numenius
really said this. Eusebius just presents it as a proverbial saying (logion). Burnyeat 2006: 139—45
criticises Edwards and argues for the traditional view. On the entire tradition of ‘Atricising” Moses,

_ seevan Kooten 2006.

© Origen, €. Cels. 115 = Numen. fr. ib; Origen, C. Cebs. 4.51 = Numen. fr. 1¢; Eus. Pracp., evang.

9.8.1-2 = Numen. fr. 9; Lydus, Mens. 4.53 = Numen, fr. 56,

Procl. In 77 1.303.27-304.7 = Numen. fr. 21, ¥ Lus, Praep. evang. 11.18,22~3 = Numen. fr. 17.
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has often drawn the attention of modern scholars, who have speculated
about the extent to which his philosophy was influenced by the Bible. But
apart from the references to Moses and the Jews as having grasped the
fundamental truth, and a reference to Genesis 1.2, there is no evidence
that he was influenced by the Bible or Jewish thought.’" On the contrary,
fragment 1b makes quite clear how Numenius referred to the Jews: ‘In
the first book of On the Good, Numenius, enumerating all the people
who considered god to be incorporeal, classified among them the Jews.’
This confirms the impression left by fragment ra: the Jews are just one
people among many adduced as witnesses of the truth — and again: only
to the extent that they conform to Plato. Numenius may have particularly
liked the Jews for worshipping the highest god, but to conclude from
thar a dependency on Judaeo-Christian thought is mistaken. The apparent
frequency of his references to the Jews is better explained by the fact that
these fragments were selected by Christian authors. Even the odd reference
to Genesis should not be taken as proof that Numenius was particularly,
and for doctrinal reasons, interested in the Jews. He could adduce the Bible
just as easily as he could refer to Mithraism.

The other people mentioned in fragment 1a reappear more sparingly.
The Magi figure in Numenius’ reference to the Mithras cult. In his 7he
Cave of the Nymphs, Porphyry drew on the interpretation of the Mithraic
mysteries by Numenius and his companion Cronius.”* Numenius’ interest
in Mithraism is confirmed by Proclus.”> Numenius was also acquainted
with the Chaldaean oracles, which purported to contain the wisdom of the
Magi.** Egypt figures in his works as well,” and Numenius seems to have
interpreted Sarapis as partaking in the essence of all animals and plants.®®
He may also have referred to Osiris and Typhon.”

% Porph. De amtr. nymph. 10 p. 63 1. 724 (Nauck) = Numen. fr. 30. Cf. Van den Berg 200s.

7 It used 1o be thought thar Numen. fr. 13 contains a reference 1o the Sepruagine: Dodds 1965:
955 Saffrey 1975; Whittaker 1968 and 1978. This is highly improbable: Tarrant 1979; Edwards 1989.
Burnyeat 2006: 145-9 argues in favour of the older view. Athanassiadi 2006: 79-80, 91 sees Numenius
as passionately interested in the various traditions and as a ‘Judeo-Christian sympathiser’.

Parph. De anmr. nymph. 20-4 pp. 70.25-72.19 = Numen, fr. 31, Porph. De antr. nymph. 34
pp. 79.19-80.2 = Numen. 1. 33. CL Turcan 1975 and 1993: 101.

Procl, fn R, 2.128.26-130.14, 2.131.8-14 = Numen, fr. 35 L. 15, interpreted by Beck 2004 and 2006:
129—30 as a reference to Mithraic ritual,

Athanassiadi 1999 and 2006. There is also a reference to Zoroaster in the doubtful fragment 60 =
Porph. De antr. nymph. 5-6 pp. 59.1-2, 60.1-14. Its authenricity is defended by des Places 1976: 184
n. 1 and Turcan 1975. After referring to Numenius, Macrob. Sat. 1.17.65 mentions the Assyrians. It
is not excluded that this reference also goes back to Numenius: Syska 1993: 193 n. 59.

In addition to fragment 31, see also Porph. De aner. nymph. 10 p. 63.7-24 = Numen. {r. 30.
Origen, C. Cels. 5.38 = Numen. fr. 53.

Procl. fn 7. 1.76.30~77.23 = Numen, fr. 37 ll. 17-18.
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Knowledge of philosophical truths does not seem to have been limited
1o the four traditions mentioned in fragment ra. Numenius also draws on
Roman’ and Greek religious customs,” as well as on Greek literary*® and
philosophical traditions.* Ranging from the myth of Adantis to the cult
of Mithras, Numenius’ interests seem to encompass everything that was
ancient or religious in his age.#* Ancient knowledge is, it seems, ubiquitous
if one looks carefully enough. A good example of Numenius’ way of
procccding is fragment 31, where he discusses the two cosmic gates that
allow the descent and ascent of the souls before birth and after death:
“Those two gates are also mentioned by Parmenides in his Physics, and
by the Romans and the Egyptians.” A discussion of the Roman Saturnalia
follows, in which Numenius makes clear thata lawgiver has created this feast
as a symbolic enactment of the ascent of the soul: the temporary liberation
of the Roman slaves, typical for this festival, symbolises the liberation of
the soul by its ascent. Brief references to the Egyptian calendar conclude
the fragment. Numenius thus piles tradition on tradition as additional
arguments for his own philosophical position.

Fragment 31 also contains a rare clue as to how Numenius may have
accounted for the presence of truth in all the different traditions. The
extant fragments never explicitly advance the idea of primitive wisdom,
but the call on ‘peoples of renown’ leaves very little doubt about it. It seems
obvious to assume that some of the religious institutions may have been
directly created by ancient leaders who were aware of the true structure
of the cosmos. The reference to the lawgiver who founded the Saturnalia,
on the other hand, implies that Numenius did not exclude the creative
activity of later leaders of a community either. The presupposition must
be that they were philosophically informed and could thus create religious
institutions in accordance with their metaphysical insights. In that way,
Numenius ascribes a role to lawgivers similar to the one we noticed in
Varro and Plutarch.

One last issue remains to be considered. Both Plutarch and Varro thought
that primitive wisdom was best preserved in mystery cults, as their secrecy

Porph. De ansr. mymph. 20—4 pp. 70.25-72.19 = Numen. fr. 31 1. 28.

: Macrob, Sat. 1.17.65 = Numen. fr. 54 (Apollo); Lydus,
a); Lydus, Mens. 4.86 = Numen. fr. 58 (Hephaistos);

' Aseries of interprerations of gods is preser
Mens. 4.80 = Numen. fr. 57 (Hermes, M

Lydus, Mens. 4.80 = Numen. fr. 58 (Nemesis). Numen. fr. 55 = Macrob. /2 sommn. 1.2.19 discusses
the mystery cult of Eleusis.
" Numen. fr. 304 (Homer); Numen. fr. 36 (Hesiod, Orpheus, Pherecydes): cf. Edwards 1990b; Procl,
fn T4, 1.76.30-77.23 = Numen. fr. 37 (the story about Atlantis).
Porph, De antr. nymph. 20-4 pp. 70.25-72.19 = Numen. fe. 31 | 27 (Parmenides); Procl. fn K.
~ 2128.26-130.14 = Numen. fr. 35 L.27 (Pythagoras); Numen. fr. 36 (Placo, Pherecydes).
Not ta forget his possible links with Gnostic traditions: Edwards 1996.
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seemed to guarantee the best conditions of transmission. We have seen
that in Numenius' reconstruction of the history of philosophy, secrecy
played a central role. Pythagoras, Socrates and Plato all concealed the
truth for diverse reasons. Yet, as regards religion, we do not encounter a
similar emphasis on mystery cults. There are some references to the cult
of Serapis, designated as a mystery cult,” and also to the myth of Isis.*
The Chaldaean oracles may have presented themselves as a mystical text.
Is Numenius at odds on this point with the other authors discussed in the
previous chapters? I do not think so. There is some evidence that he was
particularly interested in mystery cults. Indeed, from Porphyry’s The Cave
of the Nymphs, which drew heavily on Numenius, we can conclude that
Numenius offered an interpretation of the Mithraic mysteries, or at least
used them in order to buffer his interpretation of Homer.

Even more important is fragment s5, in which the early fifth-century
author Macrobius attributes a real interest in mystery cults to Numenius:
‘Dreams disclosed to Numenius, who among philosophers was the most
interested in mysteries (curiosiori occultorum), the wrath of the divinity,
because he had made public the ceremonies of Eleusis by interpreting
them."® As Macrobius goes on to tell, in a dream the goddesses of Eleusis
appeared as whores, accusing Numenius of having prostituted them to
cach and every one. This suggests that Numenius may have allegorised
the mystery cult of Eleusis. As we have seen for Plutarch, an allegory of
a mystery cult may imply a partial disclosure of its mystical truths. From
Macrobius’ statement, Numenius’ interest in mystery cults appears greater
than any other fragment would allow us to conclude. However, one can
point to fragment 1a, which mentions mystery cults (zeletai) as the first
in its list of truthful religious customs.*® There is no need to press this
speculation further. Even though mystery cults are underrepresented in
the existing fragments, there are clear indications that Numenius thought
highly of them and he may have attributed a role to them not unlike the
one they occupy in Plutarch’s and Varro’s thought.

An interest in mystery cults on Numenius' part squares well with his
emphasis on secrecy and concealment in the other path to truth, philo-
sophy. In stressing the tendency of the great philosophical masters not to

4 Origen, C. Cels. 538 = Numen. fr. 53. It is unclear what is Numenian in the text and whar is
Origen’s interpretation,
4 Procl. fn T7. 1.76.30~77.23 = Numen. fr. 37 ll. 17-18.
4 Macrob. fn soman. 1.2.19 = Numen. fr. 55. See Macrob. Sat. 1.6.15 (who quotes Verrius Flaceus) for
similar dire consequences of revealing mysteries.
* Additional evidence for Numenius' interest in mysteries could be found in Origen, C. Cels. 4.51 =
Numen. It 1¢, if one emends "Emomi to Ewomrn: see Edwards zo02: 52 n. 37,
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express the full cruch in writing, which in turn led to later misinterpre-
rations, Numenius extends the ambivalence thar characterises religion in
the discourse on ancient wisdom to philosophy itself. Just as superstition
affects religion, philosophy contains numerous deviations from the original
insights of Plato. One needs philosophical insight not just to sift through
these but also to understand the symbolic and concealed way in which
Pythagoras, Socrates and Plato expressed their views. The implication is
that Numenius' own philosophy is the only guide to a correct under-
standing of Pythagoreanism and Plato’s dialogues, as well as of religion.
Although he shares fundamental ideas with the authors discussed in earlier
chapters, Numenius clearly shapes the discourse on ancient wisdom so as
to give himself an unrivalled standing among all philosophers of his age,
as the authoritative interpreter of both Plato and religion, the latter being
enlisted as an additional source of philosophical knowledge and authority.




CHAPTER 4

Dio Chrysostom, Apuleius and the rhetoric of

ancient wisdom

The preceding chapters have explored how the discourse of ancient wisdom
underpinned a hermeneutics of religion in the Late Republican and Early
Imperial periods. Authors as diverse and chronologically distant as Varro,
Plutarch and Numenius exploit its potential to provide another source of
authority for their philosophy. The notion possibly being of Stoic origin,
most of our earliest sources (Posidonius, Chaeremon and Cornutus) for
it are indeed Stoic, with the notable exception of Varro. By the end of
the first century and definitely in the second, however, the balance has
shifted and almost exclusively Platonists seem to draw on the concept,
with Plutarch, Numenius and, as we shall see in Chapter 11, Celsus as
best examples. Ancient wisdom appears in ever-changing guises, although
certain characteristics return, such as the wilful creation of religion by
‘ancients’ and the consequent ambivalent nature of religion as an image of
truth, the role of wise lawgivers in adjusting it in line with truth, and the
focus on secrecy and mystery cults.

This chapter argues that the discourse exerted an attraction beyond
the sphere of school philosophy. To a certain extent, this is already clear
from some of the authors discussed. For example, in contrast to his tech-
nical treatises, Plutarch’s religious works aimed at a wider audience than
specialised philosophers. The idea is also regularly drawn upon by the
late second-century ‘popular’ philosopher Maximus of Tyre, in his orations
probably addressed to the educated youth of Rome." Traces of the discourse
on ancient wisdom can be detected in other texts as well,* but the present
chapter limits itself to two outstanding examples of the literary produc-
tion of the Second Sophistic: the Borystheniticus by Dio Chrysostom and
Apuleius’ Metamorphoses. It will show that we acquire new insights into
the arguments and themes of these works when reading them as engaging

b Max. Tyr Or. 4.5, 26.2.
* E.g. Strabo 467; Arist. [ De munda) 6.397b; Apollonius of Tyana, On Sacrifice, in Porph. Abst. 2.35.2:
Aristid. Or, 1.341, 45.17; Tert. Adversus Marcionem 1,13,
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with the discourse of ancient wisdom. Both authors have a philosophical
background, with Dio leaning towards Stoicism and Apuleius favouring
Plato, and they illustrate well how thin and permeable the divide between
sophists and philosophers was in this period.? Yet their treatment of ancient
wisdom is literary and ironical rather than philosophical: Dio uses it to
shed doubts on the superiority of Greek culture, whereas the Metamor-
phoses can be read as exploring the dark recesses of superstition. As such,
both works reveal the attraction of the discourse on ancient wisdom in the
Post-Hellenistic period, as well as its rhetorical potential.

DIO’S BORYSTHENITICUS

Dio Chrysostom presents us with a fascinating mixture of philosophy and
rhetoric. As a central figure of the literary stage at the end of the first
century and the beginning of the second century ap, he combines Stoic
doctrinal allegiance with sympathy for the Cynic way of life. In the Dis-
course Held in Borysthenes (Borystheniticus), we therefore encounter not
so much a theoretical acceptance of ancient wisdom as a crafty exploita-
tion of its literary potential.* In that speech Dio narrates a visit he made
to Olbia (previously known as Borysthenes), on the shores of the Black
Sea. The speech can be divided into four parts.” The first sets the scene
(1-16): outside Olbia, depicted as a city in decline and under constant
attack by the barbarian Scythians, Dio meets his friend Callistratus. In
typically sophistic manner, Dio questions Homer’s standing as superior
over all poets. To discuss the issues raised, Dio and Callistratus go to the
temple of Zeus inside the city. Then the topic seems to change suddenly.
To a gathering audience, Dio now proposes to set out the concepr of the
city-state (polis) (18-23). An elderly member of the audience interrupts him
and asks him to discuss the heavenly city: they rarely have cultivated visi-
tors and he himself admires Plato. Dio accedes to the demand and explains
the Stoic idea of a heavenly polis, stressing that Zeus is its father and king
{24-38). The final part relates a myth about Zeus, rold by the Magi in their
mystery cult, who had it from Zoroaster. In what is basically an exposi-
tion of Stoic cosmology, the cosmos is compared to a chariot drawn by
four horses, Zeus who is fire, Hera air, Poseidon water and Hestia earth.
Pheir normal orderly behaviour is occasionally disturbed, leading to natural

: _J'f‘l' various approaches on this issue, see Swain 1996; Goldhill 2001; Whitmarsh 20015 Trapp 2007,

\' F'he date of the oration cannot be established with certainty: see Desideri 1978: 318

" T ollow Russell 1992: 20-1. On the speech, see also Desideri 1978: 318-27: Gangloff 2006: 299-30s,
$52=64; Tl'npp 2007 18590,
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disasters such as cataclysmic floods. But after a very long span of time, the
fire of the horse of Zeus consumes all, after which a new cosmos is born
(39—50). This is an obvious allusion to the Stoic doctrine of ekpyrasis, the
periodical conflagration of the universe and its subsequent rebirth. This
last section, arguing that Greek poets have little insight into the cosmos,
picks up the issue of the authority of poetry that was broached at the start.

It is the last part with its myth that interests us here. One might be
tempted to explain the entire story as an intertextual and sophistic game,
for example by taking the reference to the Magi as Platonic influence
from the Alcibiades or the Pseudo-Platonic Axiochus.® Indeed, the myth is
evidently a calque on the one told in Plato’s Phaedrus.” But there is more to
the myth than a game of literary allusion, as the Platonic reference does not
explain the role played by the Magi and their mystery cults. I do not wish
to suggest that Dio is revealing unknown facts about Mithraic mysteries,
an idea defended by F. Cumont and not entirely dead yet.® Rather, Dio
is exploiting a central idea of the discourse on primitive wisdom, namely
that mystery cults are ideal places to look for philosophical knowledge.

Indeed, in the run-up to the myth, Dio explicitly claims to be revealing
a hieros logos:

Another admirable myth is sung in the secret rites by wise men (magi), who praise
this god as the supreme and original driver of the most perfect team. For the
team of Helios, they say, is younger compared with that one, though visible to
all because its course is run in full view. Therefore, they say, the team of Helios
has enjoyed a reputation with all mankind, beginning, in effect, with the poets,
who every time they describe risings and settings all expound in the same way the
yoking of the horses and Helios himself mounting his chariot. But the mighty and
supreme team of Zeus has never been praised as it deserves by any of the poets
of our land, either by Homer or Hesiod; and yet Zoroaster and the Magi, who
learned it from him, sing of it.”

Dio pretends to be revealing truchful, but normally inaccessible, knowl-
edge. It is inaccessible because it is hidden in a mystery cult, bur also
because Homer and Hesiod, the educators of the Greeks and the main
sources for traditional Stoic allegory, ignore the precise role and activity
of the chariot led by Zeus. But it can be found in the mysteries of the
Magi, designated as aporréta. A chapter later, the Magi are described as
especially apt for the truth. They are ‘the best endowed by nature for the
truth and capable of understanding god — persons whom the Persians call

6 Pl Ale, 1.1216-1224, [Ax] 3712-372b,  Trapp 1990 148—s5; Nesselrath 2003; Billaulr 2005.
¥ Cumont 1938; Waegeman 1994: 309-11. ¢ Dio Chrys. Or. 36.39—40.
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“Magi s who understand how to serve the divine power, not sorcerers, as
the Greeks ignorantly use the word’.' In linking mystery cults and truth,
Dio exploits the psychological appeal of a claim to reveal the truth: what
i hidden seems to be more truthful than what is open for all to see. It is a
trope common in the literature of this period: revealing a mystery cult or
having been initiated into one implies knowing the truth. I have already
noted this in respect to Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris, but further exam-
ples can be adduced. Lucian’s treatise On the Syrian Goddess, for example,
repeatedly pretends to be revealing a hieros logos, underscoring in that way
the truthfulness of what he is telling." Again, at the beginning of his alle-
gorical interpretation of Homer, Heraclitus (first century ap?) says that
he has been initiated and thus knows the truch. Towards the end he uses
mystical vocabulary to describe Homer’s wisdom, and some of his quite
odd references to initiation early in the work can only be understood if
mystery cults are a cipher for truch.”

Dio’s Borystheniticus thus exploits the status that mystery cules had
acquired in the discourse on ancient wisdom by framing the myth of
the Magi as a piece of ancient lore preserved in the hieros logos of the
Zoroastrian mysteries. The identification of mystery cults as a locus of
philosophical truth also underlies the chapters leading up to the myth of
the chariot (33—s5). There Dio contrasts the limited knowledge of Greek
poets with the full truth as preserved by the Magi. He admits that the
poets are not ‘entirely failing to understand the holy words (hieroi logos)’:
some snippets of truths about the cosmos can be found in their poems.
But the use of the term hieroi logoi then introduces a lengthy comparison
of the poets to people standing outside the doors during mystery cere-
monies. This image serves to explain that the poets did not have a com-
plete grasp of the truth: “They have not been properly initiated according
to the custom and law of the initiates, nor do they know anything clear, as
is said, about the truth concerning the universe.” Poets are thus excluded
from a full grasp of the truth. Nevertheless, ‘it is likely enough that people
moving around near some initiatory ceremony, by the entrance, should
to this extent be aware of something inside, when a mystic cry has been
uttered, or a fire is seen above the building’. Dio thus admits that Homer
and Hesiod may have had flashes of divine inspiration, but these were

" Dio Chrys. Or. 36.41.

" Lucian, Sy D, 2, 4, 1,15, 26: of, Lightfoor 2003: 179. One notes that Alexander of Abonuteichus
also pretends to reveal the true nature of the divine in his mystery cult (Lucian, Alex. 43).
Heraclitus 3.3, 6.4, 53.1, 64.3, 76.1. | do nor think it is very helpful to explain Heraclitus' references
to mystery cults with Neoplatonic parallels, as do Russell and Konstan 200s: xii, xxiv.
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clearly not sufficient to elevate them to the level of full truth. Later poets
are represented in an even less flattering way, when Dio compares them
to the uninitiated addressing the uninitiated, even when they pretend to
introduce people to the truths about the gods. Dio’s overtly negative tone
should not deceive us though: in thinking that Homer and Hesiod have a
partial grasp of the truth, he sees their relation to ancient wisdom in a way
similar to that we noticed for Cornutus. The negative assessment of the
Greek tradition is rather caused by the contrast with the depiction of the
Magi as fully knowledgeable about the truth.

The end of Dio’s Borystheniticus thus alludes to the discourse of primitive
wisdom: a barbarian mystery cult, going back to the most ancient tradi-
tions, has preserved the truth about the cosmos, albeit in a symbolic form.
In fact, this is the only time in Dio’s corpus that all the major elements
of the discourse on primitive wisdom are put on stage to such an explicit
degree. Elsewhere, there are some references to the usefulness of myths
and to the truth about the cosmos known by ancients such as Orpheus
and Linus.” Once, the knowledge of the truth is ascribed to a priest at
Onuphis." Taking these and other passages together,” it is clear that Dio
was familiar with the discourse on ancient wisdom as an account of how
knowledge was handed down through religion.

Yet, as was most fully shown by D. Russell in his commentary, irony is
palpable in this passage from the Borystheniticus.® First of all, Dio quite
clearly made up the entire setting: he borrows the mode of the hieros logos
to pass on what is standard Stoic doctrine, and the myth itself is calqued
on the one told by Plato in the Phaedrus. But there is more. Leading up
to the myth, Dio strongly inflates the expectations of his readers by his
depiction of it as a hieros logos: they are expecting to hear unknown truths.
At the end of the myth and the speech, however, the suspense is totally
deflated: ‘And if the form of the myth has turned out to be utterly lofty and
as if vanishing from sight, as experts in bird lore say that the bird that goes
too high and hides itself in the clouds invalidates the augury, it is not me
who is to blame, but rather the demand of the people from Borysthenes, as
they bade me to speak that day.”"” The comparison with augural practice
suggests that the myth may have said nothing art all: maybe it was all
too highbrow and ethereal. This procedure, of introducing a myth with a

% Dio Chrys. O, 5.3, 1.57. 4 Dio Chrys., Or. 11.37—43. Dio refers to Hdr. z.1m1-20,

5 Some traces of the idea can be found in the Olympic Oration (12): 10-12, 28, 40, 47.

Russell 1992 passim.

7 Dio Chrys. Or. 36.61. Note the Platonic colouring of this demand to speak in comparison with the
Phaedrus.
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serong pretension of truth from which the author distances himself at the
end, is not unknown in the literature of this period.™ Another sign of irony
is the negative judgement on Homer and Hesiod, who did not manage to
move beyond the level of what is visible to all. Since they are traditionally
considered to be the great educators of the Greek people, the Greeks must
therefore be equally ignorant, whereas the truth is to be sought among the
barbarians. This is a remarkable stance for somebody who is representing
Greek culture in an outpost of Hellenism, where the inhabitants hardly
lnow any Greek any more and beg him to discuss Plato and Greek poetry."
Dio’s message seems to go straight against the expectations of his Olbian
audience who so highly regard Greek culture, and as such it questions
assumptions about Greek superiority that the Greek readers outside Olbia,
at whom this speech is obviously aimed, may have had. The suggestion
seems to be that barbarians are wiser than Greeks. But even this seemingly
negative attitude towards Greek culture is not the last word. At the end of
the speech one realises that the myth, presented as barbarian wisdom lost
to the Greeks, is actually Stoicism in a Platonic dress: it dresses up the Stoic
doctrine of ekpyrasis in the myth of the Phaedrus. Barbarian wisdom is,
then, in reality Greek. The speech thus questions categories of Greekness
in ways typical for the debates of the Second Sophistic.*”

A modern reader might be tempted to understand the ambiguous sta-
tus of the myth in the Borystheniticus as a subliminal recognition of the
weakness of the entire discourse about primitive wisdom. This may be the
case. None of the authors surveyed has made an effort really to understand
the traditions he adduces in support of his own philosophical position:
even though philosophers pretend that they detect ancient truth in foreign
religion, they actually read the propositions of their own schools into it.
On such an interpretation, Dio is laying bare the hidden structure of the
discourse, which rehabilitates foreign cultures as a source of authority for
Greek philosophy, not dissimilar to the way in which some of the produc-
tion of the Second Sophistic questions categories of Greekness and lays bare
its constructed nature.”' There exists, however, a different reading, which
must not be in contradiction with the previous one. The very fact that Dio
.chnac the trope of primitive wisdom to get his message across, even with
Its tronical tone, illustrates the appeal the discourse had. No reader could
mistake the fact that Dio was making the myth up, but everyone would

5 .

An obvious example is the myth told near the end of Plut. De fae, 26-30, which pretends to reveal
i rl';.\‘“_'\' v lore, Bucar the end it is represented as just a myth with liecle truth,

',f“,('hr-‘""' Or.36.9. % On this, see most recently Goldhill 2001 and Whitmarsh 2o01.

W ]Ht!ﬂ;u'\h 2001,
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understand that the orator wanted to stress the truthful character of whart
he was saying by drawing on the discourse about ancient wisdom. Dio
is thus exploiting its rhetorical potential, the power of which we already
noted in Plutarch’s On Isis and Osiris. The question whether he adhered
to the substance of the discourse or not, is therefore secondary to the fact
that he perceived the rhetorical potential of the format.

APULEIUS METAMORPHOSES

Another case where literary sophistry sheds doubt on philosophical sin-
cerity is that of Apuleius (c. AD 125-80). Questions about the historical
setting of the Apology, Apuleius’ courtroom defence against accusations of
magic, have receded in favour of an emphasis on its literary nature as a
subtle piece of self-presentation.** In the last decades, scholarship has also
tended to move away from readings that understand the Metamorphoses as
a serious account of religion and an attempt to reconcile the cult of Isis
with Platonism;® instead the irony in the Metamorphoses is emphasised
and the novel read as a satire ‘on religious mania and youthful gullibility’.**
Such interpretations create an interesting contrast within Apuleius’ ceuvre:
he was not just the author of the Apology and the Metamorphoses, literary
fireworks that lay bare his dashing sophistic talent, but also of writings
with a primarily philosophical content, such as On Plato and On Socrates’
Demon. These philosophical works indicate a wider interest beyond nar-
rative, entertainment and irony. If we take the Metamorphoses and the
Apology to be only literary works of sophistry, Apuleius appears to be a true
sophist who changed his garb according to the audience he targeted. His
philosophical output then either stands alongside this literary ceuvre or has
to be interpreted as another mode of sophistic display.” Yet entertainment
and education do not mutually exclude each other, as many of the Second
Sophistic authors discussed in this and the previous chapters illustrate.
Whilst fully accepting the literary nature of the Apology and the Metamor-
phoses, | wish to suggest here that we can see these works engage with the
philosophical ideas about ancient wisdom that we have explored so far and

e
1

Harrison 2000; Hammerstaedt 2002, with furcher references, Its historicity is discussed by Riemer
2006,

For various views in that direction, see, e.g., Merkelbach 1962; Wlosok 1969; Griffiths 1975; Walsh
1981; Fick-Michel 1991, For a recent restatement of such a view, see Kenney 2003 Frangoulidis
2008, with the review by Kirchenko 2009, Shumate 1996: 11—12 and Harrison 2000: 2367 offer
overviews of the different positions taken.

Harrison 2000: 248. In this sense, see also Van Mal-Maeder 1997, The decisive impetus for such
readings was provided by Winkler 1985.

Harrison 2000 interprets them on those lines.
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understand them as exploiting the ambivalent nature of religion. Although
sone of Apuleius’ works explicitly subscribes to the idea that religion was
created by the ancients, numerous parallels suggest that Apuleius was aware
of the discourse. In particular, the Apology exploits the idea that religion
and |.1hii05{)phy converge in the same truths, whereas the Metamorphoses
can be read as describing religion as heavily tainted by superstitious and
untruthful accretions and s, as such, a satire on unphilosophical inter-
pretations of religion. The following discussion will thus interpret both
works in the light of the ideas discussed earlier in this book. As such, this
section focuses on one particular aspect and cannot pretend to exhaust
the meaning of these works.*® As has often been noted, the Meramorphoses
especially is so rich a narrative that it resists all definitive interpretations.
But my discussion hopes to show that, at least in this particular respect,
Apuleius engages creatively and wittily with the ideas of his own time.

The Apology is Apuleius’ defence against an accusation of magic, brought
against him as part of a quarrel about an inheritance. His line of defence is
that he has a deep interest in religion because he is a philosopher. Precisely
because religion and philosophy converge on the same truth, the sophist can
defend his seemingly awkward interest in religion as driven by philosophical
preoccupations: the philosopher is the pathfinder of truth and he looks for
all traces of truth, not just in philosophy. Philosophy and religion are thus
similar undertakings for Apuleius. Indeed, at one point he exclaims that
a philosopher ‘knows himself to be the haruspex of all animals, the priest
of all the gods’ (philosopho . . . qui se sciat omnium animalium haruspicem,
omnium deum sacerdotem, 41). He himself has a wide interest in religion
because he wants to learn the truth: ‘Buc I, as 1 have said, have learned
numerous sacred things, many rites and various ceremonies, because of
my service to the gods and my will to know the truth’ (ar ego, ut dixi,
multiiuga sacra et plurimos ritus et varias cerimonias studio veri et officio erga
deos didici, 55). This does not mean thar all elements of religion are to be
simply accepted: with reference to Plato’s Laws, Apuleius dismisses the use
of cult statues other than those in wood.”” Religion must thus be checked
by philosophy.**

Ul mighe be worth reviewing some of the Platonic themes highlighted in the scholarship cited in

__ Dore 23 of this chaprer.

 Apul. Apol. 65; DL Leg. 955e.
! would therefore be more cautious than those scholars whe atribute to Apuleius a restless interest
iz the supernatural and divine: of. Graf 1997: 2103 Habermehl 2002: 300, 312-13. This is in line
with older mterpretations of Apuleius as an extremely pious man, as is suppused-l\' exemplified in
l||c_ Metamorphoses: e.g. Nock 19330 138, Bue i is clear that in the Apology r':;liginln is checked by
philosophy, as it was in the works of Numenius. L '
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This assessment of religion as a source of knowledge that must be tested
against philosophy is identical to that we noticed for the discourse on
ancient wisdom. There are further parallels that suggest Apuleius’ acquain-
tance with the idea. In chapter 27 Apuleius puts himself in the tradition
of wise men of old.* There he says that philosophers are usually divided
into two classes: the atheists such as Anaxagoras, the atomists and Epi-
curus, on the one hand, and those that are deemed Magi because they
have too great an interest in the divine and are therefore superstitious, on
the other hand.3* The latter category is made up of people such as Epi-
menides, Orpheus, Pythagoras, Ostanes, Empedocles, Socrates and Plato.
Apuleius congratulates himself on being in such good company. This iron-
ical argument — few people would take these illustrious philosophers to be
superstitious — allows Apuleius to associate his Platonist philosophy with
wise men of old and with religion. In his Florida 15 similar links are made.
There Pythagoras is said to have been initiated in the Egyptian myster-
ies, and the Chaldaeans, Brahmans and Zoroaster are all associated with
the sage from Samos. The same piece makes Pherecydes, Anaximander
and Epimenides teachers of Pythagoras. Of Plato himself it is said that
he ‘strongly Pythagorised” (pythagorissat in plurimis)*' Here Plato is more
explicitly connected with both legendary wise men and the wisdom of
foreign cultures.

Another striking parallel with ancient wisdom is Apuleius” description
of his Platonism in terms of a mystery cult. At the beginning of the speech,
for example, he opposes the informed initiates to the ignorant profane
(mitto enim dicere alta illa et divina platonica, rarissimo cuique piorum
ignara, ceterum omnibus profanis incognita, 12). Repeatedly, he refrains from
stating something because of the commandment of mystical silence.”* An
important instance is to be found towards the end of the speech, when he
refuses to reveal the name of his highest god (quid sit deus meus, taceo, 64):
the truth is to remain a secret reserved for the initiates. We noticed such a
play with concealment in Plutarch, and it can also be found, for example, in
another sophistical philosopher, Maximus of Tyre.* By applying mystical
silence in an equal degree to religion and philosophy — Apuleius will not
reveal the nature of the objects that he has received after his initiations

¥ See also Apul. De deo Soc. 22.

3 For the same opposition between atheism as too little religion and superstition as too much, see
Apul. De deo Soc. 3.

I De dog. Plat. 186, Apuleius writes that Plato had studied the ‘rites of the prophets” (riss
prophetarum).

3 Apul. Apol. 12, 13, 55, 56, 64, 80, B Max. Tyr O, 4.5, 26,1
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nor the name of the divine king** — he suggests that initiation in a cultic
mystery and initiation in philosophy are almost identical and that both
converge on the same truth. As many adherents of ancient wisdom do,
Apuleius exploits mystical silence to boost his own prestige: the highest
cruth is concealed and cannot be revealed in a courtroom.

A few decades ago it would have been comparatively easy to make a
case for Apuleius’ engagement with ideas about ancient wisdom in the
Metamorphoses: especially the last book, where Lucius is saved by Isis,
regains his human appearance and is initiated in her mystery cult, could
be taken to suggest that there is profound knowledge hidden in mystery
cults. Indeed, an Isiac substructure, coupled with Platonic references to
the ascent of the soul, has been detected in the entire novel.” On such a
reading, the wisdom revealed in Book 11 shows the preceding ten books and
their playfulness in a new light.’® Winkler’s compelling aporetic reading
of the last book, where Lucius can be interpreted by the reader as both
honestly redeemed by Isis and a dupe of crooked sectarians,’” has shown
such readings to be too straightforward. Whereas some would like not to
see more than an ironical undertone in the novel and salvage some true
religious meaning,®® S. J. Harrison has pushed this interpretation to its
logical conclusion and forcefully argued that the entire work is meant as
a satire:” Lucius, the anti-hero of the novel, ends as a third-rate priest of
the Isis cult in Rome, worried by numerous inspired dreams while lots of
money is being extorted from him.

It is impossible to take up the entire debate here nor can I discuss the
Metamorphoses in the depth they deserve. My aim is more limited: I wish to
argue that, even when read as a satire on religious mania, the Metamorphoses
can be shown to interact with the discourse on ancient wisdom. I wish in
particular to highlight one element that has not received due attention but
is particularly important in relation to my theme: the ironical distortion
of mystery cults in the novel.*

The theme is introduced during the first major turning point of the
novel: Lucius’ transformation into an ass. This happens after he has pressed
the maid Photis to disclose what was going on in the house of the witch
W:herc he was staying. They break into her room and Photis tries an
omement on him, which has the disastrous effect of making Lucius lose his
human form. The entire scene is implicitly likened to a mystery cult. Photis

+ I: ~

o -\Il’_ll]_- Apol. 55, 64. - See the works referred to in note 23.

5 (_'!' Sindy 1978; Krabbe 1989: 105-11; Finkelpearl 1998: 184-217. 7 Winkler 1985: 215—23.
Shumare 1996; Habermeh! 2002 309—10. ¥ Harrison 2000: 210—59; see also Murgatroyd 2004.

See the remarks by Krabbe 1989: 85-6.
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asks Lucius to close the door so that no word escapes to the profane (Patere,
inquit, oro, prius foves cubiculi diligenter obcludam, ne sermonis elapsi profana
petulantia committam grande flagitium, 3.15.1). The commandment to close
the doors to the profane is common in mystery cults and is encountered
also, for example, in the Orphic poems which were styled as mystery
cults.”” Photis says she will reveal the arcane secrets of her mistress (arcana
dominae meae revelare secreta, 3.15.3). Both words, arcana and secreta, are
used to designate mystery cults. But Photis insists that Lucius, ‘initiated in
more than one cult’, should respect the commandment of mystical silence
(sacris pluribus initiatus profecto nosti sanctam silentii fidem, 3.15.4). Then
Photis reveals the secret that only she knows: her mistress is a witch, who
knows how to make the infernal gods obey, to disturb the course of the
stars, to force divine powers and to enslave the elements (zam scies erae meae
secreta, c}uir’aw obaudiunt manes, turbantur sidera, COgUNEUY NUMING, serviunt
elementa, 3.15.7). More, subtle allusions to mystery cults can be detected
in this passage: the witch uses her charms to entrap handsome boys, an
example of which is told by Photis. One of the traditional interpretations of
the hieros logos of mystery cults was that it was about the parhé of the gods;**
in this parody of a mystery cult, it is a story of love potions — love being
the prime example of a pathos. Equally, when Lucius and Photis try out a
potion, it naturally backfires: Lucius turns into an ass and not into an eagle.
Neither Photis nor Lucius was fully initiated into the secrets of witchcraft;
their failure is hardly a surprise. Revelation of mysteries was traditionally
thought to be punished by the gods, as illustrated by Numenius” horrendous
dream, so Lucius roams around as an ass for a while.

Elements of this story are mirrored in the last book, where Lucius is
delivered by Isis and then initiated into her cult.¥ When this is read in
contrast with the Photis episode, Apuleius seems to suggest that Lucius’
troubles started with an ‘evil’ mystery cult, but that he will now be liberated
by a real one. Yet various elements seem to bridge the gap that should lie
between the evil mystery of the witch and the good one of Isis. Lucius
regains his human form after having eaten from the rose garland held by a
priest. The public immediarely praises Isis for this (11.13). Whereas itis true
that Isis had foretold in dreams what would happen, the roses are actually
the simple antidote for Lucius’ magic spell, which was already prescribed

' Orphica, frs. 245-8. 4 Cf, Clem. Al Protr. 4.

# One can also argue thar they are foreshadowed in the story about Aristomenes in Book 1: in a
closed room Aristomenes witnesses how the witch Meroe kills her former lover Socrates. In an
ironic reversal of the mystical commandment that all doors should be closed to the profane, the
doorkeeper of the inn where all of this has happened refuses to let Aristomenes out (1.12-16). In the
passage light and darkness also play an important role, as they did in the mystery cult of Eleusis.
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by Photis. Isis at least seems to have knowledge of magic. The implicit
Lssociation of Isis with magic recurs in the prayer Lucius addresses to her
After his initiation. Among other things, he says that time, the stars and the
clements, as well as other divine beings, obey her (¢ibi respondunt sidera,
redennt tempora, gaudent numina, serviunt elementa, 11.25.3). It is hard not
«o notice the verbal echoes with the powers of the witch. Admittedly, the
centence forms part of a traditional eulogy,** and one can argue that it is
the witch who has usurped divine powers. But Isis herself is linked in other
ways (o disreputable characters of the earlier books. The money Lucius has
to pay for his initiations into the cult of Isis recalls the uncanny description
of the vagabond priests of the Syrian Goddess in Books 8 and 9, who
all extort money from credulous peasants. Moreover, in her capacity as a
panthea, Isis is also identical with that same Syrian Goddess.# It would
yrobably go too far to argue from these parallels that Isis belongs to the
underworld of Greek religion and magic, but Apuleius’ characterisation of
her adds a clear ironical tinge to Lucius’ liberation.

Moreover, Lucius does not seem to have learnt much in relation to mys-
tery cults. His indiscretion about a mystery cult (the spying on the witch)
got him into trouble in the first place, and at the end he commits a similar
error. He interrupts his description of the initiation rite by addressing the
reader, who may be anxious to know what happened. ‘I would say it, if
there was permission to say; you would hear it, if there was permission to
hear’ (dicerem, si dicere liceret, cognosceres, si liceret audire, 11.23.5). Apuleius
overemphasises mystical silence by turning it into a double commandment:
the initiate cannot say anything about it but the audience is not allowed
to listen either. Immediately afterwards Lucius retracts and gives in to the
anxiety of his readers: ‘But listen and believe what is true’ (igitur audi,
sed crede, quae vera sunt). There follows what looks like a summary of the
infernal journey he experienced during his initiation. The transgression of
mystical silence is then hushed up by transferring the guilt to the reader:
See, | have told you what, although heard, you should ignore’ (Ecce tibi
retuli, quae, quamuis audita, ignores tamen necesse est, 11.23.7) — as if that
would be possible. The reader is now caught up in (involuntarily) spying
on a mystery cult. Disrespect of mystery cults thus opens and closes Lucius’
odyssey. This time he is not punished, unless we consider his entrapment
in the cult of Isis as such.*®

:al. “.[.I{'n'it"li{ha 1975: 3205, # Compare Apul. Mer. 8.25 and 115,
I[n_u_dum],\-', this reading sheds doubt on the reality of Lucius’ descriprion of his experience as an
mitiate, akey text in scholarly reconstructions of this ricual (see Grifficths 1975: 296-301; Turcan
lMHl}:'”‘J;]\. On my reading, Apuleius shapes it as the account of a gullible individual, who may well
W mistaken.
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The end of the Metamorphoses clearly relieves Lucius’ mind of uncer-
tainties on religion and the cult of Isis in particular, but it perpetuates those
in the mind of the reader. Lucius’ odyssey begins and ends with a mystery
cult. Whereas the first is a sham of witchceraft, the second is a true mystery
cult. But Apuleius sows doubt as to the honesty and religious character of
the latter too. Although mystery cults and their imagery play an important
role in the Metamorphoses,” they do not seem to be a locus of truth. On the
contrary, they seem rather to be ploys to entrap people. Lucius is initiated
thrice in the same cult! This conclusion for the Meramorphoses generates a
puzzling contrast with the Apology, where Apuleius gives a more positive
account of mystery cults. In the latcer, religion is closely related to philo-
sophical truth, suggesting that Apuleius is indebted to ideas about ancient
wisdom, whereas in his novel he separates them and religion is at first sight
a phenomenon of deceit.

Different interpretative strategies can be brought to bear on this paradox.
One could, for example, argue that each work is to be read separately and
that we should not be looking for a unity of purpose in Apuleius, except
in the field of sophistic entertainment. Yet it is also possible to draw the
Metamorphoses into the discourse on ancient wisdom. It has regularly been
noticed by Apuleian scholars that Lucius is depicted as a superstitious
individual, much as Plutarch describes that character.*® Expanding on
such readings of the novel, I wish to suggest that the contradiction with the
Apology can be discounted if one reads the Metamorphoses as a narrative that
explores (among other themes) the dangers of superstition. We have seen
that superstition is an individual vice, due to lack of knowledge and moral
depravity. In the eyes of a philosopher such as Plutarch (and also Celsus, as
we shall see in Chapter 11), superstition is essentially a misinterpretation of
religion by the uneducated. Religion can be corrupted by the action of the
superstitious or of the charlatans that exploit the fears of such individuals,
but it is not religion itself that causes it.

We can read the Metamorphoses as a satire, making the specific point that
religion is fraught with superstition and constantly misinterpreted by the
uneducated.® The novel seems to offer a completely opposite picture of
religion from the one that has emerged among the authors who adhere to
ideas about ancient wisdom. Throughout the work, one notes a tendency

¥ CF, e.g., Apul. Met. 5.9, 5.11, 6.2, 6.19. The fundamental work still is Merkelbach 1962. See also
Fauth 1998,

4 See especially Winkler 1985: 238—42; Keulen 2003: 123-30, who makes an inventory of the parallels
between Plutarch’s superstitious man and Lucius, with further details in his 2007 commentary.

49 The first pages of the novel clearly depict Lucius as an uneducated, lower-class individual (1.1-5).
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(0 associate religion either with charlatans or with magic.’® Whereas in the
Apology Apuleius tried to link religion and philosophy in order to rebut the
ccusation of magic, in the novel the priest of Isis who addresses Lucius after
his return to his normal state, explicitly dissociates learning (doctrina) from
religion (11.15.1). Apparently, knowledge is of no use in the cult of Isis —
contrary to what many philosophers of that period think. In the novel,
<ubmission to the goddess is the only road to salvation and liberty. The cult
of Isis is, then, a cult for the superstitious: they are unable to recognise the
true knowledge enshrined in religion and, owing to a misunderstanding
of who the gods really are and how they act, they look for a cult or a
pscudo—cult to relieve their worries and pains. The cult of Isis as depicted
by Apuleius promises individual salvation from the tribulations of fortune
without offering any deeper knowledge on how the divine world really
works: on this reading, the Metamorphoses becomes a graphic depiction of
the dangers of superstition that can infest religion. Lucius is the example
of the superstitious, the cult of Isis the exploitation of his fears. The
satirical use of mystery cults that I have charted above would also find an
explanation. Just as the entire novel plays up the dangerous and untruthful
side of religion, mystery cults are now depicted not as loci of truth but of
untruth, in a reversal of the position they hold in the discourse on ancient
wisdom: even they are not safe from the superstitious.

At the end of her study of the Metamorphoses, Nancy Shumate notices
that the work seems to be at once an ‘invocation and a critique of religious
experience’." Indeed, this paradoxical nature of the work has often been
commented upon.® On a reading of the novel as primarily a work of
irony, this paradox is explained by arguing that Apuleius invokes religion
50 as to be able to criticise it.” Although I do not wish to deny the thick
layer of irony that covers the Metamorphoses, the interpretation advanced
above suggests that the work is more than a piece of sophistic irony: it uses
literary dazzle and play to focus on the dangers of superstition when it
takes hold of an uneducated and unphilosophical mind.** In that way, the
Metamorphoses can be read as a satiric and playful warning of how not to
approach religion. The figure of Lucius as a simple man is thus essential for

] 1\\'C11|\'I1 1003 123, ' Shumate 1996: 327,

. See, e, Winkler 1985: 1872 May 2006: 30728, who reads the end of the work as ‘comedy-tragedy’.

l_!.]rrisun 2000 248. ‘

" Scholars who focus on the literary aspects of Apuleius’ Metamorphoses tend 1o emphasise the satirical
and entertaining narure of the novel: e.g. Van Mal-Maeder 1997; Harrison 2000: 248-2; Keulen
2004 130. | would suggest thar Apuleius’ satire can also be read as having a moral aim in that he
.slhuws how not to approach religion — as such it is spoudogelion (cf. Schlam 1992). At any rare, the
line berween S;Itiri.‘iil'l.g for entertainment and satire for instruction may be very hard to draw.
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the novel, not just as the character that drives the plot but also because we,
as readers, see how his naive, misunderstanding eyes distort religion with
the unhappy consequences we all know. Conversely, the ambivalence of Isis
in the last book, being a figure of salvation and exploitation, indicates at
once the potential and the dangers of religion. Religion, Apuleius suggests,
is both a resource and a liability, depending on who is involved. We can
even go one step further. The aporetic reading of the last book by Winkler,
implying that it depends on the reader to chose between the alternatives
of a redeemed or a duped Lucius, may suggest an additional level of
ambivalence: it also depends on us as readers and our own education and
intellect whether we are capable of distinguishing between superstition and
wisdom in religion.

Even though I have taken S. ]. Harrison’s emphasis on irony and satire
as my starting point, this interpretation of the role of religion in the
Metamorphoses holds even if one chooses to see the last book and the cult
of Isis in a positive light: in that case, at the end of the novel Lucius
would be cured of the superstition that bedevilled his earlier dealings with
religion. Whatever one’s stance on this issue, the interpretation proposed
here has the advantage of reconciling the different attitudes towards religion
one notices in Apuleius’ ceuvre. He can be said to explore in his various
works the different sides of the phenomenon of religion, of which the
ambiguous relation to the truth was widely acknowledged in this period:
in his courtroom speech, he stresses the convergence of philosophy and
religion, whereas the Metamorphoses rather focuses on the negative impact
that superstition has on one’s perception of religion. Whilst the Apology
shows awareness of the discourse on ancient wisdom and draws on religion
as a source of authority, the Metamorphoses can be interpreted as an ironic
but nonetheless serious warning of the dangers of superstition, as it was
defined within that discourse. Apuleius’ corpus thus can be interpreted
as revealing the ambivalent position that religion had in this period: it
was a source of truth, but never an undistorted one. Precisely because
of this ambivalence, one should never approach it without philosophical
guidance, as shown in the Metamorphoses.

PART II

Cosmic hierarchy




CHAPTER §

Towards the pantheon as the paradigm of order

The hierarchical outlook that many philosophical representations of the
divine tend to assume in the Post-Hellenistic period has repeatedly been
remarked upon. The representation of the highest god as a king is of course
craditional and can be traced at least to Hesiod,' but a wide array of texts
from between about 100 B and AD 200 start to depict the pantheon in its
entirety as consisting of a single leader who commands a number of sub-
ordinate servants by means of a tight hierarchy. To do so, Post-Hellenistic
philosophers draw on numerous traditional comparisons to express this
hierarchical relationship between a highest god and his subordinates, such
as the relation between a general and his army, the koryphaios and the cho-
rus, and the shepherd and his flock. Other figures to whom the highest god
is likened are the householder, father, and ship’s captain.* Two images stand
out, however, because they first occur in this period and do so relatively
frequently: the Roman emperor and his bureaucrats’® on the one hand, and
the Great King and his satraps on the other.*

' Hes. Theog. 881-92.

* E.g. Onamas, pp. 139.20-140.5; Archytas, p. 11.17-19; Diotogenus, p. 72.16; Ecphantus, p. 82,5 {all
Thesleff); Platonicus incertus, in Stob. 1.1.28 (with Dillon 2002¢); Corp. Herm. 16.10, 16.17-19;
Philo, De vita Mesis 1,62, De losepho 2-3, 33, 54, 67; Dio Chrys. Or. 12.22, 56.3; Aristid. Or. 45.22;
Epictetus, Diss, 1.14.15-17, 3.24.34—6; M. Aur. Med. 7.7; Max. Tyr. Or. 4.9, 10.9, 13.4; Numen. fr. 18,
See also the scholion on Stat. Theb. 4.501. referred to by Norden 1913: 114, The main source for such

~ Images was probably Plato: see the string of comparisons discussed in Pl. Leg. 10.905¢-907d.

" Terr. Adversus Praxean 3, Apol. 24.3-4; Min. Fel. Oct. 33.13 Apul. De mundo 24.343-7; Aristid. Or.

26.88-9, 26.103, 26.108-9; Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. 8.35-6; Pseudo-Clement, Sermones 10,1417,

Recagnitiones 5.19. See also the pagan inscription edited by Perzl 1994: no. 5 1l. 22-6 and discussed

by Chaniotis 2004: 27—9, which seems to describe a council of gods as the Roman senate. A fourth-

century example is Firm. Mat, Mathesis 5.pr.; Macarius Magnes, Apocriticus 4.20~1 may derive from

Porphyry (second half of the third century AD),

Philo, De decalogo 61; Plut, De Stoicorum repugnantiis 37.10510; Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. 8.35-6;

Aristic. Hymous in lovem 1.18; Lucian, Luct. 6-7; Charito 5.4.5-6; Max. Tyr. Or. 4.9, 11.12; Arist.

[De mitenelo] 6.398a. This image is discussed in detail in Chapter 6.




102 Cosmic hierarchy

Such images have been analysed in three major ways. First, they have
been explained as attempts to reconcile an increased stress on divine tran-
scendence in philosophy of this period and the widespread idea that god
does intervene in some way in the sublunary world. By its very structure,
the hierarchy links our human world to the ineffable, invisible and unreach-
able highest god through a chain of lesser divine beings.’ Alternatively, as
has been suggested mainly by scholars interested in the history of religion,
such hierarchies were one of the ways in which philosophers succeeded in
reconciling the traditional pantheon and its bewildering variety of gods
with the monistic demands of philosophy: by giving each god a place in
the hierarchy, the unity of divine will and action is vouchsafed. In doing
s0, philosophers are said to have responded to a wider religious tendency to
emphasise the divine as hierarchically organised.® Others still have noticed
the clear political content of depictions of gods as the Roman emperor
or the Persian Great King and propose to consider them as ideological
justifications of the dominant imperial power.”

All these three interpretations provide essential contexts in which to
understand the rise of hierarchical descriptions of the divine world in
the Roman Empire. Yet taken individually, none of them is entirely sat-
isfactory. There is indeed an increased stress on divine transcendence in
Platonism, which can for the first time be clearly grasped in the fragments
of Eudorus of Alexandria (late first century Bc). Under the influence of
Pythagoreanism,® Eudorus posited the One as a principle above the Monad
and the Dyad and identified it with Zeus.” Such an utterly transcendent
principle demanded entities that ensured the link with the world and a
divine hierarchy would be the logical consequence — one of the possi-
ble legacies of Eudorus to Middle Platonism.'® Pythagorean influence on
b L.g Donini 1988; Ferrari 1995, 1996 and 2005,
© Nilsson 1963; Bianchi 1979; Filoramo 1993: 111; Athanassiadi 1999: 181 Athanassiadi and Frede
1999b: 73 Cerutti 2003; Gasparro 2003. Pleket 1981 and Veyne 2001 point to similar tendencies in
d{“:'l.l!'('l(_’['lt'{ll')’ SOUrces.

K. W, Miiller 1991: 31; Filoramo 1993: 115-19; Graf 1997: 226; Martin 2004: 226-43. Such an approach
is usually classified as political theology, a field marked out by E. Peterson in Der Monotheismus als
politisches Problem (1935), drawing on a concept coined by C. Schmitt (1922). Whereas the latter
argues that many of the polirical concepts of modern Europe are transpositions of metaphysical
and theological ideas, Peterson is mainly interested in seeing how ideas abour divine monarchy had
been assimilated in Christianity and - so his thesis runs — were finally found incompatible with
Nicaean Trinitarian dogma. In the end, Trinitarian Christianity was immune to the temptation of
a political theology. The important differences berween Schmire and Peterson are brought out by
Schmitt 1970. Ehrhardt 1959-69 is a wide-ranging survey of ‘political metaphysics’.

Bonazzi 2002 also suggests influence ol Aristorelianism.

Eudorus, fr. 1 = Simpl. fie Phys. p. 1817 (Diels).

'@ Dillon 1996: 126-33. In Chapter 10 [ suggest that Eudorus may have been among the first ro use
the comparison of the Persian King and his satraps,

&
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Middle Platonism cannot, however, be the sole factor. As we shall see later
in this chapter and in the following ones, hierarchical conceptions and
celated comparisons are also found among Stoics," for whom the divine
was immanent rather than transcendent. Admittedly, the Stoics will rather
envisage a hierarchy encompassing both gods and humans, without an
extensive divine hierarchy, and comparisons with the Persian King and his
satraps will only be found among Platonists and Aristotelians. Nevertheless,
the presence of hierarchical thinking among Stoics as well shows that its
increased popularity cannot be solely a function of Aristotelian influence
on Platonism.

Regarding the second explanation, one has to concur that hierarchies
were indeed a convenient way of bringing the traditional pantheon in
line with philosophical demands for monism: the variety of traditional
rites could then be explained as pitched at different gods or demons, each
of whom obeyed the highest god. Worshipping the traditional gods thus
meant worshipping the highest god of philosophy as well."” This interpre-
ration sets out one of the functions of hierarchical images of the divine
world but seems to assume that hierarchy was the normal solution because
itwas part of a wider change in religious mentality. But hierarchies were not
the only possible way of reconciling traditional variety and philosophical
monism. In a little-noticed but fascinating passage of his second philosoph-
ical oration, Maximus of Tyre (end of second century Ap) argues against
those who ascribed different regions to different gods: ‘all the gods share
one law and way of life and manner, without division and conflict. They
all rule, all are of the same age, all are saviours, all the time living together
with equal honour and equal right of speech. Their nature is one, although
their names are many.”® A comparison sums up his point: even though we
humans divide the sea into the Aegean, lonian, and so forth, it remains a
single element (5)."* Maximus here offers a ‘horizontal” alternative to the
vertical” solution of the hierarchy. Hierarchies were therefore not the sole
philosophical justification possible for religious diversity nor the sole one
adopred, and the preference for hierarchy in Post-Hellenistic philosophy
thus begs explanation. Part of that must be the philosophical tradition:

See especially the reference 1o Epictetus in note 2 above and the evidence from Dio Chrysostom in
Chaprer 7.

* The classic statement is Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. 7.68.

" Max. Ty Or 2.5: Beois aow els vopos kai Plos kai TpdTos, ob Binpnuévos oUbE oTaG1LTIKSS.

GpyovTes auTes, HAKIGTAL TdVTES, owTfipes TavTEs, looTipia kal lonyopig ouvovtes Tov
‘I_tc'w-rc: Xpovov, Gv pla 1) puois, Tohhd Bt Té dvdpara.

For this comparison, see also Plot. 4.3.9.38; August. Confs 7.7; and also Plut. De fart. Rom. 932100,
where the comparison does not apply to the gods.
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already in Plato’s late works, especially in the (probably pseudonymous)
Epinomis, scholars have noticed a tendency towards identifying the gods
with different stars and heavenly bodies (the so-called ‘astral’ or ‘cosmic’
religion of older scholarship).’ As these occupied different levels in the
heavens, this unavoidably shaped the divine world in some hierarchi-
cal form. Equally, Xenocrates, the immediate successor of Plato at the
head of the Academy (396-315 BC), was apparently the first to systematise
Plato’s demonology into a clear hierarchy of gods, demons and men.'®
But again, philosophical tradition in itself seems insufficient to explain the
popularity of such hierarchical images particularly in the Post-Hellenistic
period.

Finally, it is a phenomenon often noticed in various societies that the
divine tends to be modelled on political structures, but precisely how this
comes about is rarely fleshed out, with the projection of existing political
structures onto the divine often simply being seen as a natural tendency."”
But the evidence sets a particular challenge to such an interpretation.
Whereas it is obvious that the likening of the gods to the Roman emperor
and his bureaucrats can only happen in the context of the Roman Empire,
the popularity of the Persian Great King and his satraps in this period is less
easily explained. Philosophic tradition is commonly advanced as a solution,
by assuming that the comparison is a mere illustration of Platonic kingship
ideas (namely that the earthly king was an image of god), and as such can
be traced back to the Hellenistic period." This interpretation is insufficient
for two reasons.” First, although the modelling of the heavenly king on a
human counterpart clearly has political implications, all the authors who
use the image of the Great King in the Post-Hellenistic period try to make
a point primarily about the structure of the pantheon as a whole, not
about the relation between the Persian King and the highest god: they use
the comparison to visualise the hierarchical structure of the divine world,
not to illustrate kingship theory. Secondly, neither Plato nor Hellenistic
political theory provides a good context for the origins of the identification
of the pantheon with the Persian Great King and his satraps. It is indeed
true that Plato occasionally uses the Persian King as an example of a
powerful monarch, but the comparison is not always positive, nor does

' See especially Festugiere 194454, vol. 1; Boyancé 1956; Nilsson 1963.

16 Cf. Dillon 1996: 24—33 and 2003.

See Veyne 2001: 307-10 for remarks abour the danger of reducing religion to a function of sociology.

¥ Pererson 1935: 54: Dyornik 1966: 1,273; Moraux 1984: 65; Markschies 1991: 397—418; K. W, Miiller
1991: 43; Umemoto 1991: 241-2.

¥ See already the critique by Ehrhardt 1959-69: 1.215 n. 3.
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Plato liken the divine world to the King and his satraps.*® A Hellenistic
context is even more unlikely: it is hard to see how the Persian King could
be an example of might and power after Alexander’s victory over Persia.
The Persian King is now rather a tyrant and a symbol of weakness — an
evolution one can already detect in Aristotle’s Politics.” Indeed, although
the identification of god with the Persian Great King is older, it is striking
that the use of the image of the Persian King with his satraps to represent the
divine world surfaces for the first time in Post-Hellenistic philosophy. The
fracmentary state of Hellenistic philosophy cannot eliminate uncertainty
on chis point, but it does not seem to occur in Plato and Aristotle. And
whereas the highest god continues to be called the Great King after Ap 200,
the designation of his subordinates as satraps becomes far less popular than
in the early Roman Empire, with Plotinus as the only example.** As I see
it, literary classicism, as exemplified par excellence in the Second Sophistic,
is the humus on which this particular image could flower. Dio’s kingship
orations illustrate, for example, how he attempted to couch his ideas about
kingship in the words and atmosphere of Classical Greece: contemporary
ideas about kingship are put in the mouth of Socrates or Diogenes, who
then naturally refer to the Persian King, who was, indeed, in hindsight
the dominating monarch of the Classical period.” In the early empire,
‘satrap’ is widely used, especially to designate the rich and the powerful,*
and quite often the Roman emperor is compared to the Great King and
his governors to satraps.”> This is the context in which the image of the
pantheon as the Great King and his satraps could spread. When taking the
Second Sophistic turn to the classics of the past as the proper cultural setting

* Eg PL Grg. g70e, Ale. 121c-1220, Chrme. 158a, Euthydemus 2742, Lysias 200d, [Ax.] 371a=372b. Leg.
693d and Resp. s53¢ are clearly negative,

! Arist. Pol. 3.9.3 12852, 5.8.14-15 13ub, 5.9.2 13130,

* Plot, 5.5.3 uses the comparison to describe the rise of the soul through the divine hierarchy, bur,
as analysed in the epilogue, the meaning he attributes to it is quite different from whar we see in
the centuries preceding him. In the late Byzantine period, Pletho uses again the comparison of the
pantheon and the Great King (Zeg. 1.5.8-27 and 3.43.46-80).

' Xenophon, a model of style, may have been a particularly strong influence. His Cyrapaedia may
have been a major influence: 8.1.14 describes how Cyrus imposed a military hierarchical structure on
civil administration (see also Oec. 4.9). Cic. Fam. 1.1.23 testifies thar the work was read as a political
trearise. See also Cic, Rep. 1.43, where Cyrus is called wise but contrasted with his empire thar was
not well governed. Another source of inspiration seems to have been Hdr. 1.98-9, a passage which
miay have influenced the image as it appears in Maximus and Pscudo-Aristotle.

E.g Dio Chrys. Or. 7.66, 33.14; Plut. De trang. anim. 1.4708, D¢ se ipsum 22,5470; Lucian, Nigr.

20 Sec in general Mason 1970 on this phenomenon.

o Dio Chrys. Or, 2.75, 32.32, 33.14: Plut, De capienda ex nimicis utilitate 10.920; Lucian, Toxaris
175 Apol. 11, Nigr. 205 Philostr, Vi 1.22, CF, also the more traditional comparison of gods and the
magistrates of a city: Dio Chrys. Or. 12.22, Aristid. Or. 43.29. For its Stoic origins, see Plut, Comim,
ot 34.1076F,
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for that image, it also becomes understandable why the image surfaces only
in Greek texts, whereas Latin authors have a tendency to take the Roman
emperor and his servants as a model: Greek is zhe language of the Second
Sophistic.

We thus cannot reduce the representation of the pantheon as the Persian
King and his satraps to a mere illustration of Platonic kingship theory,
directly derived from the master’s works: the image clearly belongs to a
specific environment. This also implies that we are not dealing with a
straightforward projection of existing political structures onto the divine:
this projection is, at the very least, mediated through a particular cultural
context. But this still leaves unanswered the question why we encounter
in this period an emphasis on hierarchy: if the aim of such comparisons
is to provide ideological support for the Roman emperor, we would not
need the emphasis on subordinate satraps and servants that we notice in
the sources.

This survey of existing analyses thus ends in an aporia. Apart from their
inherent problems, cach of the explanations seems to point in a different
direction: some impute the rise of hierarchical images to the development
of philosophical doctrine, whereas others rather see in them a symptom of
external influence on philosophy, be it from religious or political changes.
They can even seem mutually exclusive: if one sees such images as the result
of the emphasis on transcendence, how does one explain their apparent
political content? Such an aporia can be overcome. In the second part
of this book I wish to propose a reading of the evidence that incorporates
the important insights of all three explanations discussed above, by seeing
these hierarchical images as the most visual part of an underlying discourse
that reinterprets the pantheon (and, by extension, the cosmos) as the ‘ideal
hierarchy’, which is, as I shall show, typical for Post-Hellenistic Platonism
and Stoicism.*

Its core is that the cosmos is increasingly seen as made up of natural
hierarchies, natural in the sense that they are an essential part of the
structure of the world when it is in perfect order. Disorder is characterised
by the absence of leadership imposed through hierarchy. From a purely
doctrinal point of view, such ideas are not entirely new. In his Republic Plato
famously develops an explicitly hierarchical ideal state that is mirrored in
the structure of the well-ordered soul, and his demiurge in the 7imaeus
is explicitly engaged in creating order in the world by giving everything

% On the basis of Pseudo-Aristotle’s De mundo, one could include the Periparos as well, but further
evidence for that school is lacking,
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its due place.”” As we have seen, Xenocrates is known for having an order
of demons between gods and men. Early Stoicism envisaged a cosmic
hicrarchy of gods and men, according to which the gods serve as rulers and
men as subjects.?® What seems to distinguish the Post-Hellenistic period,
apart from an apparently stronger emphasis on hierarchical conceptions,
is an increased emphasis on what has been termed a ‘cosmic perspective’.
This implies two, related points. M. Schofield has pointed out that ‘in
the discussions of the leading Stoics of the early Roman Empire — Seneca,
Epictetus, Marcus Aurelius — the claims of citizenship of the universe come
to dwarf those of existing societies in which we find ourselves: the cosmic
perspective increasingly overshadows the vantage point of ordinary life’.*
Something similar can be said for Platonism: human society is increasingly
seen as the continuation of a cosmic kingdom that stretches from heaven to
carth.’® Human society is now absorbed in a cosmic perspective. But more
is going on than an extension of the perspective to include the cosmos.
In a discussion of justifications for kingship in the Roman Empire, M.
Trapp has remarked that ‘theories of the structure of the cosmos, and of the
natural grounds for the absolute and relative status of human beings and
divinities within it, can give a special clarity to the philosopher’s version of
the king’s relation to the divine’."' One can formulate this more explicitly:
what makes the Post-Hellenistic period stand out is that the hierarchical
cosmos, and in particular the pantheon, starts to function as a paradigm
of order for the other realms of being, especially human society.

The assumption that all parts of the cosmos, including human society,
are ordered through hierarchies impacts in particular on two realms of
hum;-m activity: politics and religion. I shall argue that an importanc shift
in emphasis in political thought of this period can be explained in the light
of this cosmic perspective. Ideal kingship is, in this period, often fitted
into a hicrarchical view of society and the cosmos: on the one hand, the
king is seen as commanding a tightly controlled hierarchy of subordinates
\-vlho execute his will in his kingdom; on the other, he is part of a cosmic
hicrarchy and supposed to relay divine law down his chain of command.
{IE[nd was obviously seen as the cause of order in the world. This is, e.g., explicitly spelled out in

e sphe. Metaphysica 14.14-17.
; :‘Lfllll[l‘\h];:t;{:;‘r;i‘i in F,u_.;. !"r.:'?c'p: evang. Ij.}s.j—s.f?n rhis. rext, see \*'og_l 2008: _t;r()l—fa’. .
ik C:,smiLﬁ:\l,L:: il: d:%‘i,ﬂ-l:: :f';:nun s ;de c.1ry T)fll'.cilsf])l:l. I.”“T]_-[“,] Eafmg g.mds and sages, is
o e, eg, Plut De exil, 6.601a—8, De fort, Rom. r3.iI(il-,--li.l‘?n];‘e:'\r’]]':\c slc‘;f;,@]: up:f‘r.r\ :ﬁ; I[j:r[ri ;?{;
1=2 (ef Anist. [De mundo) 1-2). I s

Irapp 2007 175 - - £ i ith izing i

i pi 20071 175. On p. 173 he comments on ‘the extenr to which all political theorizing in this
e recarded a¢ o £ ! et ' .
pertad is regarded as subordinate and answerable to higher structures and principles’.
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In doing so, the king brings human society in line with natural and cosmic
order.”* Hierarchy also provides order in religion. By proposing that the
pantheon is actually a perfectly ordered hierarchy, philosophers succeed at
once in offering a more acceptable interpretation of the pantheon and in
explaining the numerous different rituals as offered to different gods who
in the end all obey one highest god.” Indeed, the traditional Homeric
pantheon is characterised by dispute and subordination, not to forget the
bewildering variety of rites and rituals. As traditional hallmarks of untruth,
diversity and variety need to be explained away in order to make religion
acceptable as a source of philosophical knowledge.

Itis in this context that the two most striking parallels of the pantheon,
namely with the Persian King and his satraps and the Roman emperor
and his officials, acquire particular significance. Idealising both empires
as perfect examples of a hierarchical state, these comparisons describe
the divine world as a perfectly ordered political hierarchy. As such, they
present the divine world as a paradigm of political order which can be
used to justify the Roman Empire.** But they also become normative in
discussions about religion: philosophers will use these images as if they sum
up the only possible view of the divine world, in order to refute a mistaken
understanding of god.”

My interpretation thus incorporates crucial elements of each of the
three explanations surveyed at the beginning of this chapter. The dis-
course on cosmic hierarchy is obviously shaped by important elements of
the philosophical tradition (such as the Platonic emphasis on the mediat-
ing role of demons and the creation of a hierarchical world as found in
the Timaeus), but it reconfigures them with an emphasis on the cosmic
perspective. Following the first interpretation, I accept that hierarchical
thinking is most prominent in Platonism but hope to show that it can
also be detected in Stoic writings. In line with the second explanation,
the hierarchical interpretation of the pantheon indeed allows philosophers
to impose order and unity on traditional religion, but this should not be
reduced to a mere reflection of wider religious tendencies: it also obeys a
logic internal to the philosophical discourse. Finally, the normative role of
political comparisons of the pantheon goes beyond the sphere of politics,
to include that of religion. Moreover, the process is much more complex

2 See in particular the evidence for Dio and Plutarch in Chaprers 7 and 8.

W See, e.g., Apul. De deo Soc. 5-6; Max. Tyr. Or. 2 and 1.

# E.g Min. Fel. Ocr. 33.1; Aristid. Or. 26.

% E.g Philo, De decal. 61; Plut. De Stoic. repug. 37.1051D; Tert. Apol. 24.3-4; Celsus in Origen, G
Cels, 8.35-6; Max. Tyr. Or. 4.9, 1112, All these passages are discussed in the following chapters.
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than often assumed. The Roman Empire is not justified as it stands: an
idealised version of it is projected onto the cosmos, and that idealisation
is then held up as the paradigm for the existing empire. There is thus a
double projection taking place: first the projection of an idealised politi-
cal scructure onto the divine, which is then projected back onto the real
po[itical structure. We shall see that this opens the way for an ideological
justification of the Roman Empire as being a perfect image of the divine
world. As such, the hierarchical images of the Great King and his satraps
and the Roman emperor and his officials, and the discourse of which
they are the most visible expression, allow us to perceive the close links
established between ontology, politics and theology in Post-Hellenistic
philosophy.

We can now see how the spread of hierarchical images of the pantheon
fits into the wider tendency of Post-Hellenistic philosophy to open up to
religion as a source of authority. Such images do more than merely visualise
the pantheon as a hierarchy: they identify it as the paradigm of order. Based
on the assumption that truthful knowledge was hidden in religion by wise
ancients, the discourse on ancient wisdom could argue that religion was
an image of truth and thus an external source of authority for philosophy.
[n a similar way, the assumption that the pantheon represents the ideal
hierarchy allows philosophers to use it as the model for order in other
realms of human life as well.

POSIDONIUS AND THE NATURAL HIERARCHY

I’ost—l-\lellenisric philosophy thus stands out for an intensification and
reconfiguration of earlier ideas on hierarchy. Given the fragmentary nature
of the sources for philosophy of the first century B, it is easier to detect
the presence of such views in later philosophy and literature than to trace
its origins. In parallel with the discourse on ancient wisdom, however,
one can tentatively argue for Posidonius as the first to establish some of the
connections that we find later.

One of the fundamental implications of the discourse on cosmic hier-
archy is that a natural hierarchy exists in human society, which is only
pcrfectly ordered when a hierarchy in line with nature is established. This
idea surfaces in Seneca’s summary of Posidonius’ views on the Golden Age,
when the inferior are said to submit to the best and most virtuous. Strik-
l{”gi}a this submission is declared fully in line with nature: ‘For it is natural
or the lesser to submit to the better’ (Naturae est enim potioribus deteriora
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summittere, 4).°° This natural order was obviously good: the wise leaders
embodied the law for their subjects and had unlimited power (qguantum
vult potest, 4). But contrary to later examples of monarchy, their power was
not abused, precisely because it was exercised by sages who only did what
was morally right. Seneca sums this up in a maxim that is hard to translate:
‘reigning was a service, not a kingdom (or a rule)’ (officium erat imperare,
non regnum, 5). The distinction is clearly meant to convey a difference
between just and unjust rule.’” Thus, in the Golden Age, moral perfec-
tion, wisdom, law and political leadership are combined in one person,
in a political construction in line with natural order and law. During the
degeneration of the original period of bliss, however, these identifications
start to unravel. Monarchy becomes tyranny, implying that domination is
now based on violence. As the wise stop ruling the people, positive law —
laws decreed by human lawgivers — becomes necessary and the natural
identification of the leader with law is disrupted. It needs no elaboration
that the Golden Age represents Posidonius’ ideal, which represents how
things should be and to which our world should aspire: it suffices to note
that, in line with philosophical tradition since Plato, he identifies the per-
fect ruler with the philosopher. Contrary to Plato’s description of an ideal
state in the Republic, which is presented as a thought-construct, Posidonius’
Golden Age purports to be at once a description of how things once were
and how they should be now. His ideal society does not belong to the realm
of speculation but is located in reality — albeit in a distant past.
Posidonius’ description of the Golden Age clearly diverges from previous
Stoic political theory. Early Stoics stressed that human beings could only
follow divine law (or universal reason) by becoming wise themselves, that
is, by internalising divine law.®® Consequently, in Zeno's ideal state, where
all followed the law, there seems not to have been any need for magistrates
or institutions.” For Posidonius, on the contrary, a community becomes
reasonable once its leaders are wise, which implies that for the subjects
divine law, as embodied in their leaders, cannot but be external. Contrary
to the early Stoic ideal city, the community of reason made up of gods
and sages, Posidonius envisages an ideal human society which is perfectly
ordered and in line with divine law through the natural submission of the

i Echoed by Seneca in another letter: Ep, 65.24: serviant ergo deteriora melioribus.

7 Besides the difficulties in distinguishing regusm from imperare, Seneca is, moreover, not consistent
in his vocabulary: in the next paragraph (6) he asserts that there were regna in the Golden Age. As
we shall see in Chaprer 6, Aristides (Or. 26.23) will, on similar lines, distinguish berween sovercignty
(&py1y) and dominance (Seoméle).

¥ Vogr 2008: 16, 216. ¥ Diog, Laert. 7.32—4.
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lesser to their leaders. Given the fact that Posidonius is said to have had
2 marked interest in Plato, an explanation for this deviation from Stoic
orthodoxy could be Platonic influence: in the Laws, the Athenian affirms
indeed that the lesser should obey his superior,** and the ideal state of
the Republic subordinates all to philosopher-kings.* It is also possible that
Posidonius projected the early Stoic cosmic hierarchy of gods and men,
according to which the gods are rulers and men subjects,** onto mankind
to justify the hierarchy in human society, as many later philosophers would
do.

It is just a small step from affirming the existence of natural inequality
in the Golden Age to identifying natural rulers in the contemporary world.
Such a leap may have been made by Posidonius himself: some fragments of
his history seem to suggest that barbarians and slaves are naturally inferior.#
Whereas universal reason and law had served the early Stoics to defend the
notion of a communion of sages and a principled equality of man, they
now justify the existing order, including slavery, as in line with natural law.

A change in the concept of divine law underlies this modification of
Stoic thought. As shown by M. Schofield, the original Stoic cosmic city
was defined as the community of the wise who obeyed reason and divine
law and thus became citizens in a city of which the supreme reasonable
beings, the gods, were also part. This concept of the cosmic city, defined
by the membership of wise men, gave way to a more spatial concept of the
cosmic city, which was identified with the cosmos and thus encompassed
all rational beings, not just the wise. In such a conception, natural law,

Pl Lep. 5.690b. See also the description of the guardians in Resp. 6.484a—487a. The larter text,

however, emphasises the need for education of the guardians (489d).

Such a close interaction with Platonism foreshadows the intellectual conditions of the Post-

Hellenistic period, characterised by the adoption of Platonic elements in Stoicism, such as hierarchi-

cal thinking (cf. Schofield 1991: 84; Gill 2000: 606; Trapp 2007: 173, 185-90), and the incorporation

of Stoic ideas in Platonism, such as the concept of natural and divine law (Dillon 1996: 8o-1).

. Arius Didymus in Eus. Praep. evang. 15.15.3—s, with Vogt 2008: 9o-8.

R Miiller 1993: 47, Posidonius may have been preceded by Panaetius (¢. 185-109 5c). Laelius’ speech
in Book 3 of Cicera’s On the Republic defends Roman imperialism by developing an argument about
different natural forms of ruling, First, the principle is affirmed that by nature the beteer rule the
weaker to the latter's advantage, as, for example, god rules man or the mind the body (37). But
such a rule can rake two forms. One possibility is that mind rules the body as kings, commanders,

ites, senators and popular assemblies govern their subjects, or as a father rules his children.

m of rule implies a community where each takes on his natural position (38). In another

possibility, mind *rules over lust as a master rules his slaves, resteaining it and breaking its power’

!33}. Inn this case, it is better for the slave to be ruled, so as to be forced to act for the good. Laelius'

ideas are usually ascribed to Panactius (Ehrhardr 1959-69: 1.197; Erskine 1990: 194-200; Garnsey

19962 145-50), but Posidonius (R. Miiller 1993: 49), Antisthenes (C. W, Miiller 1995), and Antiochus

of Ascalon (Horsley 1978; Girardet 1995 Vander Waerdr 200 3) have been put forward too — not to

forget claims of Cicero's originality (Ferrary 1995: 67-8),
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which is supposed to govern the cosmic city, cannot be restricted to the
wise: all people are supposed to obey it.** Such an extension of natural
law and the cosmic city to the existing cosmos makes it easier to identify
existing structures with those wanted by divine reason.

If my reconstruction of Posidonius’ ideas is correct, he provides an
important, early attestation of ideas that will play an important role in later
Post-Hellenistic thinking. Overturning early Stoic thought, he accepts the
existence of a natural order that submits the weaker to the more able — to
be understood in the first place in moral terms: some individuals are by
nature more virtuous, more rational and thus natural leaders. For him these
leaders embody divine law and translate it (at least after the Golden Age)
into positive law. The central features of this account of human society will
continue to return in other authors, both Platonist and Stoic: the idea of
a natural hierarchy in human society that continues or reflects the cosmic
order; a hierarchy as the necessary condition for a stable and ordered society;
the stress on divine law as embodied in the ruler, who fulfils a cosmic role
in passing it down to his subjects; and the use of the parallel with the divine
world to justify a hierarchical view of society. As indicated above, none of
these ideas s, strictly speaking, entirely new: the Post-Hellenistic period is
rather characterised by the extent to which hierarchies are now identified
on all levels of being and especially by the fact that human society is seen
as part of a cosmic hierarchy.

‘NATURAL RULERS’

By taking the heavens and the idealised pantheon as the paradigm of
political order on earth, the discourse on cosmic hierarchy has a double
dimension. As we have seen for Posidonius, it has clear political conse-
quences in emphasising natural hierarchies in human society. At the same
time, it rearranges the pantheon into a strict hierarchy, and as such also
shapes the way religion was looked upon. The impact of the discourse in
these two areas will be explored in further detail here.

Political thought of the Post-Hellenistic period is rarely deemed original
and seems only interesting to the extent that it attempts to legitimise
Roman rule and the emperor in trite categories and rehashed arguments.®

# Schofield 1991: 103. CF. Scholz 1998; Obbink 1999; Vander Waerdr 2003. This view is criticised by
Mitsis 2003.

45 This is reflected in a lack of modern interest, There is nothing on political philosophy in the survey
by Sharples and Sorabji 2007: cf. the introduction by Sorabji 2007. Rowe and Schofield 2000
dedicare two-thirds of their volume to the Classical period. An important exception is Trapp 2007
169, who starts his discussion by asking whether there was any innovation in this field under the
Roman Empire (and answers with a qualified yes).
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[ do not wish to claim great individual innovation for this period, but
| would like to draw attention to two important shifts of emphasis: the
idea of ‘natural leaders” and the description of kingship as part of a cosmic
seructure. Neither of these perspectives is the explicit object of philosophical
theory in the Post-Hellenistic period, but I shall show that both informed
discussions of political ideas, and that they must be understood as the result
of the increased emphasis on natural hierarchies in this period.

In the light of the profound grip of tradition on political reflection,
it is unsurprising that the theory of the three constitutions (monarchy,
aristocracy and democracy) still seems to dominate discussions in the Post-
Hellenistic period.*® Nevertheless, when looking more closely, one notices
a relative devaluation of the importance of the constitution in the sense
that philosophers emphasise that an individual who is gifted with the
qualities to be a ruler will be able to impose his will on whatever society
and constitution he happens to find himself in. Already in Plato one
notices the idea that some individuals are naturally more gifted to rule,*’
and both Plato and Aristotle had extensively reflected on the virtues of
the rulers.”® Nevertheless, such reflections on individual qualities remain
embedded in discussions of the correct structure of the state.* What seems
to distinguish Post-Hellenistic thought is the emphasis on natural rulers
who can transcend the limitations set by any given constitution. This can
be understood against the background of what we noticed in Posidonius:
in assuming that the better will rule the lesser, emphasis is shifted from the
correct constitutional framework to the individual ruler. Indeed, Miriam
Griffin has drawn attention to the irrelevance of constitutional form to
Seneca’s conception of the ideal ruler as found in On Clemency.’® As put
by Dio Chrysostom: just as a good choir leader makes the entire chorus
sing in tune, a wise leader can make the entire city wise.”” The existence of
such ‘natural rulers’ is accepted in several of Plutarch’s political writings,
such as On Monarchy, Democracy and Oligarchy and Political Precepts,”
and by other authors who are studied in later chapters. Maximus of Tyre
puts forward Athens under Pericles as the example of a stable, well-ordered
state, not for its being a democracy, but for Pericles’ personality.”* The
patriarch Joseph is propounded by Philo of Alexandria as the paradigm of

4t <
N EJ[U‘; .-"J\lcumu:., Intr. 4 Apul. De dog. Plar. 2; Archytas, pp. 33-6 (Thesleff). See Trapp 2007: 170-1.
. (_.. ”::g. j.(u;olh'_ Pl Leg. _{.?th—c: Arist, Pol. 31102 1288a.

_']'“""‘5""[ political philosophy focuses heavily on the issue of the ideal constitution, as is well
l”ll\[l:;lll'{_[ by Plato’s Republic and Aristotle’s Palitics. As is well known, Aristotle linked the various
constitutions to the character of different people: Pol. 4.2 1289a-b.

[-}!““H‘J_ 2000: 536-8. See also Sen. Clem. 1.4.1-3, which sees the role of the emperor as similar to
l)al.u ”.i god: if he disappears, chaos will descend on earth.
io Chrys, Or. 36,21, * See Chaprer 8, W Max. Tyr. Or, 27.6: see Chapter 6.
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a natural ruler: even in prison he was immediately accepted as the leader
of the inmates.™

The idea of a natural ruler is also projected back onto Plato himself. In
contrast to the Republic, seen as the blueprint of an abstract, ideal state,
the second-century Platonists Apuleius and Alcinous reinterpret the scope
of Plato’s Laws as setting out how a ruler can reshape an existing society.
According to them, the Laws is about how the ruler can create a good
city out of the one in which he happens to be born.” This view on the
differences between the Republicand the Laws was dismissed by M. Trapp as
having ‘more to do with harmonizing apparent discrepancies in Plato than
with propounding a revealing account of constitutions in themselves.%
Yet one can understand this attitude as an example of how the reading of
Plato was reshaped by the idea of natural leadership, as the Laws came to
be seen as the text providing Platonic authority for the idea.

KINGSHIP: VIRTUE AND HIERARCHY

Philosophers under the Roman Empire had inherited a preference for
monarchy as the ideal constitution from the Hellenistic period, but it was
not accounted for in the same way as in the past. Hellenistic kingship
theory focused on the fundamental importance of virtue and self-rule as
the basis of the monarch’s rule. As summarised by O. Murray in a recent
paper, ‘Hellenistic views of kingship were based on ideas common since
the fourth century, that the justification of monarchic rule lay essentially
in the virtues of the monarch.” The Post-Hellenistic period starts to
describe kingship as part of a cosmic hierarchy, a model that functions
alongside the traditional ‘virtue-based” justification of kingship. This new
understanding emphasises the position the ruler occupies in the universal
hierarchy that relays divine will and law. A king is thus a king because of
the crucial position he occupies in the cosmic hierarchy. Such a descriptive
account of kingship is normally coupled with a traditional, prescriptive
one that emphasises the need for royal virtues. Normally the two do not
exist separately: the emphasis on the king as part of a cosmic hierarchy does

# Philo, foseph. 85—7; see Chaprer 10.

."\pul, De (fog, Plat. 2590 In bac won sue nomine de statw et de commodis civitatis vequirens originis
eins principia et findamenta disponit, sed eo tendit quemadmodum civilis gubernator, einsmodi locum
conventusquee ndtitudinum nactus, fuxta watwram pragsentium rerum et convenarum debeat facere
civitatem plenam bonarwn legarum et morwm bonorum; Alcinous, Iner. 34,

Trapp r007: 170.

Murray 2008: 21. See also Dvornik 1966; Schofield 1999: 742—4; Haake 2003. The focus on virtue
is evident, e.g., in PL Leg. 47110,

Towards the pantheon as the paradigm of order 115

ot dispense with virtue, because virtue may have given him his elevated
position in the first place. Yer theoretic.all).f itis p_qssiblc that the descriptive
and prescriptive points of view stop coinciding. To put it starkly: according
to the former, one can be a king without being virtuous (a king may occupy
a position in the hierarchy but stop following divine will because of moral
imperfection); the latter view allows for the possibility that not all virtuous
individuals end up as kings (virtue is the common aspiration of man, and
thus not restricted to those that actually occupy the position of king).
The descriptive account emphasises the providential order of the cosmos
and human society, whereas the prescriptive one focuses on individual
characteristics. Post-Hellenistic philosophers are aware of the fact that a
unilateral emphasis on the position of the king in the divine hierarchy may
become a justification of tyranny, as it could be interpreted as stating that
a king is good only because he occupies a position in the cosmic scheme
of things. As a consequence, they try to reconcile the descriptive and
prescriptive accounts so as to ensure a theoretical check on tyranny. As my
discussion of Aristides” On Rome, Dio’s kingship orations, and Plutarch in
the next chapters will show, this implicit tension can be seen as the defining
feature of most accounts of kingship of the Post-Hellenistic period.® Here
[ wish to show that this tension is key to understanding the notion of the
king as being ‘law embodied” or ‘living law’ (nomos empsychos).

The concept of nomos empsychos is rarely considered to be characteristic of
the Post-Hellenistic period. Scholars have tended to trace the formula back
to the Hellenistic period,” and have detected key influence from Persian
kingship theory®® and Plato.® Although the concept is obviously influenced
by previous thought, such an interpretation is too reductive and based
on the projection onto the Hellenistic period of Post-Hellenistic ideas.
Indeed, the extensive reconstruction of *Hellenistic kingship theory’ by R.
Goodenough was based on the hypothesis that the Pseudo-Pythagorean
writings were Hellenistic in date. Most scholars, however, now date these
works in the Post-Hellenistic period.”® Goodenough’s entire concept of

" Such 4 view on the position of the king can be detecred in some of the Pseudo-Pythagorean
W |.'i['u1g\. in which law is indeed closely linked to both gods and the king. See Archyras, p. 35.27-30
Diotogenus, pp. 72.19-23, 75.10-16; Ecphantus, p. 82.5; Ocellus, pp. 124-5; Zaleucus, p. 226.25-6;
Luryphames, p. 86.8-14 (Thesleff). CE Squilloni 1990; Centrone 2000: 570-2.

Although Epictetus does not talk explicitly about kingship, his insistence on the role each of us
||.!~. been allocated in the cosmic hierarchy by god (e.g. Diss. 1.12.15-23, 1.14.15-17, 2.10.3-12, 3.24.36,
with Long 2002: 234-6) can be understood as a bottom-up perspective of the cosmic hierarchy of

N which the king would be the human apex.

Goodenough 1928; Dvornik 1966; Martens 2003: 31-66. b9 Steinweiter 1946; Brague 2007: 25,
Aalders 1969; Ramelli 2006, % See Introduction note 66.
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‘Hellenistic kingship theory” has thus come under attack, most recently and
most forcefully by M. Haake, who has shown that kingship theory in the
Hellenistic period was far less theoretical and systematic than Goodenough
thought, and much more focused on practical advice. He argues that much
of what Goodenough saw as simply copied from the Hellenistic period
must be taken to reflect Post-Hellenistic preoccupations.® It is therefore
significant, and not merely an accident of survival, thar the formula of
nomos empyschos itself surfaces for the first time in Pseudo-Archytas, dated
after 50 BC,% and becomes very popular later on.%

Just as it would be incorrect to see nomos empsychos as a Hellenistic
category, the notion cannot be reduced to a new term for an aggregate
of Platonic ideas.®® Indeed, although I do not wish to deny that Plato’s
demand that positive law be grounded on reason®” may provide the distant
origin of the concept, it must be stressed that the term itself is absent in
Plato. This should not cause surprise, given that we encounter in his works
neither the notion of divine law as permeating all levels of being nor the
identification of god and law. Both elements, as we shall see immediately,
underpin the notion of nomos empsychos and were widely shared in the
Post-Hellenistic period — probably having been adopted from Stoicism
into Platonism.

Another misconception of the notion of nomos empsychos still influences
modern appreciations, namely that its identification of law and king is
a licence for absolutism. This argument has been used to attribute the
concept to the Hellenistic period, when kingship started to dominate
the Greek world.®® Such a reading interprets nomos empsychos as stating
that the king is the source of all law and, as such, exempt from obeying
the laws. It puts the concept in absolute opposition at once to positive
law, which would be superseded by the king as living law,*” and to divine

® Haake 2003. See also Murray 2008 and already Delatte 1942: 286-7. Martens 2003: 165-74 attempts

to resuscitate some of Goodenough's ideas.

Sulezik 1972: 13-26; cf. Ramelli 2006: 48-89. Martens 2003: 357 still dates Pseudo-Archytas to the

Hellenistic period, but he ignores Szlezik.

See the passages discussed below. It remains popular in Late Antiquity: lambl. Ep. 1o Arete in Stob.

4.5.77: Them. Or. 5.648, 19.2284.

& This is the tendency of Ramelli 2006: see Van Nuffelen 2007a,

7 The key passages are PL. Leg. 713b and £p. 7.354¢.

% Isoc. Or. 1.36, who idenrifies the tropos of the king as law for his subjects, is often seen as a precursor
of such ideas: Aalders 1969: 317,

9 See Martens 2003: 65, who argues that according to the concepr of ‘law embodied’, written (i.e.
positive) law is fully replaced by the king as living law. As far as I can see, no rext bears this out:
obviously, being nomes empsychos makes the king the source of positive law bur does nor do away
with it. Martens’ idea seems to be based on a misunderstanding of the Greek of Pseudo-Archytas,
in Stob. 4.1 p. 135.20-1 (Hense) (cf. Martens 2003: 36).

¥
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Jaw, as the latter by definition sets a higher source of law above the king.”
Already philosophers of the Roman Empire argued against this miscon-
ception. Fully aware of the fact that tyrants could style themselves as nomos
empsychos to justify their unjust empires, philosophers stressed the norma-
tive content of the notion:” being nomos empsychos does not turn the king
simply into the source of positive law but sets a specific demand on the
king. The concept implies that he has to take divine law as a guide when
ruling, so as to spread divine order and law on earth. The philosophical
arcument against tyrannical abuse of the notion of nomos empsychos is well
hrtnughr out by the famous debate between Callisthenes and Anaxarchus
at the court of Alexander the Great, as found in both Plutarch and Arrian.
Against the flatterer Anaxarchus, who argues that Alexander qua king can
do whatever he wants to, Callisthenes defends the position, clearly deemed
better by both authors, that a king is bound by divine law.”* Thus, when
a philosopher describes a king as nomos empsychos, he assigns to him the
position of relaying divine will on earth. That means that he has to tran-
scend positive law and correct it if it contravenes divine law, but, at the
same time, it implies a subjection to divine law and justice, as the ruler has
to fully identify with it.” Thus, the notion of nomos empsychos is explicitly
normative: it does not say that every ruler is divine law, but that he has to
conform his will to divine law. Failure to do so turns a ruler into a tyrant.

Rather than being a mere trope inherited from the philosophical tra-
dition (but obviously influenced by it), the rise of the notion of nomos
empsychos is the result of the structural position the king occupies in the
cosmic hierarchy. A king described as nomos empsychos is part of a cosmic
hicrarchy that passes down divine law and ensures that divine providence
reaches all men. For Post-Hellenistic philosophers, nomos empsychos indi-
cates the role the king plays in passing on divine law and thus creating
order in society. For Musonius Rufus, for example, being a living law
means explicitly that the king creates order and ends disorder.”* He stresses
that the king enacts his benevolence and preservation (sotéria) through
his hierarchy of servants and officials.” We shall encounter similar views
in Plutarch and Dio in the next chapters. But nomos empsychos does not
merely describe the position a king has in the cosmic hierarchy, as only the

" This is argued by Brague 2007 25.
" Phila, Leg. 199, ¢f. Mas. 2.4, 12-13, 17195 Plue, Ad principem ineruditem 47818, 6.782¢; Epict. Diss,
12405 Dio Chrys. Or. 3.44; Sext. Emp. Marth. 2.38.
’ ]‘I]H[. Alex. 523 Arr, Anab. 4.9.7.
. Fhis is very clear in Philo, Mas. 2.4; Diotogenus in Stob. p. 263 Il 15-20 (Hense).
_" ‘\ll[lmn, fr. 8. For similar ideas expressed differently, see Epic. Diss. 2.14.13,
CE Dio Chrys, Or, 32.26; Max. Tyr. Or. 27.6, 38.6.
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good king can truly be called so: a king cannot pass on divine law without
internalising it and becoming fully virtuous. The concept of ‘law embod-
ied’ thus reconciles the descriptive and prescriptive accounts of kingship
and it is the normative emphasis on virtue that provides a check on pos-
sible tyrannical abuse of the notion. Most Post-Hellenistic authors strive
to reconcile both views of kingship, knowing well that a purely descriptive
understanding without a prescriptive dimension is a proxy for tyranny,’®
but, as we shall see in the following chapters, the presence of both elements
allows them to emphasise the aspect that suits their arguments most in
their expositions of kingship.

Only the ideal king thus legislates fully in line with divine law and
is truly a nomos empsychos. Philosophers were acutely aware of the fact
that such an ideal kingship rarely became real. They therefore tended to
locate it in the distant past, as did Posidonius. In his view, the rulers of
the Golden Age embodied divine law: their actions and pronouncements
were in line with the cosmic precepts — as such, one can argue, they were
nomoi empsychoi. The identification of divine law and kingship breaks
down once degeneration sets in: wise lawgivers have to set positive laws
50 as to ensure the order of the community once the sages have stopped
governing society. Positive law thus was originally close to divine law: it is
the translation of divine reason into a human law code. But once law is
written down it is also open to corruption, much in the same way as religion
becomes subject to superstition and misinterpretation once image worship
is introduced. Thus, whereas the ruler and divine law are ideally identical,
in reality there may be important discrepancies. Only in the Golden Age
did kingship, divine law and virtue perfectly coincide; afterwards there
was no guarantee that actual rulers would be ideal ones. Projecting the
ideal political state onto the Golden Age was not the only possibility
open to Post-Hellenistic philosophers to visualise the perfect outlook of
government. Another popular option was to project the ideal rule onto the
pantheon. It is to that projection that we now turn.

THE PANTHEON AS THE IDEAL HIERARCHY

We noticed above that one strand in scholarship emphasises how a hierar-
chical conception of the divine allowed philosophers to justify traditional

76 An exception can be found in the Neo-Pythagorean Ecphantus, who describes the king as fashioned
by god in his image; Ecphantus, pp. 79.1-80.7 (Thesleff). This seems to suggest that every king is
by definition virtous because he has been shaped by god. Such a theory does not provide a check
on tyrannical behaviour, as it presupposes that a king is by definition virtuous: in Ecphantus the

prescriptive account is subordinated to the descriprive one.
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ccligion. Indeed, in a Middle-Platonist perspective, a divine hierarchy was
the condition of all religion. In the long rhetorical opening sequence of
On Socrates” Demon, Apuleius allows his audience to object to his initial
distinction between humans and the gods who are not soiled by contact
with the earth. “Whom shall I pray to? Whom shall I make a vow to?
wWhom shall I sacrifice to?’ (5). A distant god, so it seems, makes religion
impossible. Apuleius’ reply hardly surprises. With reference to Plato’s Sym-
posium (202¢—203a), he understands the demons as mediators: they channel
prayers up and pass divine messages down. They are the messengers in a
rwo-way communication system: prayer and divination (6).”” The depic-
tion of the pantheon as a strict hierarchy also provides a rationale for the
great variety in rites, seen as related to individual subordinate deities.”
" Stoics such as Dio Chrysostom and Epictetus integrate gods and men
in a single, universal hierarchy, which turns worship into an expression
of honour due to a superior. Indeed, sacrifice and other forms of worship
of the gods were, in line with Greek tradition, routinely identified with
honours (Tipad, Tiwe). Just as one should honour one’s superiors in human
society, the gods are worthy of the honours we pay them.” Moreover, Stoic
monism ensures that all gods are ultimately seen as parts of universal reason,
and as such, honouring one particular god implies worshipping all of them.
Thus, in both Platonism and Stoicism, hierarchical conceptions help to
resolve the apparent conflict between the plurality of religion and the unity
of philosophy: in the end all worship centres on the highest god through
his subordinates.™®

The explicitly political images used for comparison with the pantheon,
such as the Persian Great King, the Roman emperor, and their respec-
tive subordinates, are not, however, sufficiently explained by seeing them
merely as attempts to ascribe coherence and unity to traditional religion:
they indicate a much more profound link between religion and political
hicrarchies, which is the projection of the ideal hierarchy onto the divine
world. Just as ‘ancient wisdom’ projects a certain understanding of history
onto religion and then starts to use religion as a source of knowledge,
the discourse on cosmic hierarchy first reshapes the traditional pantheon
nto a perfect hierarchy, drawing imagery from human political life, and
then starts to use that reordered pantheon as a paradigm for society. The

) See ‘ll-‘"_‘ Max. Tyr. Or. 13,45 Alcinous 15. 7% CE Apul. De deo Soc. 143 Min. Fel. Ocr. 27.
Eg. Dio _(-hl',\'h'. Or. 2.72, 3.51—4, 31.10-16; Epict. Diss. 1.4.28-32, 1.16.15. See also Aristid, Or, 45.7-
I(I_H_:\-I ax. l\r O, 2.2, 27.6, 39.5: Lucian, fupiter confistatus 7, Promethens 17; Celsus, in Origen, €
. Leb. 8.67. There are some perceptive remarks in Nock 1930 263.
Ihis iy explicitly affirmed by Celsus, in Origen, €. Cefs. 8.2.
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pantheon, once reordered as an ideal hierarchy, sets the norm for the rest
of the cosmos and, in particular, human society.”

This has clear political consequences. The use of the real to charac-
terise the ideal easily leads to an assimilation of the real to the ideal. This
is precisely what happens in Aristides’ famous oration On Rome, which
describes the Roman Empire as a realisation on earth of the ideal divine
rule (see Chapter 6).** But the hierarchical images are also put forward as
the only correct understanding of the pantheon. This becomes most clear
in Platonist texts. The representation of the pantheon as the Persian Great
King and his satraps is drawn upon as authoritative by Philo, Plutarch
and Celsus while polemicising against rival conceptions of the divine.”
Christians such as Tertullian, in turn, dissect the modelling of god on the
Roman emperor to make it accommodate Trinitarian theology.** Indeed,
it is noteworthy that the representation of the divine as the Persian Great
King and his satraps or as the Roman emperor and his servants often sur-
faces in a polemical context. Its perceived authority can settle a debate, for
instance Plutarch’s dispute with Chrysippus or Philo’s with Graeco-Roman
culture.™ But this also means that such comparisons provide the focus
for those who disagree with the Graeco-Roman pantheon: precisely because
they are so often used for depicting the true structure of the pantheon,
they are specifically targeted by Jews and Christians who twist the images
to monotheistic use. A specific example of this in the works of Philo of
Alexandria will be discussed in Chapter 10.

We encounter here a configuration already familiar from the discourse
on ancient wisdom. Each philosopher claimed ancient origins for his own
doctrinal position, without questioning the assumption that there is such
a thing as ancient wisdom. Equally, in the discourse on cosmic hierarchy
many philosophers agree that the pantheon is the paradigm of order and
that this is best summed up in the image of the Persian Great King and
his satraps or the Roman emperor and his officials. That preconception

8 The assumption that the heavens provide the paradigm for order on earth, has the result that one

can argue from the existence of hierarchy and kingship on carth and in nature that there must be
kingship in heaven: what exists on a lower level, should exist on a higher level as well. This is an
argument developed by Minucius Felix in his Octapins (firse half of the third century) (18.5-7) to
argue for a single god: juse as order is provided by one king among the bees, there must be a single
divine ruler.
* Although quite distince in ideological terms, something similar happens in Philo’s identification of
Moses and Mosaic Law with the reflection of an ideal, divine rule, As a consequence Graeco-Roman
society is derided as inherently disordered: see Chaprer 10,
Philo, De decal. 61: cf. Chaprer 10; Plut. De Staic. repug. 37.10510, with furcher discussion in
Chaprer 8; Celsus, in Origen, C. Cels, 8.34-5: see Chaprer 11,
M Tert, Adp, Prax, 3. % See Chaprers § and 10,
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is never questioned. What philosophers argue about is what such images
precisely imply, often stressing that only they have fully understood them.
Just as the claim to have rediscovered ancient wisdom in religion could
be used to strengthen one’s own standing in the philosophical discourse,
as we have seen most clearly for Numenius, the pretence of having fully
understood the hierarchical nature of the divine, and what it implies for
politics and religion, can be used in polemic against other philosophers.
This state of affairs also implies that each author will creatively interpret
the comparisons to make them fit his own philosophical position.

The next three chapters will further detail the way in which individual
philosophers adopt and creatively transform central tenets of the discourse
on cosmic hierarchy. In the next chapter I focus on one particularly inter-
esting comparison, that of the Persian King and his satraps, in its philo-
sophical use by Maximus of Tyre and the treatise On the World and its
ideological exploitation by Aristides in his oration On Rome. Chapters 7
and 8 study this complex of ideas for Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch, two
authors who can be shown to have much in common despite their different
philosophical allegiances.




CHAPTER 6

The Great King of Persia and his satraps
Ideal and ideology

Aelius Aristides’ eulogy On Rome (Oration 26), delivered in AD 144 at the
imperial court,' is one of the most famous orations in his corpus, and
one of the great texts illustrating Greek attitudes towards Rome during
the second century ap. It is often read as a political analysis of Rome and
flattery of Roman rule,” but recently S. Swain has argued that, when read
in conjunction with other speeches, one does not notice any ‘unequivocal
sign of deep loyalty’. Scholars adopting this line of interpretation usually
take a rather dim view of attempts to detect philosophical ideas in the
speech. A major argument in the latter direction was put forward by
J. H. Oliver, who argued in 1953 that Aristides was strongly influenced
by Plato and that he portrayed the Romans as equivalent o the Platonic
demiurge. He considered On Rome to be a cosmological hymn, picturing
it as an image of the eternal cosmos. Others have pursued the same line,
while at the same time toning down what is seen as Oliver’s one-sided
interpretation.? In my opinion, these scholars are correct in detecting the
presence of cosmological ideas in On Rome and linking these to opinions
abour the ideal state, although [ am less convinced that it is correct to do so
by making an inventory of Platonic references and ideas.’ 1 wish rather to
argue that one important theme of this oration is Aristides’ desire to depict
Rome as the empire that reproduces natural order on earth. This does not
mean that it is wrong to analyse the speech from a historical or a literary
point of view (like all great examples of Second Sophistic rheroric, itis rich

Pernot 1997: 163—77. Behr 1981-6: 11.373 argues for ap 155. Klein 1981b proposes ap 143, following
Oliver 1953.

Bleicken 1966; Boulanger 1968; 357; Klein 1981a; Buraselis 1998; Quer 2001

Swain 1989a: 274—84, 283. For a similar argument, see Veyne 1999; Pernot 2008,

Ratti 1971: 357; Forte 1972: 407; Vannier 1976; Pernot 1993: 11.751 Stertz 199.4: 1250, 1262-6, Such
attempts were criticised by Klein 1981a: 171-2 and Swain 1989a: 275 n. 82. Moreschini 2007 situates
Aristides in the context of second-century Platonism.

Oliver’s inventory of Platonic parallels is rather far-fecched and does not carry conviction: Oliver
1953: 8748,
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in themes and ideas), but Aristides” implicit comparison of Rome to the
perfect, ideal empire as found in the heavens adds an important dimension
to our understanding of the text.

The theme of the oration is empire and government; Aristides basically
argues that Rome is the best empire ever.® This theme is developed in the
rwo halves of the oration. After the proem (1—5) and a brief outline of Rome’s
gcogmphy (6-13), the first half of the speech compares Rome favourably
with the Persians, Alexander’s empire, Sparta, Athens and Thebes (14—57),
the bulk of which is taken up by the comparison with Persia (15—39).”
['he second half praises Rome’s policy, both civil and military (s8-91), and
ends with a eulogy of Rome’s mixed constitution. The speech concludes
by exalting the peace that resulted from Rome’s rule (92-109). Even in
the second part numerous comparisons are used to exalt Rome above the
states discussed in the first half of the oration. As noticed by L. Pernot,
the set of comparisons that make up the first part of the oration form
the ‘fil directeur” of the entire oration.” Understanding the oration thus
presupposes grasping the meaning of the comparisons. They are usually
understood as they present themselves, namely as historical comparisons,
and Aristides consequently as indebted to earlier historical reflection on
Rome’s rise, in particular Polybius and his analysis of Rome’s imperialism.’
Aristides speech can thus be seen as an extensive rehearsal of the rhetorical
topos of translatio imperii, namely that the rule of the world transferred from
Persia to Alexander and then to Rome.'® Although earlier views on Rome’s
history surely provide significant background, this explanation remains
unsatisfactory: for reflecting a historical approach the comparisons are sur-
prisingly poor in specific historical detail and rich in gross distortions. The
usual exaggeration (auxésis) of a panegyric surely plays a role but cannot
explain everything: especially the very negative image of the Persian Empire
is hard to match in any historical account that Aristides’” contemporaries
would have known. Whereas history provides the setting for the oration,

:f"\lr:.lmdcs clearly oversteps the boundaries of what is historically plausible."
I'his suggests that more is going on. It may therefore be worth while to
ask what the comparisons would mean in the mind of the contemporary

Klcin 1981a: 129 Pernot 1997; 29,

See the analyses of its structure by Oliver 1953: 878-9; Klein 1981a: 113-14; Pernot 1997: 22.

Pernor 1997: 28,

i\.hm LI',‘\'pl]CI('I'I\-' argued by Fontanella 2008: but see also Pernot 1997,

) [m this topuos, see Pernot 1993: 11.749 and 19971 33—4.
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audience of Aristides. This entails substituting the diachronic perspective
of traditional scholarship on the oration On Rome with a synchronic one:
rather than asking which rhetorical or historical models Aristides is follow-
ing, I wish to ask how the comparisons would resonate among the listeners
and readers of the oration.

When read from this perspective, Aristides’ On Rome becomes a fas-
cinating source for understanding how one could creatively develop the
images of hierarchy that are characteristic of the Post-Hellenistic period.
Indeed, as noted at the beginning of the previous chapter, the two most
important comparisons used to describe the hierarchical order of the pan-
theon were that of the Persian Great King with his satraps and the Roman
emperor with his officials. I shall argue that both comparisons are bril-
liantly exploited by Aristides. One of his tactics in the speech is first to
compare Rome, explicitly and implicily, favourably with Persia, before
suggesting that it is an image of divine rule in heaven. In the next pages I
argue that we cannot understand these comparisons properly without real-
ising that Aristides is not comparing Rome to the historical empire of
Persia: he describes the Persian Empire in negative terms that are the exact
opposites of the positive ones used when the image of the Persian King
and his satraps serves to depict the pantheon as the ideal hierarchy. He
then transfers these positive characteristics to Rome. In doing so, Aristides
depicts the Roman Empire as the perfect reflection of the ideal hierarchy
that exists in heaven, which is underscored by comparisons of Rome to the
heavenly kingdom. The speech depicts the Roman Empire by drawing on
categories normally used to describe the divine world, and should therefore
not be read as a reasonable assessment of its functioning in Aristides’ day:
it is an attempt to style the Roman Empire into the perfect state.

As my perspective is synchronic, I first have to establish that the image
of the Great King and his satraps was used in that time to sum up the
hierarchical and well-ordered nature of the divine world and that cer-
tain positive characteristics are usually attached to it. I shall, therefore,
first analyse two extensive parallels between divine rule and the Great
King, roughly contemporary with Aristides, as found in Maximus of Tyre
and Pseudo-Aristotle’s On the World. We shall see that both understand
the image in substantially the same positive way. Especially in Maximus,
the image seems to sum up all the major characteristics ascribed to the
discourse on cosmic hierarchy in Chaprer 5. Both Maximus and Pseudo-
Aristotle revel in topoi, but this preliminary discussion is necessary to
understand how Aristides transfers to Rome the positive characteristics
associated in both authors with the Great King as an image of the divine.
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Without a grasp of the traditional topoi associated with the comparison, we
<hall not be able to see how Aristides subtly plays with his readers” expec-
wations. They will also help us to understand the malleable nature of that
image: the Persian Great King can be made to fit Platonist and Aristotelian
conceptions of the divine, thus illustrating that it is rather a cipher for the
perfect hierarchy than the translation of a specific philosophical position.
This preliminary discussion in the first two sections of this chapter will
help us to understand that Aristides’ comparisons are at once historical
and highly symbolic, and that precisely this combination allows him ro lift
Rome, as it were, out of history:"” while all other empires are depicted as
very imperfect images of the divine order and, as it were, stuck in human
time, Rome represents the perfect image of the divine kingdom on earth.

MAXIMUS OF TYRE

Of Maximus of Tyre, the ‘philosophical orator’ active in the second half
of the second century ap,” forty-one relatively short pieces have come
down to us, expounding mainly ethical themes. Targeting a public of
upper-class young Romans who wanted to brush up their philosophical
knowledge,"* Maximus normally eschews technical vocabulary in favour of
stylistic embellishments and rhetorical commonplaces. Although clearly a
Platonist,” he presents himself as a representative of philosophy in general
(see 1.10): differences between philosophical schools are not emphasised
and hardly even identified. Only Epicureanism falls outside the consen-
sus omnium. We can assume that he selected topics that would attract a
well-educated but not technically schooled audience, and a number of his
orations address religious and theological themes. In these speeches the
problem of how to reconcile the philosophical idea of the unity of the god-
led with the apparent diversity of the divine world and religious customs
figures prominently. Several images and rhetorical tricks are deployed to
overcome this difficulty.

I'he eleventh oration, about Plato’s conception of god, tackles the prob-
lem head on. A long reflection upon the difficulty of the subject (1-6),
L:J;mm:d by the diversity of opinion, introduces an exposition of Middle-
I |i1|l0||ic theology (7-12). The first half of the oration starts by admitting
:i:lll\t:;}lwl c}l‘is;fgn;emcnr about god. This is, Maximus concedes, quite nor-

gard to demons whose powers and nature are obscure. The
L Pernor 19971 34, who suggests that for Aristides Rome represents the ‘end of history',

1
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»: PP 1997 xi-xii. " Max. Tyr. Or. 1.7-8; cf. Trapp 1997: xx.
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problem with god is the opposite: for a power so evident and grand it
becomes difficult to provide a proper description that is acceptable to all'®
and even Plato does not carry universal conviction with his account of
god (1). A first encounter with Plato’s works puts one off and may yield
little insight, but help can be found in our own conceptions of the divine
(2-3). This makes the problem potentially even worse, as mankind seems
to have an endless variety of opinions about, and representations of, the
divine. But, as Maximus argues in a highly rhetorical vein, this is incorrect.
First of all, the images created by artists or the speculations of philosophers
are not true representations of god (3). Secondly, all people basically agree
about god: ‘If you would call an assembly of these artists and order them
all together to state in a single decree what they think about god, do you
think that the painter would say this, another thing the sculptor and the
poet and the philosopher still another? Certainly not! And nor would, by
Zeus, the Scythian, the Greek, the Persian or the Hyperborean’ (4)."7 This
universal agreement about god is contrasted with universal disagreement
in all other matters:

The notions of law and justice are borne this way and that, torn apart and
dismembered. One people (yévos) does not agree with another at all, nor city with
city, nor household with household, nor man with man, not even an individual
with himself . . . In such conflict and strife and disagreement, there is one custom
and one account (Adyos) on which the entire world agrees, namely that there is
one god who is king and father of all and that many gods, the children of god,
rule with that god (Beds els wavTwy PaciAels kai TaThp, kel Beol TroAhol, BeoU
Taibes, cuvdpyovTes Bed, 5).

As often in Maximus, rhetoric has got the better of reason. It is clear that
he argues, just as the Stoics would do,” that a single common notion
underlies the multifarious representations and ideas about the divine. But
the contrast between the common notion about god and the diversity in
law and justice is disingenuous: just as the diverse representations of the
divine do not exclude the existence of a common notion, one can argue that
the diversity of human laws does not entail the absence of a single universal
idea of justice — and indeed Maximus reasons in that way elsewhere.” It

6 1 take this to be the line of reasoning in the first chapter, which moves rather incongruously from
demons to god.

7 O, 2 makes a similar point but stresses the irremediable diversity of human representations of the
divine rather than the common notion underlying them.

# See, e.g., Cic. Nar. D, 2.5 Plut. Camm, nor. 31, A similar argument can be found, however, in Pl.
Leg. 885c—-886a.

9 Max, Tyr, O 6.5: he stresses the injustice of human laws, but towards the end he assumes that

good human laws are in accordance with the divine law.
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also needs no explanation that his universal notion of god is quite specific:
it is a hierarchy with a single god at its top. This is, as we have seen, not
only the usual Middle-Platonic way of viewing the pantheon in this period,
but also an image that a Stoic such as Dio could draw on in his kingship
orations, as the next chapter shows.*® As such, few members of Maximus’
audience would find fault with his claim thac this is the way to understand
god.

" The second half of the speech tries to introduce his audience to the
correct conception of the divine. His account is shaped by the opposi-
tion between intellect and perception (7). At the end of Chapter 8, god
is established as the supreme intellect, and the uselessness of the senses
tor gmsping him is then stressed (9). Only the soul can perceive him after
having ascended the divine hierarchy, but Maximus imagines this only as
possible after it has been separated from the body at death (10-11). Indeed,
the senses obstruct the intellect and are likened to a lawless democracy,
where the voice of law is silenced by noise and tumule (10). It is only by
stripping away layers of images produced by the senses that one will be
able to grasp god as the supreme intelligence, transcendent and incorpo-
real (11). But most people have too weak an intellect to reach that stage.
A concession must consequently be made to the senses: images and com-
parisons with human life are allowed for pedagogic purposes. Maximus

concludes his speech with a long comparison that is worth quoting in
full:

[ wish to show you what I have said in a clearer image (cageaTépn elkeov). Imagine
a great empire and a strong kingdom, where all bow willingly for one soul, that of
the best and most respected of kings. The frontier of the empire is not the Halys
or Hellespont or Lake Maeotis or the shores of the Ocean, but the heaven and the
c;‘m'h, the one above, the other below, heaven like a wall drawn in an impregnable
circle, covering all that is in it, the earth as a garrison and prison of sinful bodies,
Il}m Great King himself sits immobile like the law, giving out to those who obey
|:1I]m the security that he possesses (BaoiAéa 8¢ adtov B TOV péyav &tpepolvra
WOTEP VOUOV, TTapexovTa Tois Treifopévols owTnplav Utrdpyxouoay év auTtd).
And sharing in the power are many visible deities and many invisible ones, the first
gathered around the doors themselves, like the ushers and the relatives of the king,
sharing his table and food, while the others are subordinate to these and some
even lower than the latter. You witness a hierarchy and order of power descending
Emri\ glod to the earth (BiaBoynv 6pds kad T&Ew dpy s kaTaPaivousay &k Tol
feol HEX P YTis, 12)."

10 Can alan 2 . ;
y See also Galen, as interpreted by Frede 2002: 92.
' Assimilar comparison with the Persian Great King informs Max. Tyr. Or. 4.9.
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The image is usually read as Maximus presents it: as a figurative way of
expressing philosophical doctrine. We are indeed obviously dealing with
a Middle-Platonic conception: god directs the cosmos through a rtight
hierarchy of subordinate beings, a close circle of servants and relatives, and
then more distant collaborators. One might surmise that the closest circle
is that of the heavens, the visible gods, whereas the other steps on the ladder
are made up of demons. An early oration on demons indeed sketches a
similar image of the divine world, where god sits immobile and maintains
the ordered hierarchy of the heavens, whilst demons serve him (8.8).** The
gap between the first god, who is beyond intellectual grasp and, possibly
under Aristotelian influence, is seen as uninvolved in the world, is bridged
by a hierarchy of lesser divine beings who obey his command.” Thus, the
theology that underpins the comparison is not really original.

It would be a mistake, however, to halt our investigation here and
consider it simply a traditional image, indebted to a tradition of describ-
ing the highest god as king that hearkens back to Homer:** the context
in which the image is used and some of its elements establish connec-
tions that cannot be reduced to the use of mere traditional philosophi-
cal tapoi. When exploring these connections, we shall see that the mod-
elling of the divine world on the Great King and his satraps tends to sum
up the hierarchical view of the cosmos and society that was explored in
Chapter s.

The whole of Oration 11 is implicitly driven by the pair ‘order and disor-
der’, which surfaces in numerous guises. Maximus starts with a reference to
popular disagreement about the nature of demons, before dismissing the
diverse conjectures that painters, poets, sculptors and philosophers make
about what Zeus really looks like (1-3). Human disagreement is opposed
to the unity of truth. Universal discord about law and justice is then con-
trasted with general agreement about the notion of god (4-s): if everything
else separates human beings, god still unites them. In the second part
of the speech, the disorder of the senses, compared to an unruly demo-
cracy, is contrasted with the single purpose of the soul: viewing god (10).
Significantly, another oration likens the triparrite soul to a well-ordered
monarchy (Oration 27.6). At the end of Oration 11 the initial diversity
of opinions about the demons is picked up again and transcended in the

2 Similar ideas are also found in Or. 9.1 and 16.6. These and other links berween Or. 8, 9 and 11
suggest thar they originally formed a single sequence: Trapp 1997: 96 n. 10.

3 CF Alcinous, futr, 10, On Middle-Platonic theology, see, e.g., Dillon 1996: passing Donini 1988 and
2004; Opsomer 2005,

- CF, Pererson 1935: 54; Markschies 1991 397—418; K. W, Miiller 1991.
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i mage of the Great King. Even though the offspring of god are ‘many and
varied’, they all find their place in the strict hierarchy leading down from
the Great King. The contrasts human/divine, custom/truth, earth/heaven,
senses/soul can thus be read as permutations of the fundamental oppo-
sitions diversity/unity and disorder/order. The image of the Great King
cranscends these antagonisms, by showing that the multitude of demons,
human opinions or customs does not abolish the fundamental order that
underlies the world: it visualises the order of the divine world and of the
cosmos, while at the same time acknowledging the variety of divine beings
-L.,\-p.;ricnccd by humans. The hierarchy links heaven and earth and leads
human custom and diversity up to divine unity. As such, the image implies
the idea that a universal order underlies both heaven and earth, the former
having achieved it, the latter aspiring to it.*

This universal order is guaranteed by divine law. In Maximus’ repre-
sentation of god as the Great King, the latter was said to be ‘immobile
like the law.” Immobility is a normal quality of the supreme god,* but
the addition of ‘like the law’ clearly attempts to link god and law. For
Maximus, law is identical to divine providence. Although he only once
explicitly identifies divine law with providence (5.4—s5), the identification
is implied elsewhere.”” In designating fate and providence as divine law,
Maximus is in line with normal Middle-Platonist usage.” But god is not
simply law: being identical to the Good, he cannot but be justice (Béwis
Kkad 8ikn, 35.2). This turns the cosmos, as structured by divine law, into a
just, providential order.

The providential order of the cosmos should ideally be transferred
to earth, even though mankind often fails. Oration 11 gives a rather
unfavourable depiction of democracy, where the voice of law cannot be
heard. Oration 6 follows the same pattern, by contrasting the changing
and unjust laws of classical Athens to the law of the Intellect, legislated
by god. That is the only true law (6.5). This may give the impression that
human laws and divine law are two separate entities. But even when human
law usually falls short of the ideal, it still has the same function as divine
law: to maintain order. Oration 9, for example, contrasts the liberation of
the soul from the body with the transition ‘from a barbarian country to
that of the Greeks, and from a lawless, tyrannical and strife-torn city to
a law-abiding and monarchical and peaceful city...’ (9.6). Not only do
human and divine law have the same purpose: ideally they are identical. A

" For ather comparisons that express the same idea, see Max. Tyr. Or, 13.3—4, 39.2.

'\ ,*\]ci]u_sus. Intr. 10 p. 164.23 (Whittaker and Louis). 7 Max. Tyr. Or. 13.4 and 39.2.
Alcinous, butr, 26 p. 179.3, CF. Apul. De dog. Plat. 233; Plur. [De fato] 3.569a—5708.
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benign king rules in accordance with divine law, as Oration 16 makes clear:
“The happy city is ruled by a king, with all its parts, in accordance with
divine law, yielding to the one able and born to rule’ (16.4). When law
does not live up to the divine example, order breaks down and the unity
of society disintegrates. The continuation of the passage makes it clear
that aristocracy is inferior to monarchy, but still better than democracy,
which is said to be ‘the rule of the mob’ and ‘cacaphonous mass rule’ (16.4).
Political variety and disagreement are thus similar to the various conflicting
opinions about the gods: they express mankind’s failure to order its affairs
in line with divine law.

Unsurprisingly, such a conception results in monarchy’s being put for-
ward as the best constitution, as we have noticed in the examples cited.
The evident nature of this preference, given the general tendency of ancient
political philosophy (in particular Platonism) and the imperial context in
which Maximus works, may obscure the few nuances he adds to this pic-
ture. Indeed, Maximus does not rule out other constitutions as long as
they preserve order by acting in accordance with divine law. Oration 27 is
illuminating on this point. There Maximus characterises the defective state
of the soul by comparing it to ‘mob rule’ as experienced by Athens:

When Pericles is departed, and Aristides has fled, Socrates put to death, Nicias
compelled to go, when Cleon desires Sphacteria, Thrasyllus lonia, Alcibiades
Sicily, and others still other parts of sea and earth, and when the lazy, disordered,
mercenary crowd, bending to every wind, shares these desires, these desires nec-
essarily spawn slavery, suffering and tyranny, and all such things one hates to
mention. (27.6)*

When passions invade public life, Maximus suggests, order breaks down.
States that are dominated by virtuous individuals, who manage to impose
harmony on the various constituent elements, can, however, preserve or
restore that order. Interestingly, Periclean Athens is put forward as a well-
ordered polis: only after Pericles’ death and the disappearance of other
virtuous leading politicians, Athens slips towards mob rule, tyranny and
disorder.’® Athenian democracy is temporarily an example of order, as long
as it is directed by the virtuous Pericles who as a ‘natural ruler’ manages
to impose his will on the unruly mob. Maximus™ primary concern in
judging constitutions thus lies with order rather than monarchy. In line
with tradition, the lacter is taken to be the best constitution, but not to

O CE Max. Tyr. Or, 37.2, which defines happiness as obedience o law.
% Similar ideas can be found, e.g., in Plut. Ad prine. iner. 2.7808—c; Lucian, fmagines 17; Aristid. Or.
1.387, 3.136~7; Philostr. VA 5.35.
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the exclusion of all others: the criterion for all is whether they manage
(o create order or not.”" Yet Oration 27 not only illustrates Maximus’
Pr'mmrdiai concern with order but also makes clear whar the essence of
order is. Arguing against people who think that reason commands the
body directly, Maximus puts forward the view that the non-rational parts
of the soul are essential intermediates. He uses the simile of a military chain
of command, running down from the general to the archers, through a
whole host of intermediaries (7). This image of the hierarchy of the soul
is essentially identical to that used for explaining how the divine world is
srructured and how the human one ideally should be. Hierarchy guarantees
order.

It is against this background that we must understand the hierarchical
image of the Persian King quoted above. It is not simply a visualisation of
Middle-Platonic theology but provides a template for order on all levels
of existence: heaven, earth, politics and psychology. In the various com-
parisons used by Maximus we always encounter a twin principle of order,
namely hierarchy and law: a hierarchy of satraps and divine law, a military
hierarchy and its chain of command, an army and its watchword, the hier-
archy in the soul and the command of reason.** It is fairly easy to detect
in the quoted passages Platonic echoes, either going straight back to dia-
logues themselves or to the Platonic tradition: hierarchy in soul and state,
the chain of demons linking man and god, the preference for monarchy.”
Echoes of other traditions can be noticed as well, especially Stoicism with
its stress on law. Although Maximus’ orations are, then, up to a certain level
a mere catalogue of trite ideas, they show at least how the Stoic notion of
law was integrated into Platonist ideas about monarchy and demonology.
But they also reveal a thought based on the notion of order, in which
connections are established between ontology, politics and theology —
connections which are to be found throughout the first two centuries
AD as part of the discourse on cosmic hierarchy. In arguing that all order
is ultimately in line with divine order, order becomes the natural state of
things, not in the sense that everything is already structured according to
divine law, but in the sense that that is the way it should be: cosmic order is
@ normative category, rooted in an assumption about the ontological state
of things.

:'. See Max, Tyr, Oro27.7. * Max, Tyr. O, 1012, 13.3—4, 27.7, 39,2,
E.g: Max, Tyr, Or, wre: PL Pl 19, 7y Max, Tyr O 13.4: PL Pro. 344d, Leg. 9ose—906a; Xen,
Mem. 1.1.9, 17.1=3, Oee. 4.9; Max. Tyr, Or. 27.6: PL Resp. 555b; Max. Tye. Or. 39.2: Xen. Oec. 3-10.

lrapp 1997 lists the allusions in his notes,
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Political images are commonly used by Maximus as a way of expressing
these ideas. They were perhaps very easy to grasp for his audience, but at
the same time they transfer conceptions of cosmic order into the realm
of politics. Most importantly, such imagery embeds politics in a natural
order which is conceived of as normative: by using various political images
such as that of the general or the king to exemplify the ideal order, they
acquire the aura of ideal institutions. This does not necessarily imply that
the existing political structure is by default conceived of as the ideal one:
a general may still be a bad general. But even when virtue is needed to
fulfil one’s role correctly, the emphasis is on structure rather than on virtue.
Maximus’ political philosophy is one of structure and order, rather than
one of virtue and wisdom. This tendency may explain why the traditional
idea of mimésis of divine virtues or of the divine king is hardly present in
Maximus.* Indeed, he rather stresses monarchy as part of a natural order,
which is to be maintained by obedience to law and hierarchy. Significantly,
in Oration 37.2, divine virtue and happiness are obrained through obedience
to law:* law and hierarchy condition virtue, rather than the other way
around.*®

The image of the Great King not only sums up ideas about order in
politics but also brings order to religion. We have seen that in Oration
i1 the comparison was embedded in a reflection on the diversity of opin-
ions about the gods, and also on the number of the gods.’”” Thar variety
is ordered, in the first place, by reconciling philosophical monism with
popular conceptions about the pantheon as found in Homer and Hesiod.
The gods are not individuals at war with each other or with mankind: they
are satraps who all obey the command that comes from on high. There
is a single highest god who commands the hierarchy and imposes order.
Unsurprisingly, Maximus focuses mainly on Zeus, who is identified with
the highest god.®® But he rarely engages in an effort to explain how, say,
Apollo relates to the supreme god.”” The main exception is Oration 26.7-8,

34 There is a hint ar chis idea in Or. 15.6, but the view there proposed is refuted in O 16.

55 Compare with Or, 5.3, where Maximus rejects the urility of prayer because god does not change his
plans. At the centre of his argument stands the idea of obedience to divine law, which cannot be
changed through prayer.

36 Maximus seems also to assume that each one of us has received his place in the grear order (Or. 5.3,
where the general (god) refuses to let a baggage-handler rake the positon of a hoplite). This idea
can be paralleled in Epictetus (Diss. 3.24.10-12, 4.1.106).

7 Max. Tyr. Or. 1112, where Maximus argues against Hesiod (Op. 252-3) that the gods are countless.
In Or. 9.8 he quotes the same passage approvingly.

¥ Max. Tyr. Or. 4.9, 8.8, 10.10, 15.6, 16.6, 25.7, 26.7, 35.1-2, 38.1, 38.7, 41.2.

3 He sometimes seems to reduce the traditional gods to demons: Max. Tyr. Or. 8.5, 9.7.
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not by accident on ‘Homer the philosopher’, which tries to detect precise
rheological ideas in the Homeric poems.*® It would be unproductive to
try to distil from these scatcered remarks what the Homeric gods are and
which position each occupies in the hierarchy. Rather than offering precise
solutions for problems of Homeric allegory, the modelling of the divine
world on the Persian King and his satraps conveys a broad impression of
how the divine world really works, as a hierarchy of order.#

This detour through Maximus’ orations has been necessary to see that
the link with the Great King is not a mere literary flourish but that its
constituent elements, such as the emphasis on law, hierarchy, political
order and immediate obeisance of subordinates to the leader, sum up a
wide range of assumptions about cosmic, political and religious order that
have been explored in Chapter 5. This does not make Maximus an original
and innovative philosopher: rather, the way he brings together elements
from the philosophical tradition reflects connections widely established in
Post-Hellenistic philosophy. Of interest here is the condensation of these
ideas in the image of the Great King, which provides essential background
for Aristides” praise of Rome through the degradation of Persia. Before we
return to Aristides, | want to peruse briefly another philosophical work
that uses the image of the Great King, in which we encounter the same
characteristics in a different form and doctrinal framework.

PSEUDO-ARISTOTLE, ON THE WORLD

The short treatise On the World passes itself off as an original work of
Aristotle, addressed to Alexander, supposedly the Macedonian king. Whilst
a few scholars defend its authenticity,** their case has become increasingly
unlikely in the face of recent new arguments:* general opinion now holds
that it is a spurious work to be dated in the first century BC or ap,* with
a preference for the later date. A clear attempt to shore up a Peripatetic
view of the cosmos, it is also heavily indebted to Platonism and Stoicism,

even though the work polemicises against the latter.” This ‘eclectic’ nature
e Max. Tyr, Or. 4.8 applies Stoic allegory to the gods, with a resulr that does not seem reconcilable
with that of Or. 26.
Maximus also never gives a precise account of how demons fit into the divine hierarchy: see Or. 8
and g, This can be compared with what we have seen for Plutarch, where there remain cl\nsi(lur:thh:
open questions about his demonology.
- Bos 1977, 1991 and 2003; Bos and Reale 1995.
l\_lunsl_c]tl 1991 and 1992; Onnasch 1996; Schenkeveld 1991; |. I Martin 1998.
Eg. (:i}}”t‘”t‘ 1905; f"t_‘:;lugii‘n: 1944-54: 1v.479; Donini 1982: 215; Moraux 1984: 5-8; Runia 2002
. 305 (i Kraye 1990 for earlier debares.

CE Strohm 1952; Moraux 1984: 5-82; Mansteld 1992,
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already indicates that the work belongs in the context of late Hellenistic
or imperial philosophy, when the various schools drew on each other’s
concepts and ideas. Apuleius translated the work into Latin,* and I
shall adduce his version from time to time. The confrontation of the two
versions may shed light on how a Post-Hellenistic Platonist would read a
work with Peripatetic leanings.

The treatise is fundamentally a reflection on the wonderful order of
the world. Parallel to Oration 11 of Maximus, the letter of dedication to
Alexander starts with a reflection on the variety of human opinion, which
is contrasted with the philosophical contemplation of the entire cosmos.
The treatise properly starts with a double definition of cosmos. On the
one hand, it is the system of heaven, earth and the elements composing
them; on the other, it is the order of things, preserved by and through
god. In the latter understanding, it is a providential order, as the divine
cares for the world. Apuleius speaks in this context of ‘the good care
of the gods’ (deorum recta custodia) (1.289). This double meaning defines
the structure of the work.*® Chapters 2 to 4 give an account of heaven,
the elements, geography of the earth, meteorology and seismology, before
Chapter s raises again the issue of order in the universe: how come that,
composed of opposite principles such as dry and wet, the universe has not
perished long ago?*? The answer is simple: justas a city (polis) achieves unity
notwithstanding the diversity of poor and rich, young and old, and weak
and strong, nature creates harmony out of opposites. Each is attributed an
equal share (dpoAoyia): equality is the preserver of concord, and concord
preserves the cosmos (5.3968—3974). After having explicitly stressed that
beauty (kosmos or mundus) is the result of order and arrangement, the
author spends the rest of the chapter on lengthy praise of the providential
order of the world. The idea that a city is composed of different, often
conflicting elements is not new and can be found in Plato or Aristotle,”®
but it is distinctively prominent in the literature of this period and often
expressed in terms similar to those of Pseudo-Aristotle.”

4% The idea of eclecticism in later philosophy is discussed in Dillon and Long 1988.

47 It has been disputed that Apuleius really is the translator, but his authorship is now accepred: cf.
Beaujeu 1973 ix—xxix.

# For a slightly different analysis of the structure, cf. Moraux 1984: 11, 13.

# Arist. [De munda] 5.396a, cf. Apul. De mundo 20.333.

¢ Arguments for harmony can be found in Pl. Phd. 86a-b, 93—4, Ti, 30a—32¢; Arist. Pol. 2.2 261, 3.4
12774, 4.4 1291b De an. 1.4 407b. Cf. Moraux 1984: 24-7.

st CF Plut. Rom. 35.2-3, Phoc. 2.5; Dio Chrys. Or. 32.26-9, 32.7

4, 12.87, 34.21-3; Max, Tyr. Or. 16.4

Diotogenus, p. 72.19-23; Ocellus, pp. 124.18-125.7; Ecphantus, pp, 81.21-82.3 (Thesleff).
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But harmony and equality do not suffice as an explanation for the
presence of order and unity in the cosmos. Harmony is preserved by 1) Téov
&hcov ouvekTIkN adTia: ‘the cause that holds everything together’ — a term
with a clear Stoic flavour.’* As Apuleius explains (25.341), this is the rector
smundi, god. Although his powers (Suvapers) have been recognised by the
people of old, argues Pseudo-Aristotle, they have wrongly thought that he
involves himself in the world and carries out all the tasks himself. In fact,
he sits in the highest place in the cosmos and his power is felt most by the
hodies closest to him and hence down the cosmic hierarchy. In the same
way, generals do not concern themselves with the bedding of their soldiers.
[n order to make his point more clearly, the author of On the World then
introduces a long parallel with the Persian Great King:

The pomp of Cambyses, Xerxes and Darius was magnificently adorned to the
heights of solemnity and dignity. Indeed, the king himself, as is said, held court in
Susa or Ecbatana, invisible to all, in a splendid palace within an enclosure glittering
with gold, electrum and ivory. Numerous towers and gates, at a distance of many
stades, were fortified by brazen doors and high walls. Outside these the elite and
notables were set in order, some as bodyguards and servants of the king himself,
some as guards of each enclosure, called gate-keepers and listeners, so that the
king himself, called master (8eowédTns) and god, could see everything and hear
everything, Besides these, others were appointed as treasurers of revenue, generals
of war and hunt, and receivers of gifts. Others were cach responsible for the
remaining tasks, as they were necessary. The whole empire of Asia, limited by the
Hellespont in the West and the Indus in the East, was divided into nations among
generals, satraps and kings, slaves (8oUAot) of the Great King, with couriers, scouts,
messengers and overseers of beacon-towers. Such was the order, and particularly
that of the beacon-towers that could be set on fire in succession from the far end
of the empire to Susa and Ecbatana, that the king was informed on the same day
of all attempts at change in Asia (6.3984).%

Obviously, the ruler of the world is infinitely greater than the Persian
Great King, but he is comparably omnipotent, omniscient and in com-
mand of his hierarchy. The image gives an idea of what god is like in his
actions, but it hardly defines his essence, which Pseudo-Aristotle does not
seem to be interested in.** Further comparisons, for example, with the way

-l T ¢ . - z
:\[m.alu‘x 1984: 38 n. 124 points out that Antiochus of Ascalon seems to have attributed such an
identification of god and the cause that holds everything together to the Early Academy (Cic. Aead.
fost, 2.24-9), ’ [
|nl his version, Apuleius uses vocabulary of Roman imperial institutions: 24.343-7, see also 35.366-8,
with the comments by Harrison 2000: 193-4. Pseudo-Aristotle seems to have drawn inspiration
from Herodotus (1.98): cf, Regen 1972: 206-14.
lium.: 2002: 305-8 has argued that we should see [De mundo| as a representative of Hellenistic
theology rather than of imperial theology. He locates the difference between them in the fact thar the
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that machines or puppets operate, make clear how the comparison is to
be understood: a single moving instance sets an entire system in motion
(6.3988). The author of On the World now heaps comparison on com-
parison: god is like the koryphaios who leads his chorus in harmony, the
supreme commander of an army who signals his will through a trumpeter,
the keystone in the vault of a building, the helmsman ina ship, a charioteer
in his chariot, the lawgiver in a city. A final depiction of the immovable
god as law concludes the chapter. God remains immovable while directing
everything,

truly like the law of the city, immovably established in the souls of those who
obey i, directs everything in the city. Because they obey the law, magistrates go to
the town-hall, judges to the appropriate courts, councillors and members of the

assembly to their respective meeting. And one man walks to the prytaneum to be
fed, another to the courts to defend himself, a third to prison to die. (6.4008)

In the same way god is the law of the greater city, the cosmos. Whereas
Maximus incorporated the notion of immobile law into his image of the
Great King, On the World likens god separately to the Persian King and
to law. Both comparisons have a similar function in explaining how god
acts on the world: not by direct intervention but by decreeing rules and
by acting through a hierarchy. Just as in Maximus, these comparisons
imply that god must be one. On the World stands out among philosophical
literature of this period through its emphatic affirmation of the unity of
god: “Though he is one, he has many names, according to the many effects
he produces’ (s && cv TTOAUGVUNOS E0T1, KaTovopagouevos Tols rébeat
méo &mep oUTds veoxuol, 7.4014). This may seem like an attempt to
reduce all traditional gods to the single supreme god, but the author only
reviews traditional epithets for Zeus and copies a doxology for the king of
the gods from an Orphic poem (fr. 21a). No other gods, except Cronus
as Zeus's father, are mentioned. Like Maximus, Pseudo-Aristotle focuses
entirely on the traditional supreme god. Again, no attempt is made to
give the Homeric gods a place in the hierarchy.”® The treatise ends with a

former proclaims certainty about god’s essence, whereas the latter is more aware of epistemological
limitations. Not only is the general point problemaric, as on his own account imperial Stoics
remained certain abour the divine essence (and one might add the Epicureans as well), bur his
argument for [De mundo] is entirely e sifentio. Pseudo-Aristotle indeed does not say that we cannot
know the essence of god, bue neither does he say what his essence is. The series of images make clear
what god could be like, but even they cannot be taken as philosophical statements abour divine
essence, It must be noted that Peterson 19351 19 argued the opposite from Runia on similar grounds —
which illustrates that the material can be interpreted in both ways.

The only exceptions are the traditional appellations of fate and necessity (Ananke, Heimarmené,

Peprimené, Moira and Nemesis), which the author identifies with Zeus and proceeds to reinterpret
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quotation from Plato’s Laws (715e~716a), according to which Justice always
follows Zeus and divine law — a quotation also found amongst Platonists
to explain how god exacts justice.®®

The parallels between Maximus and Pseudo-Aristotle do not need
rehearsing. Embedded in a discussion of the order of the universe, com-
parisons with law and the Persian King communicate how thar order is
preserved, while at the same time divine dignity is maintained through the
absence of direct involvement in matter — god is immobile and distant.
Pseudo-Aristotle has clearly drawn on much material from various sources,
but some of it fits oddly within his overall framework. In line with his Peri-
patetic orientation, the author stresses causality, even though god seems to
have become reduced to a giant efficient cause rather than a final cause, as
Aristotle would have it. One gets the impression that the author advocates
a mechanistic reading of the universe, whereby chains of causes starting
with god explain everything that happens. The one-sided emphasis on law
and causality towards the end of the treatise may explain why it concludes
with the passage from Plato’s Laws. The last chapter hardly leaves room
for the notion of divine justice and punishment for wrongdoing: in an
almost deterministic account, it becomes difficult to fit that idea in. Given
his earlier commitment to a providential order, the author may have felt
obliged to have recourse to Plato’s authority to redress the balance, even
though it is unclear how divine justice fits into his world-view.

The same problem affects the image of the Great King. The hierarchy
which is traced from the king to the world is taken by Pseudo-Aristotle
to exemplify a causal relationship: god acts on the highest bodies and
they act on the lower ones and so down to the earth. The treatise never
accepts that the king’s officials are to be seen as intermediary divine beings:
nothing is said about demons or visible gods.”” Clearly Pseudo-Aristotle
wanted to safeguard the singularity and absolute transcendence of his god.
Apuleius, on the other hand, quite naturally introduces the idea of a divine
hierarchy into his translation, adding, for example, that we receive god’s
help ‘through him and others’ (per se et per alios, 25.344).%* It is obvious
that the comparison of the Great King more naturally supports a reading

as expressions for causality. There are close parallels with earlier Stoic interprerations: see, e.g., Plut.
De Strofe, repug. 47.1056¢, Casevitz and Babut zo004: 359 n. 599 review other sources, Moraux 1984:
1.5--6 supposes that Pseudo-Aristotle is merely copying a Stoic source. .
See, g Plut. De exil, 6.6018 and Adv. Col. 30.11240-11254. Significantly, Plato imputes this view
on Justice to “an ancient tradition’s it may explain its popularity, as it backed up contemporary
_ views on divine law and justice with a double authority: Plato and the ancient tradicion. ,

{:L?ntmr,v to whar is assumed by, ¢.g., Karamanolis 2006: 108 1. 75.

CL Apul. De munde 25343, 27,351
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in which the satraps are seen as intermediary beings who serve the highest
god, rather than the causal model proposed by Pseudo-Aristotle, in which
they are simply pieces of a machine set in motion by a causal chain.”

The important point is, however, that the image could be used by
both Platonists and Peripatetics alike, just as Maximus also could use the
image of a machine put into motion to explain god’s action on the world.
Even though they may have had a specific doctrinal origin, such images
clearly were not tied to a school and could be used to defend a variety
of philosophical positions. Alluding to Genette’s concept of ‘architext’,
defined as everything thar links a text in an explicit or implicit way to
other texts and as such can be taken to define a literary genre,%° one
could say that the image of the Great King and his satraps functions as
an ‘archimage’: each philosopher reconfigures the comparison to suit his
needs (albeit rather unsuccessfully in the case of On the World), but these
various uses still share a number of fundamental characteristics that seem
to point o a significance that transcends the precise doctrinal context in
which the comparison is used and that is inherent in the image itself. In
both Maximus and Pseudo-Aristotle, the image of the Great King and his
satraps symbolises how ideal cosmic and political order is brought about
through a perfect hierarchy, which is guided by law and justice.

AELIUS ARISTIDES AND THE ‘ARCHIMAGE OF THE GREAT KING

The ‘archimage’ of the Persian King and his satraps informs Aristides’
description of the Persian Empire, but in a negative way: the orator wants
to show that the Persian King did not live up to this ideal depiction.
Aristides’ concern is not historical accuracy: his aim is to transfer the
ideal characteristics of cosmic order from the Persian Empire to its Roman
counterpart. Indeed, towards the end of his speech, the orator suggests that
Rome is an image of the ideal, divine empire. By using the tortuous term
‘archimage’, I wish to emphasise that Aristides is by no means supposed to
depend directly on Maximus or On the World, which is in any case excluded
for chronological reasons in the case of the former. The suggestion is rather
that Aristides’ originality lies in subverting the usual positive content given
to the well-known image of the Persian King in order to elevate Rome.”"
9 It is therefore unlikely that Pscudo-Aristotle drew the comparison from a Peripatetic source, as is

proposed by Peterson 1935: 25 and by those who consider [De munds] an original work of Aristotle.
A Platonic source is considered plausible by some scholars: cf. Moraux 1984: 47, 67-8; Markschies

19915 413—15.
69 Genette 1979,
6 Aristides himself uses the Persian Empire elsewhere as a positive point of comparison: Or. 23.46.
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The precise antithesis between the positive characteristics of the ‘archimage’
and the negative qualities Aristides ascribes to the Persians will show that
this is indeed one of the leitmotifs of On Rome.

Although Aristides has chosen numerous points of reference for Rome,
the dynamic of the speech is driven by two comparisons. The comparison
with the Persian Empire is an explicit part of the speech (15-39),%* but it is
announced before the section actually starts (5), and Aristides often refers
back to it later (79, 85—6, 95). The Greek city-states are points of reference
in chapters 40—57, but that section is not only shorter but also, as we
shall see, determined by the issues raised in the juxtaposition of Persia and
Rome. The comparison with Persia serves as a negative foil to Rome. When
the contrast with Persia dissipates towards the end, it is replaced by a more
positive likening to Zeus’s empire (6, 32, 88-9, 103, 108—9), which is made
explicit twice (88-9, 103). The divine world is explicitly taken as a model
in the peroration (103—-9). The effect of this double, negative and positive,
comparison is to dissociate Persia from the divine empire, and depict Rome
as an image of the realm of the gods: Rome is represented as an ordered
state that takes over world rule from a disordered one, thus coming closer
to the natural order as represented in Zeus’s kingdom. By setting Rome
against and above the stock example of a good empire, Aristides greatly
aggrandises its status.

The Persian Great King is from the outset belittled. Whereas the Romans
rule the entire world, the Persians only ruled a small portion (10, 16).% But
stress is rather put on the internal organisation of the Persian Empire, which
is beset by instability. According to Aristides, the Persian king merely ruled
by grace of subjects who only recognised his authority as it suited them
(TéV ouyywpnodvTwy Pactievey dedpevos, 17). He never had a firm
hold on his territory and was obliged to travel around his empire in order
to be recognised by his subjects. The Persian Kings were ‘travelling kings’
(peTavaoTon Pootdels, 18), who did not even care for their subjects as
!wrdsmen do (cf. 22). ‘By the law of nature’ this state of affairs implies
insurrections, wars, conflicts and dispute, turning the Persian Empire into
the paradigm of a disordered state. The reason for this was, Aristides says,
that the Persians did not know how to rule, for they ignored the difference
between sovereignty (&pyn) and dominance (Seomdlewv: 23, cf. 51).% And,

.":]uxlandc.r s cmpire and the kingdoms of the diadochs are depicted as a mere continuation of the
Persian Empire (24-7).
iy _(I‘-l:nu;u')' to t|'fc vastness of their empire according to Maximus and Psendo-Aristotle.
e same is said by Posidonius, burt in a positive sense: during the Golden Age officium erat imperare,
o vegnwm (Sen. Ep. 9o.s). -
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when badly ruled, it is impossible for subjects to be good subjects. The
same characteristics, though exacerbated, surface in Alexander’s empire.
The successor of the Persians, he inherited all their woes: he acquired a
kingdom, but never ruled (24), of which the absence of laws is a clear sign
(26). When his kingdom fell apart after his death, an even worse situation
came into being, with his successors acting as ‘satraps without a king’
(coTpdiron Epnpol Baothéws, 27), and always on the move.

It is impossible to find parallels for this bleak description of the Persian
Empire, and surely not in earlier historical sources. In fact, this account of
the Persian King is carefully crafted to contradict the main characteristics
of the image of the Great King as we found it in Maximus and Pseudo-
Aristotle. The Persian Empire is not a real hierarchy, as the king only
rules by grace of his subjects and is unable to control his satraps. The
idea that it is bad for a king to depend on the recognition by his subjects
may seem odd in a Roman context: Roman political practice was based on
the acceptance of the emperor by various ‘interest groups’.® The point of
reference in Aristides” speech is not real Roman practice, however, but the
highest god, as depicted in the ‘archimage’, who is indeed not dependent on
his subordinates. Equally, the odd reference to the king travelling around
his empire to impose his rule, which is impossible to find in any historical
account of the Persian Empire, can only be understood as the mirror image
of the king as an immobile incarnation of law, whose power passes through
the hierarchy and the rule of law. Indeed, in the ‘archimage’ god does
not busy himself with the pettiness of running daily affairs and stays put
at the top of the hierarchy. The absence of law, as stressed in the case of
Alexander and his successors, implies a lack of unity in the empire, resulting
in plurality, dissension and war. Importantly, Aristides stresses that it is by
the law of nature that such an empire results in disorder: therefore, the
Persian Empire was not in tune with the natural order of things — contrary
to the ‘archimage’ that emphasised how divine law was channelled down
the well-obeying hierarchy and that visualised order and unity. Rather than
describing historical facts, then, Aristides is interested in manipulating the
‘archimage’ to prove his point. One can even argue that Aristides explicitly
alludes to the fact that his depiction of the Persian King is inspired by the
one used for the pantheon: in chapter 21, he states that the Persian King
ruled ‘by curse’ and not ‘by prayer’ (& kaTapas, ou kat euyxnfv). The
explicit religious language of this Platonic allusion to the second Alcibiades

65 Aristides is aware of the fact that the Persian King and his satraps were used as a comparison for the
divine: in Or. 43.18, the subordinate gods are called prefects or satraps.
66 For the idea of Akzepranz by the subjects as central to Roman imperial practice, see Flaig 1992.
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(1434) may be a hint by Aristides that he is using a comparison normally
adopted for the pantheon.

That Aristides is covertly referring to the ‘archimage’ and not to historical
reality, becomes even more evident in the extremely laudatory description
of Rome that is put side by side with the negative depiction of the Persian
Empire. Again, this can only be properly understood when read as a
positive calque of an image of which Persia was the negative. Aristides
starts by emphasising that the Roman Empire is bigger than Persia and
encompasses the entire world. Moreover, it is under a single rule: ‘In this
way, the entire world says the same thing, in greater harmony than a
chorus, praying that this sovereignty may last forever’ (oUTws &maoa 1
oikoupévn Xopol AxpiPéoTepov Ev GOEY YETOL OUVEUXOUEVT) PEVEIY TOV
&rrovTa Xpdvov THvde TNV &pxAv, 29). The emperor is obviously the
leader (kopudaios) of the chorus. In explicit contrast with the Persian
Empire and the kingdoms of Alexanders’ successors, Aristides emphasises
that there are no fighting satraps in the empire. The orator continues by
stressing the unity of mankind under Roman rule: no differences between
tribes or between land and island are found under Roman rule. This mirrors
the emphasis found in the ‘archimage’ on the all-encompassing rule of the
Great King, All the people are ruled by governors (&pyovTes), who in turn
are ruled by the ‘great governor’ (uéyas &pycov, 31).% The pun is hard to
translate, but the term is notaccidental: arché was precisely what the Persian
King lacked (see also 36 and s8). Real arché implies a perfectly working
hierarchy, as the next section makes clear. Like the highest god, the emperor
is omniscient and in full control of his hierarchy: ‘they think that he knows
better what they (the governors) do than they themselves, and they fear and
respect him more than someone would his master when the latter is present
and giving orders’ (32). Nobody acts without having received an order. The
conrast with the Persian King is clear: the Roman emperor can rule from
a distance and does not have to be present in person. Indeed, the emperor
does not need to travel: ‘For he governs the whole world by dispatching
letters whilst he remains in the centre of the empire’ (33). In a significant
hyp‘erbole Aristides even claims that the letters arrive immediately after
!1;1'v1ng been written. Sitting at the top of a perfect hierarchy, the emperor
s immobile, having immediate communication down, as has the highest
god in the depictions by Maximus and pseudo-Aristotle. The hierarchy is
benevolent and takes care of its subjects (36).%® Aristides also emphasises at
" Aristides describes the emperor as péyas Gpywv kel Té& mévta puTtavetov (31). For these terms,

. see Plut. De exil, 6.601a—8.
Compare the vocabulary found in Max. Tyr. Or, 1112,
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length that the Roman Empire is a hierarchy of justice. In Greek cities and
their democracies, there is no possibility of appeal beyond the city: one
has to abide by the decision. In Rome, there is always the possibility of
appeal to the ‘great judge’, who impersonates justice (38). The point is not
that the resources of a city-state are limited, contrary to the possibilities of
an empire; the suggestion is rather that the emperor is justice embodied.®
A verse from Hesiod, originally applied to Zeus, comes to help: ““For casily
he makes one strong and easily he crushes the strong”, this great judge
and governor, however justice guides him, like a breeze blowing on a ship,
which does not, indeed, favour and escort the rich man more and the
poor man less, but equally assists him to whomever it may come’ (39).
This emphasis on justice mirrors the one found in the image of the Great
Persian King in Maximus and On the World: the divine hierarchy is indeed
one of justice.

In my opinion, it would be naive to try to explain this description
of the Roman state and bureaucracy solely as based on historical facts,
even when there are obvious points of contact.”® Antoninus Pius is, for
example, known not to have left Iraly during his rule. This could then
explain the stress on the immobility of the ruler. Yet such a historical
reading misses the thrust of the speech. Indeed, itis striking how chapters
28-39, in which Aristides contrasts Rome explicitly with Persia, discuss
exactly the same topics as those found in Maximus and On the World: the
extension and unity of the empire, the perfectly controlled hierarchy with
an immobile emperor at the top, law and justice that pervade the hierarchy,
the benevolent nature of the hierarchy. For Aristides, Persia and Alexander’s
empire are the absolute negation of these characteristics, whereas they are
most perfectly found in Rome. Indeed, the fact that Aristides ends that
section by applying a verse from Hesiod, which originally described Zeus,
to the emperor, hints at what will become explicit later on: Rome’s rule is
calqued on the ideal image of divine hierarchy.

The comparison between Petsia and Rome is followed by a discussion
of the Greek city-states (40-57). Its main role is to emphasise Persia as
the only point of reference for Rome. From the outset, the Greek states
are said to be too small to be real comparanda (40) and obviously poorer
than Persia (41). Only in one respect could the Greeks be a martch: but

6 This becomes explicit in chapeer 105: ‘One could say that justice and law are truly whatever he
decides,'

0 See, e.g.. Klein 1981b: 13660, who interprets the oration in this sense and also sces Aristides
intervene in a debate about Rome’s foreign policy. See also the works referred to in note 2 of this
chapter.
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even in wisdom the Romans surpass them (41). The rest of the section
shows how the Greeks fail to impose real hegemony and empire: lack of
leadership, the constant struggle for supremacy berween Athens, Sparta
and Thebes, and numerous revolts allow Aristides to conclude that there
did not exist ‘an orderly system of imperial rule’ in Greece (57). The section
thus has the function of reinforcing the argument that only Persia can be
a point of comparison when it comes to empire building — which is the
theme of the oration. That the role of this section is to highlight Persia as
the only possible comparison is brought out by the fact that there is no
consecutive section explicitly comparing Rome to the Greek states, parallel
to the comparison between Persia and Rome in chapters 28—39. The Greek
states simply are not worth comparing.”

The first part of the speech leads to the conclusion that Rome is fit to
have an empire and knows how to govern. It has created ‘a democracy
common to the entire world’ (kaBéoTnKe Kown TRS Yfis dnuokpaTia U’
vl T4 &ploTe &pxovTt kai koopn TR, 60).”* It imbues a sense of unity
and harmony in the empire (e.g. by assuring that both the rich and poor
get their due), thereby preserving peace. No disputes, conflicts or disorder
trouble the empire, because it is well governed. No wars are being waged

71 follow Oliver 1953: 878-9 for the structure of the oration. Klein 1981b: 113 and Pernot 1997: 22
have a different analysis, constructing chs. 5871 as a comparison of Rome with Athens and Sr:arm,
Thar would, however, do away with the clear and traditional juxtaposition of a section on civil

achievements (58-71) and one on military success (71-89). The opening statement of 58 clearly

refers back ro all previous states: "However, that which has formerly escaped all mankind, one migh‘t
say, has been reserved for you alone to discover and fulfil’ (i.c. empire). There is, moreover, little

_ comparison with Athens and Sparta in s8-71.

* This remarkable use of the term ‘democracy’ to designate the Roman Empire is puzzling, but
Aristides is not unique. Philo of Alexandria, for example, calls the ideal constitution ‘democracy’
(Philo, Quod deus sit immutabilis 176, De specialibus legibus 4.237). Both Plutarch and Philostratus
say Ilhnt a state in which a single man rules for the common benefic of all is a democracy (Plut. An
seni resp. ger. 7830; Philostr. VA 5.35.4). Various explanations have been proposed, inc[uding that
the Greek d:t'numinarilm for res publica was demokratia (Goodenough 1967: 87-9), that Aristides, as
an author of the Second Sophistic, looked back to the polis-democracy represented by Demosthenes
{‘\.E_””' 1994: 1253}, or that ‘democracy’ in this period often means the regular rotation of high
otfice among the elite (Trapp 2007: 172). Attention has also been drawn o Plato’s Menexenus
238b-2392, where a state based on equality is called a democracy by some, even if it is ruled by a
|\'li1g‘{[.:1_ngstad( 1937 Goodenough 1967: 87; Centrone 2000: 564). Plausible as these cxp[ﬂnaiir;ns
are, it still remains unclear why this understanding of democracy became popular precisely in this
period. One explanation may be that both Philo’s divine empire and Aristides’ Rome are very much
L'fJJI{:;CI'[ICI.I with establishing internal harmony, thanks to which each individual is done jus(;ice and
receives his fair share, Even though intuition suggests otherwise, the hierarchy gives each individual
the position 1'Iha: belongs to him and his fair share in all the benefits of the g(;d; or the empire. The
;t’it:;l of equality and gerting a fair share is, ar least in Aristotle, associated with democracy (Arist.

ol. fs-lil?l:).l aconnection thar can explain why we see hierarchical political constitutions described
Fl‘“i::l‘icrnc1es: they may not have the form of the traditional democracy, but they perform its
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in the empire (65—70). This leads to the section on military policy (72-89),
which ends with praise of the perfect hierarchy in the army, which is then
explicitly compared to Zeus’s empire:

It comes to me to quote this Homeric phrase, after changing the end a bit: ‘Such
indeed is Olympian Zeus’s empire within.” For when one man is in charge of so
many, and his servants and delegates are far inferior to him but far superior to
those over whom they have charge, and when they accomplish everything without
disturbance and upheaval, and when there is no envy and all everywhere is full of
justice and respect and the fruit of virtue does not escape anyone, how does this

verse not carry the day? (89)

The casual introduction to the verse (‘it comes to me...") should not
conceal the central importance of this statement. Although the comparison
apparently relates only to the empire’s military power, the passage makes
explicit what was prepared by the comparison with Persia: it is the first
open confession that the hierarchical structure of the Roman Empire is,
at a lower level, that of the divine world. Indeed, the comparison again
draws on key elements of the ‘archimage’: the single command as source of
order, a strict hierarchy with swift communication and direct obeisance, a
hierarchy of law and justice.

Law and order create peace, and Aristides appropriately dedicates the last
part before the peroration to this (92-106). Rome’s practice of imposing
universal and morally correct laws upon the entire world is compared to
the imposition of order by the gods after the rule of the Titans: ‘considering
the state of affairs before you and under you, how would one not say that
before your rule everything was disturbed, topsy-turvy and running wild,
but when you took over, the upheavals and insurrection ended, and order
in all this and clear light in life and state entered, laws appeared plainly
and the altars of the gods received credence’ (103). All the gods join in the
support Zeus shows for the Roman Empire (104-5). Indeed, justice returns
to carth (106). The comparison points to the fundamental, one might say
ontological, role Rome plays: as a perfect hierarchy, it guarantees order,
just as the divine hierarchy guarantees order in nature and the world.”
Therefore, Rome’s rule acquires a cosmic standing: Rome is like Zeus’s
empire precisely because it is in accordance with the natural order of
things. Indeed, in chapter 91, Aristides calls the Romans ‘natural rulers’,
who have imposed unvarying law and order on mankind.

I do not want to dispute that Aristides used historical facts or Platonic
references to flesh out this portrait of Rome, but what drives the speech is

71 Cf, Méthy 1991 for remarks relared to this aspect of the speech.
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a transfer of the quality of ideal empire (in image of the divine one) from
Persia to Rome. It is obvious that Aristides depicts the Roman Empire
in a fundamentally similar way to how the texts discussed earlier describe
the Persian King. Rome (and thus also the divine realm) is depicted as a
hierarchy, with one individual, who is the embodiment of law and justice,
at its top. This individual is immobile and omniscient. The hierarchy he
controls creates unity out of diversity, order out of disorder, concord out
of strife through the rule of law.”* Local diversity in customs, habits and
laws is brought under one rule of universal law. In the process, Roman
law is at least implicitly identified with divine law, justice, and virtue.”s
The rule of Rome consequently represents the natural order of things. The
idea that Rome is a hierarchy might lead one to think that the empire is
characterised by profound inequality, but the contrary is actually claimed
by Aristides. The slave-master relation is said to be typical of the Persian
Empire but denied for Rome,” where all men are equal. This suggests that
for Aristides the hierarchy integrates all inhabitants of Rome in a single
framework and by doing so makes them all equal. Just as a hierarchy creates
unity in the pantheon, so it does in the Roman Empire.

Aristides” transferral of the status of ideal empire from Persia to Rome is
obviously notan innocentliterary or philosophical argument. By suggesting
that Rome really is the ideal empire, Rome’s existence becomes part of the
ideal structure of the cosmos. As such, the Roman Empire is eternal (108).
Aristides was clearly aware of a logical problem that this construction
entails: how can an empire that came into being at a certain point in time
represent the natural order of things? One implicit strategy is simply to
disregard history: it has often been noticed that On Rome does not address
the history of Rome, neither its origins nor its conquests. Constructed by
some as a sign of disaffection with Roman rule,” it is rather the result
of Aristides” desire to represent Rome as the best empire possible: Rome
is depicted as virtually beyond human history. A second, more explicit,
strategy is also operative: Aristides subtly introduces a theory of history.

' l.:n:lindﬁ the same elements, bur less prominently, in Aristid. Or, 23, On Concord: chs. 3440, 62,
- [, : : ’

U Law .1|.1d justice are commonly associated with Zeus, ro the point that Zeus even fades behind the

_ law; ¢f, Aristid. Or. 24.42.

© Aristid, Or. 23.23, 23.36, 23.80, 23.91.
]’g-m:_n 2008: 189, The argument for a certain degree of disaffection with Rome is not very strong
and in the case of Pernot based on the a priori assumption thar the conquered will have some
resenement n_n\f:mf.\ their conquerors (176). Whilst it is obvious thae the identification of Hellenism
\“-'.Ilh_L'Ll]l}lrc is very strong in the Second Sophistic (see the essays in Goldhill 2001 and Whitmarsh
l-:(:]}L ::::\does not .prc:(;_h:(?s: g('rmE‘ne er?rhusi‘asm for tf:leIRom;m Empire, undoubtedly enhanced

) spect of material and social gain. After all, Aristides was a Roman citizen.
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Mankind’s history is sketched as one of progress, rather than of decline.
In chapter 106 Aristides refutes Hesiod, who situated the Golden Age at
the beginning of time. Rather, he argues, the Golden Age has come into
being only recently with the advent of Rome and its discovery of th.c art of
ruling, contrary to the Persians who did not distinguish between ruling and
dominating. Just as Aristides brings the ideal state down from heaven to
earth, he draws the Golden Age into the present. Rather than situating the
ideal state in a distant past (as Posidonius did) or in the remote heavens (in
line with most authors using the image of the Persian Great King), Aristides
decisively locates it in the Roman Empire of his age. In suggesting that the
ideal has fulfilled itself in the current political system, Aristides’ ideological
twist exploits the dangerous potential of comparisons that describe the

ideal in terms of the real.

CHAPTER 7

Dio Chrysostom

Virtue and structure in the kingship orations

As we have seen in Chapter 4, Dio Chrysostom’s corpus consists of speeches
addressed to popular but educated audiences in Greek cities across the
Roman Empire. Given their highly performative nature, these speeches
do not aim at the meticulous exposition of philosophical positions.! This
chapter consequently has a limited aim and argues that we can notice the
impact of the descriptive account of kingship, as set out in Chapter s, in
rwo of Dio’s kingship orations. The kingship orations have recently been
subjected to detailed analyses. Moles™ close study of the speeches and their
philosophical argument has shown that Dio uses praise not so much to
describe reality as to shape the ideological discourse justifying the rule of
the emperor Trajan — although Dio on occasion combines this with covert
criticism.? S. Swain has drawn attention to the fact that Dio’s praise of
Rome seems tempered by a belief that the world is in decline. By focusing
rather on the literary set-up of the speeches, T. Whitmarsh has, in turn,
suggested that Dio actually took a much more subversive stance towards
Roman rule.’ All these scholars agree, however, in seeing Dio’s argument
as focusing on the virtues and good character of the true king, qualities
acquired through an imitation of the supreme king, Zeus. It is certainly
true that this is what the orator explicitly pretends to be doing, but, devel-
oping a suggestion by M. Trapp,* 1 wish to show in the following pages
that Dio situates the ideal king in a cosmic hierarchy. Indeed, some pas-
sages can only be properly understood when that perspective is taken into
account. His account of kingship thus incorporates descriptive and pre-
scriptive elements, exemplifying what I have argued is a general tendency of

" One has to notice Moles' argument (1990) that Dio consistently atcemprs to pur forward a cynic
pateea in contrast to the traditional Greek and Roman paideia. Milazzo 2007 stresses Dio’s presen-

~ tation of himself as a guide in politics and ethics.

© See especially Moles 1983 on Or. 4.

" Moles 1990 and 2003; Swain 1996: 192-206; Whitmarsh 2001 244-87 and 2005: 60-3. Gangloff
2006: 256-73 briefly discusses O, 1, 2 and 4 from the poine of view of the use of myths.

* lrapp 20071 181, who notices the ‘cosmic standing of kingship” as one of the themes of the speeches.
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Post-Hellenistic thought. Two of the orations, numbers 1 and 3, the first
and the last to be written by Dio,’ are the most relevant to my argument.

THE THIRD KINGSHIP ORATION

Ac first sight, Oration 3,° allegedly addressed to the emperor Trajan, seems
eminently concerned with kingly virtue. Indeed, Dio opens the speech with
a question Socrates was once asked, whether he considered the Persian King
a happy man. Socrates characteristically dodges the question: he can only
answer it with full knowledge of the king’s character, because happiness
does not depend upon one’s wealth or station. The question seems to
set the tone for the rest of the speech in suggesting that true kingship, of
which the Persian King clearly is not an example,” has less to do with power
and position than with character and virtue. Yet this avowed purpose is
from the very start undercut by considerations of a different nature. In the
introductory part, Dio describes Trajan as a judge who is more just than
judges selected by lot, a king gentler than the magistrates of a city, and a
general more courageous than rank and file soldiers (5). One can read this
as a summary of kingly values such as justice, equity and courage but, at the
same time, such images indicate the superior position the emperor occupies
in a hierarchy. And indeed, at one point Dio mentions explicitly that not
only his virtues but also his position make Trajan happy: ‘T affirm that you
are clearly a blessed man, possessing the greatest authority (BUvaus) after
the gods’ (3). Later Dio emphasises that Trajan owes his position to the
gods (8).

[ wish to argue here that the entire speech can be read as hovering between
these two points of view and should not be reduced to a mere exposition
of kingly virtues. Three passages are key in this respect: first, chapters
42—s50, setting out how the emperor relates to law; second, chapters s0—4,
which take the ‘king of all’ as the paradigm of the earthly king; and third,
chapters 86-118, the famous section on friendship. In each of these three
passages, we can see how Dio’s description of the monarch is influenced
by considerations about the position the emperor occupies in the cosmic
hierarchy.

Males 1990: 361,

@ It was argued by von Arnim 1898: 41435 that the speech was a composite, put together by an editor.
That position is not accepted today and the text is now read as a unity. For analyses of its structure,
see Brancacci 1992: 3317-19; Konstan 1997: 133-6.

In his kingship orations, Dio usually uses the Persian King as a negative example: see Dio Chrys. Or.
Li—4, 2.35, 2.51, 3.30, 3.36, 3.118, 3.133-8, 4.16, 4.45-9, 4.60-70, 4.113. See also Or. 6, 14.22-3, 62.5.
There are some exceptions to this negative view: Or. 2.77, 56.4.
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The account of Socrates” opinions (29—41), set out after a digression
on flattery (12—24), keeps the focus closely on virtues. Bur as soon as Dio
broaches the opinion of ‘those coming after him’ (42—50) —a formula that
skilfully erases all differences between the various philosophical schools —
he swings to a more theoretical discussion of sovereignty (&pyxr) and
kingship (BaoAeia). At first sight, Dio clearly distinguishes berween them:
sovereignty is the ‘lawful government (81oiknors) of men and providence
(rrpévoia) for men according to law’, whilst kingship is a sovereignty
thar does not have to account for its actions (&vutreuBuvos) and in which
the law is the king’s will (6 8¢ vouos Paoiréws 86yua). Both are set
in contrast with tyranny, which is an arbitrary and lawless rule (43—4) —
an example of disorder, as are other degenerate constitutions (48, cf. 75).
These definitions suggest that whereas sovereignty complies with law, a
king is the law. However, that contrast is blurred elsewhere in the speech:
an carlier passage, for example, does not discriminate between sovereignty
and kingship (25-8). Moreover, while in Chapter 10 Dio states that the
king is above the law, he later expects him to respect it (39). So what is the
relationship of the king to the law?

Dio can be best understood as depicting the king as nomos empsychos
without explicitly using that notion: ideally at least, human laws are in
accordance with divine law, and the king should follow divine reason
and law, thus decreeing positive law that flows from divine reason. That
this reading is correct becomes clear in chapter 50, where Dio points to
examples of kingship in nature, for example in beehives® and herds. But,
he continues, the best example is the government of the universe ‘under
the first and best god’. This concatenation implies that one law governs
al]‘: just as the same hierarchical structure can be found at various levels
of being, the same law must govern the bestial, human, and divine kings.
\‘{*fc thus encounter in Dio the same assumption that underlies the notion
of the king as nomos empsychos: in true kingship, the commandments of
the king are identical to divine law. Positive and divine law become, in
other words, indistinguishable. This is implied in the formula 6 8¢ vopos
.Bum?\écog 86yua. Usually translated as ‘the king's will is law’, it rather
implies that the king’s will must conform to (divine) law, as is also expressed
in t.he concept of nomos empsychos. This law is obviously also identical to
Justice (45, cf. 10). Precisely the ideal identification of divine and positive
!"‘“f ensures that this formula is not a proxy for absolutism, at least on a
philosophical level: a king who does not conform his will to that of the

e g i
['he same example is used in Dio Chrys. Or., 4.62.
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gods is not a true king but a tyrant. Thus, depending on his point of view,
Dio can say that the king is above (positive) law or subordinate to (divine)
law. In reality, this difference is important, but in the ideal picture that Dio
develops, the two are identified with each other.”

Chapter 5o concludes with a reference to the universe and its king as the
example of all kingship. The next four chapters not only develop the idea of
the ‘king of all’ as a paradigm for the earthly king butalso set the worship of
the gods in parallel with the respect brought to the king." This culminates
in a remarkable passage: a true ruler will ‘in the first place worship the
divine, not merely professing bur also really believing that the gods exist,
to the end that he too may have worthy governors under him’ (fva 81 kad
aUTOs Exm ToUs kar &Eiaw &pyovTes, s1.)" This seems logically fallacious:
how does a belief in the gods help in any way to ensure that one has decent
governors beneath one? At a basic level, Dio seems to assume that religion
is the keystone of virtue. But this hardly explains the specific reference to
the governors. One can give a more profound meaning to this passage if
one accepts that belief in the gods implies for Dio a recognition of the
true structure of the divine world, with a single first god at the top and a
series of lesser deities and demons below him. Governors stand in the same
relation to the king as the lesser deities stand to that supreme god. A clear
awareness of one’s station in the cosmic hierarchy helps one to perform
one’s task properly, and not to usurp, for example, tasks that properly
belong to the highest king. If belief in the gods entails a recognition of the
hierarchical structure of the cosmos and the importance of obedience to
divine law, the same awareness should pervade one’s activities in the human
realm, because that shares in the hierarchical structure of the cosmos. This
interpretation finds support in furcher parallels drawn by Dio between the
position of the king and that of the supreme god. For example, the king
exercises benevolent providence over his subjects, just as the gods do for him

Y A good illustration of how Dia’s view on law changes depending on the context is provided by a
pair of sophistic display picces, Or. 75 and 76, The first is an encomium of law; the second praises
custom. At first sight, Dio contradices himself outright: he first makes law a source of order, justice
and virtue, only to associate it in the next speech with tyranny. In Or. 76 kingship follows custom,
whereas law is the characteristic of tyranny. A detail sums up the apparent conflice: the first speech
praises law for sateguarding the inviolate characrer of the herald (75.9); the second one atwribures
it to custom (76.5). But the difference is one of perspective: both positive law and custom can be
related to divine law, the former as laid down by wise lawgivers who had insight into divine law and
the latrer as ‘natural’ rules that are shared by all mankind. In an ideal world, such as Posidonius’
Golden Age or the world of the gods, there should exist a perfect match berween divine law, human
Jaw, and kingship. But in our imperfect world both positive law and custom are only approximarions
of that ideal, at best.

% Cf. Dio Chrys, Or. 31.57-8.

G, Dio Chrys, O, 3.54, where it is said that the belief in demons is also useful for the king himself.
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(s2: AyETAL 8¢ Tois &GAAols avBpwtrols cupdépely THY auTol Tpdvolav
oUTes s aUTG TV ékefveov dpyxnv). Innocent though this seems, the
formulation implies that the king is part of a cosmic hierarchy that passes
the divine will and providence down to the lesser beings, a conception that
we shall also encounter in Plutarch in the next chapter.”

This identification, or at least parallelism, of worship of the gods and
honour brought to human rulers is a prominent theme in Dio’s Rhodian
oration, probably to be dated under Trajan," where he interprets religious
worship as the act of honouring one’s superior, just as man honours his
human benefactors. Honour is the natural response to the hierarchy in
the universe: the attitude of subjects to their king is paralleled,” and even
identified, with that of their king and themselves towards the gods. The
continuation of traditional religious practice is thus construed by Dio as
essential for keeping up the cosmic order.'®

The analysis of the previous two passages (42—s0 and s1—4) has shown
that Dio situates the king in a cosmic hierarchy and depicts religious
worship, understood as an acknowledgement of this divine hierarchy, as
an important precondition for respecting the human hierarchy as well.
From what are essentially considerations about the structure of the world,
Dio shifts in the next chapters to one of his hobby-horses: being king is
hard labour and toil (56-8s, cf. 122—38). The section also includes a long
argument that by nature the better rules the less able (62-81) — a familiar
argument in this period and one we have found already in Posidonius. This
runs over in an extensive plea for the need the king has of friends. Such
an emphasis on friendship is rare in the eulogistic tradition and one may
want to explain this with reference to Hellenistic kingship and its philoi, or,
more plausibly, Roman ideals about the cvilis princeps.'” Indeed, Trajan,
I|1‘c possible addressee of this speech, was reputed (at least in the words
of his panegyrists) to live up to that ideal.® A. Milazzo has also stressed

" One can aseribe a similar position to Marcus Aurelius (Med. 5.30, 6.36) and Epicretus (Diss. 114,15~
17, 2.10.3~4, 3.24.31): cf. Long 2002: 20s. It is obvious that Stoics, with their more monist and less
. |_:I:ur;1ruhic-.1[ concept of the divine would be more inclined 1o stress @ human than a divine hierarchy.
Sidebottom 1992: 414, 419; Swain 1996: 428-9. On the speech, see also Lemarchand 1926 54—8'{:
Jones 1978: 26=34; Veyne 1999: 54153,
Dio Chrys, Or, 31.5-6, 31.10-16.
Dio may be relying here on earlier Stoic thought: a similar parallelism berween secular and divine
|1fmours seems to have been advanced by Zeno of Citium: Mansfeld 1999: 457.
[he speech emphasises that a change of exemplary traditional ways is potentially destructive,
thrca{cmng 1o destroy the fabric of well-ordered city life: see Dio Chrys. Or. 31: chs. 23=5: 43—
) _T.}—Rn‘ 909, 116, 124, 141-5, 1523, 159, 165. ’ - ' '
I]H:‘.\cr.'tinn 86-118 on friendship is discussed by Konstan 1997 and Milazzo 2007: s1—107. Konstan
= [_1-10,1 suggests thar the section was spurred by ‘something in the spirit of'I'rajan’; reign’.
See Plin. Pan. 85, The classic paper on this topic remains Wallace-Hadrill 1982.
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Dio’s self-interest: he may be presenting himself as one of the friends who
counsel the emperor.” But another argumentative strategy can be taken to
underlie this passage: Dio may also be covertly comparing the king to the
highest god. Several indications support this reading. Indeed, Dio ascribes
the same role to the king’s friends as other authors to the subservient gods
in the divine hierarchy:* his friends are his eyes, ears, tongue and hands all
over his empire. Through them, he can see everything that happens,™ hear
messages from everywhere,* pass on commandments and act at various
places at the same time. The result is thar ‘nothing anywhere is devoid of his
providence’ (105-7). Justas the lesser deities obey the will of the highest god
unflinchingly, friendship is ‘identity of wish and intention’.” Even though
the comparison of royal friends to the king’s eyes and cars is of Aristotelian
origin,** this parallel with the way in which the structure of the pantheon
is often described in the Post-Hellenistic period remains noteworthy. It
is possible that Dio chose the comparison of imperial servants to friends,
rather than paralleling imperial officials with lesser deities, because it has
2 less hierarchical tone. Apart from the political motives he may have had
for this,® it suited better the Stoic conception of the divine, which was
less hierarchical than that of the Platonists and considered the gods to be
all parts of the same universal reason. That Stoicism may have played a
role is confirmed by Dio’s nod in this context to the Stoic doctrine of the
community of gods and sages by stating that the king uries to make the
gods his friends (115). Even though there remains a distinction berween
Zeus and all the other gods in this view, their relationship is characterised
rather as one of friendship than of clear subordination.*® Dio’s apparently
more ‘egalitarian’ description in the section on friendship cannot conceal,
however, the clearly hierarchical view of the cosmos and kingship that he
develops in the speech.

9 Milazzo 2007: 62—-107,

20 See Arist. [De mundo] 6.3983; Max, Tyr. Or. 1112 Aristid. Or. 26.32—3 (see Chapter 8).

1 CF Dio Chrys. Or. 62.1. 2 CF Dio Chrys. Or 57.2.

Dio Chrys. Or. 4.42. One notes an echo of Chrysippus, SVF 111.716-26. = Arist, Pol. 3.11.9.

% Milazzo 2007: 106~7.

# T'here may be a logical problem here. The Stoic god is famously a 'lonely’ god, not in need of others
or friends. Being pure reason he does not need company, just as, ultimarely, the Stoic sage does
not (cf. Sen. Ep. 9.16-17; Epict. Diss. 3.13.4-5. See already Arist, £l Nie. i1s8b—1159a). This was a
traditional point of arrack for the detractors of Stoicism (cf. Cic. Hortensius, fr, 47 = Lactant. Dip.
inst. 1.7.4; Plut. An sent resp. ger. 18.7930). By making the king dependent on his friends, cither Dio
has to accept him as being not fully wise and virtuous, contrary to what he assumes throughout the
discourse; o, if he accepts that the king is modelled on Zeus, he seems ta imply that Zeus needs
friends as well, which contradicts a central Stoic tenet. Bur Dio probably was not really bothered

by these niceties of Stoic docrrine,
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Although Dio’s third kingship oration is, on the surface, mainly about
the definition of the true king by his virtues, it seems, thus, that a concept
of cosmic hierarchy also informs the speech. Dio draws a parallel between
che divine hierarchy of gods and demons, on the one hand, and the human
one led by the emperor, on the other. The latter occupies a position like
that of the highest god and he relays divine law to his subjects by making
his decrees conform to universal reason. Dio thus not only draws on the
prcscriptive account of kingship as the embodiment of virtue but also sees
kingship as part of the providential order of the universe. As I have argued
above, the presence of both a descriptive and a prescriptive account — or
rather the presence of descriptive and prescriptive elements in a single
account of kingship — is characteristic for Post-Hellenistic thought about
kingship. The emphasis on a universal hierarchy implies that in this period
kingship is not just thought of in terms of imitation of divine virtue. This
more traditional idea, which ultimately goes back to Plato’s philosopher-
kings, is now embedded in a discourse that links hierarchy, law and justice
and discovers these on all levels of the cosmos.

FIRST KINGSHIP ORATION

After my discussion of the third kingship oration, I can be brief on the
first, which adds considerations about cosmic structure to what at first
sight seems to be a rather traditional description of the ideal king (xpnoTos
Baoieus, 11) with stress on character and virtue (4-8). Many of the themes
already encountered in the third oration are present in this one as well:
the king must worship the gods; he cares for all men like a herdsman or a
shepherd; he toils for the good of all; he is a good soldier and the object
of universal praise. After this description of the earthly king in the first
part of the speech (15-36), Dio turns to the ‘greatest and first king and
3'L1|c-1", whom all the mortals must imitate — not only in character but also
in the way they order human affairs (37). Immediately, justice is defined
as .tl‘lc‘ essential characteristic of Zeus, with reference to Homer who names
Minos, the famous just lawgiver from Crete, as the companion of Zeus
((?‘”‘!}_’-"""J’ 19.179). A long discussion of various epithets of Zeus, as indicators
of his many qualities, follows (39—41). Dio then turns to ‘the government
of the world” (Umrep Tév GAwv Tfis Sloikfoews, 42). He argues that the
world is guided by good fortune, providence and a just sovereignty, and
that we must stand by it:

In line wit
poumc with thc‘ shared nature of the cosmos and us, we are ordered (kexoounué-
§) under a single custom and law and take part in the same state (TroAiTeios).
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The one who respects and protects it and does not act against it, is law-abiding
(vuuos), pious and orderly (kéowos); the one who disturbs it as far as is in his
power, violates and ignores it, is lawless and disorderly (&wopos kai &roopos), be
he a private citizen or a magistrate (&pywov) in rank. (43)

The Stoic idea that the world is a single state and ruled by a single law is
here explicitly couched in terms of order and disorder and presented as a
structure that one has to accept: everybody must comply with the cosmic
order as it is translated on earth. The passage also implies that we all have
had a position assigned in the cosmic hierarchy.

This is not only true for the subjects of the state, but also for the ruler.
Just as the king stands at the top of the human hierarchy, and is obeyed by
his subordinates, he must obey the orders from the gods. This parallelism
is brought out in a long comparison:

Among generals and commanders of armies, cities and provinces, he who most
closely imitates your character [the emperor’s] and shows himself similar to your
habits as much as it seems possible would be by far your dearest companion and
friend, and someone who becomes opposite and dissimilar would justly receive
criticism and disgrace and, being rapidly removed from his office as well, would
give way to men better qualified to govern. In a similar way, because kings, I think,
derive their power and guardianship from Zeus, the king who, keeping his eyes
on Zeus, orders and governs his people with justice and equity in accordance with
the laws and ordinances of Zeus enjoys a happy lot and a fortunate end. But he
who goes astray and dishonours him who entrusted and gave him this gift receives
no other reward from his great authority and power than merely this: that he
has shown himself to all his contemporaries and to posterity to be a wicked and
undisciplined man. (44-6)

This passage again recalls that the human hierarchy below the emperor is
just another form of the one that the kings constitute in relation to God.
Such hierarchies are presented as natural, as is shown by the fact that Dio
uses the lower hierarchical relationship as an example to illustrate how
the higher one works. In doing so, Dio inverts the usual vector of the
comparison. All hierarchical relationships being part of the same natural
order, this may be counterintuitive but not illogical.

The comparison between generals and kings is, however, asymmetrical
in one important point: bad generals quickly lose their position, but tyrants
only incur universal censure. This seems to contradict the idea so forcefully
defended in the fourth kingship oration — that a true king can only be the
one who possesses the full breadth of virtues.*” Here, on the contrary,

37 Dio Chrys. Or. 4.74-6.

Dio Chrysostom 155

kingship seems to be a position in a universal hierarchy that waits to be
filled — and can be occupied by a less virtuous individual as well.*® This
is another instance where the tension between a descriptive perspective
on kingship and a prescriptive one betrays itself in Dio’s ceuvre. In this
passage from the first kingship oration, Dio aims at portraying the universe
as naturally ruled by a king. With monarchy not simply being the best
constitution but part of the make-up of the cosmos, kinéship is not only
the result of virtue: it also is part of the order of things. ‘

Such a conception of kingship is explicitly argued for in Dio’s brief
discussion of the Stoic doctrine of the city in the Borystheniticus.* After a
classic statement of the kinship of gods and men, Dio very quickly moves
to a defence of monarchy as the natural constitution. Interestingly, this is
backed up by a reference to the traditional worship of Zeus as king: the
prayers to such a god presuppose (and thus prove for Dio) that the universe
is governed by a monarchy. Again, we notice that Dio uses traditional
religion as a justification of the hierarchical structure of the cosmos. This
representation has been analysed as an attempt to marry Stoicism, with
its emphasis on the cosmic state, and Platonism, with its preference for
monarchy,’ and both influences are indeed tangible in the passage. But as
I hope to have shown, it is also part of a wider tendency in this period to
imagine the world in hierarchical terms.

The asymmetry between subordinate generals and the king indicates the
essential difference in their position: whereas generals are dependent on
the king, he owes his position to the gods. In this respect it is important to
notice that the Rhodian oration suggests that the gods are worshipped by us
human beings because they are better than us, and in particular benevolent
and just. The impossibility of any injustice on their side ensures that
worship will never end. If the gods were tyrants, people might refrain
from worshipping. But no god is a tyrant, and thus worship will never
stop. The same does not hold for kings: although Dio argues in the first
k!ngship oration that the true king is just and follows divine law,** actual
kings can turn into tyrants and forget their duties towards mankind and
the gods. But there is little mankind can do about this, as the passage
quoted above suggests, apart from witholding the honour and worship
that is normally due to the superior levels of the cosmic hierarchy. Tyranny,

) hulvh 4 conception can be paralleled in Epict. Diss. 3.24.10-12, 4.1.106.
. Dio Chrys. Or, 36.29-38.

jHdmh_n:ld 1991 841 Gill 2000: 6o6; Trapp 2007: 173, 185-90. See Gangloff 2006: 337—42 for an
: \mlal}-'sls which stresses the idea of fmitatio dei in Dio. -

Dio Chrys, O, 31.12-16, 31.37, 31.57-8, 31.73-83, 31.87-100. #* Dio Chrys, Or, 1.74-8.
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therefore, occurs where the descriptive understanding of kingship (kings as
part of a hierarchy) is not balanced by the prescriptive account (the king as
embodiment of virtue): the hierarchy is still intact but it is filled up with
immoral individuals. Such a bifurcation can only exist in human society
after the Golden Age, and not among the gods.

Notwithstanding their apparent focus on virtue, Dio’s kingship orations
are thus also informed by the descriptive account of kingship, which situates
the king in a cosmic hierarchy. The precise form this hierarchy takes seems
to depend on the context in which Dio deploys his argument. In Oration
3 he entertains the idea of a hierarchy of a highest god and subservient
demons, as he wants to suggest the governors stand in the same relation
to the king as demons do to the highest god. In Oration 1, the emperor
seems rather to be the top of a human hierarchy set in place by the
gods. In both cases the hierarchy is closely associated with law, justice,
providence and, significantly, order.” Whereas the larter concept is often
found among Stoics of the Imperial age,** the hierarchy of gods and demons
is rather of a Platonist nature. In the same way as the Platonist Plutarch
draws on Stoic views when they suit his argument, Dio creatively adopts
the various hierarchical concepts that are available to him. Apart from
indicating argumentative ingenuity (rather than docrrinal instability), this
habit underscores the general importance of hierarchical thinking in this
period. The hierarchies found in the kingship orations have in the first place
a political content, which, however, spills over into religion. Whatever form
the hierarchy takes, Dio emphasises that a subordinate position implies that
one should honour one’s superior. Religious worship is thus structurally
the same as political obedience. But they are related even more closely:
religious worship is seen as a recognition of the hierarchical structure of
the cosmos and, thus, also as an affirmation of the position of the emperor,
who is part of that hierarchy. Hence, Dio can affirm that proper worship
of gods and demons assures that the king has a well-working hierarchy of
servants beneath him. Such an entanglement of arguments about politics
and religion in the kingship orations can be seen as reflecting the way in
which the discourse on cosmic hierarchy integrates politics and religion.
Because politics and religion are so closely related in the discourse, the
proper observance of religion can easily become a sign of respect for the
political hierarchy. As we shall see in the last chapter of this book, such an
argument was developed by Celsus against the Christians.

% For the latter, see also Dio Chrys. Or. 40.35-41.
4 This is very clear in Marcus Aurelius: Med. 5.30, 6.36, 6.42-3, 7.55, 8.19, 9.23.

CHAPTER 8§

Plutarch
A benevolent hierarchy of gods and men

In Chapter s I have set out how in the Post-Hellenistic period the hierar-
chical cosmos starts to function as a paradigm of order among Stoics and
Platonists, and how this impacts on their understanding of both politics
and religion. In Chapter 7 I have given details of this for Dio Chrysostom,
the stoicising orator; the present chapter focuses on Plutarch of Chaeronea,
whose vast corpus allows us to illustrate and specify the argument put for-
ward earlier. Indeed, scholars such as J. Dillon and F. Ferrari have noted
that hierarchies are essential for Plutarch to dispel disorder.' In his philo-
sophy this is linked to a specific metaphysical tenet: contrary to most of
his contemporaries, who see matter as something amorphous and negative
on which god acted to give it shape, he posits the existence of an irrational
and material world soul, which is responsible for initial disorder but also
for later disturbances in the cosmos.* Plutarch’s On the Generation of the
Soul in the Timaeus, where this view is set out most explicitly, significantly
ends on the comment that the gods are needed to maintain harmony and
order in the cosmos:* without the check of a hierarchy of gods and demons
on Fhe irrational world soul, the world would fall into anarchy.

['his chapter argues that, although Plutarch’s metaphysical position is
peculiar to him and part of his original reinterpretation of Plato, we should
also understand it against the background of the ideas about hierarchy
as set out carlier. In line with the discourse on cosmic hierarchy, the
action of the gods is exercised through a hierarchy, the importance of
which is not limited to metaphysics. It has not been sufficiently noted
before, indeed, that Plutarch applies the idea to politics as well: apart from

I. Dillon 1996; 200-8; Ferrari 1995.

i ,lr‘-lm- De anim. procr. 410148, See also Plut, Quaest. conv. 1.2 6188, 615F, Quaest. Plat, 1003a-8, De
[LL;{:;TI‘ iiigg‘: sz;;’zt{ [T”ill‘Fz-llrc}ljs idea of an irrational world soul also allows !‘{im to argue thar
Irnn:uu;.n;]y ,:-\ .n:PmTl .?.t 1.ul n’.w!:‘ c:)irﬂ“lunki:s.‘ for example, occur because of the irrationality

i 1 L\Llll .m the cosmos: of. | lur. De anini. procr. 4.1013€.

] anim. procr. 33.1030. See also De anim. procr. 28.10266~1027 (with reference to Pl. Pir.
269¢), De fac. 12.9266-927a, Dy serd 5.550D, Cluaest. conv. 81,7208,
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accepting the existence of ‘natural rulers’, he can be shown to embed the
ruler in a cosmic hierarchy. The idea of a cosmic and divine hierarchy also
shapes Plutarch’s concept of religion. As is well known, Plutarch accepred
a hierarchy of demons, as did all Middle Platonists. This obviously allowed
him to impose order on the traditional Homeric pantheon, by interpreting
the various traditional gods as part of a hierarchy that obeys the highest
god. Importantly, however, this hierarchical conception of the divine has a
normative value, which surfaces most clearly in Plutarch’s understanding of
superstition. Complementing my discussion of superstition in Chapter 2,
where [ set out that for Plutarch superstition is a mistaken understanding
of religion due to a lack of philosophical knowledge, I argue here that
superstition also implies a failure to understand the hierarchical nature of
the pantheon and, in particular, its benevolent nature: the superstitious
man thinks that god is a tyrant and not a king. This suggests that the
only correct way of understanding the pantheon is to see it as a benevolent
hierarchy, which becomes even more explicit in the way Plutarch deploys
the parallel of the pantheon with the Persian King and his satraps in
his polemic against the Stoics in On Stoic Self-contradictions. By putting
forward the hierarchically reordered pantheon as the only natural way
of understanding religion, Plutarch succeeds in depicting the Stoics as
ignorant and superstitious.

METAPHYSICAL AND POLITICAL ORDER

That Plutarch’s ideas on cosmological order, as expressed in his commentary
on the Timaeus, are not restricted to the metaphysical level is evidenced
by his transfer of Timaean images of order and disorder into politics. Two
examples may suffice. First, in the Life of Numa, Plutarch describes how
the king creates order in the Roman body of citizens. The city of Rome
used to be divided into two tribes, which ‘refused to become united or to
blot out their diversities and differences’ (17.1). Clashes and riots (cTé&o1s)
were the unavoidable consequence.* Numa decided to carve up the city
into many more classes, based on occupation and from these he succeeded
in creating a harmonious mix (17.3). The picture strikingly reminds one
of the activity of the demiurge in Plato’s Timaeus, engaged in bringing
together different elements in a harmonious unity.’ This idea, that the
statesman should create order and unity out of pre-existing diversity, in

4 Plut, Nem. 6.1, cf. 8.1 and 20.7. 5 CF Pl 77 28b—32b.
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line with divine cosmic activity, can be found in many other writings of
Plutarch® and of his contemporaries.”

Second, On the Fortune of the Romans, a probably unfinished work of
Plutarch’s arguing that fortune and virtue collaborated in the rise of Rome,
opens with a grand double comparison between cosmic and political order
and disorder (2.316E—317¢). First, Plutarch compares the welding together
of virtue and fortune to the activity of Plato’s demiurge, who joins opposite
clements such as fire and water in a harmonious whole.® Then he parallels
the order established by Rome in the previously drifting world with the
way that atoms coalesce by chance until the earth is strong enough to
impose order on the whirling atomic bubble. Both comparisons establish
a firm link between cosmic and earthly order, but the second comparison
strangely undercuts the first. By likening the joining of virtue and fortune
to the result of demiurgic activity, Plutarch implies that Rome’s expansion
was meant to be by divine will. But the atomist and Epicurean second
comparison flatly contradicts any divine implication in the rise of Rome:
it is all a matter of chance.” One can entertain several possibilities. As
suggested by I Veyne, Plutarch may have consciously chosen the Epicurean
idea of chance to indicate what he thought to be the main cause of the rise
of Rome: fortune.' On such a reading, Plutarch can be seen as engaged
in the favourite sophistic pastime of subtly challenging the expectations
raised earlier in the mind of his readers. Most of the subsequent treatise
(5-13) indeed deals with fortune, although this can also be explained by its
possibly unfinished state. Another reading would be that the comparison
with the Timaeusis designed to symbolise virtue, whereas the Epicurean one
exemplifies fortune. Each comparison would then simply point to one of
the factors involved in Rome’s rise. Yet, on that reading, the comparison of
Rome with Epicurean mechanism still begs explanation, for the Epicurean
metaphysics of disorder is normally abhorred by Plutarch.” So why would

' |’ll._:l, f_.]’HH)‘J. Lye. er Num. 2.5, Ron. 35.2-3, Phoc. 2.5, 29.4, 32—4, Arar. 14.1, De sera 15.5594, Ad
frine. iner. 7808. Another level where order is to be imposed is in the soul (cf. Num. 8.1, see also
[)mml_r,cr?ux, p. 266.10-2 (Thesleff); Max. Tyr. Or. 27.6), but this is of less interest here,

See the Ilullu\\-'ing instances of political and cosmic ordering: Max. Tyr. Or. 16.4; Plur. [De faro]

57385 Aristid. Or. 28.62, 28.76-7, 26.39, 26.103; Sen, Vit, beara 26; Articus, fr. § = Eus. Praep. evang.
g Cornutus, Theol. graec. pp. 17.11-16, 97.17-98.5 (Lang).

Pl 77, 28b, 31b-32b.

. HIL‘L‘ Swain 1989b: sos for other interpretational problems in this work.

Veyne 2005: 646. This contrasts with Jones” reading of the work, who sees it as rhetorical praise of
Rome (1971 6_7—9), In order to substantiate Veyne's reading further, one would need to re-evaluare
||1.r concept of tyche in this treatise (see Swain 1989bh: s05-6; Dillon 1997) and its relation to Plutarch’s
wider ideas on the providential role of Rome (Swain 1989a). .

F.e P ; ; - : L )
Dg, Plut. De sera 1.548€, Adv. Col. 30.1124D. For a similar horror ar Epicurean disorder, see Epict.
IS5 2,20,
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he use it in relation to Rome if his intention was to compliment the ruling
power? However one wishes to answer that question, for my purpose it
suffices to see that for Plutarch the cosmos and the world of politics are
subject to similar processes of order and disorder.

That for Plutarch the cosmos and politics are subject to the same princi-
ples of order is not only suggested by such parallelisms but also supported
by the integration of human rulers in a cosmic hierarchy that stretches
down from god to man. This view has not yet been noticed as part of
Plutarch’s political thought, but it is clearly present in the short treatise 70
an Uneducated Ruler. The work is usually read as an example of Plutarch’s
rather superficial development of the stock Platonist theme that the ruler
should be a philosopher and incorporate virte.” Such a reductive reading
of the subject of the treatise does not sufficiently acknowledge that its main
theme is actually law and its relation to the ruler: Plutarch argues that the
ruler has to embody divine law, communicate the divine law to the earth
and make sure that divine benefits reach mankind. Such arguments, as we
have seen, presuppose that the ruler is integrated in a cosmic hierarchy.
I¢ is unsurprising, therefore, that the last chapters of 7o an Uneducated
Ruler focus on the layout of the divine world: chapters 4 and 5 discuss the
structure of the divine, the former by explaining precisely how Zeus relates
to justice and law, the latter by explaining how god relates to the world.
Because the ruler is part of a cosmic hierarchy that channels down divine
will, an understanding of his role hinges on a correct grasp of god’s nature
and his action in the world. The treatise thus does not mingle political
and cosmic considerations in an incongruous way: considerations about
political structures rest on cosmological ideas.

The treatise opens with a reference to Plato, supposedly asked to compose
aset of laws for the Cyrenaeans; then, after two introductory chapters on the
need of philosophy for a ruler, Plutarch returns to the theme adumbrated
at the very beginning and asks: “Who, then, rules the ruler?” (3.780¢).
The answer is straightforward (and backed up with a famous quote from
Pindar):? the law rules the ruler and it must be empsychos, an inner voice.
One can see in this not more than the unoriginal idea that the ruler should
imitate the divine and become his image on earth."* Yet, as I have argued
in Chapter s, the notion of nomos empsychos presupposes the idea of the

1= Aalders 1982 Barigazzi 1982; Tirelli 2005; Ramelli 2006: 103—7. For Plutarch’s alleged superficiality

in political thought, see Dillon 1996: 198,

Pindar, fr. 169.

- For such an interpretation, see Cuvigny 1984: 30-1; Swain 1989a: 295. For similar ideas in Plutarch,
see, e.g., Septem sapientium convivium 12.1528; Them. 28-9.
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ruler as part of a cosmic hierarchy. And indeed, that presupposition is made
explicit when Plutarch describes how all rulers serve god in his beneficence
towards man (ToUs &pyovTas UTrnpeTeiv B¢ TTpoOs dvlpaoTreov EipEAEIaY
ai cwTnpiav, 3.780p)." As has been pointed out by I. Ramelli, Plutarch’s
description of rulers as servants of god recalls a passage from Plato’s Laws
(7138), where demons are described as servants of Cronus."® This should
not necessarily be taken to mean that the ruler is demonic, but it implies
at least that he holds a subordinate position in the cosmic hierarchy, just
as the demons do. When Plutarch argues that the ruler becomes an image
of ‘god who orders all’ (3.780F), because royal law, justice and sovereignty
guarantee that the divine gifts of seeds, good climate and sunshine can be
enjoyed,”” he is therefore not just suggesting that virtue alone turns the
ruler into an image of god: the ruler should perform such beneficial actions
precisely because he occupies a position in the cosmic hierarchy.

[ pointed out in Chapter s that in Post-Hellenistic philosophy a descrip-
tive account of kingship is usually integrated with a prescriptive one, and
that this coexistence generates tensions in the interpretations philosophers
offer of the role of the ruler. This tension may explain a remarkable pas-
sage of To an Uneducated Ruler that immediately follows the one where
the ruler is described as part of the cosmic hierarchy, in which Plutarch
seems to liken the ruler to a divine being by arguing that qualities such
as eunomia and justice define the divine. And, Plutarch explicitly adds,
virtue, not eternity, makes up the true god (3.7814). The argument seems
startling: indestructibility is the discriminating quality of the divine which
Plutarch vigorously defends against the Stoic denial of this in O Stoic Self-
contradictions.”® Why, then, would he have recourse to the Stoic-sounding
argument that virtue is the cipher of divinity in 7o an Uneducated Ruler?
One could argue that Plutarch is simply attempting to accommodate the
widespread idea of the divinity of the ruler, as found in emperor worship.
Yet Plutarch usually had a rather negative idea of ruler worship,” and,
moreover, the treatise 7o an Uneducated Ruler not only focuses on the
emperor as ruler but also addresses the position of subordinate governors.
Plutarch’s sudden Stoicising mood can better be explained as an attempt

UCE Plur, N, 6.2 Many of the traits put forward in Ad princ. iner. are ascribed to Numa (cf.
N, 5.8, 20.4-7).
I -
Ramelli 2006: 105. Interestingly, in the same passage, Plutarch mentions that the sun and moon are
images of the divine (3.780F). As the moon was usually the place where demons stayed (De def. or.
'“(m].' this may be another subtle hint ar the parallelism of, on the one hand, the ruler as image of
the divine and, on the other, the demons, who dwell on the moon.
v On this passage, see in particular Hirsch-Luipold 2002: 169-70.
Plut. De Stoic. repug, 3810518, ' Scott 1929,
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to reconcile the descriptive account of kingship with the prescriptive one.
[ndeed, by incorporating, as we have seen, rulers into the cosmic hierar-
chy, Plutarch runs the risk that a ruler is a ruler merely because of his
position in the hierarchy without being totally virtuous. That leaves open
the possibility that an evil individual becomes king and interrupts the
cosmic chain of command by substituting his own bad laws for divine
law. To ensure that the chain does not break, then, the ruler has to be
truly vircuous and incorporate divine law; he consequently acquires divine
qualities. Thus, in order to emphasise that the ruler is a necessary part of
the hierarchy that brings divine benefits to all mankind and to ensure that
this position cannot be usurped by tyrants, Plutarch likens the ruler to the
divine part of the hierarchy. Because humans, when still in their bodies,
can die and cannot be divine (at least on a traditional Platonist reading),
Plutarch has to draw for this on the Stoic argument that virtue defines
divinity, not immortality. As is well known, Plutarch is not averse to draw-
ing on arguments from various corners to shore up his own position.*®
This interpretation, that Plutarch draws the ruler into the divine part of
the hierarchy to ensure that, at least theoretically, he always fulfils a positive
role in god’s care for humanity, is also supported by the discreet parallel,
noted above, between the ruler and demons in the hierarchy. Both can be
set in parallel precisely because they perform a similar function in the divine
hierarchy.

Plutarch may have sensed that some of his readers would frown at this
Stoicising argument. This may explain why Chapter 5 of 7o an Uneducated
Ruler explicitly criticises Stoicism for mingling god with matter, an idea that
subjects the divine to change and impurity. Indeed, change is undesirable
for god, as much as it is for law.*' Paradoxically, change and impurity in the
divine commandments were precisely the problem that Plutarch had tried
to solve in the third chapter by having recourse to a Stoic argument. The
explicit polemic against Stoicism in the later chapter may therefore have
the function of detracting attention from the earlier recourse to a Stoic
argument.

The parallelism between god and ruler as developed in 70 an Uneducated
Ruler seems to suggest that monarchy is for Plutarch the preferred way in
which metaphysical order is transferred to human society. His preference
for monarchy does not, indeed, need arguing for, but it is represented in
a rather one-dimensional way in recent scholarship,** which tends to read

0 See the Stoicising argument in De exil. 6,601A-n, with Babut 1969: 170 and Opsomer 2002: 286-9.
3 CF Plut. Quaest. conv., 9.14.745D.
= Dillon 1996: 198; Aalders and de Blois 1992: 3390-94; Trapp 2007: 172-3.
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plutarch’s political treatises only from that perspective. Yet as noted above,
T an Uneducated Ruler seems at least implicitly to have a wider scope and
to incorporate also subordinate governors.” Another brief political treatise
by Plutarch, On Monarchy, Democracy and Oligarchy (De unius dominatione
in republica), is, for example, read by its latest editor as a brief fragment
of a treatise that defends monarchy.** Its conclusion, however, explicitly
suggests otherwise. The treatise ends on a comparison of the politician to
1 musician who can play various instruments harmoniously:

[n the same way the real statesman can handle well the Lycurgian oligarchy in
[ acedaemonia, adapting to himself the men who have power and honour equal
with his, gently forcing them to do his will. He will get on well with democracy
with its many sounds and strings by sometimes relaxing the strings of government
and on other occasions tightening them, loosening his grip at the right time and
clinging on to them strongly at other times, knowing how to go against and resist
the people. (4.8274-B)

But obviously, Plutarch adds, if he were given the choice, he would choose
monarchy. It would be mistaken to interpret this statement as merely
acquiescing with reality, as if when one happens to be born in a democracy,
one has to cope with it. On the contrary, Plutarch assumes that the real
statesman, having the natural ability to rule, can establish his rule in all
constitutions and become the principle of order in any city: it is not the
form of a constitution that defines its order or disorder, but the presence
or absence of a single individual creating political and social order in line
with cosmic order. Significantly, Plutarch points out in Chapter 2 of On
Monarchy that politeia does not have to mean (good) constitution: it can
also designate the statecraft of individuals like Pericles (2.826D), again
widening the scope of his argument to include the capacity of natural
rulers to order any given political system. I have shown in Chapter 6 that
Maximus of Tyre (late second century ap) attributes such a role to Pericles
as well and it comes as no surprise that Plutarch does the same in his Lifé of
the Achenian statesman. In Plutarch’s description, Pericles acts in precisely
the way the real statesman should in the passage from On Monarchy quoted
above: occasionally he convinces the people through oratory, but on other
occasions he tightens the reins and forces the Achenians to obey his will.

Anather example s Precepes of Statecrafi, a wreatise giving practical advice to the elite involved in

. ruling the ciries: see Duff 1999: 291-301.

1 Caiazza 1993: 72,
See also De wnins 47810, where Epaminondas and Cato are given as examples of good politicians.
In the Life of Phocion, Phocion is depicted as a real statesman, responsible for order in a democracy
129.4, 32—4). -
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Importantly, Plutarch underlines that he holds the inherent disorders of a
democracy in check (15, 39). Although not a king, he adds, such a ruler is
correctly likened to god (39.2) — just as the king is in 7o an Uneducated

Ruder.

DEMONS: TOP-DOWN AND BOTTOM-UP INTERPRETATIONS

In situating the ruler in a cosmic hierarchy and accepting the idea of natural
rulers, Plutarch’s political thought can thus be shown to develop key ideas
of the discourse on cosmic hierarchy. Hierarchical thinking is obviously not
restricted to politics but strongly impacts on how Plutarch thinks about
religion as well. In this section I shall discuss his understanding of the
hierarchy of the supreme god and his subservient demons; the next section
is dedicated to superstition as a misinterpretation of the divine hierarchy.

The acceptance of a hierarchy of demons expresses Plutarch’s allegiance
to a traditional Platonist view. As in the writings of his fellow Middle
Platonists,?” these demons receive their position from the highest god.”
They have a cosmic role, as their hierarchy assures the coherence of the
cosmos: without them heaven and earth would be disconnected, the space
between them being empty.?? Plutarch’s demonology is not as clear as one
would wish and scholarship has in particular been puzzled by the fact that
he seems to reject the existence of evil demons in some writings, whereas
elsewhere he apparently accepts it.?® Older scholarship used this fact to
argue for an evolution from the young Plutarch’s rationalist views and
consequent rejection of evil demons to his later religious mood when he
accepted their existence under the influence of popular religion.” [ wish
to suggest here that this paradox does not reflect two different theoretical
positions but rather two diverging ways of interpreting the divine hierarchy
of demons, which are deployed by Plutarch depending on the argumen-
tative context. Indeed, such a hierarchy of gods and demons can be read
top-down or bottom-up.

In line with most contemporary philosophers,” Plutarch reconciles the
hierarchy man—demons—gods with the idea of a cycle to which human souls

6 In Prae. ger. reip. 17.8130—k, Plurarch also compares contemporary politicians to Pericles.
¥ CF Apul. De dog. Plas. 204; Alcinous, futr. 10, 153 Max, Tyr. Or. 8.7; Calcidius 131-2.

. Plut, Consolatio ad Apellonium 19.1124-5.

CF. Plux. De def or. 13.4166F, De Is. e Os. 67.3784 (Buvauewy Uroupy o).

19 On Plutarch’s demonology, see Brenk 1977: 85-144, 1315 1987: 275943 1994 and 1998; Vernitre 1977
and 1989; Dillon 1996: 216-24; Martin 2004: 93-108.

Brenk 1977: 9-16 surveys the debate. Martin 2004: 107-8 eries to resuscitate the older view.

E.g. Max. Tyr. Or. 9.6; Apul. De deo Soc. 152; Calcidius 132—5; Numen, frs. 30-3.
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are submitted. Originally of divine origin, souls are cast into bodies. In
the process, they lose their full rationality and become subject to passions.

They strive to liberate themselves from matter, but it takes a long cycle of
rebirth before a soul becomes fully rational again. Only a life fully lived
in virtue allows one to ascend permanently to the level of the divine. For
the souls, being a demon is therefore a transient stage towards full divinity.

Traditional examples of this are Heracles and Dionysus, who, in the Life of
Pelopidas (16.5-8), are said to have become demons because of their virtue.”

The hierarchy of god and demons is thus one of diminishing rationality:

god, at the top, is clearly fully rational, but the demons at the bottom are

on their way to becoming fully rational again.

Such a vision allows for two different readings. On the one hand, one
can stress thar, although the bottom of the hierarchy is less rational than
the top, all individuals in it obey the commandments of the god who
dominates the top of the pyramid. Such a view is implied in the modelling
of the divine hierarchy on, for example, the Persian King, in which indeed
the strict line of commandment is stressed.** A similar idea comes up in a
defence of divination towards the end of On the Daimonion of Socrates,”
where again a parallel is made with the command structure of a kingdom
and an army: ‘for as kings and generals make their intention known to
outsiders with beacons and proclamations and trumpets, whereas to their
trusted intimates they state it themselves, so the divine reaches out directly
to but a few, and rarely, but to the great majority it gives signs, on which the
art called divination is based (24.593¢-p)’.*¢ The entire hierarchy obeys the
wiu of a single commander, but he communicates with its different levels in
various ways. Such a top-down understanding of the hierarchy emphasises
its unified character, in that every part of it is depicted as obeying the
commandments by the highest god.

But a bottom-up reading is possible as well. The decrease of rationality
down the hierarchy entails the heightened possibility of passionate, vicious
and even evil behaviour by the lower orders. Plutarch clearly envisaged
irrational behaviour by souls that had not yet been fully liberated from
the vices of their bodies. Instead of continuing their ascent, souls that

W

CF Plu i 21— ) : ;

h L I’Jr genia 21-3, De ;E 12.3908, De def. or. 10.4158—C, De fac. 30.9448, Rom. 28. On the
|IU.LS“0]1 whether demons are for Plutarch a mere transient stage on the way to the divine or distinct
reings, see Brenk 1977: 93-9; Dillon 1996: 223-4.
h\cc Plut. .U" 5zclur. repug. 37.1051D, discussed ar the end of this chaprer.

An overview of various interpretations of this work is offered by Barigazzi 1994 and the papers in
~ Nesselrath 2009b. .
" De . - d :
. emons, cm bf“%dud in the divine hierarchy, were often adduced by Platonists to explain divination
and oracles; Alcinous, fntr, 15; Apul. De deo Soc. 6.
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disobey the divine commandments are punished with a return into a body
on earth.’” This should not be taken to mean that these wicked souls are
evil beyond repair. Even though some characters in Plutarch’s dialogues
discuss the existence of essentially evil demons, usually with a reference to
Xenocrates, who seems to have entertained such ideas,”® Plutarch himself
does not seem to accept their existence or, at least, he studiously avoids
supporting such an opinion in a clear and undisputable way. In On the
Obsolescence of Oracles, Cleombrotus gives a quite elaborate description
of the immoral rites in which evil demons take pleasure (14.417¢—F), and
On Isis and Osiris (26.3618) also postulates such beings. But in both cases,
Plutarch distances himself from such theories: whereas the passage in On
[sis and Osiris occupies a lower level in the hierarchical explanation offered
there® and thus cannot be entirely correct in Plutarch’s eyes, F Brenk
has observed that in On the Obsolescence of Oracles the ensuing speech of
Lamprias corrects Cleombrotus’ assertions.*® Thus, although Plutarch did
not accept the existence of essentially evil demons, he envisaged that the
bottom of the hierarchy could be far less rational than its top.

Such different readings of the divine hierarchy are strategically deployed
in different argumentative contexts. Plutarch employs the top-down inter-
pretation when he (or one of the characters in his dialogues) wishes to
emphasise the unflinching obedience of demons to the will of the high-
est god. For example, in the passage from On the Daimonion of Socrates
quoted above, divination is justified on the grounds that it consists of the
signs sent down the hierarchy by god. The parallel with the obedience of
a soldier to his general is used to stress that the transmission of these signs
is not marred by evil and irrational demons at the bottom of the hierarchy
and that, therefore, divination is possible. Elsewhere, other elements of
traditional religion are salvaged by ascribing them to demons, who are said
to be in charge of mysteries,* to operate oracles,** or to be the subjects
of worship in rituals.? Even if most of these ideas are rarely pursued in
any detail and merely offered as beliefs, suggestions or hypotheses, they

7 Plut., De def. or. 13,4178, De genio 27.5910-5920, De fac. 30.944D.

The passages are discussed by Dillon 1996: 27.

39 This feature seems not to have been noticed by Martin 2004: 107, who takes this passage to represent
Plutarch’s opinion.

19 Brenk 1977: 1ii=12. On pp. 145-64 he argues thar Plutarch distances himself from such ideas in the
Lives as well.

4 Plut. De fac. 30.9440-D.

2 Plut, De fac. 30.944c—0. Plut. De Pyeh. Or. 24.4068—D likens the divine will, as expressed in oracles,
to the way laws speak to cities and kings to their people.

43 Plut., De s, et Os. 26.3610—¢, D fac. 30.9440-0, De def. or. 13-14.417C.
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square very well with the general outlook of Plutarch’s opinions: by mak-
ing demons involved in rituals, god is not directly in contact with matter;
yet, by embedding the demons in a strict hierarchy, god is still worshipped,
albeit indirectly through intermediaries. Moreover, the variety of demons
can be used to explain the extensive diversity of rituals.** In this way the
divine hierarchy reduces the philosophical scandal of the multitude of rites:
the various cults are directed to subordinate beings, who are part of a strict
hierarchy. Worshipping an unknown local god thus implies worshipping
the highest god as well.

The bottom-up view is less frequent and appears to explain features of
rraditional religion that seem less acceptable to a philosophically minded
audience. Cleombrotus, for example, argues in On the Obsolescence of Ora-
cles that myths are stories about demons (10.414F—415B), an argument
probably prompted by the fact that the gods are often depicted in myths
as indulging their passions, a behaviour unacceptable for the divine but
admissible for the lower level of demons. A passage from On the Face in the
Moon even seems implicitly to offer an explanation for why divination and
other rituals may go wrong: demons who intervene in religion, driven by
their own passions and not by obedience to god, are punished and reincar-
nate in human bodies (30.944D). This presupposes that irrational demons
can distort or interrupt the communication up and down the chain of cos-
mic hierarchy. Even without the existence of essentially evil demons, the
bottom-up view explicitly leaves room for deviation from god’s will, a view
that Plutarch in other contexts wishes to play down by taking the top-down
perspective.¥

SUPERSTITION: GOD 1S NOT A TYRANT

When understood as theoretical positions, the top-down and bottom-up
readings of the hierarchy may seem contradictory, as the former emphasises
the full obedience of all levels to the highest god, whereas the latter allows
for disobedience. This contradiction is only apparent. The two readings
can be viewed as different interpretations of the same hierarchy, which
were deployed in different argumentative contexts. Yet they do not seem
to have equal weight for Plutarch, who usually espouses the top-down
perspective because it allows him to emphasise the benevolent activity of the

34 o -~ . - - -
: Plut. De .r.fef or. 13-14.417C. For similar views, see Apul. De deo See. 14; Min. Fel. Ocr. 27.
See especially Plut, De Stoic. repug. 37.10510, discussed in the last section of this chaprer,
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divine hierarchy for mankind.#® A contrary belief was widespread among
his contemporaries, namely that the gods are not always well disposed
towards mankind, a view for which they found support in traditional myths
and in the literary tradition, in particular poetry. Although Plutarch accepts
that there are nuggets of truth in Homer and Hesiod,*” he emphasises that
these authors should be read with caution. Whereas he sometimes explains
poetic falsehoods by the didactic aims the poets may have had,* on other
occasions Plutarch is more radical: in a fragment of his lost commentary
on Hesiod*? he deletes eight lines from Hesiod because they seem to
undermine divine providence and thus cannot be ascribed to the poet
himself.*

Plutarch’s critical attitude towards poetry is set out in greater detail in
On How a Young Man Should Read Poetry.5* The work aims at instilling
in young people (and, one may suppose, in more mature readers as well)
a critical stance towards poetry. As poetry provides pleasure, it can easily
serve to introduce philosophical ideas, but it also readily corrupts the hearer
precisely because of the delight it inspires. One should therefore approach
poetry with philosophical certainties in mind** and with a critical attitude:
‘Many the lies the poets tell’ (2.164). Some are intentional inventions for
dramatic reasons, others wrongful beliefs. Especially the latter relate to the
gods: fear of the gods is instilled in the readers of poetry because the poets
believed that the gods punish, decide everything, and are not benevolent
(2.165-17F). There is no need for us to examine all the advice Plutarch gives
on how to identify either wrongful beliefs or poetic characterisations. It
suffices to note that his prime concern is the correct interpretation of the
way in which the poets depict the gods (cf. 6.234). The poets simply reveal
a less-developed philosophical insight into the world and, for this reason,
their statements should not be accepted at face value. For example, Plutarch
notices that the poets tend to designate with the name Zeus not only the
god himself, but also Fortune and Fate (6.230-24¢). But, he argues, Fate,
which is also responsible for evil, obviously cannot be identical to Zeus,

3

6 Plutarch often associates the supreme god with providence, law and justice: e.g. Plut. De lat. viv.
411298, Conv, sept. sap. 18.161%, Alex. 52. Sce Pérez Jiménez 200s: who focuses, however, only on
dikaiosuné, not dikeé.

17 See, e.g. Plut. De sera 4.5504, which quores approvingly Pindar, fr. 57.

W Plut, Ad prine. iner. 4.781¢, quoting Hes., Op. 256-7.

49 Pluc, frs. 25-112. It must be noted, however, thar many of these fragments are only rentatively

ateributed to Plutarch.

5 Plug. frs. 38, The deleted lines are Hes. Op. 267-73. In De Hesiod. Plutarch strongly insists on divine
justice and providence: cf. frs. 33—4, 38-9, 46.

5t On this work, see Schenkeveld 1982; Valgiglio 1991; Zadarojnyi 2002.

¢ Plut, Quomedo adul. 1.145-158, 8.25F.
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who lavishes good things on man: Fortune and Fate were abusively called
7eus because humankind ateributed everything that transcends its power to
the divine. Plutarch’s argument clearly aims at lifting the suspicion that the
gods could be responsible for evil. But he is not entirely negative on poetry.
He also argues that one should try to acquire a proper understanding of
how the poetic discourse functions. Hesiod and Homer do contain worthy
insights, useful for education and philosophy (14.35F), but these can only
be retrieved with a proper understanding of the literary tools and tricks of
poets. Cleanthes and Chrysippus, for example, are derided for forcing verses
to fir their own theories (11.31£), without having a proper understanding of
how the poets work. Again, as noticed in the above discussion of Plutarch’s
views on ancient wisdom, the emphasis is on philosophy, which should be
used to purify traditional views on religion.

This critical attitude towards poetry is closely similar to Plutarch’s
approach to religion: in both instances he accepts that underneath reli-
gious symbolism and poetic invention some truths are to be found, and
that one needs a correct insight into how religion and poetry are created and
function in order to grasp those truths. Unsurprisingly, therefore, Plutarch
explicitly compares them in On How a Young Man Should Read Poetry:
‘One should not fearfully, or as grasped by superstition (de1015c1povia) in
a temple, shudder at everything, and bow down, but should rather acquire
the habit of saying frankly “wrong” and “improper” no less than “right”
and “proper” (8.268). The critical stance, informed by philosophy, that
should characterise one’s attitude towards religion must be transferred to
poetry, in order to save it from being degraded to mere myth and untruth
and in order to make it useful for philosophical purposes (14.360—£)."*
Plutarch’s critical reading of poetry thus has the aim not only of selecting
the elements that support his philosophical argument, but also of assuring
thart it remains, just like religion, philosophically relevant and a source of
philosophical knowledge.”

: -'\'_lcllrc ]?(::.Iirivt' judgements on Stoic allegory are found in Plut. Quemodo adul. 12.33¢ and 13.348.

7 UL asimilar articude in Apul. De deo Soc. 10-12.
One consequence of this critical distance regarding the traditional pancheon as expressed in poetry
is that Plutarch is capable of identifying different traditional gods as the highest one, depending on
the argumentative contexr. Because the pantheon is mediated through tradition, the philosopher is
not bound by it but can develop his own interpretation of it. Usually and in line with traditional
conceptions it is Zeus, with his consorts justice and providence: see, e.g., De def or. 30.426¢-n,
(daest. conv. 9.14 743¢, De fac. 13.927A, De ks, er Os. 48.370¢, De anim. procr. 10268, with the
comments by Latzarus 1920: 95-6. In the Delphic dialogues, Apollo seems to occupy the highest
position (De E 21.3930-8, De def. or. 42.4330-8), but elsewhere Osiris, Eros and even Dionysus
can be depicred as the highest god (Amat., De Is. et Os., and De E 9.388F—389c). Literary context,
rather than variety in Plutarch’s thoughe, is the determining factor here: in De Is. et Os, Osiris is the
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As made clear by the passage from On How a Young Man Should Read
Poetry just quoted, the danger of misunderstanding poets and tradition is of
lapsing into superstition. In Chapter 2 [ discussed Plutarch’s On Superstition
in the context of his views on ancient wisdom and argued that supersti-
tions are deviations from traditional religion, caused by ignorance of its
philosophical core. Here, I want to draw attention to another major line of
argument in Plutarch’s On Superstition, which understands superstition as
a mistaken conception of the divine hierarchy. Superstition, defined early
on in the work as a fear of the gods who cause harm and injury (2.165B),
is repeatedly linked to the wrong image of god as a tyrant.*® Instead of
accepting that the gods are benevolent and shower us with wealth, peace,
concord and other good things, the superstitious person worships the gods
in the way he would behave towards a tyrant: in his heart he hates and fears
them but outwardly he adopts a positive expression (11.170E). This does
not imply a wholesale rejection of the image of the divine as a hierarchy on
the part of the superstitious, as is done by the atheist who claims that the
world is fundamentally disordered and that human affairs are being turned
topsy-turvy. The superstitious man, on the contrary, attributes everything
that befalls him to the gods: the cause of misfortune is not human action,
fortune or kairos, but god, who constantly punishes us (7.168a—-8). The
superstitious individual thus accepts that the world is ruled by a hierarchy
that stretches down to him, but he fails to see that it is a benevolent and
just one. In parallel to his arguments in On How a Young Man Should
Read Poetry and On Hesiod, Plutarch points in On Superstition to the poets
as a possible source for such wrong conceptions of the divine, as well as
to popular beliefs.”” In contrast, philosophers and statesmen show that
the majesty of god is characterised by ‘goodness, magnanimity, kindliness
and solicitude’ (6.167), but they usually do not gain credence among the
superstitious. Superstition is, thus, a misconception of the divine world:
rather than a kingly hierarchy directed by justice and law, the supersti-
tious person sees it as an arbitrary tyranny which endlessly punishes its
subjects.

highest god, in the Erotthos Eros (cf. Girgemanns 2005: 183-6; Brenk 1994: 10 and 1998). Dionysus
is usually presented as the highest god in an indirect way, through a series of identifications. This
may betray the ulimate conviction that all gods are identical or aspects of a single divinity, rather
than a clear will to make Dionysus the highest god (see in particular De fs. et Os. 33.364A-365F and
The E of Delphi 9.3887—389¢: with Brenk 1998: 24—s; Teodorsson 2001 Gasparro 2002 143).

$0 Plut, De superst. 41660, 6.167D, 1L170E, 1317105 o also De sera 10.555a, Lozza 1996 and Bowden
2008 tend 1o reduce superstition to a psychological defect: but superstition is, as | argue, also a
fundamentally wrong conception of the divine as evil and tyrannical.

7 Plut, De superst. 6.167E, 10.170A—8, For parallels see Max. Tyr. Or, 23 Calcidius 128,
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This interpretation allows us to revisit, once more, one of the appar-
ent contradictions detected between On Superstition and other dialogues
namely the criticism of superstitious belief in punishment after death Found,
in On Superstition (4.1665-1674) and the lengthy defence of such punish-
ments in On the Lateness of Divine Punishments® Yet again it is important
to realise that the two treatises have a different scope but defend similar
positions. In On Superstition Plutarch argues that the superstitious man fails
to recognise that the gods act for the good and in the interest of justice, as
good kings do. The idea that only punishments await us in the afterlife is
superstitious because it ignores the fact that punishments are only for the
wicked and are meted out on the basis of justice. The superstitious person,
thinking that we are randomly punished by the gods in the same way as a
tyrant treats his subjects and that death is by definition followed by punish-
ment, fails to see the justice of the gods, whereas divine justice is precisely
the central idea in the argument of On the Lateness of Divine Punishment.
In this treatise, punishments after death are part of the providential order
of the cosmos that assures that the wicked, not everybody, will eventually
bf" punished. Once again, apparent changes in Plutarch’s thought reflect
differences in emphasis of a single position, rather than a change in view.

THE PERSIAN GREAT KING AND ANTI-STOIC POLEMIC

Underlying Plutarch’s critique on superstition is the idea that the only
correct way of understanding the divine is to accept that it is a benevolent
hferarchy with a good king at the top. This understanding of the divine
hlerar(,thy, assumed to be the only valid one, is exploited by Plutarch in his
polemic against Stoicism, where he draws on one of the key comparisons
III'II:l[ are regularly used in the Post-Hellenistic period to visualise the cosmic
h\lcrarchy, namely that of the Persian King and his satraps. Plutarch’s On
.Sfﬂifc‘ Self-contradictionsis part of his philosophical polemic against Stoicism.
Of uncertain date, but considered to be a work of his early years,” it aims
to show that the Stoics are guilty of that supreme philosophical vice

111C0|'{Sistcr1(:y.6° Even though the structure of the treatise is driven b);
:lsso.cmtion rather than by a clear topical division, we can identify several
sections within the work.®" The one I will focus on starts with chapter 30

® 3 - - - -
s .SI:L Br.‘_l'll\ 1977: 9—15 for an overview, On De sera, see now Scholten 2009,
I(.usc\'u?. and Babut zoo4: 15-18.
[)lw Swoics prided themselves on their consistency: see, eg., Cic. Fin, 3.74: Diog, Laert. 7.40. CF,
| ih_.u:. Comm. not. 10.1062E-1063C, o R
Hollow Cherniss 1976: 396.
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and runs to chapter 40. In the first part (30-7) Plutarch touches upon the
role of the gods in relation to man and divine providence in general; the
second part (38—40) discusses the nature of the gods.

Seemingly adopting the stance of an Academic Sceptic,” Plurtarch
stresses more than once that he does not want to prove the Stoics wrong
but merely to show up their contradictions.®? His selection of Stoic contra-
dictions is, however, unmistakably driven by his own Platonist concerns. A
(more or less) coherent line of argument can thus be detected in chapters
30—7, which aims at challenging the Stoic concept of fate and countering
it with the Platonist view.* In chapters 30 and 31 Plutarch argues that the
Stoic idea of a class of ‘preferred indifferents’ is responsible for important
contradictions in their theory. Whereas on some occasions this class of
‘preferred indifferents’ is likened to the good, and thus worthy of pur-
suit, elsewhere the Stoics argue that reason cares for the good only, to the
exclusion of even these ‘preferred indifferents’. According to Plutarch, this
impugns not only human virtue but also divine providence, for virtuous
people will look stupid when busying themselves with these ‘indifferents
and the gods will look ridiculous when bestowing them on mankind as
they do.

The argument about the nature of divine providence is further elaborated
from different angles in the next five chapters (32-6), in which Plutarch
consistently asserts that the gods benefit mankind and are not responsi-
ble for evil.& Two of Plutarch’s arguments in this section are particularly
relevant for my purpose, in that they reveal his attempt to associate the
Stoics with superstition and his emphasis on the benevolent nature of
the divine. First, in chapter 32, he points to the contradiction between,
on the one hand, Chrysippus’ endorsement of traditional epithets of Zeus
as Satér (saviour) and Genetor (sire) and of his qualities as father of jus-
tice, order and peace (dike, eunomia, eiréné), and, on the other, his con-
tention that god allows war to depopulate the earth when it has become
overcrowded.® Whereas traditional religion had made Zeus venerable and
philanthropic, Plutarch fumes, Chrysippus turns him into a tyrant, by

2 Although Plutarch assumes the pose of an Academic Sceptic (cf. Cherniss 1976: 370; Opsomer 1998:
186), his polemic against Stoicism is at least implicitly dogmatic in that it stresses the divergence of
Stoicism from Platonism: cf. Boys-Stones 1997. For Academic influences in Middle Platonism, see
Tarrant 1985 and Opsomer 1998.

55 Plut, De Stoic. repug. 110334, 32.1049B, 36.10518.

64 Chaprers 38—40 discuss the nature of the divine, with Plutarch arguing against Chrysippus that
immortality is an essential quality of the divine, apart from ascribing felicity and perfection to the
gods.

65 See also Plut. Comm. not. 34.1076C—F.

6 As similar argument is developed in Plut. Comom, not. 32.10755=F.
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likening the king of the gods to individuals such as Deiotarus I, king of
Galatia during the Late Republic, who murdered his own offspring except
his desired successor. In the light of Plutarch’s argument in On Superstition
that the view of Zeus as a tyrant is superstitious, this passage seems to
associate Chrysippus with that vice.

Second, chapter 34 discusses explicitly the concept of providence.
Because the Stoics tend to compound divine reason, fate, providence
law and justice,”” Plutarch argues, they make the gods responsible i‘b;
everything that happens on earth, even for evil. Evil, and even illegal,
events happen in accordance with divine law, if one were to follow the
Stoics. This contradiction is elaborated in the next two chapters. Plutarch
can find much to agree with in Chrysippus: he also accepts a close link
between providence, law and justice, and he is happy to notice that the Stoic
endorses the idea that the wicked are punished by the gods (34.1050E).
His criticism, however, remains that their concept of providence is too
strong and too extensive and does not leave sufficient room for true divine
justice and philanthropy. When providence is also fate, Plutarch maintains
the benevolent care of god for man becomes impossible.® ’

With chaprer 37 Plutarch moves his discussion onto a higher plane and
argues that the contradictions and errors of the Stoics stem from a mistaken
understanding of the nature and structure of the divine. Again he makes
his point by drawing on Chrysippean passages. At some point, the Stoic
thinker was faced with the difficulty of reconciling occasional suffering
by.got?d people with his fundamental conviction that the world is good,
bcmg in accordance with divine reason. Chrysippus wonders if he has to
explain this fact either by the usual neglect that one sees happening in
a large household or by the fact that lower demons take care of matters
in which we humans seem to notice divine disregard. But, Chrysippus
speculates, necessity (&véykn) may also be involved. Plutarch brushes

oy o "
CrL 1 l;jt. De Stoic. repug. 9.10358, where Chrysippus links Zeus, Destiny, Providence to the idea that
a8 ; or keens . . o oL 4 fam & -
; |11g_L power keeps E!IL world together; 15.1041a-8 for the Stoic identification of law and justice;
45.1055D criticises the idea thart the order of the world could be an accidental result.

CE P s i
5 Plut. De Stoic. repug. 15.1040A-8 on the positive effect thar the fear of divine punishment may
ave, .

=t

|’rt‘C:1-‘¥L‘1)‘ .h,ow Fate and Providence were to be articulated was, however, not very clear for Plutarch
H‘u ldellt:)ht’s providence with the divine cause of P 77, 30b, 44¢ (cf. PL Phd. 9_.9( and Plut. fr. 195;
:{;H}ﬂ\\ﬁuqi :;Ei %J.rm.c_fr.._ :i'om:: 9.5). .Bm hm_v it 1'e|;1_(es to Fate (_r‘)rimr:rmma is unclear, In Quomode
§ “”.kc.J_Wi i E‘LIIE: 1-\ i }crlnrlﬁ(-:(l \v{th tyché and be:marme_ni(cf. De anim. procr. 27.10268, where god
e \[;?f:{‘j:] tyh ])1:Il De fac. 13.9274 and D.e: dej Or. 47.435F Oppose such ideas in a polemic
i i n;d : AListole; op, the contrary, was criticised by Plutarch for limiting providence wo
Ehorss Ly or. 30,4269—1-., The material is d]scussed by Babut 1969: 453—65; Brenk 1977: 145-83;
ain 1989a; Dillon 1996: 209-11; Karamanolis 2006: 106-9.
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aside the first option by pointing out that the execution of Socrates and
other philosophers can hardly qualify as ordinary neglect. To refute the
second, he likens Zeus to the Persian Great King who commands his
satraps:’® ‘How can this not be an accusation of god, as if he were a
king (kaficrrep BoaotAéws) who entrusts a command to evil and capricious
satraps and generals and pays no attention to how the most virtuous
men are neglected and abused by them?’ Plutarch clearly assumes that
the hierarchy of a king and his satraps is normally benevolent and that
satraps obey the orders of the king. Chrysippus is accused of perverting
that ideal hierarchy by assuming that its lower ranks do not always obey the
commandments from on high. The third option is rejected on the following
grounds: ‘Moreover, if necessity underlies events to a large measure, then
god is not in control of all things nor is everything governed according
to his reason’ (37.1051D). One must note that Chrysippus’ suggestion that
demons are less perfect than god himself and can thus be responsible for
human suffering is not unlike the bottom-up reading that Plutarch offers
regarding the hierarchy of gods and demons.” But in his polemic with the
Stoics Plutarch is not ready to concede that god may not be entirely in
control of his hierarchy or that anything escapes his all-watching eye.”* For
the same reason, he cannot accept that necessity would be to blame, as it
would impugn divine command. On the contrary, Plutarch’s comparison
emphasises that the Persian King is an ideal king who is always in full
command of his hierarchy. It covers up possible doctrinal problems, such as
the existence of the evil demons or the precise role of providence, in order
to assert very forcefully that god is benevolent, providential and in full
command. Chrysippus” speculation about independent-minded demons
introduced to solve a philosophical problem is thus brushed aside by a
comparison that explicitly avoids addressing such problems. It suffices,
however, to give the reader the impression that Chrysippus has a wrong
idea about the structure and functioning of the divine world — its correct
counterpart being embodied in the image of the Grear King.

In arguing that Chrysippus has not understood how the divine hierarchy
works, Plutarch again associates him with superstition. This association
recurs in chapter 38, where Plutarch takes issue with Chrysippus’ argument
that man has a preconception of the gods as good. Even though he equally

70 Plutarch uses this comparison on occasion again. In the Life of Themistocles 27, the Persian King is
described as ‘the image of the god who is the preserver of the universe’,

' For Stoic demonology, see Casevite and Babur 2004: 299 with further references.

7 A god not in control of his hierarchy is as unacceptable as the Epicurean idea that providence does
not exist: cf. Plut, De Stose, repug. 19.10438,
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defends the idea that the gods are good, Plutarch doubts that it is a
general preconception: “But it is likely that not all conceive of the gods as
benevolent. Look indeed at what the Jews and Syrians think about the gods,
look at how the writings of the poets are full of superstition’ (38.1051E).
The Jews and Syrians are indeed adduced as examples of superstition in the
tract on that subject.” Chrysippus’ belief in the truthfulness of tradition
is too naive for Plutarch, because he sees religion as too various and too
rainted by superstition to be a straightforward source for mankind’s ideas
about the divine.”*
In On Stoic Self-contradictions, Plutarch is evidently doing more than

just playing up the contradictions of his opponents. As will be clear, the
entire section 30—40 should be read as a defence of the Platonist notion
of a beneficent divine providence, which ensures the order of the world
but is not responsible for evil. The way in which Plutarch structures the
section, starting with a detailed point of Stoic ethics (30-1), then moving
to a discussion of Stoic providence (32—7), which gradually focuses more
on the structure and nature of the divine (38—40), makes clear that a good
understanding of providence hinges on a correct conception of the divine.
This implies both an understanding of how the divine functions through
a tightly controlled hierarchy and a full grasp of its essential qualities,
which is further elaborated in chapters 38—40. As a consummate polemicist,
Plutarch opposes detailed difficulties in the theories of his opponents with
awholesale affirmation of his own position, for example by using the image
of the Great King and his satraps to ridicule Chrysippus’ viewbs. whilst at
ic same time suggesting that the Stoic misunderstanding of that hierarchy
is superstitious. Plutarch’s suggestion that Stoicism is superstitious shows

well the normative value acquired by the benevolent hierarchy of gods and

men: philosophers as well as ordinary men could be indicted on the same

charge of having misunderstood the hierarchical nature of the cosmos.

Plutarch would argue that his position is borne out by the evidence from

poetry and traditional religion. Yet as we have noticed before, Plutarch’s

L‘i‘ftlczll attitude towards poetry and religion, which assumes the presence

of some truths in a symbolic or poetic guise, gives him much freedom

to select the elements that suit his own position. Thus, although religion
and poetry can be presented by Plutarch as independent sources for his

philosophy, they are actually profoundly domesticated.

i )
Mut, De superst. 1664, 169¢, 170D,

* CE Plue. C
L Plut. Comm. not. 31.10748-1075 ere it is poi :
s 5 ARIG74E~TC75D) {where it is pointed out that some people do not recognise
1e existence of the gods), Non posse nnoic. )




CHAPTER 9

Lucian, Epicureanism and strategies of satire

The two discourses as reconstructed in Parts I and II of this book rely
heavily on tacit, or at least rarely articulated, presuppositions, such as the
primacy of antiquity and the necessity of hierarchy. Moreover, although
they present themselves as uniquely plausible, they are also intricately
caught up in cultural assumptions, such as polytheism and the superiority
of Greek philosophy, and in political convictions, for example the prefer-
ence for kingship and the justification of empire. It is only in polemical
confrontations with ‘outsiders” that such assumptions are more explicitly
brought out. Each of the next three chapters focuses on texts that repre-
sent one of three such ‘outsiders’, namely Epicureans, Jews and Christians.
Whilst they discuss groups that were ‘outsiders’ for very different reasons
and to very different degrees, a common theme underlies all of them:
the power of polemic in reshaping discourses and in testing their lim-
its. Most of the evidence for this book has been drawn from Stoics and
Platonists, with a lesser input by the Peripatos. Although the Epicureans
were an established school, they were seen by the others as challenging
the basic tenets of philosophy and endangering the ordered cosmos and
society. More specifically, in relation to the theme of this book, I shall
argue below that the Epicureans were not inclined to find truth in all
forms of religion, which puts them outside the consensus of Stoics and
Platonists. Seen from the perspective of the discourses on ancient wisdom
and cosmic hierarchy, the Epicureans ranked as ‘outsiders’, and it is as such
that they are included in the third part of this book. Jews and Christians,
on the contrary, shared many of the basic presuppositions of Stoics and
Platonists but they remained cultural and religious outsiders: neither group
was ever integrated into Roman culture without a keen awareness of their
unique history, beliefs and customs. Both turned the arguments borrowed
from Graeco-Roman philosophy against its representatives to argue for the
superiority of their own culture and religion. The following three chapters
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explore, from different angles, the polemics between, on the one hand,
Platonists and Stoics, and, on the other, the Epicureans, Jews and Chris-
tians. Taken together, they illustrate the culrurally embedded nature of
the two discourses this book has discussed, as well as the creative force of
polemic in uncovering their preconceptions. In the next chapter, [ shall
argue that the Jewish philosopher Philo of Alexandria (early first century
ap) subtly turns the discourses on ancient wisdom and cosmic hierarchy
against the Graeco-Roman culture in which they originated. Because he
borrows the formal framework of the discourses but not their cultural
prejudices, Philo’s polemic clearly reveals the prejudicial preferences for
polytheism and Graeco-Roman culture and philosophy present in them.
Chapter 11 sets out how the late second-century Platonist philosopher Cel-
sus applies to Christianity the concept of superstition as it has emerged
in this book. Apart from offering a better understanding of Celsus’ argu-
ments against Christianity by situating them in the discourse of his time,
this interpretation also draws attention to the unarticulated presuppositions
that drive his polemic.

This chapter shows how Lucian (¢. A 125-80) uses the polemical stereo-
type of Epicureanism created by its Stoic and Platonist enemies to sub-
vert the boastful claims to truth and authority of these two philosophical
schools. while at the same time shedding doubts about the veracity of
Epicureanism as well. His satire is thus playfully parasitic on the polemic
waged against the Epicureans. Sources for Post-Hellenistic Epicureanism
ate rather limited. We do have relatively abundant evidence for the first
century BC with Philodemus and Lucretius, but for the first two centuries
AD, we possess only the famous inscription of Diogenes of Oenoanda as
first-hand source. However, Epicureans figure heavily in the vast corpus of
Lucian’s works and often have the upper hand in his satires. In Alexander
the False Prophet, the narrator even presents himself as an Epicurean and
it has occasionally been deduced from this that Lucian was himself an
Epicurean, or at least highly sympatherically disposed towards that school.!
I that were the case, Lucian would be a good source for imperial Epi-
cureanism. Yet against such actempts to deduce facts about the real Lucian
from his works, scholars have rightly stressed that the play with different
personae is actually essential for his satires:* Lucian the author does not

U See Caster 1937; Gasparro 2002: 151 Jones 1986: 39—43 describes Lucian as a ‘sympathizer’ with
Epicureans and Cynics. On p. 147 he rather tends to leave the question of Lucian’s true convicrions
open. Nesselrath 1998 suggests chat Lucian sympathises with the Cynics.

* Branham 1989; Elsner 2001; Whitmarsh 2001: 294.
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allow his reader to pin him down. Drawing on such approaches, I shall
argue that it is part of Lucian’s satirical strategy to side with outsiders such
as the Epicureans. Indeed, in the light of the generally marginal position
the Epicureans occupied in a public discourse dominated by Platonism
and Stoicism, such a perspective allowed him to undermine assumptions
widely held on the authority of these schools. At the same time, this does
not mean that Lucian gives an undistorted, let alone a flattering image of
Epicureanism. His apparently favourable attitude towards lipicurcazism
does not imply that his representation of it is not equally skewed: Lucian
actually rehearses the Epicurean stereotypes as circulated by their enemies
but gives a positive value to them. Lucian the satirist capitalises precisely
on stereotypes and clichés.

Once this aspect of Lucian is appreciated, he becomes an interesting
source for exploring the polemic waged against the Epicureans by the
dominating Stoic and Platonic discourses on religion that I have recon-
structed in the previous chapters. As I hope to show in this chapter, various
Lucianic tracts set out to undermine the assumptions that underpin the
discourses on ancient wisdom and natural hierarchy. The angle from which
he chooses to mount his attack is often Epicurean (and, on other occa-
sions, Cynic) but, typically for Lucian’s satire, it is actually never really
presented as the better alternative. Thus, rather than offering us a vantage
point from outside the two discourses explored in the first two parts of
this book, Lucian satirically exploits the critiques formulated by these dis-
courses against outsiders such as the Epicureans to question the discourses
themselves. He writes from within the discourse, turning its anti-Epicurean
polemic against itself.

Tbis chapter first sets this interpretation of Lucian’s Epicureanism as a
satirical pose against the background of anti-Epicurean polemic found in
this period, before analysing two of his works, Alexander the False Prophet
and learomenippus, as paradigms of his satirical strategy. Rather than offer-
ing respectively Epicurean and Cynic interpretations of religion, both texts
c.xph)it these philosophies to question widely held beliefs, while at the same
time subtly shedding doubt on the views of these outsiders. In the end,
Lucian remains uncommitted to any philosophical view. I shall also sug-
gest that in Alexander the False Prophet he engages with the high status that
mystery cults had acquired in the discourse on ancient wisdom. The final
section explores Lucian’s questioning of the second discourse on hierarchy.
| shall show that he often draws on Epicureanism and its metaphysics of
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disorder to question the perfect order that the discourse on cosmic hierar-
chy projects on the human and divine worlds, yet again without offering
any alternative understanding of the world.

EPICUREAN ATHEISM

Although the Platonist and Stoic philosophers discussed in the previous
chapters direct a fair share of polemic against each other, they tend to treat
Epicureanism with common contempt: Epicureanism is depicted as the
absolute counterpoint to what they stand for. In Letter 90, Seneca explicitly
denies that Epicureanism, described as ‘the philosophy that situates the
citizen outside his homeland and the gods outside the world and that
abandons virtue to pleasure’,) formed part of the wisdom of the ancients.
It represents rather, he seems to suggest, a later degeneration of mankind.
As shown by M. Griffin, part of the pedagogic strategy that underlies
the letters as a whole is the initial representation of Lucilius as interested
in Epicureanism, an interest which he progressively abandons as Seneca
introduces him to Stoicism.*

The triple definition of Epicureanism by Seneca as a philosophy that
imperils social cohesion, belief in the gods and ethics, posits it as the very
antithesis to philosophies that, as we have seen, closely link divine provi-
dence, socio-political and divine order, and respect for religious tradition.
The stark dichotomy between Epicureanism and other philosophies was
put succinctly by Marcus Aurelius: it is cither atoms or providence.’ The
contrast is also explicitly made by Dio Chrysostom in his Olympicus (dated
to 101 or 105).% In that speech, Dio celebrates the greatness of Zeus and,
speaking in front of Phidias’ statue of the supreme god, he justifies sculp-
ture as a source of knowledge of the divine. After a prolalia (1-16) and an
introduction (16—26), he offers proof of the fact that all men have an innate
idea of the gods and in particular of the ruler of the universe (27-37). Only
the execrable Epicureans refuse to recognise this self-evident truth:

These men despise all things divine, and have set up the image of one single
female demon, depraved and unholy (picv i5puodpevor Saiuove Trovnpav Kal
&uooiov), representing a lavish luxury and ease and uncontrolled wantonness, to
which they gave the name of Pleasure (Hedong) — truly a womanish divinity. They
honour and worship her with tinkling cymbals and pipes playing in the dark —a
celebration which nobody would take issue with if their cleverness went only as

3 Sen. Ep. 9o.35: non de ea philosophia loquor, quae civen extra patriam posuit, extra mundsn deos, quae
virtutem donavit voluptati,
+ Griffin 2007: 90-6. S M. Aur. Med. 4.3, 4,27, 6.24. & Russell 1992: 16,
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far as singing and they did not attempt to take our gods from us and exile them
driving them from this whole world, which is their city and realm, out of this;
ordered universe to alien regions, as unfortunate human beings are banished to
some deserted islands. (36-7)7

Dio is caricaturing what was perceived as the Epicurean relegation of the
gods to the spaces between the different existing worlds, where they live
perfectly happy lives.* In this way, he laments, they deprive us of the
gods for which they substitute a single divinity, Pleasure.” The suggestion
is that the Epicureans do away with all the traditional gods and replace
them with a single divine being, whose cult Dio associates with that of
Isis and Cybele, notorious for their dissolute way of living.'® He has in
fact linked two traditional anti-Epicurean polemical targets, their concept
of pleasure and the passive felicity they attribute to the gods. In line with
rraditional criticism of the Epicureans, he depicts them as being inimical
to the traditional gods, and thus atheists.”

A less well-known but equally interesting polemic against Epicurean
atheism is Aelian’s fragmentary On Providence (died after Ap 222). In what
seems to have been a collection of anecdotes illustrating divine providential
action, Aelian often targets the Epicureans for rejecting religion, providence
and the values of society. He describes, for example, how a torch-bearer
of the Eleusinian mysteries became so bewitched by Epicurean doctrine™
that he sneaked into the megaron in order to see the mysteries that were
reserved for the hierophant. A long terminal illness was his punishment
(frs. roa—11). Other fragments contain stories following the same pattern:
Epicureans want to discover what is going on in mysteries, from which they
are excluded as atheists (fr. 46b—c), but in the end they have to recognise the

i For lh_c interpretation of the text, see the comments by Russell 1992 ad loc.
:‘Ol_' this (mistaken) view of Epicurean theology, see Cic. Nat. D. 1.18; Lucr, 5.146-55; Atticus, fr. 3.11
.p(u:m'ua seems to have conceived of the gods as concepts or series of images: see Mansfeld 1999:
456,
) Compare Dio Chiy T— is idea
|'.G;“Plllr't Dl(li Chrys, Or. 4101, An interesting later echo of this idea is to be found in the Church
ather Eusebius of Caesarea (Praep. evang. 7.2.4), who describes paganism as a cule of Hedone,

“CF. Russe : - taken Bai ion of i
ussell 1992: 187, | have taken Saducov to have the connotation of a subordinate divine being,

nl.::]l_n a classicising manner it can also be taken to mean ‘divinity’,

% 1 Illﬂli HJ?K).‘}\ sml‘nlur link berween atheism and rejection of the traditional gods surfaces in the
m]L\LfmiI}o‘:;s of atheism brought against carly Christianity. See, e.g., Epistle to the Ephesians 2.12;
ustin, /, ;s Cle y D Ar i ibli
) }* n, L Apal. 615 Clem. Al Progr. 2.23.1 Arn, Adv. nat. 1.29. For recent bibliography on Christian
atheism, see Walsh 19915 Bearrice 2004, '

Bason: B gt ' ay ; i

. (L. rgf.}:;” 2001 interestingly suggests that Origen describes the Platonist Celsus as an Epicurean
in . Cels, as p:iﬂrtlof a polemical straregy: Origen thus was aware of the negarive characteristics
}mc eiated with Epicurcanism,

n hine wi o, w ces fi : i i i
G e \\"J.Et'! Dio, \»Iho ]T}i:lI\LS female Pleasure the Epicurean main deity, Aelian calls Epicurean
ocrrine ‘a female wisdom' (BRAsiav acoglav); fis, 1og, 42al. 36. )
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power of the gods (fr. 92).” The lack of respect for mystery cults acquires
additional meaning against the background of the important position they
occupy in the discourse on ancient wisdom: containing the purest form
of ancient wisdom, they obviously have to be shiclded from the prying
Epicureans.

The polemic against the Epicureans tends to suggest that they spurn
social, religious and political life. This clearly is a distortion of the facts.
The inscription set up by Diogenes in Oenoanda in the second century
AD, in a publicly accessible space, suggests at least that he was a respected
citizen, and inscriptions show that Epicureans seem to have assumed
sacred functions.” Moreover, the polemic against Epicureanism overshad-
ows the fact that it actually shared many characteristics with the views dis-
cussed in previous chapters. Indeed, Epicurean authors such as Lucretius
and Philodemus also ascribed a pure knowledge of the gods to early man,
who received a correct prolépsis of the gods in his dreams. Later, degen-
eration set in and people started to attribute passions to the gods.'® And,
what is more. to rebut accusations of atheism, Philodemus (. 110-40 BC)
stressed that Epicurus had profound respect for traditional religion and
particularly for mystery cults because they shaped a sense of communiry.”
At the same time, he could affirm against the ‘monotheistic’ Stoics that he
and his fellow Epicureans ‘accept the existence of not only the Greek gods
but many others as well® and, as such, showed more, not less, respect for
tradition.

Notwithstanding such parallels with the Stoic and Platonist views set
out in carlier chapters, Epicurean theology was in its core unreceptive to
the idea that any truth was hidden in religion. It was originally developed
in opposition to the beliefs of the ‘many’, who had to be liberated from
fear of the gods."” The Epicureans usually dismissed the traditional stories
about the gods as found in Homer and Hesiod and never attempted to
give them a positive place in their thought, as did the Stoics and Platonists.
Nor did they develop a positive explanation for how religious institutions,

It is not certain that these fragments derive from On Pravidence, but the thematic links with fe. 10

suggest that they do.

4 Clay 1989 and 2007: 20-7.

55 See the references in M. Smith 1996; Dillon 2002b: 37-9; Bendlin 2006: 165, 180, 190. For an
overview of Epicureanism from the Late Republic onwards, see the papers in Erler 2000.

® Luct, 5.1161-2104; Philodemus, De pier. 1.225-31, 1.1160-210. Obbink 1996: 6 and 2002; 217; Kany-

Turpin 2007.

Philodemus, e piet. 1.560.

B P Here, 1428 col. x |1 25-9: fjuédv olr povev Goous guoty ol TTecwéAAnves &hAd kad TrhAsiovas elvat
reyovTev. Cf. Henrichs 1974: 21 Obbink 2001

W Obbink 1996: 14. Cf. Lucr. 1.80-101.
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such as oracles, came into existence: they consistently rejected them as
impostures.” It was not just the idea of liberation from religious fear that
made it hard for Epicureans to develop a positive interpretation of religion.
W hereas they reject traditional religion for shackling mankind through fear,
their thinking about the gods was, paradoxically, too intimately connected
with traditional Greek depictions of the divine to open itself up to other
cultures and religions as happened in the discourse on ancient wisdom.
Epicurus famously argued that the anthropomorphic images of the gods as
found in the Greek tradition represent the true shape of the gods. This made
it hard for Epicureans to see any truth in the different ways that foreign
traditions visualised the gods. Such strict adherence to anthropomorphism
did not offer the same interpretative leeway as the allegories adopted by,
say, Plutarch, who could salvage Egyptian animal cults. Epicureans, on the
contrary, dismissed the Magi and Egyptians even more rapidly than Homer
and Hesiod.” Bur for its adversaries the problem with Epicureanism was
not just its views on religion. As we have seen, the correct understanding of
the gods was for Stoics and Platonists intrinsically linked to a correct view
of the cosmic hierarchy and man’s position in it. The Epicurean espousal
of a metaphysics of disorder was seen as questioning the very basis of a
stable and well-ordered society. As such, Epicureanism was easily depicted
as the antithesis of what Stoics and Platonists believed to be true and as
falling outside the intellectual consensus.

EXPLOITING STEREOTYPES FOR SATIRE: ALEXANDER THE FALSE
PROPHET AND ICAROMENIPPUS

['he distance separating the Epicureans from other philosophers in relation
to religion in this period is brought out with characteristic panache in
Lucian’s portrait of Alexander of Abonuteichus; yet, as we shall see, this is
only the case on the surface of the text: Lucian subtly questions the claims
tor the truth made by both sides in the debate.

In what purports to be a biography, Lucian describes how the crook
f'fx‘[cx:lnder set out to make money by concocting an oracle of the snake-god
(:iycm:g in Paphlagonia, which became a regional and even empire-wide
attraction. Lucian stages himself as a slightly pedantic narrator, worried
about the impact such an unworthy subject may have on his reputation;
vet he also appears to be very well informed and even pretends to have

2

“' (1.)“1:::.1&!105 of Omoa.nd:l. frs._ 23, 53—4; . Oxy. 215 col. 1, ll. g=11. Cf. Bendlin 2006: 161—4.
‘e, Nar, D, 1,43, See also Epicurus, Ep. Men. 124.
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visited the sanctuary. Although some scholars have read the work as a
source of historical facts, even trying to date Lucian’s visit in AD 161/2,**
the sophistry and irony that permeate this piece have been laid bare by
B. Branham and D. Elm von der Osten.” I am not concerned here with
the wider implications of this work for the history of religion, nor does the
satire really inform us in particular about the specific ideas held by either
Epicureans or Platonists and Stoics: the treatise is of interest here because
of the way Lucian, through the staging of himself as an Epicurean narrator,
succeeds in depicting the Epicureans, who are normally situated outside
the contemporary mainstream in terms of ideas about religion, as the only
defenders of the truth about religion.

The praise for Epicureanism that at face value characterises Alexander
the False Prophet, can be understood at first sight as a gratification of
the dedicatee, Celsus, who probably was an Epicurean philosopher.* Yet,
there is more to it. The espousal of an apparently Epicurean perspective
gives Lucian an excellent vantage point to explore some of the intellectual
fault-lines of his age: in a reversal of the rejection of Epicureanism by
Stoics and Platonists, the narrator of Alexander the False Prophet presents
himself as an Epicurean, a doctrine which he consistently associates with
cruth and common sense in the text,” whereas Stoics and Platonists are
described as credulous and naive, and intellectually on the same level as the
country bumpkins of Paphlagonia. Indeed, the Epicureans are the greatest
enemies of the imposter Alexander, whereas the other philosophers side

with him:

In general, his war against Epicurus was without truce and treaty, as was natural
enough. Against whom else would a charlatan, who loved fairy tales but hated
truth, more fittingly make war than Epicurus, who had grasped the nature of
things and alone understood the truth about them? He had the followers of
Plato, Chrysippus and Pythagoras as friends and lived in profound peace with

them. (25)

Platonists, Stoics and Pythagoreans are presented as having few problems
in siding with a quack. At first sight, this may mean no more than that
these philosophers were easily deceived by someone who pretended to

22 Most recently Victor 1997; Gasparro 2002 Robiano 2003. For the date, see Flinterman 1997.
% Branham 1984; Elm von der Osten 2006. Both stress that the work is a parody of biography (cf. the
comparison with Arrian in the preface) and that the narrator Lucian is not to be confused with the

author Lucian,
24 He was certainly not the author of the anti-Christian True Discourse, as used to be thought: see

Bergijan 2001
35 Lucian, Alex. 1, 17, 25, 38, 43-7, 61
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be Pythagoras redivivus.*® When looking beyond Lucian’s satire to the
discourse on ancient wisdom, however, it is also clear that the friends of
Alexander are precisely the philosophers who adopted the discourses on
ancient wisdom and natural hierarchy, whereas his enemies, the Epicureans,
are those who were seen by Stoics and Platonists as undermining that
discourse. In contrast to the texts discussed earlier in this book, however
[ucian’s satirical reversal depicts the Stoics and Platonists as credulous and‘
naive.

The narrator’s satirical revelation of the mystery cult created by Alexan-
der also gives a positive twist to the anti-Epicurean polemic we noticed
above in Dio and Aelian, where Epicureans are depicted as hostile to mys-
tery cults and attempting to disclose their truths. Once the fame of Glycon
had reached the entire Roman Empire (36-7), Alexander created a mystery
cult (38—40), where, significantly, access was refused to the Epicuﬁrcans.
The precise contents of these mysteries are of little interest here; yet it is
noteworthy that the narrator reveals the sacred drama performed in the
mystery cult to his audience. This is not merely a deliberate infringement
of the commandment of mystical silence, which, one can expect, must have
been associated with the cult: it is also an effective attack on any claims
f\lcx;mdcr could lay o revealing the truth in his mystery: the sacred drama
is presented as ridiculous and impudent. In the light of anti-Epicurean
Folcmic, this is precisely what one would expect an Epicurean to do: it is,
in a way, a positive calque of the image of the prying Epicurean that we
noticed in Aelian.

%'h"c‘: narrator thus offers his readers a positive reversal of the traditional
;1nr}-hpin1rcam polemic, which allows him to characterise the religious
mainstream of the early Imperial period as one of infantile credulicy. A
close reading of the texts suggests, however, that Lucian does not just
present Epicureanism as a better alternative. On the contrary, a series of
indications suh‘vert the positive image of the narrator and the Epicureans
that the text offers on its surface. In the first place, it is important to realise
that r.|1? narrator c!cpicts the Epicureans in a stereotypical way, albeit given
L-ll positive spin, i.nformed by anti-Epicurean polemic. On various occasions
lf(::];:{ljl?c:_selszn:rc[ilfd of this polem if‘ I;: (:‘haptcE' 38, {".{)1' cxamplri, J—"\.lc:xamie’r
il mlc:f f11ylsfer|es..t(.3 atheists, (J}.msFlans.and Epicureans’.
defniely H;Jt\ti“! Con:n'ca a;soc;l.}r'ilim: n.otcd earlier in this chapter and was
A‘ISO a[: ‘ AI - 7 dely mn wnic Lplcul’f_’ans \’\-taﬂ[c.d to ﬁlld tht‘mseivt‘.‘;.

» atter Alexander’s death, the narrator shows his relief by almost starting

i R "
Lucian, Alex. g0, CF Victar 1997: g1—s0 for further links with Pythagoreanism,
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to believe in providence, but, so as not to seem to abandon Epicurean
doctrine, he hastens to add that it was mere accident (60). His confidence
in Epicurean doctrine thus does not seem as firm as it should be. Moreover,
although posing as an Epicurean, the narrator himself hardly lives up to
the ideal of tranquillity (ataraxia) professed by that school: the narrative
is driven by spite and hate, which culminates in Lucian sinking his teeth
‘nto the hands of Alexander (55).>7 In the face of such elements, it becomes
hard to read the Alexander as a straightforward defence of Epicurean truth
against the errors of all the others. Rather, Lucian satirises contemporary
interest in religion by espousing an Epicureanism that is basically the
polemical image painted by its enemies. At the same time, the narrator’s
presentation of his own Epicureanism is such that it effectively undercuts
the trustworthiness of his critique on Alexander — in a typically Lucianic
way.
Such a questioning of the surface message of the text can be witnessed
on another level as well. As shown by T. Schirren, Lucian often satiri-
cally transforms the stereotypes and clichés of what this scholar calls the
‘philosophos bios’,* that is, the depiction of the ideal philosophical life by
the various philosophical schools.”? In order to do so, Lucian could draw on
a long tradition of polemic between the various philosophical schools. This
polemic usually took issue not only with doctrine bur also with lifestyle
and focused on proving the gap between an alleged lifestyle of virtue and
asceticism and the true behaviour marked by vice and lasciviousness.*” And
indeed, Alexander is depicted as a false philosopher. One particular detail
singles him out as a would-be philosopher from the start of the treatise: his
beard is thin and his head is almost bald (4). Such a physiognomy conflicts
with the reincarnation of Pythagoras that Alexander wanted to be (cf. 40):
a philosopher should have a rich beard and opulent hair.”" Pythagoras in
particular was known for his full hair.** Alexander would therefore wear a
wig all his life (59). Thus, Lucian is not only drawing on anti-Epicurean
polemic in Alexander the False Prophet, but also, more generally, on polemic
between philosophical schools about their respective aspirations to repre-
sent the real philosophical life.?* He consequently depicts Alexander not

*7 Branham 1984: 159 n. 24 connects this to the bite as the ‘sign of a poet of blame” evidenced. e.g., in
Pind. Pyth. 2.53.

Schirren 2005: 138-67.

29 This is most obvious in Lucian’s Nigrinus, Demonax and the Philosophers’ Auction.

i Lucian explicitly refers to polemic against Pythagoras in Alex. 4.

it Dio Chrys. Or, 72.1-3; Plin. £p. 1.10.5-7 Philoser, VA 7.34.

# See Lucian, Vit auct. 2. On philosophers and hair, see Hahn 1989: 33-4s.

3 For further derails, see Schirren 2005: 163-6.
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merely as a religious charlatan but also as a would-be philosopher,** and, in
particular, as shown by B. Branham, as the negative image of Epicurus.”
Alexander is, indeed, depicted as the harbinger of lies and deception, in
contrast to Epicurus, who claimed to liberate mankind from the fear of
religion by revealing the truch to them.

The absolute contrast between Alexander and Epicurus is, however,
subverted once one realises that Epicurus himself was also the object of
intensive polemic, fragments of which are preserved by Diogenes Laertius.?
Reading through that polemic, one notices that some of the accusations
brought against Alexander by the narrator were also uttered against Epicu-
rus himself, such as lasciviousness,?” interest in mag;ic,-‘8 and flattering of
rulers.” Alexander is remarkably similar to Epicurus in another aspect as
well. Epicureanism was known for its unflinching fidelity to the master,*
who was worshipped as divine by the school. Alexander demands the same
of his followers.# Just as Lucian subtly indicates to his readers that Epi-
cureanism is not really an alternative to the naive Stoics and Platonists,
then, he also provides hints that undercut an apparently clear contrast
between Alexander and Epicurus by covertly transferring polemical accu-
sations brought against the latter to the former.

Lucian’s Alexander the False Prophet is a superbly crafted masterpiece
that constantly undermines its own apparent message. On the surface,
the text takes a determinate stance in favour of Epicureanism, but it soon
becomes clear that the Epicureanism presented in it is the distorted version
created by anti-Epicurean polemic. With subtle hints, Lucian invites his
readers, who one can assume were familiar with polemic against Epicureans,
to discover that the difference between that school and its enemies was
not as great as his own narrative suggests at first sight. As a resule, it
becomes impossible to define the viewpoint of the author: whereas he
seems to satirise contemporary ideas about religion from an alternative,
secure standpoint, he simultaneously undermines thac position too by
subtly suggesting how weak it is.

I grcall =
us is also indicate L «in chapter 4 i *
rdicated from the start: in chaprer 4, Lucian says that Alexander is worse than the most

i:rmldnus accusations ever broughr against Pythagoras. Here the narrator provides a clue to his
reader as to how to read his work.
Branh; it Di 7 i
| -Ill.h un 1984, F Diog. Laert. 10,19, 7 Lucian, Alex. 5, 40; Diog. Laert, 10.4, 10.6.
i C}.uu.an., Alex. 5; Diog. Laert. 10.4. ¥ Lucian, Alex. 27, 33-7; Diog. Laert. 10.4.

\1 ee the remark by Numen. fr. 24.34-6. -

(1 ST E i YR kA .
suggestive, bur may be accidental, thar both men died ar almost the same age: Alexander was

nearly sevenry G :
= ljsiy seventy (Lucian, Afex. 59) and Epicurus seventy-two when he passed away (Diog. Laert.
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The same technique is applied by Lucian in another work with an
explicitly religious content, the learomenippus. Although the perspective
is Cynic rather than Epicurean, it is worth briefly running through this
dialogue to see how Lucian again subtly undercuts what seems to be the
main message of the work. In this mock Platonic dialogue, traditionally but
by no means securely dated to 161,** Lucian depicts the Cynic philosopher
Menippus, just after his return from heaven, in conversation with a friend.
Copying Daedalus’ trick, Menippus had fastened an cagle’s and a vulture’s
wing onto his shoulders before setting off towards the gods’ dwelling to
enquire about their true nature.

Throughout the dialogue, Menippus behaves as one would expect from
a Cynic: dismissive and scornful of conventional values and opinions.
His journey, however, was prompted by more traditional considerations:
uncertainty about publicly sanctioned civic aspirations such as wealth and
politics, which in the end are ‘ridiculous, vile and uncertain’ (yehoia kad
ramevd kol &BEBaia, 4), drove him to the study of the universe. Unsettled
by the strange phenomena he perceived, Menippus started his quest with
the philosophers, ‘because I thought they would certainly be able to tell the
full cruch’ (Goumy y&p Ekefvous TGy ye Exew &v elreiv v &Anbeav,
4). Lucian here plays on the traditional self-image of the philosophers who
saw themselves as students of truth in opposition to the vain hustle and
bustle of the world.*

Menippus is soon disappointed by the hair-splitting technicalities of
philosophy and the disagreement between the different schools. They are
not of one opinion about the universe, he complains, and even less so about

the gods:

About the gods then, what should one even say? For one group, god was a number,
while others swore by geese and dogs and plane trees. And some chased away all the
rest of the gods and assigned the governance of everything to one only, so that it
made me a litcle disgusted to hear of such a scarcity of gods. Others, again, lavishly
declared them to be many and drew a distinction between them, calling one a first
god and ascribing to others second and third rank in divinity. Furthermore, some
thought that the divine was without body and form, while others understood it
as body. Then too they did not all think that the gods exercise providence in our
affairs; there were some who relieved them of every bit of responsibility as we are
accustomed to relieve old men of public duties. Indeed, the part that they give
them to play is just like that of extras in comedy. A few went beyond all this and
did not even believe that any gods at all were in charge, but left the world to wag
on unruled and ungoverned. (9)

+ Bompaire 2003: 1934 44 Hahn 1989: 54-60; Hadot 1995: 265, 346.
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After the initial allusions to Pythagoras and Socrates, Menippus surveys
different topics and schools in this passage: the number of gods (opposing
Seoic ‘monotheism’ to a Platonist hierarchy), their nature (again juxtapos-
ing Platonism and Stoicism), the role of providence (with the Epicureans
denying any divine involvement). The list rises from rather innocent spec-
ulation on god as a number to the complete denial of divine involvement
in the world. The utter disagreement amongst philosophers convinces
Menippus that no truth about these matters is to be found on earth and
he decides to embark upon a heavenly journey.

A few test flights later, Menippus sets out. From a great height he has
a splendid view over the depraved and disordered life on earth, which
he compares to a theatre where many choruses gather, and in which each
singer ‘abandons harmony and sings a tune of his own’ (1 cuveediav
&dévTac 181ov GBew péNOS), in competition with his neighbmu" and
without any regard for general harmony (17).# Menippus now turns his
wings to the heavens. After a brief conversation with the moon, who
complains about the indiscreet enquiries of the philosophers, he arrives
in heaven and is introduced to the assembly of the gods. After Zeus has
overcome his initial disgruntlement about the intruder, he takes him along
on a tour of his duties. As becomes a king, Zeus has to listen to petitions,
but also to take care of oracles, oaths, sacrifices and the weather. The day
of labour ends with a royal banquet, where Menippus even manages to
taste ambrosia and nectar.

The following morning, Zeus calls an assembly of all the gods, during
which he gives free reign to his anger about the philosophers, prompted by
Menippus’ report about their idle pretensions to the truth: “They divide
themselves into schools and invent various labyrinths of arguments’ (oUto1
:roiw\:* els ouoThpaTa SicnpebévTes kai Siaddpous Adywv Aaupivious
gmvonoavTes, 29). “They look with scorn on all mankind and they tell
absurd stories about the gods’ (&vBpareov ptv &rdwTwv kaTappovololy,
ﬂ'a;:‘:i fecov B¢ dAAdkoTa BieképyovTal, 30). The more useless they are in
society, the more noise they make. Zeus’s final rant is directed against the
gods’ greatest foes, the Epicureans:

Ihose who call themselves Epicureans really are insolent and attack us beyond all
measure, saying that the gods do not take care of human affairs or keep an eye on
whar is happening. So it is time you realised that if they are ever able to pcr.:iuacle
Fl_‘t’ world, you will go very hungry. For who would still sacrifice to you (the gods)
if he was not expecting to get something for it? (32)

H T - +
I'he theme of looking onto the world from on high may well be borrowed from P Phd. 1o9e, Phdr.

247d. For other Platonic allusions, see Anderson 1976: 29, 53, It is a fairly common idea: see Philo
Dy ipec, ft'_g{. 3.1-0, . ’ \ ,
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The assembly decides to destroy all the philosophers, a measure post-
poned by a year out of respect for the sacred truce. As for Menippus, his
wings are taken away to prevent his return to the heavens and he is carried
down by Hermes to the Cerameicus.

Although the learomenippus, clearly dependent on Aristophanes,®® has
been ranked among Lucian’s ‘superficial entertainment’,* the satirist is
actually undermining any fixed views on the relationship between phi-
losophy and religion. Initially, the dialogue seems to defend traditional
religion against philosophy, which is depicted as an immoral discipline.
Although all philosophers claim the truth (s, 10, 31), their disagreement
and turpitude prove otherwise. Menippus, staged as an ordinary, rather
naiive man, reacts with disquiet to philosophical attacks on the tradicional
conception of the divine. The argument that there is only one god, for
example, ‘made me a little disgusted to hear of such a scarcity of gods’
(9). And, indeed, throughout his stay among the gods, they tend to live
up to their traditional, popular Homeric image. Zeus is the king of the
gods, listening through holes to prayers and oaths, paying attention to ora-
cles and omens, and directing the winds (25-6). The kingly nature of this
occupation is made clear by an oblique reference to Herodotus’ story about
the Persian King who opened and shut five holes providing five cities with
water.#” During the banquet Menippus receives his bread from Demeter,
wine from Dionysus, meat from Heracles, perfume from Aphrodite and
sprats from Poseidon, while Ganymedes dispenses the divine liquids of
nectar and ambrosia (27). True caricatures, the gods are reduced to a single
characteristic. The dialogue climaxes in a wholesale condemnation of the
philosophers. Because they destroy traditional ideas about the gods and
imperil their livelihood, they are to be eradicated. Philosophy and tradi-
tional religion, Lucian suggests, are mutually exclusive*® and, in this case,
the latter is depicted as having the upper hand.

The explicit condemnation of philosophy improves at first sight the
credentials of traditional religion. But Lucian sows serious doubts as to its
own degree of truth. Zeus asks Menippus about what happens on earth,
for example to the price of wheat, or what happened to the men who
robbed his temple in Dodona (24). Clearly he is neither omniscient nor
able to punish the blasphemous; rather, he is as petty as any Greek farmer.

¥ Cf, Ar. Nub. 225-239. with Billault 2006.

A judgement by Anderson 1976: 1. For such assessments of the learomenippus, see Helm 1906: 1113
Caster 1937: 382—4; Hall 1981: 206. For a more subtle reading, see Jones 1986: 43-5.

47 Hdt, 3.117. The parallel was noted by Anderson 1980.

# This is also the topic of other works of Lucian, e.g, Zeus Rants and Zews Catechised.
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Moreover, Zeus himself raises the issue of religious change. He used to be
the major god everywhere, he complains, but the human ‘craze for novelty’
(1o B¢ PprAckauvoy aUTVY, 24) now prefers more recent gods, including
Apollo (1), Asclepius, Bendis, and Anubis. His own altars are left empty
and cold. Similar concerns haunt Menippus” mind during a sleepless night
after the banquet. Why has Apollo not yet grown a beard after all this
rime (28)?% The gods seem to be in need of man and his sacrifice (32),
but dependency surely is not very godlike. Even if the questioning of
rraditional religion and the suggestion of its decline are less explicit than
the condemnation of the philosophers, Lucian’s hints suffice, however, to
convey to the reader the feeling that traditional religion is hardly a worthy
substitute for philosophy. The truth about the gods is not to be found
there either.

The dialogue thus ends in an aporia: while philosophy is discredited as
a source for the truth about the gods, sufficient doubts are raised about
religion for it to be discarded as well. This paradox can be seen as the
central theme of Lucian’s Jearomenippus: the inanity of the conflicting
truth claims of philosophy and religion. Both pretend to possess the truth
about the gods, but neither really does. A few satirical reversals, typical
for Lucian, stress the centrality of this theme for the dialogue. At least
in a Platonic framework, the philosopher is usually the one whose soul
ascends the cosmic hierarchy via the moon to the stars, reversing the road
the soul takes when born in a body.*® Here it is a Cynic ‘anti-philosopher’
who goes bodily past the moon to the heavens in order to refute the
philosophers. Menippus’ faith in the gods has an ironical tinge, as Cynics
were some of the most vociferous critics of traditional religion in this period
(e.g. Oenomaus).” Zeus’s behaviour provides another illustration. For all
his hostility towards philosophers, Zeus himself occasionally behaves like
one. When faced with conflicting demands from mortals, he ‘suspended
jt}dgcmenr for a while and thought it over, like (the Sceptic) Pyrrho’
(oep & TTUppeov Emreiyev kad BleokémTeTo, 25). Both examples suggest
that for Lucian philosophy and religion may be more like cach other in
their weaknesses and vices than they care to admit.

Both Alexander the False Prophet and Icaromenippus are thus satiri-
cal explorations of the relation between religion and philosophy and
attack some widely held views by selecting the perspective of oppo-
nents, such as the Epicureans and the Cynics. Although both works seem,

" .f\_ familiar ropos: see Cic. Nat. D. 1.83; Joseph. Ap. 2.242.
E.g. Plut. De fac. 27-30 9420-9450. ' On this figure, see Hammerstaedr 1988 and 1990.
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on the surface, to claim truth for one position (Epicureanism vs. other
philosophical schools; traditional religion vs. philosophy), subtle hints
actually blur such clear messages. The Epicureanism of the narrator of
the Alexander is basically that of anti-Epicurean polemic and Alexander
himself is in some aspects disquietingly similar to what some have accused
Epicurus of. In the learomenippus, religion is shown to be as contradicrory
and confusing as is philosophy. For the satirist Lucian, Epicureanism and
Cynicism are strategies, not intimately held beliefs.

A DISORDERED WORLD

I have suggested above that some elements in the Alexander can be
understood as subtly engaging with the role that mystery cules played
in ideas about ancient wisdom. More explicit and forceful, however, is
Lucian’s attacking of the idea that the cosmos is ordered and directed by a
divine hierarchy. In doing so, Lucian often adopts an Epicurean perspec-
tive — at least as it was seen by its enemies: a philosophy of chaos and
disorder.

Lucian clearly is aware of the hierarchical images used by his contem-
poraries to describe the divine world. In the opening chapters of Double
Indictment, Zeus describes himself and his actions very much on the lines
of what we found in the authors surveyed in the previous chaprers: he is the
monarch and father of all, who has to oversee the work of the other gods
who administer part of his sovereignty (&px7); he has to look at everything
(comparing himself to Argus) and be in various places at the same time.
Lucian has Zeus liken himself to the captain of a ship, who can never doze
off and must always be watchful. At the same time, he has to administer
justice (2—3). In this case, the dramatic setting of the piece, which consists
of a series of judgements by the gods, makes it opportune for Lucian as
a narrator to side with general opinion. In On Funerals (6-7) he seems
to allude to various comparisons of the divine used by other authors, for
example that with the Great King and his satraps, when he describes how
the superstitious imagine the underworld: ruled by Pluto and Persephone,
with a series of prefects, satraps and judges beneath them and a large group
of lower servants, it is a place of eternal punishment.* The underlying
message comes close to that of Plutarch: superstition constitutes a wrong
conception of the divine world.

* There might be another allusion in Lucian, Ver. hist, 2.33-4.
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Yet usually Lucian’s depiction of divine behaviour sounds more like a
caricature of Homeric divine behaviour, as we saw in the learomenippus,
where the gods are unruly, vacuous and inclined to disputes. Such
depictions are used with great effect to counteract the orderly, hierar-
chic images of the divine that were prevalent in his time. One example can
suffice here.” Zeus Rants depicts at length divine anguish during a debate
between the Epicurean Damis and the Stoic Timocles, in which the former
is getting the upper hand. The dialogue picks up one of Lucian’s usual
topics in relation to religion: do the gods exercise providence?”* Burt the
piece is not simply a foil for a philosophical discussion: Lucian’s descrip-
tion of the gods seems framed to tackle the idea of a divine hierarchy in
two ways. First, he depicts the gods as unruly, quarrelsome individuals by
casting their discussion as one in the Achenian assembly — famous as the
example of a democracy run out of hand. Secondly, Lucian challenges the
idea of a divine hierarchy by questioning the images used to visualise that
hierarchy.

Although Zeus is assumed to be king, he behaves like the uncertain
leader of the Athenian assembly.” He is heavily dependent on his coun-
sellor Hermes, who has him call an assembly (s). References to Athenian
institutions abound: the gods gather in the Pnyx (11), Zeus imitates a speech
by Demosthenes (14-15), and issues of procedure are raised (26). The link
with Athens is strengthened by the fact that the dialogue is a parody of
tragedy. This is explicit in the opening chapters with the parody of Euripi-
des, but there is also a messenger suddenly interrupting the proceedings
(33). The assembly is depicted as unruly, insulting and not inclined to serve
the common good (19-33). Tension rises when Zeus orders Hermes to sear
all gods according to ‘material and workmanship” (7), not according to
their merit or antiquity. This upsets the traditional gods: all the upstarts
such as Mithras, Bendis, Anubis or Attis will sit at the front as they have
statues of gold, whereas the traditional Greek gods have to make do with
bronze and are seated ar the back (8). Quarrels arise and in the end all sit
down in disorder (12). The divine world is thus described as the model of
a disordered constitution: the Athenian democracy. Lucian can be read as

i (] i 1 n o R oo . 3 ¥ . - .
One example that [ will not discuss in detail is Lucian’s Prom., in which Zeus is depicted as a tyrant
2= e " 1 I} IS8 . a i o " M 1 g
(2 I-‘l_- 8-9), and in which Prometheus argues that the order of the world is due to man’s intervention,
1aking ie not divine but human. Zeus Catechised, The Assembly of the Gods, as well as Jearomenippus
are other examples.

/._e'_:r.t'_{..kffrr')_’!.r'_re'r.’dixuussus this in great detail,
CE The Assembly of the Gods for such a depiction,
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questioning the idea that the pantheon is an ideal monarchy, ruled by a
king and his subordinates.*® There does not seem to be a natural order of
the gods, and the attempt to introduce one utterly fails.

It is also possible to read into this passage a more profound reflection on
the status of images. Lucian identifies the gods with their material repre-
sentation: the gods appear in heaven in the form and material their statues
depict. The entire passage eschews the word ‘image” (elkcov). Precisely by
apparently obliterating the fact that the images of the gods are mere images
and identifying statues with the real form of the gods, Lucian may be allud-
ing to the fact that ultimately, all our depictions of the gods are merely
images’” — also the image of the Persian King that turns the gods into a
well-ordered hierarchy.®

The reflection on the use of images for the divine is resumed at the
end of the dialogue. A messenger interrupts the pointless discussions of
the gods, who are clearly unable to act, and announces that the debate
between Damis and Timocles has begun again. All gods bow down to
listen. Against Timocles’ contention that the world is ruled by divine
providence, Damis develops a metaphysics of disorder: everything goes
by chance (gixfi, 36). Timocles’ attempts to base the belief in the gods
in the order of nature, Homer, Euripides and generally shared opinion
are unremittingly countered by Damis, who in particular points out that
human custom is characterised by disorder and disagreement (Tapory s
42). Exasperated, Timocles turns to the image of the captain and his vessel
to argue that the universe cannot be without a ruler. Damis counters by
saying that the vessel is actually in great disorder: the ship is in poor
condition, the crew assigned the wrong tasks, and the wicked passengers
receive the highest honours by the captain.?? Had there been a caprain,
Damis argues, he would have reinstated a proper hierarchy:

5 1t has been noticed by Jones 1986: 39—40 that in Zewus Rants Lucian represents the gods in the manner
thar the critics of Epicurcanism ascribed to them. This is equally true for the Jearomenippus. Foran
overview of how Lucian describes non-Greek gods, see Spickermann 2009.

57 This opinion is widespread in this period: ¢f. Max. Tyr. Or. 2. In On Sacrifices, Lucian ‘explains’
human cults by the fact that they reflect the way the gods actually live (temples as houses; statues
in human form, etc.). With the reader knowing that that supposition is wrong (the gods do not
have a human form nor do they live like human beings), such an explanation actually suggests that
religion itself is specious.

# This can be compared with what J. Elsner has noticed for Lucian’s On the Syrian Goddess (2005
153): “The On the Syrian Goddess is a nartative obsessed with the issue of identity and yet so careful
to avoid naming its writer.’

8 Lucian is probably alluding to Pl Resp. 488d—480d, bur the image of the ship is an old one: see
already Ale. 46a.

Lucian, Epicureanism and strategies of satire 197

Bur if a caprain were in command and oversaw and directed everything, first of
41l he would not ignore who were the good and who the bad men aboard. Then,
he would have given each man his due according to his worth, giving the best
places beside himself on deck to the better men, and the lower places to the worse
individuals. He would have made some men share his table and advise him and for
the crew, an eager man would be appointed to command forward or in the sides,
or at any rate over all the rest, while a timid or careless man would get beaten over
the head five times a days with a rope. (49)

Damis accepts that a hierarchy would ensure order, but it entirely depends
on the captain. In the absence of one, there is no order. In contrast to
the Stoic idea of a universal order in which each man is assigned his
position, the Epicurean espouses a metaphysics of disorder: there is no
order in nature, politics and human customs. A cosmic hierarchy being
the principle of order, universal disorder proves that no such hierarchy
is in place. Lucian effectively deconstructs the image by redescribing it:
there is no captain as tradition holds, but it is a ship in a lamentable
condition.

Zeus Rants should not be taken as an accurate description of Stoic and
Epicurean doctrines. It is evident that Lucian depicts the Epicureans as
their enemies saw them: they profess a metaphysics of disorder which
leads straight to atheism and social disorder. Zeus Rants is rather a critical
and satirical reflection on the 7mages used to argue for the existence of
order; the argument is negative and aporetic rather than positive and pro-
Epicurean. Lucian can be read as questioning the contemporary use of
images, by first suggesting that statues are identical to the gods (which very
few people would believe) and then by providing a ‘counter-image’ of the
traditional comparison of the god as a captain. In both cases, questions are
raised about the truthful status of these images: are the gods really (like)
rl?cir statues? Is the image of the captain a correct representation of the
highest god? The deceptive impression of order implied in such images is
attacked. Throughout, Lucian suggests that order is not so easily found in
the universe. It is no accident that the gods are depicted as a democracy in
awork that appears to profess an Epicurean stress on disorder: democracy
was nl'ldeed usually seen as a disordered constitution, and at least one author
described the Epicurean sect as a democracy in order to stress its unruly
L'hal‘af;r.cr.GD Moreover, the assumption we found in Dio and others, that
the divine hierarchy is benevolent and favours virtue, is explicitly depicted
as untrue. On Damis’ ship, there is a complete mismatch between virtue

" Dionysius of Ale i :
£ ysius of Algxandfm. On Nature = Eus. Praep. evang. 14.25.9-13. This contrasts with Numen,
- 24:34=6, who describes the Epicureans as a true politeia, one of mind and in total agreement,
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and hierarchy: the lesser rule the better, and nobody performs the task he
would be best at.

Zeus Rants ends with the reassurance of Zeus by Hermes that there are
just a few like Damis, and that almost everybody does believe in the gods
and the order they represent. Just as in the other treatises discussed in this
chapter, Lucian does not want to proclaim the victory of Epicureanism
but rather to satirise the dominant contemporary views without offering
2 firm alternative. What has been noted by T. Whitmarsh for Lucian’s
atticudes towards Greek and Roman culture, thus also applies for his deal-
ings with religious topics: ‘His works offer no securely authoritative moral
position, only a recurrently frustrated process of challenge and counter-
challenge.® Lucian breaks down traditional ideas and images but does not
propose alternative ones. He may seem to espouse Epicureanism, but his
Epicureanism is actually what Stoic and Platonic polemic has made of it,
and thus a satirical pose. Lucian is consequently not a crusader against
the two discourses set out in the first two parts of this book. Rather, he
is writing from within the discourses and capitalising on their polemic
and images — and as such he is an interesting source for their popular-
ity. Indeed, for Lucian’s satires to achieve their maximum effect with his
readers, they must have been aware of the traditional, polemical depiction
of the Epicureans, the clichés about their spying on mystery cults and
the hierarchical images used by Stoics and Platonists to represent cosmic
order.

If we take Lucian to write from within the discourses, he may be less
subversive than he appears at first sight. It is attractive to read his religious
satires as holding out alternative images and accounts to the dominant dis-
course, and thus questioning the established order. But satire does not have
t0 be subversive, and an opposite reading is possible as well. Some readers
might enjoy the satires precisely because the outsiders are depicted in the
distorted way they know from polemic and because these outsiders defend,
in the eyes of such readers, improbable images for the divine world. This
audience would find comfort in Lucian’s tendency to undermine his own
apparent Epicurean or Cynic point of view and see it as a confirmation that
.11 the end there is no valuable alternative for the dominant discourse. On
such a reading, Lucian is not undermining the discourse from within, but
actually providing additional support for it. The open-ended and aporetic
nature of many of the tracts discussed in this chapter does not allow a

61 Whitmarsh 2001 204,
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final judgement in this respect; as we noticed before, Lucian himself is
not taking a position. His satires can mean many things for many readers.
ver it is not unlikely that they achieved, albeit not necessarily intended,
a1 confirmation of dominant opinion and ideas in the mind of many
readers.




CHAPTER 10

Philo ofAlexcmdrz'a

Challenging Graeco-Roman culture

Philo, the Hellenised Jew from Alexandria (¢. 20 BC—AD 50), illustrates well
the tendency of Post-Hellenistic philosophy, noted in the introduction,
to draw on external sources of authority. The bulk of his writings are
commentaties on biblical books that attempt to reconcile them with his
generally Platonist philosophical allegiance.” Philo’s unique position and
the frictions and tensions in his own work are determined by the fact that
his chosen source of authority falls outside the shared cultural heritage of
the Graeco-Roman world. Although Judaism had been in intensive contact
with the Greek and then Roman world for centuries, it was perceived, and
considered itself, as standing outside the framework of Graeco-Roman
culture or, at least, as being profoundly unique. Philo chus limps on two
legs, Greek philosophy and the Jewish Bible, and can be found doing
violence to both.

Philo is also of importance for the reconstruction of the two discourses I
have analysed so far, for two reasons. His work was produced in the gap of
roughly a century between the philosophical output of the Late Republic
(Varro and Cicero), which informs us on the philosophical changes possi-
bly brought about by Posidonius, and the fairly copious works by Plutarch
and others from the end of the first century Ap onwards, in which we
find a much more developed form of some of the ideas adumbrated by
these earlier philosophers. In showing clear awareness of the two discourses
discussed in this book, Philo provides important evidence that the changes
of Late Hellenistic philosophy did not go unnoticed for over a century
before they surfaced in philosophical works of the late first century AD.
Their disappearance from our sight is rather due to lack of evidence for
the philosophical production between, roughly, Cicero and Cornutus. But
chronology is not the only reason for Philo’s importance: because of his
' Mansfeld 1988; Runia 1993; Dillon 1996: 114-83. Philo’s doctrinal position is hard to pin down

precisely, given his eclectic tendency, but Platonism is surely the dominating tradition in his works:

a recent overview of Philo’s position in the history of philosophy is offered by Runia 2007.
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strong allegiance to the Jewish tradition, he also offers a critical view on
che themes that, as I have argued, were central in philosophical readings of
religion in the early Roman Empire. Indeed, the discourses about ancient
wisdom and ideal hierarchy essentially locate truth in Graeco-Roman reli-
gious tradition and in polytheism. In the case of the former, the assumption
is thar traditional religions of the Mediterranean (Greek, Roman Egyptian
and others) were created by wise ancients and thus full of l'eﬂ)ections‘ of
philosophical knowledge. Regarding the latter, once the divine kil]gle]‘l'l
is reordered in a strict hierarchy, polytheism is salvaged: the hierarchy of a
highest god and lower gods and demons is not an accidental representation
of the divine world but the paradigm of political and cosmological order.
Both ideas were repugnant to Philo as a Jew: he refuses to give primacy
to any other tradition over Judaism and he explicitly attacks polytheism
as a force of disorder. At the same time, however, Philo does not abandon
the mode of thought of his contemporaries:* he propounds Moses as the
source of wisdom and philosophical knowledge and, also, he sees Mosaic
Law and its monotheism as setting out what the natural order really is.
Studying three interlocking topics, namely Philo’s view of mystery cults,
his polemical use of the likening of the divine to the Persian Great King and
his satraps, and his depiction of the patriarch Joseph as the embodiment of
the natural ruler, this chapter shows how Philo accepts the argumentative
f'ramcworlf .OF the two discourses studied earlier but rejects their cultural
presuppositions.

MYSTERY CULTS AND TRUTH

It is hardly surprising that Philo, writing from a Jewish perspective with an
cm.ph;lsis on the truthfulness of the Bible, is dismissive of Graeco-Roman
religion and thus also of mystery cults. This attitude is occasionally tem-
p‘cred by his great debt to Greek philosophy: although usually critical of
Greek myths, he can find some justification for philosophical myths.? In
some instances Philo may have tolerated Stoic allegories of Greek religion,
but m:nly as subordinate arguments.* Nevertheless, his attitude is mainly
one of rejection. His hostility is obviously explained by the biblical interdic-
tion of idolatry,” but Philo’s critique of mystery cults acquires an additional

.' (jE‘.' Boys-Stones 2001: 90-5; Runia 2007: 493.
| |h;|1L'I:|!5m” 1980; Runia 1986: 412—16; Nichoff 1998,
vilo, De apificio ] > providentia g i 3 I
- 9};_; ificio mundi 133, De providentia 2.40-1, Leg. 98-113, with the argument of Boys-Stones

CE Simon 1976; Umemoto 1994; Nichoff 1998; Birnbaum 2001,
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dimension when set against the background of the discourse on ancient
wisdom and, in particular, the role mystery cults play in it as places where
philosophical knowledge can be accessed. Indeed, Philo borrows the argu-
mentative framework of ancient wisdom but empties it of all preference for
Graeco-Roman culture. This has the paradoxical result that Philo preserves
the metaphorical description of philosophy as a mystery cult but uses this
metaphor to reject real mystery cults as loci of truth. Another, remarkable
consequence is that Philo uses ancient wisdom to argue for Judaism as the
exclusive source of truth, whereas among Graeco-Roman philosophers the
discourse opened up philosophy to different religious traditions.

Philo’s paradoxical attitude towards mystery cults can be sensed very
well in an important passage from On the Special Laws, a discussion of the
Mosaic Law detailing the Decalogue. Book 1 treats the first two com mand-
ments and is therefore concerned with religious legislation. Towards the
end of it, Philo points out that Moses forbade all mystery cults: “From the
sacred legislation he excluded initiation cults and mysteries and all such
pedantry and buffoonery. For he did not want those who were raised in the
perfect commonywealth to neglect the truth, while celebrating secret rites
and holding on to mystic inventions, and pursue things which belong to
night and darkness, discarding what is worthy of seeing the light of day.’®
In a highly rhetorical vein, Philo continues to associate mysteries with
darkness and immorality. If they are virtuous, why do initiates keep their
meetings in hidden places and in separation from the rest of mankind? But,
Philo continues, all know that mysteries often exclude the virtuous and
admit robbers, pirates and whores: money, not virtue, opens the doors of
the sanctuaries. Mystery cults therefore do not belong in a proper society:
‘Let all such persons, then, be banished from the confines of any state
or constitution in which morality and truth are honoured for their own
sakes.”” Taking on one of the key ideas of ancient wisdom, Philo insists that
no truth is found in mystery cults. They are not places where ‘those who
are in the know’ gather, and where ancient wisdom is preserved in symbols,
nor do they lead to philosophical knowledge. In contrast to the supposed
moral depravity of mystery cults, Philo exhorts his readers to follow the
example of nature, which does not conceal anything but exhibits stars and
planets for enjoyment as well as to incite us to seek the truth. He is allud-
ing here to the widespread depiction of the world as a grand mystery, as is
found, for example, in Dio Chrysostom and Plutarch.® Philo thus suggests

& Philo, De specialibus legibus 1.319. 7 Philo, De spec. leg. 1.323. See Riedweg 1987: 99-103.
¥ E.g. Dio Chrys. Or. 12,345 Plut. De trang. anim. 20.4770.
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that one should be looking at the real mystery, namely nature, and not the
false mysteries of Greek religion.

In this passage from On the Special Laiws we encounter in close proximity
the two ways in which Philo can refer to mystery cults in his ceuvre, as
set out by C. Riedweg. Philo regularly uses the vocabulary of mystery
cults in a metaphorical way, to compare philosophy, and even the Bible,
to an initiation, or, as in this case, to describe nature as the ultimate
mystery.” But such a metaphorical use of mystery cults does not imply that
Philo looks favourably upon real mystery cults, which are straightfor\;fardly
rejected. Riedweg rightly notices that the former tendency is conditioned
by a long-standing philosophical tradition, initiated by Plato, to employ
the vocabulary of mystery cults in philosophy. But in the philosophical
tradition, literary use of mystical terminology was usually backed up by an
acceptance of religious mystery cults. Philo, on the contrary, ;1ccepts- the
metaphorical use but rejects real mystery cults., In the passage discussed
above, this has the paradoxical effect that Philo can play the one against
the other: he obliquely uses the metaphor of nature as the true mystery
cult to refute existing religious cults.'

To Riedweg, Philo’s use of mystery cults, positive and negative at the
same time, seems hard to explain." As I see it, however, this apparent
contradiction can be understood as the outcome of Philo’s assimilation of
the argumentative framework of ancient wisdom coupled with his rejection
of the prejudice towards Graeco-Roman culture implied by the discourse.
Indeed, Philo’s mode of argument is clearly indebred to ideas about ancient
wisdom. His philosophy is based on the idea that knowledge about the
cosmos and ethical principles is fully preserved in the Hebrew tradition.
I'he patriarchs, living before Moses, lived perfect lives, in line with nature
and without the need for a written law, much as Posidonius’ ancients did.
..]u:;t as in the discourse on ancient wisdom the creation of religion, with all
its symbolism, renders philosophical training necessary, Philo underscores
that, once Moses set down the eternal principles in writing in the Decalogue
and the Bible, philosophical interpretation of that law became imperative."

¥ Eg I’hiiu‘l De Cherubim 42, 48, De somniis 11645, 1191, De gigantibus 54, 57, Legum allegoria
3100, De fuga 85, De sacrificiis Abelis et Caini 60, De Abrahamo llLl, De vita Mosis 1.62. CE, Ric&wcg
1987: 108-16,
Itis a road thar later Christian authors, including Clement of Alexandria, will take as well: Clem.
,\!. Protr, 2,9, 13, 92. His ideas about myth are also close o those of Philo: cf. Vanderheijden 2005,
Riedweg 1987: 115: ‘Philons mysterienterminologie auf einem gemeinsamen Nenner zu bringen ist
kaum maglich.” Cohen 2004 focuses on possible links between New Testament views on mystery
cults and Philo. o
Philo, De decalogo 1, Abrab. 116, Opif, mundi 1.
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Philo rarely makes the explicit argument that Judaism is actually the oldest
wadition in the Mediterranean,” buc he is definitely convinced that it is the
only one that fully preserves true knowledge. Philo’s project, interpreting
che sacred texts of his tradition in order to retrieve philosophical knowledge,
is thus basically identical to that of his contemporaries who adhere to
ancient wisdom.

Nevertheless, Philo cannot be reduced to another illustration of ancient
wisdom: his writings are fundamentally determined by the defence of
Judaism as the only source of truth. This is evidenced in purposeful attacks
on some of the cultural presuppositions of the discourse on ancient wisdom.
As we have noticed above, Philo is aware that his contemporaries locate
philosophical truth in mystery cults, but he rejects this outright. Taking
issue with another central element of ancient wisdom, he depicts Moses as
a lawgiver superior to all others. The preface to On the Creation makes the

point in the following way:

OF the other lawgivers, some codified without adornment and nakedly what was
deemed just among their people, whereas others baffled the masses by dressing up
the meaning with pomp, hiding in that way the truth under mythical inventions.
Moses, however, disdained both, the one for being unreflecting, easy and unphilo-
sophical, the other as false and full of cheating, and he affixed the most beautiful

and respectable introduction to his laws.™*

That introduction is the story of the creation of the world, aiming to show
that the law is in harmony with the world and vice versa. Moses has the
same role as the Graeco-Roman lawgivers celebrated by, say, Plutarch and
Numenius: laying down philosophical knowledge in culture and religion.
Yet for Philo, Moses is the only one who has truly done so: other lawgivers
have simply said what should be done and not done, without philosophical
knowledge.s Or even worse: they have created myths that block access to
the truth.

In general, Philo’s Jewish exclusiveness leads to a wholesale projection
of the category of superstition onto Graeco-Roman culture and its belittle-
ment for the Jewish tradition. We saw above that the discourse on ancient
wisdom implied an ambivalent concept of religion, in that it was a source
of truth but also subject to superstition. There is little suggestion in Philo
that his own religious tradition is ambivalent, except for an occasional com-
ment that the anthropomorphic language of the Bible is directed towards

5 That could be implied in Lifé of Moses 1. Half a century later, Flavius Josephus would make this
oint very forcefully in his Againse Apion.
p 40 Y ¢ P _ . o
4 Philo, Opif mundit. " This is set out in greater detail in the Life of Moses, esp. 2.1-10.
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the masses. But even that is not put down by him to superstition but
rather explained as a pedagogical strategy.® Normally, indeed, superstition
is seen as external to Judaism and ascribed to Greek religion.”” Whereas
the two discourses discussed in this book see both superstition and truth
as part of any religious tradition, Philo opposes them and claims the latter
for Judaism while imputing the former to Graeco-Roman religion. This
illustrates well the polemical intention of Philo’s writings: he borrows from
his contemporaries the discourse of ancient wisdom but he reconfigures
it so that it can be turned against them. This results in the paradox we
noticed in On the Special Laws 1.319—21: the metaphorical use of mystery
cults, acceptable as part of the discourse, refutes real mystery cults, to be
rejected as part of Graeco-Roman religion. As such, the paradox only shows
th degree to which Philo remained indebted to the culture he wanted to
ismiss.

THE GREAT KING OF PERSIA AND HIS SATRAPS

Philo’s method of battling Graeco-Roman culture with its own arguments
can be noticed as well with regard to the discourse on cosmic hierarchy.
[n his commentary on the Ten Commandments (On the Decalogue), Philo
uses the idea of a cosmic hierarchy not with the aim of salvaging the Greek
pantheon but of showing that Greek culture is intrinsically disordered, in
both religious and political terms. In doing so, Philo shows clear parallels
with the discourse as it is deployed by later Greek and Roman authors:
divine hierarchy is represented as guaranteeing order in heaven as well as on
earth and exercising a providential rule of law and justice, which should be
applied to the human world as well. Because God and his divine hierarchy
are seen as a principle of order, the political concept of monarchy acquires
an ontological status: it is the natural order of things. Peterson and others
have argued that we should understand these connections as reflections
of the impact of Jewish theocracy: because for the Jews only God is the
true monarch, Philo has attributed a political content to the Platonic act
of creation as depicted in Plato’s 7imaeus (30a). The Platonic creator-god
becomes a monarch of order,” It is obvious that Jewish tradition may

6 s
'_ Philo, Quod deus st immutabilis s4-69, De somn. 1.234-7.
" CFf, e.g., Philo, D 7
5 |J‘ -ve.g., Philo, De spee. leg. 1.21, 1.28, De decal. 1-20, De gigan. 58-9.

Kt'lcm'm 19351 22-9; Centrone 2000 563—4. Peterson argues that, whereas the image of the Great
: ing in Al'llsl. [De m!mldu] results from an interest in how arché (god) and dynamis (his subordinates)
can be articulated, Philo addresses a ‘theologico-political’ problem: how to justify the monarchic

NPT o g .
rule of God? T would rather argue that the basic concern of [De munedo] and Maximus is identical
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have influenced Philo’s argument, but it is important to notice that, as
shown above, we encounter all of these connections between ontology,
theology and politics, as well as the argumentative framework, in other
Post-Hellenistic philosophers. As other scholars have already argued,"” it
is more likely that Philo shared these with his contemporaries rather than
invented them. What distinguishes Philo from his contemporaries is not
his argumentative framework but the polemical purpose for which he
uses it: showing that Judaism is the only well-ordered tradition in the
Mediterranean.

Like so many of Philo’s works, On the Decalogue is driven by a polemical
substructure.® On the surface, Philo’s exposition of the Ten Command-
ments is part of a grand scheme to explain divine law: whereas other
works set out how the patriarchs, such as Abraham and Joseph, embody
divine and natural law,>' On the Decalogue discusses written law as set out
by Moses. Written law is an image (gixcov) of the divine ordinances and
directed at a less philosophically trained audience, unable to grasp divine
cruth directly.® Philo considers Mosaic Law to be superior to that of the
Greeks: being in accordance with nature, it is universal and philosophical;
Graeco-Roman law is particular and dictated by custom.” The rhetorical
distinction between custom and philosophical truth provides the bedrock
for a sustained critique of Graeco-Roman religion. Philo attacks Graeco-
Roman laws head on, precisely because they fail to connect to the true
divine law. To this end he stresses the plurality of Gracco-Roman legisla-
tion, taken to be a clear sign of untruth. Unsurprisingly, the plurality of
legal codes is immediately linked to polytheism.

Philo opens his work by raising an issue which immediately discloses
its polemical nature: why did Moses promulgate his laws in the desert
and not in the cities? The question is not as odd as it seems: the ancient
Mediterranean was a city-based society; into which Judaism, defined by
2 faith and a set of laws rather than by a place of origin, did not always

to that of Philo: how to solve the problem of plurality and how to explain the existence of order.
Umemoto 1991: 226 is mistaken in thinking that the idea of a divine hierarchy stems from Philo’s
Jewish monotheism.

19 See Moraux 1984: 81-2; Calabi 2004.

0 De decal. falls into four parts, Chaprers 1-49 discuss some preliminaries, 50-153 the ten command-
ments, split in two sets of five laws (s0-120 and 121-s3). A synopsis of the special laws follows
(154=75) and the treatise concludes with a brief argument abour the absence of punishments.

U pépor fpuyol: Abrah. 53 vOpoUs &y pagous: De decal, 1.

2 Philo, Abrab, 3, 16, 2753 Mos. 1.162, 2.4-5, Opif- sundi 1. On law in Philo, see Martens 1994 and
2003: §3-101 (overestimating Philo’s eriginality); Najman 1999,

3 This contrast is explicitly made in Opif, mundi 1.
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neatly fit”* Moses’ choice to legislate outside cities thus locates Judaism
outside that tradition; or, from Philo’s point of view, situates the Greeks
and Romans outside the truth. Philo entertains various possibilities. The
simple historical answer that the Jews were wandering around the desert
at that time will not do. Philo gives a more fundamental cause: the city
is a place of vice, untruth and irreligion (3). Indeed, citizens honour as
divine what is not. They have sculpted and painted idols, built shrines,
temples and altars. But polytheism™ is not simply a mistaken belief, it is
the root of all evil: ‘As different gods were honoured by different people,
a disagreement arose regarding the best one, and from this followed a
difference of opinion regarding all the rest. Considering this in the first
place, he decided to legislate outside the cities’ (9). Polytheism, then, is
the source of disunity, disagreement and ultimately anarchy, and it is a
form of worship intimately linked to city life. By dwelling in the desert,
Philo concludes, the Jews cleansed their souls from the evil associations
of city life (10-13).2° This interpretation of the Exodus seems to mirror
the one proposed by Chaeremon, the contemporary Greek philosopher
from Alexandria, whom we met in the first chapter. Whereas Chaeremon
stressed that Egypt was cleansed by the expulsion of the Jews, Philo has
Moses separate the Jews from Egyptian life in order for them to be purified.
Although it is not impossible that each knew the other’s works — they were
both actively involved on opposite sides in the conflict between Je»;s and
non-Jews in Alexandria (Ap 38)*” — it is equally possible that Philo is simply
replying to a commonly held anti-Jewish version of the Exodus. At any rate,
a later arrack in his On the Decalogue on Egyptian animal worship, salvaged
by ("]h:lcremon and other philosophers including Plutarch, may be another
testimony (76-81) to this Alexandrian animosity. A final explanation for
Moses” decision to legislate outside the cities continues the onslaught: it is
bf:w:r first to have laws and then to found a city (14). Philo undoubtedly has
Graeco-Roman traditions on lawgivers in mind, for example Numa and
Lycurgus, who were usually depicted as ordering a pre-existing city, rather
lh’;m founding a new one. Such a practice implies not only compromises
with existing customs, but also, more importantly, that each city has its own
set of laws. Moses’ laws, on the contrary, are universal and find application
in all the Jewish settlements.

: .l]."\ln I’hll(:'sl views on cities, se¢ Runia 2000,
e e anachronistic: De de
e el e el o
i c}]t‘urdwq Jiigher .d I rigen’s reply to Celsus: in conerast to Graeco-Roman cities,
| s s are well ordered (Origen, € Cels. 3.30).
CE Philo, Leg.; Chaeremon, Test. s,
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Philo’s argument aims to contrast Graeco-Roman pluralism, in laws,
cities and religion, with Jewish unity in all chese domains. Plurality is obvi-
ously an evil, a sign of untruth. Philo’s monotheism and the Jewish sense
of representing a separate tradition no doubt contribute to the starkness of
the contrast he draws. Nevertheless, this should not obscure the fact that
Philo is fundamentally tackling the same problem as Maximus of Tyre and
Pseudo-Aristotle: the plurality of human customs and how to reconcile it
with the monistic demands of philosophy.

Such parallels with the discourse on cosmic hierarchy become even more
evident when Philo discusses the first commandment:

The first summarises the laws on God’s monarchical rule. These state that there
s one cause of the world, one leader and king, who guides the chariot and rules
everything providentially. He has expelled from the purest part of being, namely
heaven, oligarchy and mob rule (dAryapxiov # dyhokpariav), these treacherous
forms of government, which originate among the most evil of men through
disorder and greediness (€ draios kal heoveEias). (155)

This passage adds a political dimension to the opposition between divine,
Jewish law and human Graeco-Roman culture. Order rules in heaven,
guaranteed by divine kingship; mankind is riven by disorder and vice,
and consequently subject to lesser forms of political organisation. Just
as in On the World, a single cause, identified with the divine monarch,
determines the order of the cosmos and expels polytheism and political
disorder from the heavens. The connection made between single cause,
God, order, and kingship contributes to making monarchy the natural
order of things: only human vice, entailing disorder, is responsible for the
existence of the lesser constitutions. It is not accidental that Philo chooses
to mention only the two degenerate forms (oligarchy and ochlocracy) of the
awo other traditional constitutions (aristocracy and democracy). His point
is precisely that outside monarchy only disorder exists.?® Divine hierarchy
consequently has an ontological status: as a principle of order, its presence
is required on all levels of being so that order can exist.”? Otherwise the
cosmos or human society lapses into chaos and anarchy.

Just as Philo has a tendency to starkly oppose Jewish order and Graeco-
Roman disorder, he tends to emphasise the gap between the ideal heavenly

% | do not think we need to postulate that Philo’s dislike of ochlokratia was inspired by his experiences
in Alexandria, as is done by Umemoto 1991: 221,

A similar line of argument can be found in Joseph. Ap. 2.151-250. He cqually conrrasts Gracco-
Roman lawgivers and Moses, actributing a lack of order and a variety of laws to the former. Jewish
society is represented as unified, under one law and one set of customs (179). A hicrarchy of priests
rules the Jews and administer justice (185—7). It is also linked to a critique of Greek polytheism
(239-49).

% Philo, De spec. leg. 4,186, De somn. 2.289.
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constitution and those that he sees in existence around him. For him,
no human constitution truly lives up to the ideal.’” Contrary to ‘pagan’
Post-Hellenistic philosophers, who could use divine monarchy to justify
the position of the Roman emperor, Philo restricts true monarchy to the
divine realm and the Jewish tradition. Indeed, although the Roman Empire
of his age was also a (unacknowledged) monarchy, he never used the
term basileus 1o designate the ruling emperor throughout his voluminous
writings." The denial that a well-ordered constitution exists among his
contemporaries further adds to his polemic against Graeco-Roman society
as one of disorder and vice.

Philo’s strategy of adopting the argumentative framework of Graeco-
Roman philosophers but deploying it to argue for Jewish superiority and
exclusivism must be familiar by now. His final illustration is that of the
divine world as the Persian Great King and his satraps, which, as we have
seen, became particularly popular in the Post-Hellenistic period. The image
occurs twice in On the Decalogue* Towards the end of the treatise, Philo
compares justice to a servant and lieutenant of God. But in order not to
ascribe evil to God, such servants are also compared to generals who wage
war, whereas God is like the Great King responsible for the peace and
well-being of his empire (177-8). Just as in On the World and Maximus,
Philo seems to depict his God as a lofty, distant law, who lays down
general principles but leaves daily affairs to his subordinates.”” Although
not explicitly doing so, Philo comes quite close to ascribing immobility
to God.™*

Q[‘ more interest for grasping Philo’s polemical strategy when using
the image of the Great King and his satraps is a passage much earlier in
On the Decalogue. After some introductory matters, Philo comes to the
first commandment (worship the one God), which is immediately inter-
preted as ‘the monarchical principle by which the world is governed’ (Trepi

T I ¥
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ovapyios, fj povapxETal O kdouos, s1). The stress on monarchy must
be seen in connection with the critique on polytheism that immediately
follows. Most people worship parts of the world or lower beings instead
of ‘the highest and most respected, the begerter, the ruler of the great city,
the commander of the invincible army, the pilot who constantly steers
all things providentially’ (53). The string of comparisons is familiar from
Maximus and Pseudo-Aristotle.” Disregarding the highest God is, Philo
argues, like worshipping the satrap and not the Great King:

Just as one who attributes the honours of the Great King to subordinate satraps
would seem to be pleasing the slaves of the master not only very light-heartedly
but also very dangerously, in the same way, someone who rewards the maker in
the same way as the created, surely is the most senseless and unjust person of all,
giving like to unlike, not with the aim of honouring the inferior but demeaning

the superior. (61)

In the extant Post-Hellenistic philosophical production, this is the first
occurrence of the image of the Great King and his satraps. Yet the context
makes it unlikely that Philo invented the image, as it has the clear polemical
intention of disputing the veracity of Graeco-Roman polytheism.*® This
argument is best understood in the light of Philo’s polemical technique
observed earlier in the context of his interpretation of mystery cults: he
adopts an image used by ‘pagan’ philosophers and then succeeds in giving
it a new meaning through his Jewish perspective.

Philo accepts the validity of the image to describe the divine world: itisa
hierarchy of divine beings with a single God at the top.”” But the polemical
purpose is clear: whereas in Post-Hellenistic philosophy the comparison
is normally used to visualise the correct understanding of the pantheon,
Philo uses it to question the validity of the way in which his Graeco-Roman
counterparts conceive of the pantheon.® Whereas he does not deny that

5 See Philo, De deeal. 60 and Leg. atleg. 3.79 for other lists of comparisons.

3 Philo plays a cenral role in Peterson’s account (1935), as he considered the integration of Graeco-
Roman ideas about divine kingship into Jewish monotheistic thought to be a capital development
in the history of ‘political theology’. My perspective is different: 1 take Philo to be turning the
image of the Great King against the cradition from which he borrowed it and see it more in
the context of an argument for monotheism than an argument for divine kingship — the larter
being universally accepted, Phile’s general strategy of using the arguments of his adversaries against
themselyes suggests that he borrowed the image of the Great King a nd his satraps from one of his
‘pagan’ predecessors, even though, in the whole of extant Post-Hellenistic philosophy, it occurs for
the first time in his writings. 1 shall suggest thar Eudorus, an Alexandrian philosopher of the end of
the first century Be, is a possible candidate.

¥ CF. Philo, Opif. mundi 1718, De ipec. leg. 1.13-17, 1.66, Quis rerum divinarum beres 301 for different

images used to express that idea.
% Iy was 4 common technique in philosophical discussions to turn images used by one’s adversaries
against them, See, e.g., Plut. De stoic, repueg. 37.10516-D. On other occasions, philosophers indicate
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the celestial bodies are higher beings that one could call gods, alongside
the highest God (On the Decalogue 64),” they remain creatures and thus
distant from the highest God. Consequently, only the single, highest and
crue God must be worshipped. Pagan philosophers, Philo argues, seem to
assume that it does not matter which divine being is being worshipped on
what level. But this is equivalent to giving the satraps the due of the Great
King and effacing the hierarchy. The restriction of worship to the highest
God, central to Jewish and Christian monotheism, thus subverts the image
of the Great King as understood by Graeco-Roman philosophers. Philo
criticises the Greeks for not recognising the true meaning of the image: it
is a pyramid leading up to a single highest God. Whereas authors more
intent on accommodating the plurality of gods emphasise the essential role
of each of them in the hierarchy, Philo, as a monotheist, shifts attention
to the top of the pyramid. His criticism points to an implicit difficulty for
Post-Hellenistic philosophers: the idea of a hierarchy accommodates the
plurality of gods, but it is hard to find support for the idea of a hierarchy
in real cult practice, which instead seems chaotic and diverse. Here we are
acutely made aware of the fact that the image of the Great King does not
solve the problem of plurality of cult: it transcends it.

Philo may have found the comparison in the works of Eudorus of
Alexandria (late first century Bc), who posited the One as a principle
above the Monad and the Dyad and identified it with Zeus.*® Such an
utterly transcendent principle demanded principles or entities that ensured
that the link with the world and a divine hierarchy would be the logical
consequence. Later philosophers used the image of the Great King precisely
to make such a hierarchical interpretation of the divine world clear to their
readers, so there is a possibility that Eudorus did so as well. Philo of
Alexandria is often supposed to have been influenced by Eudorus,* and it
is [E.ms possible that the latter used the image or at least had the concepr of
a hierarchy of divine beings.** Evidence for Eudorus is, however, so scarce
that such a guess cannot be further substantiated.
~ In purely philosophical terms, Philo’s position is only subtly different
from that of much of Graeco-Roman philosophy of the period. He accepts

thart thei “NTs are using an i i

lik ‘-Tht“ Opponents are using an imperfect image that does not convey all the notions they would

li.I.IL ]l:| to carry: cf, Plut. De trang. anim. 20.477c¢—F; Dio Chrys, Or, 36.29-30. r

5 : ; '":“I M:.w-r. leg. 13-17. Elsewhere, Philo seems to accept the existence of demons, which serve
. l.n. | tighest God (De somn. 1.135-41, with a reference to Hes. Op. 122-3).

L S . | _ 5 3 ~ 3 :

= -“n'“‘gl fr. 1 = Simpl. fu Phys. p. 1817 (Diels), CF Dillon 1996: 126-33; Runia 2002: 309.

y I c_\'lu ence is, however, far from conclusive: cf. Runia 1986: 495-9.

Asimilar ar nt regardi : Eudori igin of i i :

\ similar argument regarding the Eudorian origin of another image used by Philo (thar of the tested

coined) is developed by Kohnke 1968-9.
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that there is a hierarchy of divine beings, but only the apex of itis truly God
and thus deserves worship and honour. He consequently stresses the monar-
chical aspect of divine rule: the most important thing is divine kingship,
ot the subordinate servants. This relatively minor distinction is, however,
caught up in a wider polemic that associates polytheism with disorder and
monotheism with true monarchy and order. Because of his Jewish identity,
Philo divides the world into two camps: plurality and disorder are Graeco-
Roman; true monarchy, law and order are Jewish. Because he can situate
himself outside Graeco-Roman culture, he can easily compound poly-
theism, disorder, vice and city, and contrast this with the true God, law,
order, and virtue. Contrary to Graeco-Roman philosophers, who assign
not only truth to their own tradition but also superstition and vice, Philo
refuses to situate error and disorder in the biblical tradition. A rather
black and white opposition of Graeco-Roman culture and Judaism is the

consequence.®

JOSEPH AS A NATURAL LEADER

The foregoing discussion may scem to suggest that because Philo empha-
sises divine monarchy as the absolute, ideal constitution, he favours monar-
chy in all circumstances. A brief analysis of On Joseph can show that this is
not always the case: in line with the discourse on cosmic hierarchy, Philo
depicts Joseph as a natural ruler who can impose order within other con-
stitutions such as democracy.* But we shall notice again that the Jewish
cradition is identified as the only place where such a natural ruler is revealed
to mankind.

The work, basically a retelling of the story of the patriarch as found
in Genesis interspersed with allegorical interpretations, is a reflection on
the role of the politician (politikos). Early on, the fundamentally lower
status of human politics in relation to the true state of the cosmos is made
explicit through an etcymology of the name Joseph. According to Philo, it
means ‘addition of a lord’ (kupiou Tpocfnikn), meaning that an carthly
constitution (1] kor& Srjpous ToAITea) is ‘an addition to nature which is
invested with authority over all’ (28). Whereas the cosmos is a megalopolis,

4 The exception are the few individual ‘pagan’ philosophers who follow the law of nature. But Philo
implies that they distance themselves from their own culture: Philo, De spec. leg. 2.45.

Classical analyses are Goodenough 1967: 46-94; Gruen 1999. Goodenough's thesis, that the treatise
faithfully incorporates Hellenistic ideas of kingship, should be approached with caution, just like his
idea that Joseph is the image of the ideal Roman prefect. Hellenistic kingship theory is a figment of
carly twentieth-century scholarship, com pounding Hellenistic and Roman ideas (cf. Haake 2003).
Moreover, Goodenough fails to see that the treatise is not just abour monarchy. | do not notice any
practical advice in the work, as he does.
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with a single constitution and directed by a single law, human society is
characterised by a variety of cities, constitutions and laws (29-30). The
opposition berween an ordered heaven and disordered earth, which must
be familiar by now from other works of Philo discussed above and which
matches that of virtue and vice, recurs throughout the treatise (especially
1328, 143—5).9

Joseph is a natural ruler. When purchased by Potiphar, his master quickly
appoints him housekeeper: ‘It seemed as if his buyer made him steward
of his household burt in practice and in truth it was done by nature
having in mind for him the rulership over cities and a nation and a grea;
country’ (38). Equally, when thrown into prison, Joseph soon rules over
all the prisoners and establishes order in that pool of vice and disorder
(85—7). This is usually read as reflecting the idea that one who possesses
all the virtues naturally accedes to power.*® At the same time, the fact also
implies that a single rule leads to order. Indeed, the treatise emphasises
clsewhere that a correct structure (mirrored on the hierarchical one of
the universe) is essential for order in human society: towards the end of
the treatise, Philo highlights that Joseph had introduced a hierarchical
order of precedence in Egyptian society, based on age and inspired by
the Hebrew model (204). Hierarchy and Judaism are in this way closely
associated and depicted as the natural order of things — in a normative
sense. Joseph shapes human society to the image of the divine (as the Jewish
one already and essentially is for Philo) and consequently makes it as it
should be.
' Philo seems to envisage two ways in which hierarchy can be translated
into human politics. The most obvious one is that of kingship. When the
pharaoh appoints Joseph as viceroy, Philo stresses that in truth the Jew was
acmall.y performing the duties of a king: the pharaoh reserved for himself
sovereignty (&pxm), but Joseph received rulership (fjyenovia) (119). It is
possible that Philo calqued the relation between the pharaoh and Joseph
on l:h:l[ between God and his ruling powers. In On Abraham 1201 Philo
d::}?lcts two senior powers of God: the creative, called God (6eds), and the
lelll.ng one, called Lord (kUpios).#” Both support the actions of the true
clw.mc king, or even represent him. In the same way Joseph represents the
active involvement of regal power in affairs of the kingdom: he travels ro
all cities of the country and appoints subordinates (157-8). Whereas the
supreme God himself remains immobile and does not mix with the affairs of
state, the lower powers of the hierarchy care for the running of the empire.

45

' '[I'his, is elaborated by Troiani 2004. 4 Goodenough 1967: 50.
47 See Dillon 1996: 161—4 for the wider contexe of this idea.
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This interesting depiction of Joseph links in with the discourse on cosmic
hierarchy in various ways. Philo may have wanted to emphasise divine
transcendence, just as he did at the end of On the Decalogue by attributing
an important role to justice in waging war and punishing individuals. In
that way, one could see in the depiction of Joseph and his relation to
the pharaoh and his subordinates an attempt to explain how divine rule
works through a hierarchy.* But one can read a more explicitly political
message in Joseph’s position. The parallels with Aristides’ depiction of the
Roman Empire, as set out in Chapter 6, are striking: Joseph is the link
between the highest king and his subordinates and assures the spread of
royal benefits over the empire. As such, the characteristics of the ideal
empire are projected by Philo onto a Jewish patriarch.

This regal-cosmic function of Joseph is not the only line of interpretation
followed by Philo. The eunuch who originally bought Joseph is allegorised
as the vicious mob (8xAos), which wants statesmen to obey it (58—9). Here
the context is clearly rather democratic. While allegorising the fact that
Joseph rides in the second chariot, the first one being reserved for the king,
Philo states that the ‘statesman (politikos) takes second place after the king’
because he is greater than a private person in power but less than a king.
The explanation is that the people are his king and he must serve that king
‘with pure and guileless good faith’ (148-9). Here the statesman is again
seen in relation to the people and obeying them. This democratic context
is not what one would expect from a treatise that seems, at first sight, to
discuss the ideal king. This paradox can be clarified if we take Joseph to be
not the ideal king, buta ‘natural ruler’, as setout in Chapter 5, who imposes
order on whatever constitution he finds himself in. Indeed, the creation of
order in a disordered society is the role of the statesman. Although usually
associated with the king in Philo,* a gifted and strong individual such as
Joseph can perform that role within lesser constitutions as well, such as
democracy. Thus, in the two passages cited, Philo is reflecting on this more
fundamental role of the statesman, who has to act in the environment he
encounters and introduce order.

On Joseph complements and nuances what we have noticed in On the
Decalogue. Because polemic against Graeco-Roman culture is largely absent

48 Another reading could be that the biblical story did nor
Egypt. so he had o reconcile Joseph's essence as the natural ruler with the fact thar there still was
a king above him. The only solution was to strip the pharaoh of his powers and transfer them to
Joseph. Even so, the essential point for my argument remains that Joseph rules through a hierarchy.
19 Philo, Leg. alleg. 3.79, Abrah. 74, Mos.1.66, De spec. leg. 4187, Quaest. in Exod. 2.42. Cf. Goodenough

1967 94.

allow Philo to turn Joseph into the king of
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from the former, Philo does not draw a strong opposition between divine
monarchy and other forms of constitution. He now accepts, as do many
other Post-Hellenistic philosophers, that a natural ruler can create rempn:
rary order in an imperfect constitution. But, implicitly, polemic remains at
the heart of the argument: Philo finds the fullest expression of the idea of
a natural ruler in a biblical book and thus relegates Graeco-Roman culture
to a second, more derivative position.

This silent affirmation that the truth is embodied in the Jewish tradition
is key to the understanding of Philo’s arguments. He inscribes himselffull)‘f
in the contemporary philosophical discourse, as we have noticed in his
dependence on the discourses on ancient wisdom and cosmic hierarchy.
However, as a Jew he cannot but notice all too well the cultural assumptions
that they entail. In turning the image of the Great King and his satrapis
against ‘pagan’ philosophers, Philo accepts the formal framework of the
discourse on natural hierarchy, namely the idea of strict divine hierarchy as
summed up in that image, but he refuses the underlying polytheism. His
attitude towards ancient wisdom is the same: he defends the importance oF
antiquity but refuses to acknowledge a sufficient degree of antiquity in non-
Jewish culture. His polemic is consequently not directed against the central
tenets of his adversaries (antiquity and hierarchy) but rather the culturally
specific phenomena in which they see these manifested, such as mys-
tery cules and polytheism. It is precisely Philo’s sustained polemic against
Graeco-Roman culture with the arguments from the two discourses that
shows the degree to which these were embedded in the cultural prejudices
of ‘pagan’ philosophers: he could not simply adopt the formal framework
of the discourses but had to sever their ties with Graeco-Roman culture
and religion. Thus Philo can be seen as accepting much of the form of
contemporary argument while rejecting most of its culturally determined
content.

In polemically adopting the discourse of his contemporaries, how-
ever, Philo may have changed something more fundamental. Whereas
the p;lg:ln' Post-Hellenistic philosophers had an inclusive attitude towards
the various religions of the Mediterranean, finding nuggets of truth in all
tjf the!n'. Philo uses the discourse on ancient wisdom to argue for Jewish
i oo poensaes e it sl

TSR et Ardls y ll')ltllflflhl's srith; she self-critical attitude
:){iti(m w( the?:_x:;l‘:jnpt:]sﬁ;igh%rs\;vwlio ds(,l‘l-bcd not just truth but also‘super—
I D o ns. We can ].Jfash this argument one SI’C[JI{‘L.II'[hCI':
e phi.los';;n]}d:d? ru,m‘rly cmphas:sed, the oddities and cclccnczsm of

phy are to be explained by the fact that he saw the Bible as
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the highest source of knowledge and Greek philosophy mainly as auxil-
iary in expounding its wisdom,*® Philo can be seen as tipping the balance
between philosophy and religion in favour of the latter. For his Graeco-
Roman counterparts, religion was an important source of authority for
their philosophies, but in the end a secondary one: as we have seen in
Plutarch and Numenius, each philosopher took his own philosophy as the
yardstick by which to judge the knowledge that religion was supposed to
contain. Philo, on the contrary, may have looked for philosophical doc-
trines that could lend a universal character to the Jewish tradition. Not just
Graeco-Roman philosophers were caught up in cultural prejudice.

9 Runia 2007.

CHAPTER 11

Celsus and Christian superstition

Christianity did not arise in a vacuum: its doctrine and its way of argu-
ing developed in close engagement with the surrounding Graeco-Roman
culture and its Jewish roots. When the pagan Platonist Celsus set out to
criticise Christianity in his True Discourse (Alethes logos) at the end of the
second century,' he encountered a religion that justified itself in terms very
similar to how he and his fellow philosophers approached Graeco-Roman
religion, especially regarding the two themes to which this book has drawn
attention: antiquity as a source of wisdom and the view of the cosmos as
a well-structured hierarchy. Both were used by Christians to justify their
own beliefs and acquire authority for it, but at the same time pagan authors
would draw on them to exclude Christianity from the community of reason
formed by Graeco-Roman culture.

C}lristians were only too well aware of the fact that their religion was
f-clnrtvely young. They could not present their own religion as ancient by
[tﬁSL‘I!' a.nd thus argued for the high antiquity of Hebrew culture, of which
Christianity was supposed to represent not a breakaway sect but a renewal
of the original tradition.” In a polemical countermove that we have already
encountered in Philo of Alexandria, Graeco-Roman philosophical tradi-
tion was made dependent on Moses.” The importance of such arguments
Fm '(Zi?risﬁan culture cannot be overestimated: it spurred, for example,
Christian interest in chronicle writing, which could be used to prove that
iﬂ:f:: culrge was older and therefore superior to its .G.raeco—Ro‘n?an

part. Also, G. Boys-Stones has argued that the Christian definition

§ oy
I'he /s i i i
';d\t wnr]i( \;flhhprobably written under Marcus Aurelius, with a date berween 177 and 180 commeonly
advaneed: Pichle P v : '
y ('!JL:( ; IIL (In,r 1980: 97; Frede 1994: 51905 Lona 2005: 54-7. For a recent attempr at identification
- clsus, see Goranson 2007, An overview of modern research on Celsus”™ True Discoure can be
ound in Lona 2005: 57—69. )
0% use [lll;.l rerm ‘pagan’ here for want of a better alternative for ‘non-Christian’
seey eog, Tadanus, Ad Gr. 40; Justin, T Apel. s9-60; Tt Thi ifi
Pilhofer 1990, A Apol. s9-60; Tertul. Apal. 47. This motif is fully explored by
10 coye
Grager 1972; Ridings 1995,
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of ‘orthodoxy’ can be understood as a reply to pagan criticism that Chris-
tianity could not represent the truth because it was so divided. This forced
Christian authors and apologists to isolate ‘heresies’ as deviations from the
authoritative tradition and contrast them with orthodoxy — in much
the same way as Numenius argued that his own form of Platonism was the
original and thus the authoritative one.* Such arguments acquired their
most elaborate form in the fourth century, when Eusebius of Caesarea con-
trasted the original Hebrews who possessed truth and wisdom to the later
Jews who had degenerated and lost that truch. He presented Christianity
essentially as a return to that original Hebrew doctrine.S Unsurprisingly,
he also set Christian chronicle writing on an entirely new footing,.

Christians not only inserted themselves in the contemporary discourse
on antiquity but also shared ideas about hierarchy with their Graeco-
Roman environment. The apologists Tertullian (c. AD 160~220)° and Min-
ucius Felix (end of second-beginning of third century ap)” were clearly
aware of the various comparisons, especially with the emperor and his
officials, being used by pagans for the divine world, and so is the so-
called Recognitiones, an early Christian novel attributed to Clement.* But
Christians also borrowed these comparisons for their own argument. Both
Clement of Alexandria (¢. AD 150—215)° and Origen (c. AD 180-254)," for
example, describe the relation berween God and his angels in terms that
recall those used by their pagan contemporaries to articulate the various
positions in the divine hierarchy." Indeed, it has often been remarked that,
as far as the conception of the divine is concerned, there is little difference
between Celsus and Origen."”

It is occasionally assumed that Christians developed such arguments
about antiquity and divine hierarchy in response to criticism, such as
that of Celsus, in order to justify themselves in the eyes of their pagan

Boys-Stones 2001: 154. 5 Eusebius’ views on Judaism are analysed in Ulrich 1999.

Tertul. Adp, Prax. 3, Apol. 24.3-4. 7 Min. Fel: Oer. 33.1.

Pseudo-Clement, Sermones 10.14-17, Recognitiones 5.19: Stcut enim wnus est Caesar et habet se multos
indices, verbi gratia pracfectos, consules, tribunos et cereras potestates, similf arbicramur moda, cumn wHus
sit maior omninm dens. Their presenc form is fourth-century but much of it is likely to go back to
one of the earlier redactions.

Clem. Al Strom. 7.2-3.

1© Qrigen, De préncipiis 1.8, where he describes the hierarchy of angels down to human souls. Like
pagan demons, the angels are distinguished by various degrees of virtue, and they obey the divine
commandments, God is seen as reason, wisdom and justice (8.3, This depiction is obviously heavily
indebted 1o contemporary demonalogy. Sce also Origen, €. Cels. 8.35-6, where he describes angels
as 'true satraps’ and stresses that they are ‘subordinare LOVErnors.

Cf. Theoph. Ad Autel. 1.5, where he argues that the divine king is seen through his law and forces,
as is the carthly king,

2 Miura-Stange 1926: 113-17; Dorrie 1967; Fédou 1989: 288-91; Frede 1997; Fiirst 2006 and 2007,
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contemporaries.”? Such a ‘reactive’ view on the relationship of Christianity
with its cultural surroundings probably underestimates how profoundly
it was embedded in Graeco-Roman culture from very early onwards. For
example, many of the assumptions about ‘ancient wisdom’ and ‘natu-
ral hierarchy’ can already be detected in the Apologies of Justin Martyr
(¢. AD 100-65), who wrote before Celsus and was, significantly, a pagan
convert to Christianity."* In turn, the third-century Church Father Origen
restated Christianity’s claims to antiquity and to a correct understanding
of the divine hierarchy in his refutation of Celsus' True Discourse, the
famous Against Celsus that has preserved Celsus’ treatise for use. Thus,
embedded in Graeco-Roman education and culture, Christianity natu-
rally adopted the categories of thought and mode of reasoning of its
contemporaries.”

[n order to understand the thrust of Celsus’ attack on Christianity, it
is important to see how much Christianity shared in ideas and discourse
with its environment. Celsus’ True Discourse is often analysed as a rejection
of Christianity on doctrinal grounds, in that the Platonist philosopher
found, among other things, the incarnation and corporeal resurrection
impossible to accept.'® These are indeed ideas that Celsus despises, but
the summary of accusations against Christianity he gives at the beginning
of his treatise suggests that his major difficulties with Christianity are
not doctrinal. Rather, Christians are accused of forming secret, illegal
societies, defending a doctrine of barbarian origin, pretending to teach a
new kind of ethics, not worshipping the gods, practising magic, hiding
their teachings and misleading the simple-minded.'” The focus thus seems
to be more on what Christianity pretended to be than what it actually
pf'eachcd. Another indication that there is more to Celsus’ critique of
Christianity than doctrinal differences is that his arguments more than
once seem arbitrary. In 4.50-1, for example, Celsus rejects allegories of

BRiaii w153 There lias : S -

oys-Stones 2001: 152. There has been a tendency in parristic scholarship to see the early apologies
as |.rnpllt‘.it‘ replies to Celsus: see especially Vermander 1972; Droge 1989: 72—81. Bur this is rather
unlikely, as argued by Hauck 1985/6.
1? Ig.\]ir_dmg ancient wisdom', see Justin, / Apol. 23, 32, 54, 59~60, Dialogus cum Tryphone 69—70; for
¢ 1e I1|{|;1t1:]1_\' in the pantheon, see Justin, fﬂpm’. 6, 14, 17, I A'pr:z", 5, 12. Carl Andresen’s famous
an ' rejecte ; is c p ied i i i ;
\ ; now rejected) hypothesis (1955) thar Celsus replied in detail to Justin shows how close the two
raditions were in many respects: on his readi ‘elsus is insisti i '
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biblical texts, but accepts them for Greek myths. Christianity may share
ideas and methods with Graeco-Roman culture, but there is something
profoundly wrong with what it does with them.

What is fundamentally wrong with Christianity, according to Celsus,
is that it is a superstition. Throughout my discussion of the two themes
that make up the basis of this book, a notion of superstition has emerged
that sees it as an ignorant misunderstanding of the ancient, philosophi-
cal core of religion and of the true nature of the divine hierarchy. Such
ignorance was identified with lack of philosophical training, lower-class
behaviour and vice. The following pages explore how Celsus describes
Christianity as a superstition along the same lines as we noticed for the
two discourses of ancient wisdom and cosmic hierarchy."® Before I detail
these, attention must be drawn to an important consequence of Celsus’
depiction of Christianity as a superstition. As we have seen, superstition is
an almost natural phenomenon: because mankind is inherently imperfect,
not to say prone to vice, superstition is bound to creep in on religion. As
a superstition, therefore, Christianity is a cancer, but nonetheless part of
the religious body of the Mediterranean. Celsus thus excludes Christianity
from being a truthful and good religion and tradition, but he includes it
firmly in his world-view, albeit as a deviation." Christianity is not funda-
mentally different from some other despised religious groups within the
empire, such as the Corybantes, or from other ‘atheistic’ people such as
the Scythians, Libyan Nomads and Seres.** In particular, Celsus does not
argue that Christianity is in no way connected to ‘ancient wisdom’: he
occasionally accepts that there is a dim semblance of truth and ancient
wisdom in Christianity, although profoundly distorted by ignorance and
vice —a distortion that characterises Christianity as a superstition and assim-
ilates it to an underclass phenomenon characterised by rudeness, magic and
political revolt. As such it is excluded from civilisation and banished to the
underbelly of society.** Only philosophy, practised by a cultured elite edu-
cated in the tradition of a truly ancient people, has a perfect insight into

B Most analyses of Celsus do not accord any role to the idea of ‘superstition” in his description of
Christianity (see, e.g., Andresen 19553 Pichler 1980; Fédou 1989). An exception is Martin 2004: 140
59, who propeses that Celsus sees Christianicy as a superstition, bur his definition of superstition
as a mistaken understanding of the nature of intermediary divine beings (demons) is, at best, only
part of the notion of superstition as it has emerged in this book.

Y Lona 200s: 22.  Qrigen, C. Cels. 7.62.

Frede 1994: 5212 and 1997: 219-20, 237-8 scems [0 SUgEest that Celsus’ exclusion of Christianity is

triggered by Christian exclusivism and its perceived animosity towards ‘Hellenism’. Celsus indeed

aceuses the Christians of setting themselves apart (8.2), but it is important to balance this by his
inclusion of Christianity into Hellenism as a superstition,
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religion and the nature of the divine. And Celsus clearly thought that it
WS the P.hil{.)sop her’s task to warn against the dangers of superstitions such
as Christianity.

CHRISTIANITY AND THE 'LEAGUE OF NATIONS'

[t may seem as if Celsus™ task was an easy one: Christianity was a new
phenomenon and sufficiently alien in its assumptions abour, say, incarna-
tion. It could not be hard ro brush it aside. Celsus’ dislike for C};ristiani
was indeed such that he was never short of argument, but his task wz
less straightforward than one may think. The reason for this difficulty
was the fact that Christians and pagans argued for their antiquity in wayfs
that were not profoundly different. We have noticed, for example, that
Varro rewrote Roman prehistory to establish connections between Roman
religion and the venerable antiquity of Greece. Rival claims for antiqui
abounded in the Post-Hellenistic period. The second-century historiaz
Philo of Byblus, for example, argued for Phoenician antiquity against both
Jews and Greeks.** Moreover, Judaism, the mother religion of Christian-
ity, was not universally despised. Some philosophers actually had a rather
positive view of Judaism: Celsus’ contemporary Numenius singled out
juda!sm as one of the few traditions that actually worshipped the highest
god.” Aft‘hough Numenius is silent on Christianity, this probably would
ha\"e entailed a much more positive attitude towards the Christians, who
claimed to worship the same God as the Jews. This variety ofopinio:;s and
arguments about who was most ancient means that there was no generally
accepted hierarchy of ancient people which could function as an objective
yard.srick. Moreover, Christianity used exactly the same kind of argument
as did Varro and Philo, arguing for transfers of knowledge through various
mythical and historical links. Celsus thus had to downgrade a people who
adopred the same kind of arguments, in a context in which such arguments
E‘v}rt u‘sec! by all and sundry. Celsus therefore could not merely argue that
E.}—l};r;sne}rnty was young: he also needed to point out that its links with
neients were profoundly marred. This explains the apparently incon-
gruous coexistence in his argument of the claims that Christianity is not
EI{I:-)CK?‘HI a‘nd thatall its customs and beliefs are actually derived from Graeco-
man culture but misinterpreted. The point is not just that Christianity

* Philo of Byblos, FGri : Troi
= i Syblos, 790 FL.20-6. See Troiano 1974; B: 981,
* Origen, C. Cels. 1.15 = Numen. fr. ib. RS




222 Polemic and prejudice: challenging the discourse
] g

is too young to be truchful, but thatit is a superstitious misinterpretation
of the little of truth that has been passed down to it.™

Celsus therefore had to establish a hierarchy of nations into which
Christianity could be fitted. In 114 he enumerates the most wise and
ancient people, who have held the same doctrine from its origin. In this
first league belong the Egyptians, Assyrians, Indians, Persians, Odrysians,™
Hyberboreans*® and the inhabitants from Samothrace and Eleusis — not
by accident are these Greek ancients related to the leading mystery cults
of the Greek world. In reply to this, Origen comments that Celsus con-
demns the Jews as totally ‘insane’ and without any link to ancient wisdom
(r.14). This statement is actually misleading:*” in 1.16 we get the second
league, to which the Jews do belong, alongside Homer’s Galactophagi, the
Druids from Gaul and the Getai. These are still ancient and wise up to a
certain point, but it is implied by Celsus’ treatment of the Jews that they
stand at a distance from the original truth: the cosmology of the Bible is a
misunderstanding of the original Greek myths.*® This second league thus
derives its wisdom from the first and it is clear that in that process some
distortion has occurred. Elsewhere, Celsus establishes various other lists of
ancient peoples® and wise individuals,* which seem to supplement the
preceding lists. The one in 6.80 is particularly relevant, as he here compli-
cates his own hierarchy even more by describing the Chaldacans, Magi and
Egyptians as ‘most inspired’ (évBewToTa £0vn), in contrast to the Indians
and the Persians, who are merely ‘inspired” (BvBeov &vos). This suggests
that even the first league is subdivided: some peoples have a higher degree
of wisdom than others.

A strong anti-Jewish tradition had argued long ago for the derivative
nature of Jewish culture. We have already encountered Chaeremon, but
the clearest proof is Josephus’ refutation of such ideas in his Against Apion.
Although Celsus’ view of Judaism is hardly flattering, the relatively low
position of the Jews serves mainly to show how low Christianity stands as

4 Srroumsa 1998; 86—7 seems to think that Celsus denies any link between Judaism and Christianity
and ‘ancient wisdom’.

5 Celsus stands alone among the authors studied in this book 1o cite the Thracian Odrysians as one

of the most wise people. but this can be explained by Orpheus' extraction from that region.

Added in € Cebs. 146, *7 And has mislead, among others, Stroumsa 1998: 86-7,

Origen, C. Cels. 119,

¥ In Origen, C. Cels. 4.36 Celsus also lists the Athenians, Arcadians and Phrygians among the best

nations,
9 QOrigen, C. Cels. 436, 6.3, 6.41, 7,28, 7.41. They include all rraditional names, such as Hesiod,

Pherecydes, Homer and Zoroaster.
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a breakaway sect from Judaism.* The long discourse by a Jew against the
Christians, reported by Origen in Book 2 of Against Celsus, serves to make
this point. This allows Celsus to characterise Christian (pre-)history as one
of revolt (stasis): while the Jews were Egyptians who revolted against Egyp-
tian traditions, the Christians were Jews who rebelled agains? the _]e;s =
a bent for rebellion that continues in contemporary Christianity, divided as
it is into numerous heresies.?* Significantly, Celsus characterises the Chris;
cian movement as ‘rebellion against the community’ (16 oTac1&lew TS
10 KOIVOV, 3.15). Koinon is a term with clear political implications, indicat-
ing a political community, and at the end of the work Celsus suggests that
this Christian tendency may endanger the Roman Empire.”

This seemingly universalist view, which locates ancient wisdom in dif-
ferent respectable nations, is crossed by the traditional opposition between
Greek and barbarian.* From the outset, Celsus accuses Christianity of
having barbarian origins. This is qualified by saying that the barbarians are
capable of discovering knowledge, but that the Greeks are best ‘in adapting
the inventions by the barbarians to the practice of vircue’. The suggestion
seems to be that the Greeks have a superior knowledge that allows them
to identify the truth in other traditions. Indeed, elsewhere Celsus indicates
that for him, just as for Numenius, Platonism is the ultimate yardstick
of truth.*® Unsurprisingly, Jews and Christians lack that knowledge and
are therefore accused of having misunderstood Greek myths. Celsus often
confcnds that the better and clearer version of what they pretend is to
be found in Greek culture.’” Ancient wisdom is thus supposed to have
b:cm? most perfectly summed up in Greek culture. When claiming that
Christianity misunderstood Greek myths, Celsus seems to assume a direct
dependence of Christians on Greek culture, which conflicts with the stated
dependence of Judaism on Egyptian traditions, which are said by him to
h‘avc a(,:quired wisdom independently from Greece.”® Thus, in this respect,
(I,c'-.]sus polemic is not entirely consistent. Rather than with a coherent
view, we are dealing with two superimposed and not well-coordinated

[n his reply ro Celsus, Ori ill ¢ ili
_elsus, Origen will consequently rehabilitate the Jews: de : 164—6; F
S q ¥ ¢ Jews: de Lange 1976: 64—6; Feldman
1—"I I{:.,i. n, C, Cels. 3.5~14, 5.41; 5.61; 6.49. W Origen, €. Cels. 8.64-6.
TCL ou_|?89: 213 tf.fl‘l(ls to emphasise Celsus’ negartive view of ‘les traditions barbares’. That is only
t.}lr_l of t 1€ story; Celsus ._z]sn admirts that many barbarian traditions hold ancient wisdom,
rigen, f.:. f..‘;'r's. $i2  Origen, €. Cels. 4.65, 7.58.
;:l'lgcln. C. Cebs. 3.22-34, 4.36-45, 7.53.
“-“r]-( ._ul.\us h:;s.xmn.r: uflkind things ro say about the Egyprians as well: Origen, C. Cels. 3.17. Some
uth is recognised in Egyprian culeure immediately after that: 3.18-19. ) I
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polemical strategies: one that aligns Christians with barbarians and one
that emphasises Christianity’s weak and derivative links with ancient

wisdom.

IGNORANCE AND VICE

The derivative nature of Christianity does not, in itself, turn Christianity
into a superstition: for Varro, Roman religion was derived from Greece
but not less truthful. In the case of Christianity, however, each stage of the
cransmission is said to be marred by misunderstanding. Christianity could
have been salvaged were it not such a profoundly a-philosophical, vicious,
underclass phenomenon.

At the beginning of the True Discourse, Celsus accuses Christianity of
hiding its doctrine (kpudiov TO Bdyua, 1.7). We have often seen in this
book that mystery cults were viewed in the discourse on ancient wisdom
as loci of truth, an attitude to which Celsus subscribes elsewhere.” Why,
then, is Christianity attacked for harbouring a secret doctrine? For Celsus,
Christianity is an interloper that is parasitic on the forms of Graeco-Roman
culture but lacks its sound doctrine.#® These characteristics, of course,
are the hallmark of superstition. Indeed, the critique for hiding unsound
doctrine is immediately illustrated by a comparison of Christians with

those people who irrationally believe the begging priests of Cybele and soothsay-
ers, Mithraists and followers of Sabazius, and who believe in whatever one may
encounter, such as apparitions of Hecate or some other demon or demons. For
just as these evil men often exploit the idiocy of the simple to manipulate them in
whatever way they like, so does it happen among Christians. ¥

Origen spells out the supposition underlying Celsus’ argument: ‘belief” is
what guides the masses, whereas ‘reason’ is the realm of philosophy. Here,
we come to the nub of Celsus” argument. He does not attempt to exclude
Christianity from the ‘league of nations™: Christianity is strange but not
alien. Rather, it is a consequence of the inexorable superstition that is
generated when the uncultured and the boorish approach religion without
sufficient philosophical training. Celsus does not exclude the possibility
that there is some truth in the cults of Cybele and Mithras — on the
contrary, later on he explicily affirms it.#* But the truth there may be in
these cults is hidden under a baneful heap of superstition, which is exploited

¥ Origen, C. Cels. 3.50, 3.59, 319, 4.10, 5.22, 6.22, 6.80, 6.42, 7.41, 7.28, 7.42. Origen is aware of the
tendency of philosophers to find philosophical truths in mystery cults: Origen, €0 Cels. 4.38.
4 Origen, C. Cebs. 1.3, 1.7-8, 4.1, 4.21. # Origen, C. Cels. 1.9, 4+ Origen, C. Cels. 5.22.
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by charlatans. For Celsus, then, the opposition between Christianity and
Graeco-Roman culture is homologous with the gap between mass and elite,
stupidity and philosophy, superstition and true understanding of religion
falsehood and truth. ’

We have seen in Plutarch’s discussion of superstition and in Apuleius’
graphic depiction of it in the Metamorphoses that superstition is the result
of vice, intentional and unintentional: the ignorant misinterpret or fail to
understand the philosophical core hidden in religion, or worse, their levity
of mind is exploited by mischievous individuals. Celsus convicts Christian-
ity on both accounts: ‘Forging misinterpretations (Trapoakovopara) of the
ancient doctrine (Trathados Adyos), the Christians teach and play music for
the people, like those humming around Corybantes.*

Such sham religions, Celsus contends, are like the Egyptian religion:
impressive on the outside with its temples and ceremonies, but ridiculous
from the inside, where one has to worship a monkey or a cat.** This
idea of a respectable outside and a ridiculous inside also comes up in
another accusation: Celsus likens the Christians to those who sell their
mysteries in public: they will never approach wise men, but once they spot
a group of slaves, adolescents or idiots, they close in on them. Rather than
demanding purity and intelligence, the Christians accept thieves, robbers
and murderers as initiates.¥ The accusation is a serious one: we have
seen that mystery cults were considered the best repositories of knowledge
because of the demands of moral purity set on the initiates. Christianity
totally perverts this in Celsus’ eyes: there is no truth in their mystery cults,
and moreover, they initiate all and sundry, and by preference the morally
and intellectually retarded.

Christians are accused of spurning culture, wisdom and intelligence:**
they are compared to lower-class people who tell their wives and chil-
dr::n anything that crosses their mind once the teachers and wise have
dmf'lppeared.*? Such wanton talkativeness is contrasted with the true
philosophical attitude, illustrated by a reference to Plato’s Seventh Let-
ter, in which the philosopher clearly says that he wrote for a limited
audience.? Indeed, Celsus claims, one does not reveal the final cruth to
the uninstructed.* Christianity is also repeatedly accused of practising

‘ E:rigun- C. Cebs.3.06,  # Origen, C. Cels. 3.17.
rigen, C. Cels. 3.50, 3.59. Philo, De spec. leg. 1.323 accuses pagan mystery cults of initiating robbers

and s, Epic 1 i i i
; murderers, Epict. Diss. 3.21.13 links revealing mysteries to a lack of knowledge, just as Celsus
COeS, ‘ \

NS K S
|N :J:Egcn, (:. (_.‘ds. 3.4 3.49. 47 Origen, C. Cels. 3.55.
drigen, C. Cels, 6.8; PL. Ep. 7.341d. ¥ Origen, C. Celr. 6.13.
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magic, which is explicitly associated with lower-class individuals and a lack
of philosophical training.*® Celsus even likens the Hebrew prophets to
wandering magicians.” Significantly, he claims that magic is only effec-
tive when targeted at the uneducated, not when aimed against philoso-
phers, as they live a virtuous life.* This clearly illustrates the gap that
lies between philosophers, including Celsus himself, and the uneducared
lower class, infected by superstition and magic and therefore receptive to
Christianity.

Celsus thus situates the Christians among the individuals who populate
Apuleius’ Metamorphoses: magicians, charlatans who use sham mystery cults
to exploit the simple, talkative individuals who reveal the secrets of mystery
cults, robbers and murderers.®® As shown by K. Pichler, Celsus is highly
indebted to the polemical clichés of his age™ but, as the preceding pages
have argued, his rhetoric has the specific target of likening Christianity to
a superstition.

THE COSMIC HIERARCHY

Christianity’s superstitious ignorance is also reflected in its misconception
of the divine hierarchy. Celsus admits that some Christians did recognise
the highest god — in contrast to the Jews — albeit because they have misin-
terpreted Plato.” At another point, however, the Christians are explicidy
accused of mistaking their God for the highest god.*® And in other respects
Christianity goes horribly wrong as well: Christians refuse to accept the
subordinate divine status of the heavenly bodies,”” think that their God
is unique rather than one of many national gods who obey the highest
god,* and refuse to worship the lower gods and demons. Refusal to wor-
ship demons is described by Celsus as illogical: it means refusing to see
that everything that exists in the universe, from angels through heroes
to demons, is subject to ‘the law that comes from the greatest god’.”

5 Origen, C. Cebs, 1.7, 6.39, 6.42, 7.9, 7-36. Apuleius argued in his Apol. that what may seem to be

magic to the uneducated is actually religion and philosophy for the educated.

Origen, C. Cels. 7.9. ¥ Qrigen, C. Cels. 6.41.

5 This explains why Celsus” attitude rowards mystery cults may seem ‘ambiguous’ (as analysed by
Fédou 1989: 34365, esp. 345-6, a berter analysis than Lona 200s: 50): he accepts them as loci of
truth bur they can be full of superstition.

s+ Pichler 1980: 142. 5 Origen. €. Cels. 6.18-19, with reference to Pl. Ep. 2.312¢-313a.

% Qrigen, C. Cels. 15. 7 Origen, C. Cebs. 5.6.

Origen, C. Cels. 5.25. Tertul. Apol. 24.5—4 turns this argument against the obligation to worship

‘Roman gods’: all gods are actually local and provincial, so one should be free to worship whichever

god one likes.

Origen, C. Cels. 7.68. On Celsus’ demonology, sce Puiggali 1987; Fédou 1989: 264-81; Martin 2004:

140-59.

i1

54

Celsus and Christian superstition 227

Moreover, Christians also fail to see that the divine hierarchy is benevolent
and just. For Celsus, the Christian God is a superstitious construct: just
like a tyrant, he punishes indiscriminately.®®

The polemical context in which Celsus directs these arguments against
the Christians leads to a considerable hardening of his position in compar-
ison with other philosophers studied in this book. Drawing on the parallel
of the divine with the Great King and his satraps and with Roman emperor
and his officials, Celsus suggests that, just as Persian satraps and Roman
procurators will punish those who show a lack of deference, demons, who
occupy a similar position in the divine hierarchy, will come to haunt those
who do not pay due honours to them. This develops into an argument
for the effectiveness of the gods: whereas demons punish the impious in
Celsus’ hierarchy, the lack of intervention on the part of the Christian God
shows that he is either weak or non-existent.”” In doing so, Celsus’ divine
hierarchy becomes far less benevolent than, for example, that of Plutarch:
man is under obligation to worship at the risk of punishment. It is possible
to understand this hardening of Celsus™ position as the result of a cultural
prejudice against monotheism and the assumed normality of polytheism:
because for Celsus the worship of many divine beings is the normal state
of things, it is hard for him to conceive that an attitude that spurns these
gods should go unpunished.®*

Origen counters this by rehabilitating the idea of a benevolent hierarchy
and emphasising that satraps and governors are there to do good to their
subjects rather than to punish them. Thus the subordinate beings in the
Christian divine hierarchy, namely angels, are good as well; if they do harm,
they are actually bad demons and not part of the hierarchy.”® Moreover,
these good satraps are not dependent on honour or worship to do their
good deeds: they are good by nature. This also removes the obligation to
pay worship to any of these lower beings: bad demons are bad and do
not deserve worship; good angels are good because they represent God’s
bepcvolence. One should thus worship only the highest, Christian God.*
- Towards the end of the work, Celsus” argument about the understand-
ing of the hierarchy acquires a clear political edge: the Christian refusal to
worship other gods besides their own regional God causes havoc (oTdo1s)

: Origen, €, Cels. 5.14. % Qrigen, C. Cels. 8.34.

tlL Celsus argument that living a normal life implies that one has to worship the various gods
who are J'ICSPQI‘JSIH(‘ for the various aspects of it: Origen, €. Cels. 8.55. For similar abhorrence of
mllinmhcmm see Plut, Comm, not. 31.1075a-8; Apul. Mer 9.14; Lucian, Syr. D. 39.
Origen, €. Cels. 8.35-6 '
Orige e N Sy e pgred ot o ;
drigen, € Cels. 835, In the fourth century, Cyril of Jerusalem adoprts a reasoning and imagery
similar to that of Celsus to argue that one has to worship the Son: Carecheses 10.1,
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in the divine kingdom. Apart from reflecting Christianity’s insurrectional
tendency here on earth, this causes political troubles, directly and indi-
rectly. A direct threat is the spread of such an attitude, which would mean
the end of proper worship and of divine support for the empire.” But the
Christians are an indirect danger as well. Celsus affirms that all the kings
and emperors have received their position on earth ‘not withouta demonic
force’ (0UBE TouTous &veu Soupovias loyUos Téw TT) B¢ AE1opévous, 8.63).
Within the discourse on cosmic hierarchy, this locates the ruler in an inter-
mediary position between god and his demons, on the one hand, and
human society, on the other.® Worship and honour should be paid by the
lowest rank to all above, that is by man to both the ruler and the gods. Just
as one thanks the gods for their benefits, Celsus argues, one offers honour
to the emperor or swears an oath by him: “The emperor has been given
all that is on earth, and whatever you receive in life, you get from him.’7
The refusal to pay due honours to the emperor or to the gods thus implies
the rejection of the cosmic hierarchy that guarantees peace and stability on
earth. In such a context, Celsus cannot but interpret Christian monotheism
and its refusal to participate in the imperial cult as an intellectual, religious
and political insurrection. We have already encountered such a close link
between religious worship and political order in Dio’s kingship orations,
and in Chapter 6 we noticed the political implications of the idea of a cos-
mic hierarchy in Aristides’ depiction of Rome as the perfect reproduction
of divine order and hierarchy on earth. Celsus’ attitude is not dissimilar:
for him the Roman emperor is an essential part of the way the cosmos is
structured. Traditional worship thus guarantees order in the universe and
society, whereas religious innovation and the refusal to worship the gods
and to pay homage to the emperor entail a rejection of that order. The
spread of Christianity thus saps world order at its very roots.

Celsus’ insistence on the essential value of traditional worship for the
maintenance of cosmic order should not lead to his attitude towards reli-
gion being described as radically ‘relativistic’ and ‘traditionalist’.®® Scholars
have made such an assessment on the basis of his observation that ‘there is
nothing wrong if each nation observes its own laws of worship’.® Yet such
a statement must be qualified in two ways. First, Celsus does not think that

% Origen, C. Cels. 8.69.

66 QOrigen, C. Cels. 7.68. In 6.42 Celsus links the creation of demons and the cosmic hierarchy to the
initial ordering of marter.

7 Celsus in Origen, C. Cels. 8.67.

8 As is done by Andresen 1955: 705 Fédou 1989: 496-9; Stroumsa 1998: 89 and 1999: 44-56; Lona
2005; 49.

& Origen, C. Cels. 5.34.
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all traditions are equal: Jewish and Christian traditions are rejected because
they fundamentally misinterpret ancient wisdom. Some traditions, espe-
cially those that can be reconciled with Platonism, are better than others.
Secondly, Celsus ‘relativism’ relates to the form each local religion takes,
but not to its content. Although Egyptian religion is profoundly different
from Greek religion, for example, because it was created by a different
set of ancients in a different place, they both ultimately harbour the same
cruth and worship the same divine hierarchy. Another misleading modern
label for Celsus is ‘conservative’. It is probably meant to convey the idea of
instinctive adherence to traditional norms, which is then contrasted with
Christianity’s innovation.” Although Celsus indeed wants to preserve tra-
ditions, such a label would apply to almost all Graeco-Roman intellectuals,
not just from this period: respect for tradition was an essential part of
ancient culture.

All such labels distort Celsus” thought because they project modern
categories and value judgements onto him and fail to situate him in the
contemporary discourses. All adherents of ancient wisdom locate knowl-
edge in various traditions, but this is not a relativistic attitude because
philosophy is put forward as the yardstick against which to measure these
religions. In their original form, all religions are assumed to agree on the
same truths, which each philosopher goes on to identify with his own
doctrines. Varro, Plutarch and the others insist on the maintenance of
traditional worship, be it Roman, Greek or Egyptian, not because they
are conservatives by instinct, but because they believe that the rituals and
myths of each religion contain philosophical knowledge. Although they
reject innovation in principle because it is likely to distort that knowledge,
philosophers do not hesitate to reject traditional interpretations of myths
and rites in order to come to what they think is the ancient core of a cult.
Indeed, as we have seen again in Celsus, they harbour a very strong concept
of superstition that allows them to reject all elements of a traditional reli-
gion that do not align with their interpretation. But this does not change
the fundamental attitude of respect for all ancient traditions.

Labels such as ‘relativistic’ and ‘conservative’ are usually introduced to
establish a contrast between Celsus” conservatism and Christianity’s rev-
olutionary attitude. But such an opposition is misleading and entails the
espousal of a Christian perspective. Christianity surely was revolutionary
l'O\V':?l‘dS Graeco-Roman religion in rejecting the latter’s religious traditions,
but it was no less conservative than its pagan counterpart when it came to

7% Wilken 1984; Stroumsa 1998: 83 and 1999: 45.
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its own tradition, for example in its respect for the Bible as the foundational
document for the community. Fundamentally, Celsus and the Christians
battle with the same arguments: they each affirm the antiquity and truth
of their respective traditions and accuse the other of having a superstitious
understanding of the divine. Not different argumentative strategies but cul-
tural prejudices account for the important differences one notices between
them. Because of its exclusivism and monotheism, Christianity is unable
to admit much truch in any other tradition than its own, whereas Celsus
sees traces of truth spread in many more cultures and religions. Celsus is,
in turn, unable to understand monotheism and interprets it therefore as a
deliberate rejection of the cosmic hierarchy. These prejudices ensured that
no real dialogue ensued, notwithstanding the similarity of many of the
arguments that were exchanged: both sides in the debate were convinced
that they were saving the world from an abominable superstition.

Epilogue

This book started out from the perspective of the history of philosophy,
taking as its point of departure the tendency of Post-Hellenistic philoso-
phy to open itself up to external sources of authority and knowledge. This
‘opening up’ must be qualified, however, in an important sense: religion is
reinterpreted with the aim of conveying authority to one’s own philosoph-
ical position. Although philosophers from different doctrinal allegiances
draw on the discourse of ancient wisdom or use hierarchical images such as
that of the Great King, they can still argue for widely diverging positions
on the basis of it: Plutarch found in Egyptian mythology his own peculiar
kind of Platonist metaphysics, whereas for Chaeremon it was pure Stoicism.
The image of the Great King visualises in On the World an Aristotelian
conception of the divine, but in Maximus of Tyre it is advanced to prove
a resolurely Platonist one. Religion is thus an external source of knowl-
edge, but not an independent one: it is domesticated by philosophical
interpretation before being allowed to enter the argument.

In opening up to religion, Post-Hellenistic philosophy develops a
hermeneutics of tradition that allows it to integrate religion into the philo-
sophical argument. The importance attached o religion as a source of truth
is evidenced in the tendency to rank it higher than poetry, as we noted for
example in Plutarch and in Dio Chrysostom’s Borystheniticus. The recent
appeal of S. Goldhill to give religion its due place in the study of the liter-
ature of the Imperial period is therefore more than welcome:' the focus in
sc!lolarship on literary culture or technical philosophical arguments may
miss much of what this period was about.

I'his study has analysed philosophical readings of religion in the Post-
Hellenistic period strictly within the context of the philosophical discourse
and has suspended the question of how such interpretations relate to
wider changes in religion. I do not wish to suggest that a sole focus on

' Goldhill 2006a and 2006b,
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philosophical texts represents the only road towards a better understanding
of religious changes in the Roman Empire. | would then be writing history
from a philosopher’s perspective, in which wider changes in mentality are
popular permutations of changes in philosophical thought.* As I have made
clear in the introduction, my focus on the philosophical and intellectual
discourse is inspired by methodological considerations: the evidence is too
fragmentary and too diverse to allow easy access to early imperial religious
mentality.

What | do hope to have shown, however, is that Post-Hellenistic phi-
losophy can be studied as a unity regarding its ideas about religion. This
unity should not be taken in a reductive sense, that is, that all philosophers
held precisely the same doctrines. Rather, the majority broadly share the
same presuppositions and approaches to religion. My argument that the
period between about 100 BC and AD 200 can be seen as having a distinct
identity as far as its interpretation of religion is concerned conflicts with
the usual starting point for changes in religious mentality, which is situated
in the second half of the second century ap.? Yet in my opinion, Plutarch
does not differ in a fundamental way from Apuleius, and, as I have argued,
many of the presuppositions of the latter can already be found in Varro or
Chaeremon. [ do not wish to contend that my results from the philosophi-
cal material should be projected onto the religious history of the empire in
general. Rather, given the fact that different bodies of evidence may derive
from different social contexts, there is no reason to assume that changes
in religious ideas found in philosophical texts necessarily coincide with
those noticed, for example, in epigraphy.* A future synthesis cannot have
the aim of reconstructing a supposedly unified mentality: rather it will be
a polyphonous work, which integrates the multiple voices that emanate
from the various types of source and which also allows dissonants to be
heard.

But such voices are not solely the result of the type of source and the social
and intellectual milieu associated with it: obviously, one has also to enter-
tain the possibility of change over time. This epilogue argues that, although
the Post-Hellenistic concept of religion anticipates Neoplatonist thought
in many respects, it should not be assimilated to it. Indeed, a widespread
interpretation tends to think that religion had become in the early Roman

* An elegant example and defence of such an approach is Taylor 1989.
Dodds 1965; Veyne 2001: 305; Athanassiadi and Frede 1999b. Stroumsa 200 is less explicit, but most

of his material seems to be from after an 150.
See, e.g., Pleket 1981; Versnel 1990; Belayche 2006a, 2006b and 2010; Chaniotis 2010; Mitchell 1999

and 2010,
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Empire a source of divine illumination and otherwise unattainable knowl-
edge for philosophers. Such a view projects Neoplatonic tendencies onto
the Post-Hellenistic period or, to put it another way, sees the early Roman
Empire as the first stage of a continuous process of ‘spiritualisation’ that
culminates in Neoplatonism. Yet in my view, notwithstanding important
continuity, Neoplatonism has a markedly different way of conceptualising
the relation between philosophy and religion.

THE POST-HELLENISTIC CONCEPT OF RELIGION

In the foregoing pages, a concept’ of religion has emerged that can be
summed up in the phrase ‘image of truth’. Religion is in the first place
an image of truth: a close relationship is established between religion and
philosophical knowledge. The discourse on the wisdom of the ancients
locates knowledge about the cosmos in the various manifestations of reli-
gion, whereas the discourse on cosmic hierarchy puts forward the pantheon
as the paradigm of a perfect hierarchy that should be imitated by the indi-
vidual and society. At the same time, religion is seen as a mere /mage of truth,
that is, as thoroughly human and imperfect. The ancients are assumed to
have created religious rites and customs which may have been pure in origin
but which were soon corrupted by superstition. Poets have obscured the
crue providential and benevolent nature of the gods by ignoring the divine
hierarchy. As different nations harbour ancient knowledge, religion can
take on many different guises. For most philosophers of the early Roman
Empire, religion is thus profoundly human in its form, as a dismayed Ori-
gen discovered when reading Celsus: ‘According to him the divine would
be sacred not by nature but by some convention.’® For the authors studied
in this book, religion is thus fundamentally ambivalent: it contains truth
but not in a pure form. An elaborate effort of interpretation is needed,
which is to be guided by philosophical acumen and insight. Religion and
philosophical truth are consequently not simply equated. They are closely
related: it is, for example, never pretended that religion contains a different

© By ‘L'Ulncr.‘pl’ of religion I mean an implicit concepr, nor an explicit one. There is very little abstract
reflection on the notion of religion in Antiquity (with a few exceptions such as Cic. Nar. D, 1.117)
and the term refigio itself is very slippery (see Riipke 2007 for a recent overview and also Ando
2008). Morcover, in Greek there is no specific rerm denoting religion. The most usual rerms, 2
parria :E“.d ersebeia, shift the focus to tradition and personal piérv. l{.eligi(:-ﬂ is thus what is embedded
in 1r.-ul{|u:m and custom. By ‘implicit concept’ | understand a modern reconstruction based on the
f‘l;‘;tCII.l:i]. surveyed in this book. See Mora 1995 and 1999, who attempts to offer some general insights

_in _rc]|g|onsw'isscnsclxafiliches Denken’ of Antiquity, .
Origen, € Cels. 5.27. See similar remarks by Augustine on Varro: August, De civ. D, 6.4.
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kind of knowledge than the one found in philosophy. On the contrary,
the ancients were full of philosophical insights before they created religion.
In that respect philosophy and religion stand on equal footing. But one
cannot access the truth in religion without proper philosophical training
and without full awareness of the hermeneutical difficulties involved: the
truth in religion is not there for all to see.

The Post-Hellenistic understanding of religion shows up characteristics
that can be found in Neoplatonism and Late Antiquity as well. It has been
argued that the emergence of a unified, authoritative discourse on religion
was a typically late antique phenomenon.” In this view, the pluralism of
the early imperial religious landscape seems to rule out any normative
concept of religion. Indeed, scholarship on ancient religion has stressed
the irreducible diversity of religions in the Roman Empire and argues
that pluralism, not unlike that of a marketplace, essentially characterises
the Roman Empire.® A unified concepr of religion is often seen as the
result of the rise of Christianity, which imposed a false unity on Graeco-
Roman religions by condemning them as ‘paganism’.’ This polemical
redefinition of Graeco-Roman religion as ‘bad religion’ is then said to have
spurred a reflection on the nature of religion in late antique paganism.
Notwithstanding such arguments, which do point to an important dialectic
in late antique religious thought, already the Post-Hellenistic concept of
religion can be shown to be unified and normative.

Although the term ‘pluralism’ may describe accurately the numerous
and diverse cults available in the Roman Empire, one should not project
this irreducible pluralism onto the philosophical and intelleccual concept
of religion. The discourse on ancient wisdom presupposes that all people
share the same fundamental truths: the form of the various religions may
differ considerably, but their content is universal. Plutarch finds evidence
for his metaphysics in the cult of Isis as well as in the festival of the
Daedala, and Maximus of Tyre claims that all people accept the idea of

7 See Asad 1993: 37; Schote 2008. Rives 2007: 37—42 suggests that ‘philosophy becomes the centre ofa
new, more integrated conception of religion” in the Roman Empire. He secs this process illustrated
in particular by Judaism and Christianity. This would suggest that such an “integrated concept of
religion’ comes more to the fore in Late Antiquity, when Christianity becomes the dominating
religion. As this book has shown, he is undoubtedly correct in pointing to philosophy as a place of
intense reflection on religion and its nature, but his picture needs correction in that such reflection
was also high on the agenda of Post-Hellenistic ‘pagan’ thought. Rather than being exceptions,
Christianity and Judaism are part of a shared culture.

Cf. North 1992; Beard, North and Price 1998; Feeney 1998: 23-5; Price 1999.

Beard, North and Price 1998: 312; Frankfureer 1998: 33: Leppin 2004: 62. For the argument that
the Christian understanding of ‘paganism’ actually incorporates important elements of carlier philo-
sophical thought on religion, see Van Nuffelen 2011,
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a divine hierarchy (Oration 1). At least for philosophers, pluralism is not
irreducible: the same truth is shared by all respectable religions, traditions
and ancient people. Significantly, Plato, as the archetype of the philosopher,
is in this period imagined to have travelled around the Mediterranean and
received instruction from the Egyptians, the Indians and the Magi.” This
fantasy implies that all traditions have grains of truth which need to be
fully explored. Philosophers thus stress the unity in diversity of religion
rather than its irreducible pluralism.

The Post-Hellenistic concept of religion is also highly authoritative.”
As we have seen, throughout the two discourses studied in this book, a
notion of superstition has emerged that defines it as an ignorant, vicious
and mistaken interpretation of the philosophical core of religion and the
hierarchical nature of the pantheon. This notion allows philosophers to
distinguish clearly between good and bad religious behaviour. But both
discourses set the norm also in other respects. ‘Ancient wisdom’ is in itself
a normative concept in identifying truthfulness with antiquity. Not all
people of the Mediterranean were ancient, and we have seen how Varro used
antiquity as a criterion by which to establish the credentials of Rome, and
Celsus to discredit Christianity. New religions that could not claim an aura
of antiquity were hardly looked upon favourably. Even though tradition
might be corrupt to a great degree, it was still better than superstitious
innovation. Regarding the discourse on cosmic hierarchy, the link made
there berween religion and politics gave it a clearly normative edge. It was
casily used to justify the rule of the emperor by turning the empire into
the natural order and to depict religious outsiders as endangering at one
and the same time divine and political order.

Thus, it seems incorrect to suggest that there was no unified, authorita-
tive understanding of religion before Late Antiquity. Rather, the concept
claborated in Late Antiquity builds to a large extent on Post-Hellenistic
thought. Indeed, both the idea of ancient wisdom and that of divine
hierarchy were not unknown to Neoplatonists.” Plotinus, for example,
considered his doctrines to be ancient, stretching back to the period before
Plato.” Neoplatonist philosophers also accepted that religion can contain
knowledge: in his biography of the fifth-century Neoplatonist Proclus,

It

. Eg. .*\Pui, De dog. Plat. 186—7.
B{I_\iﬁ-.‘!l‘tlll‘JL‘.'i 2001: 15175 links the idea of ancient wisdom to the development of the normative
notion of "heresy” among the Christians.
:;S]\:'a‘rcisng)fo: x>_&_x_i n. 79; Boys-Stones 2001; 147-8; Zambon 2002: 248-50.
- 50.8.9-14, CL 2.9.10.02-14, 3.5.8.17-23, 6.19.25—41,
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Marinus underlines that ‘he observed with the proper rituals the signifi-
cant holidays of every people and the ancestral rites of each’ (19) and that
he knew the theologies of Greeks and barbarians (22)." Equally, the idea
of a divine hierarchy continues to flourish in later Antiquity" and if one
branch of ancient philosophy revels in the idea, it is Neoplatonism, which
attempted to map the various traditional gods onto the various degrees of
being. Proclus’ Platonic Theology is the most elaborate example of this.

BEYOND THE POST-HELLENISTIC DISCOURSE ON RELIGION

Notwithstanding such clear indications of continuity, I cannot subscribe to
the view that sees early imperial attitudes to religion as essentially foreshad-
owing later ones — a sort of praeparatio neoplatonica. Indeed, an influential
tendency in scholarship takes the proliferation of works on oracles and div-
ination as its starting point for considering attitudes towards the divine in
the early empire. In the light of later developments, notably the importance
that Porphyry and other Neoplatonist philosophers ascribe to oracles as a
source of divine knowledge, it is then often assumed that earlier philoso-
phers also looked for divine revelation in mystery cults and religion.’® The
intellectual climate of the empire is consequently characterised as veering
towards mysticism and divine revelation, a process which climaxed in the
third and fourth centuries.”” Many of the authors discussed above have
been situated in this evolution, including Plutarch, Numenius, Maximus
of Tyre, Celsus and Apuleius.® This evidently conflicts with my analysis
of their attitude towards religion: on my reading of the texts, no Post-
Hellenistic philosopher pretends that religion reveals knowledge of a kind
different from philosophy. Rather, it is seen as a human construct that one
needs to approach with a philosophically trained mind in order to extract
knowledge from it.

4 Brisson 2004: 87-90,

5 E.g. Pan. Lat. 9(12) 2.5; Symmachus, Relar, 3.8; Oros. Hist. 6.1.2-3; August. Ep. 16 and 234; SHA,

Heliog. 7.4.

Momigliano 1975: 147; Brisson 2002: 425; Busine 2005: 116-26, Athanassiadi 2006, This is often

linked to a general tendency towards irrationality: Nock 1933: 107-20; Dodds 1965; Veyne 20013

Harris 2003 31. For a different perspective, see Edwards 2002: 73-4, who opposes Christian

revelation and Platonist deduction and reasoning.

17 For such views, see, ¢.g., Dodds 1951: 287 and 196s: 53—7; Gasparro 2002 55-60; Busine 2005: 124-5.
See also Saffrey 1996, who supposes a Jewish and Christian influence on the process. For a sober
assessment of the role of prophecy in imperial society, see Potter 1994.

% This is done by, e.g., Nock 1928: 167-8; Verniére 1977: 15; Brisson 2004: 60-1; Athanassiadi 1999;
Habermehl zo02.
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The former approach is therefore problematic for two reasons. First,
it relies implicitly on the modern opposition between philosophy and
religion, seeing the former as characterised by truth and the latter by fidelity
to tradition and even by irrationality. On such an understanding it becomes
hard to make philosophical sense of the interest in religion we see in the early
empire. But contrary to what is sometimes assumed, early imperial interest
in religion does not signify a loss of rationality but is, in fact, embedded in
a discourse that explains the rationality of religion. A philosopher can draw
on religion without forsaking rationalism, because tradition is assumed to
contain philosophical knowledge. In the end, traditional religion is not
a different kind of knowledge from philosophy itself. Thus, our modern
opposition of religion as the realm of the irrational to philosophy as the
cult of the rational will lead us astray when atcempting to interpret Post-
Hellenistic thought on religion.

My main objection, however, is that analyses emphasising a desire for
divine illumination in the Post-Hellenistic interest in religion have a ten-
dency to project Neoplatonist categories back onto earlier thought.”? It is
unmistakably true that many elements of the discourse on ancient wis-
dom recur in Neoplatonism, but one should be aware of the fact that they
are part of a different intellectual configuration. Three key elements dis-
tinguish Neoplatonist thought about religion from Post-Hellenistic phi-
losophy: Neoplatonism emphasises a divine presence in religion, which
helps the soul ascend to the One; it locates all traditional deities in the
metaphysical hierarchy; and it presents itself as a religion thar transcends
all local religions. The following argument for important differences in
these three respects is thus a corrective to the prevalent view that mainly
emphasises continuity and subordinates Post-Hellenistic religious thought
to Neoplatonism.

The main concern of Neoplatonism was with the purification of the soul,
$0 as to make it return to its divine source. Plotinus stressed the central
role of philosophy and reflection in the process and did not consider
traditional religion very propitious for that aim. According to L. P. Gerson,
for Plotinus ‘religion is what leads to virtue’, and this did not mean the
usual civic religion.*® The second generation of Neoplatonists already had

T P P p "
ne of the usual arguments for dating developments witnessed in Neoplatonism carlicr is thac

the Chaldacan oracles probably originated in the second half of the second century. It must
be LIITIdr:r'incd. however, that, notwithstanding Athanassiadi 1999 and 2006: 31—70, their origins
remain obscure and the work is only used by Neoplatonists. Thus, even if they originate in the
second century ap, | consequently doubr they can be used to reconstruct the thcoloéical koiné of
L{m: period,

Gerson 1994: 203, See also Finamore 1999; A. Smith 2004: 78.
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a much more positive view of traditional religion, cementing an alliance
between traditional religion and philosophy.” Porphyry follows Plotinus to
a certain extent by interiorising traditional ritual practice such as sacrifice
and contesting the validity of theurgy in his Letter to Anebo.** He does,
however, see oracles as containing important knowledge, revealed by the
gods,” for helping one’s soul to ascend. lamblichus, in turn, defends the
usefulness of ritual acts and theurgy, if performed properly, as they can,
according to him, call a divine presence to the statue and the worshipperand
thus help to purify the latter’s soul.* In his wake, theurgy would become a
common element of later Neoplatonism.” Religion and in particular ritual
practice thus become tools to help one’s soul ascend.

Neoplatonist thought even goes a step further and asserts that, in order
to perform that function, religion itself is ordered by divine laws. In his On
Egyptian Mysteries, lamblichus claims that there is a cult law that predates
humanity (5.20) and, according to him and Porphyry, the gods themselves
reveal how to perform a rite correctly.’” It is quite evident that in such
a configuration, religion is indeed a place where the divine reveals itself
and that it can even be of divine origin.”® Here an important contrast can
be established with Post-Hellenistic thought. In the fourth century the
emperor Julian argues that the differences in customs and laws between
various peoples are to be explained by the fact that all nations have distinct
national gods: in his view, rites take their form from the gods, not from
human culture. Although Celsus shares with Julian the idea that each nation
worships a particular god, he emphasises, on the contrary, the human origin
of the diversity of cult which is brought about by differences in culture.”
This difference is part of a wider contrast between Neoplatonism and Post-
Hellenistic readings of religion. Post-Hellenistic philosophers emphasise
the human character of religion, with its customs and rituals created by
carlier men to express their philosophical insights: religion and rites were

* Edwards 2000: xli and 2006: 111-26, 136; Brisson 2002; A. Smith 2004: 77-89.

2 See Toulouse 2001, with a discussion of Porphyry's Philosophy from Oracles.

% Porph, Phil. ex orac. fr. 303. 4 Cf, Proclus, Theol. Plat. 1.25.

3 Athanassiadi 1993; Finamore 1999. See also Sheppard 1982; Van Licfferinge 1999; O'Meara 2005:
1o,

% The emphasis on the ascent of the soul is obvious in the way that Plotinus uses the image of the
Persian King and his satraps in Enneads 5.5.3. For him, it sketches the road the soul has to rake
to find its original bliss: when watching a procession of the Grear King, one first sees the lower
officials and then those higher in rank uniil suddenly the King himself appears. This mirrors the
way upward for the soul. The comparison now clearly has a different function from the onc it had
in Post-Hellenistic philosophy.

= Porph. Phil. ex orac. fr. 339; lambl. Mys. 2. Brisson 2002: 421-5,

¥ Nulian, Adversus Christianos 1378-1438; Origen, C. Cels. 5.34.
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human attempts to approach the divine. For Neoplatonists, in contrast,
they have become divine help for the ascent of the soul.

The contrast between Post-Hellenistic and Neoplatonist views on reli-
gion also becomes clear in the way each tries to relate the traditional
pantheon to the divine hierarchy. We have noticed that no Post-Hellenistic
philosopher attempts to give each Homeric god a definite place in the
divine hierarchy. Various authors ascribe the position of highest god to dif-
ferent gods. Often a single author, such as Plutarch or Aristides, attributes
that honour to one god in one text and to another one on another occasion.
Apart from what was noted for Plutarch in Chapter 8, one can also refer to
Numenius, who interprets Apollo as the ‘one’, while praising the Jews for
having discovered the first god.*® It is not impossible that he identifies his
three gods, which he calls grandfather, son and grandchild, with Cronus,
Zeus and Ares,” which would yield Cronus as the supreme god. Celsus, in
turn, explicitly states that it does not matter much how one wishes to refer
to the highest god.™ This betrays the view that the form religion assumes
is not divinely ordained, but the result of human culture and history. Neo-
platonism, on the contrary, tries to map religion onto its metaphysics.” In
his Letter to Anebo, Porphyry argues that one should classify the different
gods according to the different types of bodies, and his Philosophy from
Oracles links types of sacrifice to various ranks of divinity.* Similar ideas
are professed by lamblichus as well in his On Egyptian Mysteries.” Such
cfforts would culminate in Proclus’ Platonic Theology, an elaborate system
which unites religion and metaphysics and assigns each Homeric god a
well-defined place in the hierarchy of being. Because of its acute aware-
ness of the human nature of religion,® Post-Hellenistic philosophy never
attempted such a systematic integration of religion in philosophy.

Neoplatonist emphasis on the divine nature of religion does not imply
that religion is seen as a higher form of knowledge than philosophy. Indeed,

“ Numen, frs, 17, 54.
I !11.\. depends on whether one is willing to reconcile Procl. In 77, 1.303.27-304.7 = Numen. fr, 21
; 30T rv's [ ) % of
\.\ ”lil.l o1 ph)‘- ry's De aner. nymph. pp. 70.25-72.19 (Nauck) = Numen. fr. 31, where the ascent of the
soul is described through a series of zodiac signs. This identification finds a parallel in Harpocration,
4 contemporary of Numenius: Procl. fn 77, 1,304.22-305.6.
‘;-UIHUN, in Origen, €. Cebs. 1.24. 3 Brisson 2004: 90—100.
3 .
orph. Letter to Anebo in Tambl, Myse. 1.8, Phil. ex orac. frs. 309, 315. On these texts, see Busine
2005 256—-79,
lambl. Myst. s.10-20.
H\IIS dtlms not mean that Post-Hellenistic philosophers reject the possibility of direct communi-
ca twee ; ; : i
tion between 5:)(1 and man through oracles and dreams. Bur they emphasise that even such
communication is always prof s mediated thr sdi i :
S l‘, 5} (;um)“r\ mf_dmu.(l through human ClIIl.llI‘L‘.' Plutarch’s discussion of the
crse oracles in On the Pythian Oracles no Longer Spoken in Verse is telling in this respect.
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the third difference between Post-Hellenistic philosophy and Neoplaton-
ism is that the relation berween philosophy and religion is calibrated dif-
ferently in these two periods. Whereas the Post-Hellenistic discourse on
ancient wisdom puts (at least theoretically) religion and philosophy on
a par, in that they contain the same knowledge, albeit expressed differ-
ently, Neoplatonism self-consciously transcends local religions by posit-
ing itself as the supreme religion. Philosophy is now thought to contain
truth to a higher and fuller degree than religion. Porphyry, for example,
accepts that all the different religions contain a grain of wisdom, but only
philosophy has it in full possession.’” In an important passage from On
Abstinence, he depicts the philosopher as a higher kind of priest than the
priests of the lesser gods and more elevated than those serving traditional

deities:

So it is obvious that the philosopher and priest of the god who rules everything
(6 prAdoodos kai Beold Tol émi Taow fepeus) abstains from all animate food
and that he aims at approaching the god, one to one, with his own power, and
without the disturbance of any following and that he is pious, having fully explored
the necessities of nature. For the true philosopher is an explorer of many things,
understanding signs and the facts of nature, intelligent and orderly and moderate,
protecting himself in all respects. Just as a priest of one of the particular gods has
experience in the setting up of statues for this god, and in the mysteries, initiations,
purifications and such rites, so the priest of the god who rules everything has
experience in setting up his cult statues and in purifications and all the other rites
through which he is linked to the god (Kai dorep & Tivos TV kot pépos Bedov
iepeUs Epreipos TS IBpUoews 6V &yahpdTwy alTol TEW TE HpYIaCoHY Kol
TeAeTOV KaBdpoewy Te kad TGV Spoiwy, oUTtws & ToU &l T&o! Beol iepeus
uTrelpos THs auTol dyaApaTotolias kaBdpoecy Te Kol TEOV GAAWY &1’ v
oUVETTTETOL TG BEQ’)).‘S

Neoplatonism thus presents itself as a religion transcending all reli-
gions. By clevating himself above all particular expressions of religion,
Porphyry breaks the fragile balance struck by the discourse on ancient wis-
dom between religion and philosophy: Neoplatonist philosophy openly
reclaims for itself the position of the fullest source of truth. The attitude of
philosophers consequently becomes less deferential than the one observed
in early imperial authors. Philostratus” Apollonius corrects rites,” as does

7 A. Smith 2004: 79-83; Schotr 2005: 299—300. Compare Athanassiadi 1993: 124 on lamblichus.

¥ Porph. Abst. 2.49. Bouffartigue and Patillon 1979: 114 read 1év dyahpérawv abrol {of the philoso-
pher himselt). Clark 2000: 159 prefers atrol (statue of this god). I follow her, as it is the most
logical meaning of the text.

9 Philostr, VA 5.25.
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Proclus;*® Plutarch, on the contrary, attempts to interpret them correctly
and expresses his ignorance when he fails to find a good solution. The
difference is not merely semantic: the position of philosophers of the later
Roman Empire towards religion is now more forceful and interventionist.

Thus, although Neoplatonism clearly adopts parts of the Post-Hellenistic
readings of religion, the two should not be thought identical and actually
show up manifest differences. In the Post-Hellenistic period a sensitivity for
the human make-up of religion is combined with a modesty that accepts
the same degree of truth in religion as in philosophy — even though it is
clear that each philosopher projects his own doctrine onto the religions he
interprets and thus instrumentalises religion rather than truly opens up for
it. Neoplatonism, on the contrary, emphasises the divine laws that shape
ritual practice and sees actual religions as subordinate to the discipline that
guarantees full truth and returns one’s soul o the One: philosophy. The
transition from Middle Platonism to Neoplatonism is therefore not seam-
less but accompanied by a reconfiguration of the relations between religion
and philosophy. Although Neoplatonism incorporates many elements of
carlier thought, they are now set in a new relation to each other — thus
effectively shaping a new discourse.

49 Marinus, Vita Procli 1s.




